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INTRODUCTION

 

Research Question

The aim of this research is to analyze the foreign policy of the Russian Federation under President Vladimir Putin,
focusing on the various changes that took place in Russian foreign policy since Vladimir Putin became president in
1999, and specifically on the annexation of Crimea and the Russian military involvement in the Syrian war. It sets out
to explain these changes and classify them through a theoretical model developed by Charles F. Hermann in his
article ‘Changing Course: When Governments Choose to Redirect Foreign Policy’, attempting to answer the following
question: which are the most influential factors in shaping Russia’s foreign policy under Putin?

The paper holds that there is a mix of internal causes and exogenous factors determining the course of Russian
foreign policy. It is not sufficient to focus on foreign policy because foreign policy is a mirror of domestic policy and it
is driven by it. The most important of these factors, both domestic and external, have been analyzed and compared
as to conclude which exert most weight. Furthermore, this paper’s aim is also to identify how much power does
President Vladimir Putin exercise in the Russian political context, with the objective of understanding how influential
he, as an individual, is in shaping Russia’s foreign policy.

Research Objectives

This study aims to give a different focus to the much-discussed subject of Russian foreign policy. Indeed, while a lot
has been written on this topic, an investigation that explains changes in Russian foreign policy by identifying its
driving forces through the theoretical model developed by Charles Hermann, is a new approach.

A second objective is to apply Hermann’s theory to an existing context in international relations. Hermann developed
a model, based on four agents, to be used to analyze and explain changes in countries’ foreign policies. This paper
applies Hermann’s theory specifically to the scenario of Russian politics.

Finally, this dissertation wants to shed light on which are the real driving forces of Russian foreign policy, because in
Western research on this subject external events often tend to be identified as more influential variables in shaping
Russian foreign policy than are domestic occurrences.

 

METHODOLOGY
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“Theories are beacons, lenses or filters that direct us to what, according to the theory, is essential for understanding
some part of the world.” – Donnelly, 2005.

Various theories of international relations can be helpful in the analysis of a country’s foreign policy as they provide us
with schemes and frameworks upon which one can try and fit the actions of a country, thus classifying them as one or
another kind of foreign policy. In short, theories allow us to label a country’s foreign policy. Although realism and
liberalism are among the main theoretical traditions in international relations used to interpret foreign policies, and
albeit some characteristics of realist theory are clearly reflected in Russia’s behavior, neither of these two
approaches is the most appropriate to undertaking an analysis of Russian foreign policy.

A theoretical model proposed by Charles F. Hermann, on the other hand, does seem to provide the most appropriate
starting basis from which to try and decode Russian foreign policy and foreign policy changes under the
administration of President Vladimir Putin. Hermann’s schemes is a tool aimed at understanding what causes
governments to redirect their foreign policies; as such, it suits this analysis, given that Russia’s foreign policy
experienced several abrupt redirections in its recent history. Some of these changes, of course, coincided with a
radical modification of the country’s political system, some corresponded with changes in administration, and some –
those that interest us the most – took place under an existing administration, specifically the one of Vladimir Putin.
Hermann created a theoretical framework, a scheme whose objective is to interpret those situations in which
governments decide to change the direction of their foreign policies.

Firstly, Hermann (1990, p.5-6) classified foreign policy changes according to their magnitude and divided them into
adjustment changes, program changes, problem/goal changes, and international orientation changes. Adjustment
changes are quantitative changes: small modifications in the effort with which foreign policy is carried out, or
refinements of the targets of that particular policy. Under such changes the main purposes of the policy remain
unchanged, so does what is done, and how it is done. Program changes are qualitative changes: in this case too, the
purposes of the policy do not change, what changes are the methods used to address the goals and objectives of the
policy; in others words, what is done and how it is done does change. Problem/Goal changes see the relinquishment
or replacement of the initial problem or goal that the specific foreign policy was addressing. At this stage, the
purposes of the policy are replaced. International orientation changes are the most extreme kind of foreign policy
alterations: in such events, states completely redirect their approach to world affairs. There is a fundamental shift in
the country’s international activities and role. According to Hermann, while adjustment changes do not represent
major foreign policy redirections, the other three kinds of change do.

Secondly, Hermann (1990, pp.11-12) identified four ‘change agents’ or sources of change; that is, the causes behind
a government’s decision to redirect its foreign policy. Change agents are: predominant leader, bureaucratic
advocacy, domestic restructuring, and external shocks. When a policymaker, usually the head of government, has
enough power, conviction, and energy to urge his administration to redirect the course of its foreign policy in
accordance with the policymaker’s own vision, one can talk of predominant leader-driven change. Bureaucratic
advocacy change happens when a particular group within the government sees the need for changing the course of
foreign policy and it is influential enough to make that change take place through advocacy. Domestic restructuring
as an agent of change is possible because any government needs the support and legitimation of the most politically
relevant segments of society for it to govern effectively. When these elites either change in their composition or alter
their views on foreign policy, they can cause the policy to be redirected. Foreign policy change can also be the result
of dramatic international events. When these events’ visibility and their impact on a government are large, they can
spark major foreign policy changes. In this scenario, one can talk of external shocks as a source of policy change.

Table 1. Hermann’s Scheme
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Clearly, these agents of foreign policy change are not mutually exclusive, and, for a foreign policy redirection to
happen, there often needs to be an interaction between some or all of these sources of change. For instance, an
external shock could activate a leader-driven initiative to change foreign policy course. Finally, change always seems
to stem from failure. This means that a redirection of foreign policy is dictated by the realization that the actual policy
is not properly addressing the problems it had set out to resolve, or that it is not achieving the goals it was meant to
reach.

Hermann’s model will accompany us throughout this paper as an assistance tool in our assessment of Russian
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foreign policy under President Vladimir Putin. The real-life case of Russia will be juxtaposed to Hermann’s theoretical
model to allow for a guided, less dispersive investigation. The specificity and practicality of Hermann’s model are
what make it a more attractive instrument for a study of Russia’s foreign policy than are the realist and liberalist
theoretical frameworks.

Of course, labeling events as black or white in social sciences is never a good idea, as grey tends to prevail in this
imperfect science. Therefore, to claim that a country’s foreign policy falls exactly within a theoretical framework – in
this case, Russian foreign policy within Hermann’s model – would mean stretching reality. However, theories do
represent extremely useful tools when trying to order and simplify extremely complex matters. The readers are
therefore invited to keep in mind that, whenever I have applied Hermann’s theory to the realities of Russian foreign
policy in this paper, I have done so simply in order to make an extremely complex and multifaceted theme more
orderly and easier to comprehend. My application of Hermann’s theory to the realities of Russian foreign policy is in
no way an empirical truth, but rather my choice of a theoretical approach that I regard as the most appropriate to
explaining Russian foreign policy.

 

CHAPTER 1. Persistent Foreign Policy Themes (Russia’s Core National Interests)

 

Before setting out to analyse which changes have taken place in recent Russian foreign policy, it is wise to take a
look at which have been the recurring priorities in Russian foreign policy since the collapse of the Soviet Union.
Having a clear vision of Russia’s main interests since the country’s birth will make it easier to evaluate whether the
changes that take place under Putin amount to radical turnarounds in Russian foreign policy, or if they are simply
adaptations of decades-long goals to the realities of today.

According to Margot Light (2015), several themes that embody Russia’s main foreign policy interests and goals have
remained consistent since the birth of the post-soviet Russian state. These topics were customarily repeated in most
foreign policy and security documents since the first Foreign Policy Concept was issued in 1993. The most persistent
one among these themes is Russia’s prioritization of its relations with the Commonwealth of Independent States
(CIS), which is unfailingly listed as the most important regional priority for Russia. More generally, as Lukyanov
(2016, p.35) wrote, Russia has historically considered Central Asia as its zone of influence, a chessboard where
Russia would play to dominate. Russia’s territory is mostly composed of vast flat plains, which has made the country
vulnerable to external invasions by enemies attempting to conquer it. As a consequence, Russia has always felt the
need to create buffer zones around its core, expanding the space around it, to make an invasion more difficult.

This kind of strategic thinking might seem outdated, belonging to the past. However, it has influenced Russian
policymakers until the end of the 20th century, and into the 21st. This century is not likely to see any ground invasion of
Russia by a foreign enemy. Nonetheless, the Kremlin is concerned with a more sophisticated kind of invasion that
might take place if the CIS were to become westernized: it could eventually influence the Russian population and
bring about regime change in Russia. That is why the CIS, the former Soviet possessions, are so important to
Russia’s administration; it wants them under its influence because they represent a buffer to protect its core. Russian
leaders, including the more moderated ones like Medvedev, have unfailingly considered the post-Soviet space as
their primary foreign policy priority, a zone of privileged interests (Kuchins & Zevelev, 2012, p.156).

This brings me to another pillar of Russian foreign policy: its opposition to NATO’s eastward expansion. Although
Russia has at times been much closer to the West and NATO than it is today – to the point of even considering
joining the organization – one must notice that the threat posed to Russia’s security by NATO’s eastward
enlargement in ‘the immediate proximity of Russian borders’ has been persistently mentioned in official documents
(National Security Concept, 2000). Lukyanov (2016, p.32-33) reminds us of how, following the collapse of the Soviet
Union, the West started to spread democracy to the world. At times it did so peacefully; however, elsewhere in the
world, the West opted to resolve to military force to get rebellious countries to abide by the rules of the Western-
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established international order. Since the Gulf War, the West has resorted to force, either through NATO or individual
state actions, more and more often. It did so in 1999, when it bombed Serbia, a close Russian ally in Europe, to
support the secession of Kosovo. Following that operation, NATO or some of its members have engaged in military
interventions in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya, bringing about regime change in all three occasions. Again Lukyanov
(2016, p.33), as well as Russian political analyst Sergei Karaganov (2011), hold that from a Russian perspective
NATO has transformed from the purely defensive organization it was during the cold war, into an offensive
organization: it is objectively difficult to contradict them. A more aggressive NATO has been incorporating countries
that were former Soviet members (i.e. Baltic states and Poland) which have now become increasingly anti-Russian
and that, most importantly, previously formed a buffer zone between NATO and Russia. Therefore, from a Russian
perspective, it becomes clear that NATO’s eastward expansion into its area of influence and buffer zones represents
a significant threat. Specifically, if Ukraine were to join NATO, Russia would share a 2000 kilometers border with
NATO, something it finds unacceptable.

Partly as a consequence of Western military interventions to bring regime change and the establishment of
democracy, Russia has also always been a staunch defender of sovereignty, territorial integrity, and international law
in general (Light, 2015). In other words, Russia has persistently defended its right to sovereignty and independence
and has been critical of Western actions of interference in the domestic affairs of other states. It has also expressed a
commitment to defend the norms of international law against unilateral or multilateral attempts on the part of other
countries to change them. Putin’s war in Georgia and annexation of Crimea broke that commitment. These two
events represented abrupt shifts in the foreign policy of the Russian Federation. Indeed, Chapter 4.1 is dedicated to
explaining the reasons behind Putin’s decision to annex Crimea, disregarding Russia’s long-held commitment to the
respect of international law.

Another threat to Russian security that was regularly included in documents on foreign and security policy is
represented by the deployment, on the part of other countries, of ballistic missile defence systems, particularly when
these are close to Russia’s borders. Russia holds that such systems undermine regional and global stability and give
an unfair strategic advantage to the country or countries adopting them. The resistance to the establishment of a
missile defence system in Europe can thus be identified as a fourth persistent theme in Russian foreign policy,
together with the three mentioned above: (1) importance of its sphere of influence on the CIS; (2) opposition to
NATO’s eastward expansion; and (3) a defence of sovereignty, territorial integrity, and international law.

Two other recurring themes at the core of Russian foreign policy, which are both inextricably connected to the ones
just described, are the call for a multipolar world, and the achievement and consolidation, by Russia, of its great
power status.

Since the year 2000, and following the 1999 NATO military operation against Serbia, a call for a multipolar world
where international problems are resolved through multilateral cooperation as opposed to unilateral actions and
unipolarity has been a constant in Russian foreign policy concepts. However, what can be considered as the
paramount core element of Russian foreign policy – one that has achieved even more importance under Putin – has
been that of first retrieving, and then consolidating, its status of great power, derzhavnost. In the words of Putin
himself “we will strive to be leaders” (Putin apud Light, 2015, p.16). Russia has therefore always considered itself an
equal to the United States and Europe and it has no intention of being led by them; it has always defended its position
as an independent strategic player (Carnegie Moscow Center, 2012). Indeed, as typical of most great powers,
Russia has historically considered itself an exceptional country with a special mission. This has made Russians very
proud people, and it also caused them to be highly resentful to the West whenever they felt like it was disregarding
Russia’s exceptionalism. This sense of uniqueness and of being on a mission has taken on several different hats
throughout time: from the third Rome to the pan-Slavic kingdom, from being the center of world Communism to
today’s Eurasianism (Kotkin, 2016, p.3).

 

CHAPTER 2. Vladimir Putin: the Predominant Leader
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“Russia’s political system is tsarist, and Putin is a present-day absolute monarch.” – Dmitri Trenin, 2015.

Before setting out to explain how (and for one to be able to understand why) Russian foreign policy has changed so
frequently since Putin became president, it is necessary to understand that foreign policy in Russia is currently
decided by Putin himself. The reasons for such an extended power being concentrated in the hands of a single man
are primarily historical. In fact, as Kotkin (2016, p.4) rightly noted, and as mentioned in Chapter 1, one of the main
historical drivers of Russian foreign policy has been its struggle to be (and be recognized as) a great power.
Throughout the centuries, Russians felt that – because the world is extremely dangerous, and because the country’s
geography offers no natural defences – the only way that Russia had to guarantee its security was by having a strong
state capable of resorting to force to protect itself and its interests. The unintended and paradoxical consequence of
such effort has been, over and over again, the weakening of the Nation’s institutions and the establishment of a
personalistic rule. During the Romanov years, under Lenin, Stalin, and up to this day, personalistic rule has thus been
the norm in Russia, with considerable amounts of power concentrated in the hands of one individual. This has led to
decision-making, including in foreign policy, often being capricious.

The control over foreign policy in the hands of one leader has remained true in post-Soviet Russia, and it was
legitimated by the Constitution. Articles 80 and 85 of the Constitution of the Russian Federation give the President
the authority to govern the country’s foreign policy (Constitution of the Russian Federation, 1993). However, it cannot
be ignored that – differently from the Russian leaders who preceded him – Putin can exercise such an enormous
amount of personal power also, and to a great extent, because he was able to win over the trust and the love of most
ordinary Russians. Indeed, one shouldn’t forget that the situation in Russia following the collapse of the Soviet Union
was a dramatic one, marked by economic depression, street crime, and an extremely violent fight among the
oligarchs for winning control of former Soviet assets that were being privatized (Laqueur, 2015). Richard Sawka
(2008; p.2) defined that period as “the greatest economic depression in peace time in modern world history”. Since
Putin came to power, by exploiting rising energy prices, but also thanks to his personal skills, he was able to re-
establish a functioning state. The President promised he would put an end to the chaos and the corruption that had
flourished under Yeltsin, and that he would restore Russia’s rightful place as an independent great power
(Braithwaite, 2015). Essentially, Putin entered an unofficial ‘contract’ with the Russian people according to which, in
exchange for almost uncontested authority, he would restore security and economic prosperity, and give the
population reasons to be proud of their country, by bringing it back to being an internationally influential player.

Dmitri Trenin (2015, p. 34) is among the many eminences backing the argument that Vladimir Putin is the sole
decision maker when it comes to foreign and security policy. Trenin confirms that Putin’s decisions in foreign policy
are based on what he believes are Russia’s national interests and on his philosophical interpretations of right and
wrong. Consequently, the President’s views on international affairs, and on what ought to be Russia’s role and status
in the world, are of the utmost importance. Of course, the fact that so much power is concentrated in the hands of one
person (Hermann’s predominant leader) means that, as suggested in Chapter 3, any person or any factor that ends
up exerting an influence on the predominant leader will also have a direct impact on his views on foreign policy.

However, this doesn’t change the fact that the predominant leader remains the most relevant of all agents of foreign
policy change. In fact, influence groups and elites (heinafter bureaucratic advocacy), external events (external
shocks), and domestic developments (domestic restructuring) are all relevant drivers of foreign policy change in as
much as they affect the views of the real decision-maker: the predominant leader, Vladimir Putin. A more detailed
analysis of how bureaucratic advocacy, domestic restructuring, and external shocks played a role in shaping the
changes in Russian foreign that took place in Putin’s first and second terms is to be found in the next chapters.

Fiona Hill (2015, pp.45-50), senior fellow at Brookings Institution’s Foreign Policy program, while supporting Trenin’s
view that Putin is the only decider on relevant matters of Russian foreign policy, goes even further. Indeed, she holds
that Putin’s character is composed of six identities he developed because of various experiences from his past
personal and professional life: statist, history man, survivalist, outsider, free marketer, and case officer. These six
identities, she argues, play a significant role in shaping the foreign policy priorities and goals that Putin has identified
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for Russia, as well as the methods he chooses to implement his policies and reach those goals. The fact that the
President’s personal views on foreign affairs, shaped by his life experiences, become the pillars of Russian foreign
policy, is the utmost demonstration of the fact that, in the context of Russian politics, the predominant leader is
undeniably the most determinant agent of foreign policy change.

The rest of this dissertation looks at how the three other agents of change (bureaucratic advocacy, external shocks,
and domestic restructuring) contributed to causing foreign policy shifts in Putin’s first and second terms in office, and
how they are currently contributing to changes in his third term. However, the reader should always keep in mind that
the three above mentioned agents of change were, at all times during Putin’s three terms as president, and even
during his term as prime minister, influencing the predominant leader.

 

CHAPTER 3. Russian Foreign Policy Changes under Putin: 1st and 2nd Governments

 

Having described the incredible amount of personal power Vladimir Putin exerts in Russia, it is time to proceed and
analyse the changes in foreign policy that took place under his three terms as president, and during his tenure as
prime minister. Indeed, many authors have argued that even during Medvedev’s presidency, it was Vladimir Putin
who held the reins of the Russian state (Pavlovsky apud Hearst, 2012; Neef & Schepp, 2011; Bidder, 2011). After
analysing these foreign policy changes, and having identified which change agents (bureaucratic advocacy, external
shocks, domestic restructuring) played a role in making policy changes happen, this chapter argues that the current
stance of Russian foreign policy is not a sudden tailspin (international reorientation), although it may seem so.
Instead, it’s the final, most extreme section of a process of change in Russia’s foreign policy stance that began even
before Putin came to power, and that got much stronger under his rule.

Of course, a government undertaking a different foreign policy path is not something unusual, and other Russian and
Soviet leaders had done so before. However, change has been such a continuous feature in Putin’s tenures as
president that one simply cannot set out to explain his foreign policy without keeping change in mind. Although one
might think that changes are a peculiarity of Putin’s third term, such line of thought would be a misinterpretation of
reality. In fact, Vladimir Putin already showed a surprisingly high tendency to changing his foreign policy during his
first two terms as president. Taking a closer look at these precedents, and understanding what motivated them, will
help us better comprehend current foreign policy changes and to consider whether or not they are following a logical,
historical pattern. I will make use of Charles Hermann’s model to first consider the extent of the changes that took
place during Putin’s first two terms and then to explain howbureaucratic advocacy, domestic restructuring, and
external shocks contributed to shaping the foreign policy decision-making of the predominant leader.

Professor Dina Rome Spechler (2010) comes in handy here, since she identified four starkly different phases in
Putin’s foreign policy during his first two tenures, and gave her explanation as to why such changes occurred. Her
analysis looked specifically at the Russian foreign policy approach to the West and particularly the United States.
Such an approach, while limited in scope, is an appropriate tool to use in the context of this study since I am mostly
concerned with the changes in posture that Russia has recently been taking with respect to the West. After all, as
Kuchins and Zevelev (2012, p.152) have argued, “for most policymakers and elites in Moscow, old habits of
measuring success or failure through a U.S.-centric prism have endured”. I will thus briefly summarize Spechler’s
four phases of Putin’s foreign policy and – through Hermann’s model – I will classify them by magnitude and identify
the change agents that played a critical role in these contexts.

The first phase (2000-2001) of Putin’s foreign policy was characterized by mistrust of, as well as antagonism
towards, the West. The animosity between Russia and the West stemmed from several controversies: the West’s
role in the CIS and the uncertain future of the Baltic countries; disagreements regarding energy routes; and troubles
concerning the Strategic arms Reduction Treaty (START). Putin was cultivating relations with China, Cuba, and
North Korea, as well as with Iraq and Iran, which were all countries of extreme concern to the West. At the same
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time, he was denouncing most US actions that somehow had an effect on Russia. For instance, he was especially
critical of the US’ intended withdrawal form the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty (ABMT) and of its plan to build a national
missile defence system. The US military intervention in Yugoslavia and the talks about NATO’s expansion to Eastern
Europe were also issues that particularly irritated his administration at that time (Spechler, 2010, p. 41).

The terrorist attacks of September 11th, 2001 on the United States coincided with the beginning of the second phase
(2001-2002) of Putin’s foreign policy. It was a complete tailspin with respect to the first one. A change so radical that
it could well have appeared as the most extreme form of change in Hermann’s model: an international reorientation
(although, as explained further down, it wasn’t). Russia went from opposing the US and the West in almost every
respect, to willingly engaging with them in a relationship of partnership and trust. Excitement was so high that then-
Russian foreign minister Igor Ivanov claimed the emergence of a “new world order” (Ivanov apud Spechler, 2010,
p.37). In fact, from that day onwards, and for about one year, Putin’s Russia was cooperating with the United States
and the West on a wide array of issues. It is not an exaggeration to say that that was one of the most pro-Western
stances in Russian history. Putin immediately declared that Russia would give full support to the US in its war on
terror, enthusiastically announcing that Russia would give military aid and share intelligence to erase Al-Qaeda off
the map. Former Soviet military bases in Central Asia were made available for use by US troops. The Putin
administration went so far as declaring that Central Asia hadn’t been considered as an area of exclusive Russian
influence, something that clearly contradicted one of the core historical principles of Russian foreign policy. Even
more astonishing was the fact that what only one year earlier had been a matter of enormous bilateral tensions – the
US announcing its withdrawal from the ABMT – was now regarded as an issue of little concern that would not
jeopardize the two countries’ reciprocal trust. Russia also abandoned former threats that it would have responded
asymmetrically to a US deployment of a missile defence system. Putin himself declared that he believed that “the
decision taken by the President of the United States does not pose a threat to the national security of the Russian
Federation” (Putin, 2001). However, Putin’s most dramatic shift, which broke drastically not only with the foreign
policy line he had previously followed, but also with that of his predecessors, was his repositioning on another issue
which, like Russia’s influence on the CIS, had long been regarded as one of the core elements and biggest concerns
of Russia’s foreign policy: NATO’s eastward expansion. Indeed, not only did Putin reconsider Russia’s decades-long
opposition to the expansion of the Western military alliance into Russia’s backyard; he even claimed that Russia was
keen to strengthen its relationship with NATO and possibly even to consider joining it as a member state (Spechler,
2010, pp. 36-37).

However, Spechler (2010, p.37) points out that this love affair with the West was short-lived. When the US
announced its plan to go to war with Iraq, Putin publicly opposed the Iraq mission and the US as a whole. He claimed
Russia would veto any US-sponsored Security Council resolution that would authorize the use of force against
Saddam Hussein. Not even one year had elapsed since the beginning of the second phase, and there it was already,
the third phase (2002-2003), a renewed period of Russian bitterness towards the US and the West. Once again, in a
one-year span, Russia was undertaking what seemed to be another international orientation change in its foreign
policy. However, in this case too and as clarified below, it was only apparently an international reorientation.

The bitterness was soon transformed into outright hostility. The fourth phase (2004-2008) corresponded to Putin’s
second tenure as president, and it was characterized by the Russian extension of its antagonism beyond the US to
include NATO and the European Union. By the end of it, when Putin became prime minister, the relations between
Russia and the West were as compromised as they had been during the last ten years of the Cold War. Indeed, that
period saw Russia suspending its commitment to, or considering withdrawing from post-Cold War East-West security
institutions such as the Treaty on Conventional Forces in Europe (CFE) and the Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces
(INF) Treaty. The latter would have happened in response to the US’s stated intention of deploying missile defence
systems in Poland and the Czech Republic. Moscow also started testing and displaying offensive weapons intended
to penetrate a national missile defence system the US had been testing. Unsurprisingly, it was the US that attracted
most of Russia’s criticism. According to Spechler (2010, pp.37-38) Putin publicly accused the US of intending to
create an internal division in Europe, undermining international institutions, and instigating a nuclear arms race.
Russia also began denouncing Western policies on a wider array of issues. The Baltic countries went back to being a
contentious issue as Russia claimed that if NATO were to extend to those countries, unspecified actions of retaliation
would follow. Spechler also argued that when the pro-democracy colour revolutions began in countries like Ukraine
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and Kyrgyzstan, Putin started talking about a Western plan to install friendly regimes in the CIS to surround Russia
and ultimately bring about regime change in the country itself. He labelled human rights and pro-democracy Russian
NGOs as instruments used by Western governments to channel funds used to influence Russian politics. As a
response to these alleged machinations, Putin took several other actions to eliminate Western presence in and
influence on the CIS. Countries in the region that had relations of any kind with the West were somehow punished by
Russia. The price Ukraine had to pay to purchase Russian gas was increased dramatically, and the supply cut off
twice when Ukraine had trouble paying the bills. Georgia was targeted military in more than one occasion after it
declared its intention of joining NATO. Military relations with pro-Russian regimes in the CIS and with China were
intensified. The foreign policy change that took place from phase three to four was a good representation of
Hermann’s changes in magnitude of a country’s foreign policy: adjustment change and program change. In fact,
while the purpose of Russian foreign policy did not change, the extent of Russia’s efforts and the instruments that
Russia chose to achieve its foreign policy goal did change.

The apparently radical foreign policy changes that took place between phase one and two, and phase two and three
of Putin’s foreign policy – which, as mentioned before, might have appeared to be international reorientation changes
– were, too, only program changes. Even when he considered joining NATO as a member state, and when he
offered help to the US in the war on terror and gave the US access to former soviet military basis, Putin was trying a
different approach to achieve his goal of making Russia a great power again. It was yet another attempt to join in with
the West as equals; two great powers that would shape and protect the world while respecting each other’s vital
interests. When Putin understood that the West wouldn’t accept Russia as its equal, it adopted yet anotherprogram
change and went back to a more distant, wary, assertive approach. A more detailed explanation of Russia’s decades-
long struggle to reaffirm its great power status is provided in Chapter 4.

The driving forces behind the foreign policy changes that took place during the four phases were various, and it is
relevant to go over each of them because they are still the driving forces behind the changes that are occurring in
Putin’s third term. Even though, as explained later, the particular weight that each force exerts is different today than
it was during Putin’s first and second term. For instance, domestic restructuring – which did not play particularly
relevant a role in shaping the foreign policy changes that occurred during the first two terms – has become one of the
main driving forces in Putin’s current foreign policy.

The second section of Hermann’s model, the one dealing with the agents of change, serves here as a scheme to
rationalize such changes. I will henceforth demonstrate how all of Hermann’s change agents played a crucial role in
shaping the changes in Putin’s foreign policy that occurred throughout the four phases. More specifically,
bureaucratic advocacy, domestic restructuring, and external shocks influenced a predominant leader – in this case,
Vladimir Putin – and thus significantly contributed to shaping that leader’s foreign policy decision-making.

3.1. Bureaucratic Advocacy’s Influence on the Predominant Leader

Within the Russian political context, there are pre-formed approaches to foreign policy, as well as influential groups
pushing for individual policies, which can both be considered forms of bureaucratic advocacy because Vladimir Putin
is exposed to them and they can influence his views. Spechler (2010, pp.38-45) wrote of five different approaches to
foreign policy – the liberal, the nationalist, the great power activist, the realist, and the assertivist – backed by five
sections of the Russian elite, that had an influence on President Vladimir Putin, at different times during his
presidencies, and were thus partly responsible for the abovementioned changes in foreign policy. The changes these
elites contributed to causing fit in the category of bureaucratic advocacy changes as defined by Charles Hermann;
that is changes in foreign policy stemming from advocacy groups within the government that are influential enough to
have their voices heard. Adapting Hermann’s definition to the Russian case, one should speak of elites in general,
rather than of groups within the government since not all of these elite groups belong to the government, despite most
of them do.

Two other authors, Kuchins and Zevelev (2012), offered their classification of the various elites and groups whose
views on foreign policy have (or had) influence in shaping the actual policies. The three approaches they identified
are the pro-Western liberals, the great power balancers, and the nationalists. Although their classification does not
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exactly mirror Spechler’s, the two models present significant similarities. However, it must be specified that the
Western liberal approach, which was followed by the government of President Boris Yeltsin until 1993 – and whose
core idea was that Russia ought to “subordinate its foreign policy goals to those of the West” and aspire to become a
fully Western nation – has since lost traction in Russian politics and thus did not exert significant influence on Vladimir
Putin.

From 1993 until 2003 the great power balancers approach has been the most influential among the various
viewpoints on foreign policy. Evgeniy Primakov was the frontman of this movement, which strived to reassert
Russia’s status as an independent great power. This vision of the world largely coincides with Vladimir Putin’s, who
adopted it and made it his own at least until the end of his first term. It can thus be argued that the great power
balancers are an example of bureaucratic advocacy affecting a predominant leader.

Since 2003 two external shocks – actions by the Bush administration, and the rising oil prices that accelerated
Russia’s economic growth – caused Putin to shift, between his first and second term (phase three to four) from a
power balancers to a nationalist approach, one characterized by a resolute opposition to the US and the West. Ever
since, nationalism has been the most influential of the bureaucratic advocacy approaches, and all the
representatives of other visions have understood that, in order to survive, they had to adopt some elements of
nationalism (Kuchins & Zevelev, 2012, pp. 147-160).

The relevant point for the purpose of this essay is that the foreign policy views, as well as the interests, of various
influential groups (such as the oligarchs, or the secret service), think tanks, political parties, and experts do play a
role in shaping Russian foreign policy because thepredominant leader is exposed to them. At times thebureaucratic
advocacy might actually be capable of influencing him directly: for instance, powerful arms industry oligarchs (who
can leverage on their being an important source of revenues for the country) or army officials that have an interest in
Russia engaging in military operations, might influence Putin in a particular direction. However, these approaches
and groups are not stronger than Putin’s will and don’t dominate his mind.

Another demonstration of the fact that bureaucratic advocacy plays a relevant role in causing foreign policy change
is provided by Pavlovsky (2016, p.12). He argues that because Putin is a predominant leader with a great deal of
power, he often limits himself to simply accepting or refusing proposals that were presented to him by advisors. His
decision-making is defined as reactive. Pavlovsky claims that Russia’s actions “rarely stem from Kremlin directives
but rather result from a sort of contest among Kremlin-related groups, each seeking to prove its loyalty”. He refers to
this political machinery as sistema and holds that the fight among various groups to obtain Putin’s favor and approval
can be extremely dangerous. The murder of opposition leader Boris Nemtsov in 2015, as well as the assassinations,
in 2006, of journalist Anna Politkovskaya and former Russian intelligence officer Alexander Litvinenko – both high-
profile Kremlin opponents – were most likely demonstrations of loyalty to Vladimir Putin by people trying to prove their
worth, rather than direct orders from the President himself. Both Pavlovsky (2016, p.11) and Ledeneva (2015) argue
that sistema had existed in Russia prior to the coming to power of Vladimir Putin, and will outlive him. Dmitri Trenin
(2015, p.34) too, while recognizing that Putin is alone in making the most important foreign policy decisions, states
that the influence of top government bureaucrats does play a role. A whole dissertation could be written on this issue,
studying who are the people in Putin’s closest circle. Future research could attempt to test the actual extent of the
influence the bureaucratic advocacy exerts on the predominant leader. However, this is too broad and complicated a
subject, also due to a lack of accessible information, to be treated in detail in this dissertation.

3.2. Domestic Restructuring’s Influence on the Predominant Leader 

Richard Sawka (2008, p.241) has argued that, while foreign and domestic policies are usually highly interconnected,
in Putin’s Russia there has been a collapse of foreign policy into domestic constraints. SciencesPo Professor Marie
Mendras (2015, p.81) wrote that the colour revolutions were the cause of growing concern, within the Kremlin, that if
those countries got democratized Russian society could also get contaminated by democracy. While this cannot be
considered as a pure domestic restructuring because at the time of the colour revolutions Russia was growing
economically and Putin enjoyed strong domestic support, it can be argued that the fear that the revolutions could
potentially trigger a domestic restructuring in the near future did bring Putin to undertake a more aggressive stance
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towards the West in his foreign policy. Dmitri Trenin (2015, p.34) argued that, despite Putin being a strongman
leader, he does have to keep into account the way private citizens feel. It was in Putin’s third term when the economic
crisis hit hard, and Russians started feeling dissatisfied with the Putin administration and staged protests in the main
Russian cities, that domestic restructuring became a major change agent in foreign policy. More on this is to be
found in Chapter 5, which is entirely dedicated to domestic restructuring as one of the two main forces driving foreign
policy change, together with the predominant leader.

3.3. External Shocks’ Influence on the Predominant Leader

Spechler (2010) identified external events as partly responsible for changing Putin’s foreign policy during the four
phases. It is pretty intuitive to understand that those external events that contributed to causing foreign policy change
fall well within Hermann’s category of external shocks as agents of change. Although the term shock has a negative
connotation, one would be mistaken to think that they necessarily lead to a more aggressive or inimical foreign policy
posture. In fact, the terrorist attacks of 9/11 paradoxically offered a good opportunity for Putin to change his foreign
policy from a nationalist to a realist approach (phase one to phase two) because they highlighted the terrible power of
an enemy (i.e. Al-Qaeda) that the West and Russia had in common. Russia could exploit its favourable geographical
position and military strength to offer help to the US in its war on terror, hoping that the US would reciprocate by
respecting Russian interests and politics.

The US’ decision to wage war on Iraq in 2003 can certainly be regarded as another external shock and Spechler
considered it as an event that was largely responsible for changing Russia’s foreign policy from a realist to a great
power activist status (phase two to phase three). Indeed, the action by the US openly disregarded one of Russia’s
core foreign policy principles: the respect for international law; specifically, for a country’s right to sovereignty,
independence, and territorial integrity. The US’ war on Iraq was a flagrant violation of the country’s sovereignty and
territorial integrity, and it was illegal under international law, since it was conducted without the authorization of the
UN Security Council.

The pro-democracy uprisings named ‘colour revolutions’ that took place in the former Soviet territories of Georgia,
Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan from 2003 to 2005 also undoubtedly amounted to external shocks. As mentioned in
Chapter 1, the CIS has historically been a priority for Russia, which considers it its ‘zone of influence’. Consequently,
to see democratic, anti-Russian parties achieving power in those countries must have been a grave concern for the
Kremlin. However, a much greater external shock was the fact that the West unwisely admitted fomenting and
supporting the colour revolutions. In fact, then-US President George W. Bush had announced that the then recently
created Active Response Corps, whose goal was to support pro-democracy groups achieve their objectives, would
soon have had an opportunity to operate in the context of other colour revolutions in the post-Soviet space (Bush,
2005). Putin saw this as an outright attempt by the West to surround Russia with pro-democratic regimes with the
ultimate goal of causing regime change in Russia (Spechler, 2010, p. 44).

As explained in more detail in Chapter 5, one of the main drivers of Putin’s foreign policy today is the maintenance
and protection of his regime. It is intuitive to comprehend that a public declaration by the US of wanting to facilitate
the spreading of democracy to the Post-soviet region represented one of the most direct threats to the Russian
regime’s survival.

Several other actions by the Bush administration caused grave disillusionment to Putin: its efforts to admit Georgia
and Ukraine into NATO, its announcement in January 2007 that it would deploy a missile defence system to Poland
and the Czech Republic, and its uninhibited support of Georgia before and immediately after the conflict with Russia.
All these amounted to external shocks, which unsettled Putin and contributed to shifting his foreign policy towards a
more anti-Western, assertive stance (Kuchins & Zevelev, 2012, p.156). In short, the colour revolutions, the West
support of them, and the US’ plan to deploy missile defence systems in Eastern Europe were all external shocks
which contributed to shifting Russia’s foreign policy from a great power activist to a more aggressive, nationalist and
assertivist approach (phase three to phase four).

However, in Chapter 5 I argue that, while external shocks played a more significant role in causing foreign policy
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change in Putin’s first two terms, in his third tenure domestic restructuring has become a much more relevant change
agent. Nonetheless, external shocks were still relevant in as much as they sparked the domestic restructuring that
caused Putin to shift his policy course.

 

CHAPTER 4. Russian Foreign Policy Changes in Putin’s 3rd Term

 

Since he became president again in 2012, Putin has chosen a foreign policy course that has widely been defined as
starkly different from the one he pursued during his first two terms as president and from the foreign policies of
previous administrations. There has been much talk about how Putin has begun to follow a nationalist, neo-revisionist
and neo-eurasianist foreign policy. However, while such a policy undoubtedly represents an international
reorientation with respect to the pro-Western, Atlanticist foreign policy course followed by Yeltsin – and it also
departs from the pragmatism of Primakov – cannot be regarded as an international reorientation with respect to the
foreign policy Putin pursued during his first two terms. Undeniably, in his third tenure Putin has grown increasingly
dissatisfied with the way the West has been behaving in the international arena. However, one should not think that
this is a completely new posture for Russia, a peculiarity unique to Putin’s third term.

In fact, Marcel De Haas (2010, p.21), on Spechler’s line of thought, wrote that Putin, during his second tenure, had
already been following an increasingly assertive foreign policy with respect to the West and the in-between countries
that leaned towards it. He argued that at the basis of that forceful foreign policy stance was a mindset that saw
Russia as a renascent great power. The enormous increase in oil price was a stimulus for Russia to work harder
towards achieving that status since it guaranteed revenues that the Kremlin was able to employ into reaching its goal.
As Russia grew economically stronger, and the West experienced economic crisis and military failures, the Kremlin
regained confidence and started proposing itself like a great power once again. De Haas wrote that Putin had been
striving to ensure that the West would never again neglect Russia as an internationally meaningless player. At the
time he was writing, in 2010, he thought that Putin had already achieved his goal and that nobody doubted that
Moscow was back as a major international player.

Adding onto this, Fyodor Lukyanov (2016, p.34) points out that both the Russian elites and the ordinary people never
accepted the idea of Russia as nothing more than a regional power. In the early 1990s, the West interpreted the fact
that Russia had not acted to prevent NATO’s eastward expansion and the EU’s consolidation as the acceptance, by
Russia, of the post-Cold-War international order. In truth, Russia behaved as it did only because of its weak
economic and political position. The West offered Russia to join the Western-built world order as a minor partner, one
that would have to accept Western established rules (and benefit from them), but that could not play a role in shaping
such rules. This is a position that Russia could never have accepted.

In other words, Russian resentment towards the West had been on a steady rise for decades, and Putin took
advantage of it – and of the relative weakening of the West’s supremacy in the international arena – to reaffirm the
country’s position as the great power it used to be. That is to say a superpower whose point of view should always be
kept into consideration by the West before it sets out to changing anything in the international order (i.e. humanitarian
military interventions resulting in regime changes).

However, by the end of his second term, Putin was not yet satisfied with the status Russia had achieved. In his third
tenure, things have been complicated by the fact that energy prices, which had played a crucial role in supporting
Russia’s great power aspirations, began to drop consistently, resulting in dramatically worsened economic conditions
which sparked domestic protests against him. The predominant leader was thus faced with a conundrum: how to
keep his aspirations of Russia as a great power alive, while at the same time silencing the voices of critics and
opposition domestically?

Two events in particular that took place in Putin’s third term represented the biggest changes with respect to the

E-International Relations ISSN 2053-8626 Page 12/26



A Theoretical Analysis of Russian Foreign Policy: Changes Under Vladimir Putin
Written by Giovanni Baldoni

foreign policy course he had been following in his first two tenures: the annexation of Crimea and the military
intervention in the Syrian war. They represented drastic changes because Russia had hitherto, with the exception of
its 2008 war against Georgia, carefully avoided military involvement in foreign conflicts. Another well-known example
of Russia’s newly aggressive stance are the military standoffs with the US it recently undertook in the Baltic Sea. A
Russian SU-27 fighter jet performed an extremely dangerous barrel roll at close distance of a US surveillance plane.
On another occasion Russian fighter jets simulated an attack on a US Navy destroyer (Telegraph Reporters and
Reuters, 2016). Several Russian submarines and aircraft intrusions into, or at close proximity of the EU borders have
been reported in recent months (De Larrinaga, 2016).

The changes in foreign policy under Putin’s third term cannot be placed under Hermann’s category ofinternational
reorientations because they are just different methods of achieving the same goal: making Russia a great power. The
radical foreign policy changes that had taken place between phase one and two, and phase two and three of Putin’s
foreign policy were program changes and not international reorientations. Today, in the same way, the Kremlin is
once again applying adjustment and program changes to accelerate the reaching of its decades-long core foreign
policy goal of reaffirming Russia as a great power. However, Putin is adapting his strategy to current circumstances,
considering that one new challenge has now been added to the game: striving to be a great power abroad while
ensuring the continuation of the regime at home, which no longer looks so certain. In the remaining chapters, I argue
that the taking of Crimea and the military intervention in Syria served mostly as instruments to achieve the
abovementioned goals. Calling in Hermann’s model once again, the argument is that this newly assertive posture by
Russia can be considered a program change: the main goal of Russian foreign policy remains unchanged, namely
restoring Russia’s great power status. Instead, what have changed are the methods used to achieve the main
objective.

4.1. The Annexation of Crimea 

Daniel Treisman (2016, p.47), professor of political science at UCLA and director of the Russia Political Insight
project, considered three potential explanations of what might have led Putin to take the decision of annexing Crimea.
These were: (1) a fear that NATO would have encircled Russia if Ukraine, under its new government, had joined the
organization (and that it could have expelled Russia’s Black Sea Fleet from its Sevastopol base when Russia’s lease
on the base had been guaranteed by earlier Russo-Ukrainian treaties to last until the 2040s); (2) the possibility that
the taking of Crimea might have been the first step of a long-planned strategy by which Putin, in a neo-imperialist
fashion, would be attempting to restore Russian borders to those of the Soviet Union; and (3) the annexation of
Crimea as an improvised response to the fall of the Yanukovych government, again stemmed by the fear that Russia
might lose the Sevastopol base.

Indeed, as mentioned several times in this dissertation, NATO’s expansion towards Russia’s borders has always
been considered a serious threat by various Russian administrations. Moreover, it is publicly acknowledged that
Putin didn’t get over the loss of prestige that Russia underwent following the collapse of the Soviet Union, which he
famously referred to as the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the twentieth century (PUTIN, 2005). I have also
mentioned that Putin makes no secret of his desire to retrieve and consolidate Russia’s great power status. Fyodor
Lukyanov (2016, p.34) is one of the most eminent voices to have declared that annexing Crimea was Russia’s
response to NATO’s eastward expansion. He thinks that by getting involved in Ukraine, Russia created a context by
which it will be impossible for Ukraine to become a member of either NATO or the EU anytime soon. He sees the
taking of Crimea as an extreme way by Russia of telling the West that it must stay out of its zone of influence. On top
of it, Lukyanov holds that by annexing Crimea Putin was also righting what most Russians thought of as a historical
wrong, namely that Crimea should go back to being Russia, rather than Ukraine.

On his part, Treisman (2016, pp.48-52) – while recognizing that there is some truth to both the “response to NATO’s
expansion” and the “imperialist Putin” interpretations – believes that both fail to be sufficiently convincing
explanations of why Putin decided to annex Crimea. In fact, Treisman highlights that NATO had made it clear that it
had no intention of admitting Ukraine, at least not in the short term, because it considered it too unstable to be a
member and because the move would have created unnecessary tensions with Russia. Putin might have doubted
NATO’s honesty, but he made no mention of his concerns about a potential accession of Ukraine to NATO in any of
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his conversations with Western leaders.

As to the interpretation that sees Putin as an imperialist, and the annexation of Crimea as his first expansionist move,
Treisman reminds us that the Crimean operation presented many elements of improvisation that are not proper of a
country with an expansionist project. The Kremlin seemed undecided as to what to do with Crimea: it changed its
mind several times in the space of a few weeks, shifting from the idea of Crimea as a community with greater
autonomy within Ukraine to Crimea as part of Russia. Dmitri Trenin believes that blueprints for the annexation of
Crimea must have existed since 2008 when Ukraine first showed interest in joining NATO (2016, p.25). However, the
fact that a blueprint for the annexation of Crimea had allegedly been around for years doesn’t make Russia an
imperialist power. The takeover might as well have been planned in advance, but this doesn’t automatically mean
that Russia is an expansionist power hiding scores of blueprinted plans to overtake all of its neighbours. Adding
weight to the argument that Russia is not an imperialist power are Andrei Tsygankov (2013) and, notably, Richard
Sawka (2015, pp. 77-79), professor of Russian and European politics at the University of Kent. He holds that Russia
is still a conservative, status quo power, rather than an imperialist power that intends to conquer its neighbours to
recapture all of its Soviet-era territories. Sawka believes that Russia has been pushed towards the adoption of some
elements of revisionism because of a failure, on the part of the West, to recognize to Russia its rightful place in the
international order that followed the end of the Cold War. He thus considers Russia a neo-revisionist power in the
sense that it wants to change those aspects of the international order that prevent it from enhancing its status within
such order. Russia is dissatisfied with the way power is currently shared in the international arena, as too much of it
is concentrated in the hands of the West. It doesn’t want to change the system as a whole, but it wants to protect its
sovereignty, advance its views, and strengthen its great power status. Of the same view is also Marie Mendras
(2015, p.81), who argues that Putin is everything but a pure imperialist in his foreign policy and that his actions
abroad are instead motivated by a necessity to consolidate his regime domestically (as thoroughly illustrated in
Chapter 5).

Treisman finally concluded that the biggest motivating factor behind Putin’s decision to annex Crimea was the fear
that – following the ousting of pro-Russian Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych – Kiev’s new government would
expel Russia’s Black Sea Fleet from the Crimean base of Sevastopol (Treisman, 2016, p.53). According to such
interpretation, Putin’s new foreign policy stance would be that of a leader that reacts impulsively to those events in
the international arena that might represent a threat to him and his country’s interests. This interpretation is well in
line with Hermann’s vision of external shocks as agents of change. Looking at the taking of Crimea wearing
Hermann’s lenses, the possibility that the Russian Black Sea Fleet – fundamental to guaranteeing Russia’s ability to
project its military power from the Black Sea to the Mediterranean – could have been kicked out of Crimea by the
new Kiev administration, can undeniably be regarded as an external shock that had an effect on a predominant
leader. Such shock would have forced Putin to take a quick, thus impulsive decision as to how to best protect one of
his country’s most vital interests, which was at stake.

The theory according to which the Sevastopol base was such an important strategic asset to Russia, to the point that
even the thought of losing it might have been a big enough shock to spark the decision to annex Crimea is backed by
the commander of the Russian military operation in the region, Oleg Belaventsev. He confirmed that Russian officials
were extremely anxious that Kiev could have kicked out the Black Sea Fleet (Belaventsev apud Treisman, 2016
pp.49-50).

Treisman (2016, pp. 53-54) argues that if one holds true that the fear of losing Sevastopol’s base was the biggest
concern for Russia then the crisis and tensions of the last few years could have been avoided had the new Ukrainian
government and its Western allies ensured to Russia that they would have respected the agreement to extend
Russia’s right to use the military facility for the next three decades.

Therefore, a few important external shocks, namely the concern of losing Sevastopol, and to a lesser extent, the fear
that Ukraine might join NATO, did play a role in shaping Russia’s behaviour in Crimea. However, in the next chapter,
I argue that the major driver behind the mission was another, one that had to do with Russian domestic politics and
that I have therefore identified with a domestic restructuring: Putin’s need to keep ordinary Russians on his side
despite the hard economic times.
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Yet, the fear of losing Sevastopol’s base undoubtedly played a role in sparking Putin’s decision to annex Crimea.
This makes it necessary to reflect on which other strategic assets are considered important enough by Putin’s Russia
to potentially result in another such radical move. Treisman (2016, p.54) rightly notes that the Baltic countries have
no Russian bases. This makes a Russian intervention of the Crimean sort in those countries extremely unlikely (if not
utterly impossible), especially considering that Putin wouldn’t attack NATO members knowing that would entail a
very real risk of starting a military conflict with NATO, which could end up in a nuclear confrontation. Aggressive
demonstrations of strength where Russian jets simulate an attack on a US warship or perform a barrel roll over a US
plane – as well as the incursions of Russian submarines and military planes into European airspace and territorial
waters – are one thing; a military invasion of the territory of a NATO member is a whole different ball game. This
should make Western leaders reflect. NATO recently announced its planned deployment of four battalions composed
of 4,000 troops to Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia (Barnes & Troianovski, 2016). While the real reasons for
such deployment seem to be political, official claims describe the move as a containment measure for fear of a
Russian aggression. Such an action is nothing but counterproductive. In fact, although Putin (in his right mind) would
never invade the Baltics countries, deploying NATO troops there on the very border with Russia means exactly doing
what Putin has always protested against; he will see it as an openly provocative act. The only goal such a decision
serves is that of making the tensions with Russia even harsher, making it much more difficult for cooperation and
agreements to be reached on other issues (Kureev, 2016).

Another Russian strategic asset that might spark drastic actions by Putin could potentially be the port of Tartus in
Syria. However, according to both Treisman (2016, p.54) and Morales (2015, p.3), while protecting the port has been
one of the reasons to drive Russia into Syria, it was clearly not the major one. On the other hand, a critical strategic
asset for Russia is the Turkish straits, as they represent the only naval gate-away for Russian vessels to enter the
Mediterranean. Their closure would complicate efforts by the Russian navy to engage in military operations in the
Middle East and elsewhere. Treisman points out that the Russian reaction to such a move by Turkey could be
“furious and possibly disproportionate”. He underlines the fact that both Putin and Turkish President Erdogan have a
necessity to look strong in the international arena to ensure the support of their domestic audiences. This might lead
to dangerous escalations of the tensions between them since the two cannot afford to look weak: in both cases,
domestic restructurings are motivating a certain stance in foreign policy.

4.2. The Syrian War and the Russian Intervention

This chapter is not a description of the events that took place in the context of the Syrian war so far. Rather, its
objective is to identify, in accordance with Hermann’s change agents, the main drivers behind the Russian
involvement in the conflict. Here too, my goal is to demonstrate that a sum of factors, both internal and external, play
a crucial role in defining Russia’s most dramatic foreign policy decisions. Of course, getting involved in a military
conflict after having spent four years trying to avoid it does represent a foreign policy change. However, this analysis
is meant to demonstrate that, in this case too it wasn’t an international reorientation, but rather adjustment and
program changes that were still intended to achieve long-established foreign policy goals.

The Russian military operation that began on September 30th, 2015 with airstrikes targeting the Islamic State and, to
a greater extent, the anti-Assad rebels backed by the West, was, just like the annexation of Crimea had been, an
unexpected event in typical Putin style that left many experts and politicians in disbelief. Just as in the case of
Crimea, there are many contrasting interpretations of why Putin decided to intervene military in Syria.

It is widely acknowledged that the most immediate objective of the Russian military intervention in Syria has been to
prevent the overthrow of President Bashar al-Assad by the rebels. However, there are several reasons why it is so
important for Russia to ensure this won’t happen. I have concluded that these reasons are all in accordance with
Russia’s paramount persistent foreign policy objectives (Chapter 1), which haven’t changed under Putin. This comes
as proof of the fact that we are not witnessing, under this President, a complete reversal of Russia’s orientation in
foreign policy, but rather adjustment and program changes, aimed at facilitating and speeding up the
accomplishment of previously fixed, long-standing foreign policy goals.

Javier Morales (2015) identified three main objectives that Russia was and still is pursuing in Syria: (1) reaffirming
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Russia’s international great power status, (2) protecting Russia’s security from jihadist terrorism, and (3) avoiding the
consolidation of the principle of “responsibility to protect” as a norm of international law.

4.2.1 Reaffirming Russia’s International Great Power Status

According to the geopolitical intelligence firm Stratfor (2015), Russia is trying to paint itself as a global leader — an
international actor that takes responsibility and is able to stare the United States down instead of bowing to it.

As I explained in Chapter 1, one of the main foreign policy objectives of post-Soviet Russia has been winning back its
status of great power and being recognized as an equal, and respected as such, by both the European Union and,
especially, the US. Relating this to Syria, had the Western-backed rebels managed to overthrow the Assad regime,
Russia would have seen it as a diplomatic victory of the West. In fact, Morales (2015) notes that Russia would have
looked weak and incapable of protecting its allies. By intervening and shifting the tide in favour of Assad, the Kremlin
has forced the West to recognize that no solution to the Syrian quagmire can be reached without keeping Russia’s
opinion into account. This is a way for the Kremlin to show that the world is no longer a unipolar order with the US as
the only dominant player, but rather a multipolar order where Moscow plays as big a role as does Washington (i.e.
one of the persistent objectives of Moscow’s foreign policy mentioned in Chapter 1).

Therefore, Putin has achieved his goal of getting Russia to sit at the negotiating table with the world’s major powers
and discuss a way to solve the most significant international conflict of the moment. He was able to do so from a
position of strength since Russia’s intervention has shifted the cards on the table in favour of the regime and broke
Western hopes that the rebels alone could defeat Assad. Now, as Russia and the US are considered as the only
countries capable of stopping the war in Syria, Putin has achieved his goal of portraying Russia as indispensable to
solving major crises: his hopes are that this will force the West to cooperate on Russian conditions (The Economist,
2016). Lukyanov (2016, p.35) holds a very similar view, arguing that more than propping up Assad, Putin’s
paramount goal in Syria was to force the US to deal with Russia as a power of equal strength and relevance.
Lukyanov saw the President’s choice to pull a majority of Russian troops out of Syria in March as a success of this
strategy. Moscow was able to shift the conflict’s course in favour of its ally and to prove its military strength, while
pulling out early enough to avoid getting stuck in a foreign conflict for a very long time – a mistake recently committed
twice by the US, and a memory very much alive in the minds of most Russians who have not forgotten the
catastrophic Soviet mission to Afghanistan. Nonetheless, Putin kept enough forces in Syria to ensure its continued
influence in the country. Alexey Levinson (2016), social research director at Levada Center, claimed that Putin’s goal
in Syria was to strengthen Russia’s position internationally, a goal that even Russia’s opponents recognized as
successfully achieved.

In this respect, both external shocks and domestic restructuring played a role. The possibility of the Assad regime
being overthrown by Western-backed rebels was an external shock. However, the struggle for Russia to be
recognized as a great power is – apart from a historical necessity and a personal desire of the predominant leader –
particularly demanded by the Kremlin’s need to keep ordinary Russians on its side despite the economic recession
and international isolation. Hence, a domestic restructuring is one of the driving forces behind the Kremlin’s need to
prove Russia’s great power status, as it is doing in Syria.

4.2.2. Protecting Russia’s Security from Jihadist Terrorism

The second reason that Morales (2015) identified for the Russian military involvement in Syria is for protecting its
national security against the threat posed by Islamic terrorism. This was also the official justification of the mission
given by President Putin: a fight against international terrorism. Indeed, there is some truth to it. Russia fears that a
fall of the Assad regime would leave Syria in a situation of complete chaos where it would be fairly easy for Daesh
and other terrorist groups such as Al-Qaeda and the Al-Nusra Front to achieve control of the territory. If this
happened and terrorist groups obtained a safe-haven from where to run their operations undisturbed (as Al-Qaeda
did in Afghanistan), it would be much easier for them to organize and launch attacks against Russia. There are more
than licit reasons to believe this could happen, considering that Russian cities were several times in the past targets
of Islamic terrorism. Therefore, Morales argues that the Kremlin wants to maintain a secular and united Syrian state,
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independently of whether it is an authoritarian or a democratic one. To make things worse, more than 2,000 Russian
jihadists have travelled to Syria to fight with the caliphate and could come back to hit Russia. If these foreign fighters
were to return home and commit terrorist attacks, Putin would risk being discredited and his permanence in power
would be threatened. This is especially true considering that – as Morales points out, and as mentioned in Chapter 2
– Putin’s deal with the Russian people is founded on a promise of security in exchange for reduced liberties.

Domestic restructuring and external shocks were the main drivers in this case too. The Islamic State gaining territory
and looking ever more threatening amounted to an external shock that got the Kremlin (and the predominant leader)
to decide that an intervention was necessary to prevent the terrorist group from becoming too big a threat to Russia’s
national security. Even more determinant was the fact that, as Morales wrote, Putin cannot afford terroristic attacks to
become the norm in Russia because, if that happened, he would lose the support of the population. This is a good
example of domestic restructuring as a foreign policy motivator: the predominant leader, worried about losing the
support of those whose backing he needs to remain as powerful as he is today, is driven to take a foreign policy
action.

4.2.3. Avoiding the Consolidation of the Principle of “Responsibility to Protect” as a Norm of International Law

Morales (2015, pp.3-5) points out yet another reason why Russia wanted to prevent the fall of the Assad regime, and
that is to avoid the consolidation of the principle of “responsibility to protect” as a norm of international law. As
mentioned in Chapter 1, Russia has always been a conservative status quo protector. It has always held international
law into high consideration, condemning unilateral military actions undertaken by single countries or coalitions of
nations without the approval of the UN Security Council (i.e. Iraq in 2003). The 2011 Western intervention in Libya
that led to the fall and death of Muammar Gaddafi angered the Kremlin particularly. Russia had agreed to abstain
from voting at the Security Council, to allow nothing more than the establishment of a no-fly zone over Libya. Russia
is staunchly opposed to the idea of legally establishing humanitarian interventions to protect the population of a
country that is being massacred by their own rulers. Rather, Russia insists on the importance of respecting the
sovereignty of any nation-state, independent from whether they are democratic or not, and to refrain from interfering
in their internal affairs.

Although the Syrian intervention is widely considered as illegal in the West, Putin has tried to justify its legality. He
claimed that Russia has been the sole actor to intervene in Syria in accordance with international law since it was the
only country acting at the invitation of Syria’s legitimate government. From a Russian perspective, the United States-
led coalition targeting the Islamic State is an aggressor because it operates without the authorization of the Syrian
government (Stratfor, 2015).

In this case, it is not so straightforward to identify which was the most determinant agent of change. However, the
Kremlin is wary of humanitarian interventions as they often end up overthrowing the authoritarian governments of the
countries where the interventions are carried out. From Moscow’s perspective, the ultimate goal of the West is to
topple the Russian regime too. Therefore, it has an interest in highlighting the illegality of such actions. Since the
survival of the Russia regime is involved, once again we can talk about a “domestic restructuring as foreign policy
driver” scenario. However, the Kremlin’s fear that the West might have intervened in Syria and forcefully removed
Assad was an external shock.

4.2.4. Demonstrating Russia’s Military Prowess to Finalize Weapons Sales

Adding on to Morales’ three main explanations of the Russian involvement in the Syrian conflict, a fourth reason can
be identified in the need by Russia to demonstrate its military prowess and attract potential costumers willing to buy
Russian weaponry.

Ivan Safronov (2016), from Russia Direct, highlights the fact that although the Syrian campaign had cost Russia
$464 million as of the end of March, the government expects to earn, over the next couple of years, $6-7 billion from
the sale of weapon systems that were displayed and tested in the Syrian conflict. Indeed, since the beginning of the
Syrian campaign, several countries interested in purchasing various sorts of Russian defence industry equipment,
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particularly aircraft, have contacted the Federal Service for Military-Technical Cooperation. Algeria recently ordered
12 Su-32 Russian bombers. The negotiations over this deal had been protracted unsuccessfully for close to a
decade, but the bombers’ stainless performance in Syria got things moving again. This order, added to potential
future purchases of military hardware by Algeria could earn Russia $2 billion. Other countries, like Indonesia, Egypt,
Pakistan, and Vietnam, have either already signed contracts for, or are negotiating the purchase of Russian aircraft
whose combat characteristics were demonstrated in the Syrian conflict. The S-400 air defence missile system has
attracted the interest of India and Saudi-Arabia. Iran, Iraq, several former Soviet republics and some of the Persian
Gulf states are all potential customers for the T-90 Russian tank after it resisted an attack by a US-made TOW anti-
tank missile system in Syria. The episode, which was caught on camera, also had a great symbolic value for Russia,
since it showed a Russian-made tank resisting the attack of an American anti-tank missile system.

To connect this to a domestic restructuring might appear a big stretch. However, if one considers that worsened
domestic economic conditions were one of the main sparks that lit the anti-Putin protests in 2012, and considering
that military industries are one of the few dynamic industries in the country, it does make sense for the Kremlin to be
pushing for the sale of armaments as a way to earn revenues that can help it strengthen its control over turbulent
domestic audiences.

Other, less significant reasons for Russia to intervene in Syria have been identified, such as the need to prevent the
loss of strategic assets and allies in the region. The naval base in Tartus and the air base in Latakia are useful
strategic assets (although not vital ones). Furthermore, to Russia, maintaining Assad in power or guaranteeing his
succession by a government in which the Alawite portion of Syria will still be represented means keeping an ally in a
region where its position has weakened considerably (Stratfor, 2015). I haven’t included a detailed analysis of these
motivating factors, as they are minor ones with respect to the four described above.

 

CHAPTER 5. The Effect of Domestic Restructuring on the Predominant Leader: the Real Key to
Understanding Putin’s Foreign Policy

 

The reasons Putin had for intervening in Ukraine and Syria were various. In the case of Ukraine there was the fear of
losing a military base, the fear that Ukraine would join NATO, the righting of a historical wrong, etc. In Syria, the
goals were: proving Russia’s great power status, fighting Islamic extremism for fear that it could affect Russian
domestic security, propping up an ally, defending strategic assets (military bases), and demonstrating the country’s
military prowess to finalize weapons sales.

Yet, one of the strongest motivating factors behind both interventions (and behind his foreign policy as a whole) was
ultimately Putin’s need to protect the stability and longevity of his regime. As I mentioned in Chapter 2, when he first
took office Putin made an unofficial deal with the Russian people to win their trust and support. That deal promised
Russians “order and prosperity at home, renewed dignity abroad” – as Sir Richard Braithwaite (2015) put it – in
exchange for their tolerance of Putin’s authoritarianism.

Marie Mendras (2015) wrote that as a consequence of the protracted fall in oil prices and the 2008 economic crisis,
Putin’s opponents found new energy to protest against corruption and authoritarianism. Upon his return to the
presidency in 2012, Putin and his United Russia party faced protests involving hundreds of thousands of people who
took their anger to the streets of the main Russian cities. His polling ratings entered a downward spiral. The first of
the two pillars in Putin’s deal with the Russian people, “order and prosperity at home” was getting shakier. That is
why he needed to focus on the second pillar: “renewed dignity abroad”. According to Mendras (2015, pp.92-93),
since the profound humiliation he suffered from the protests directed against him, Putin has sought personal revenge
by revitalising his role in international affairs. The military adventures in Ukraine and Syria served mostly this cause.
They were aimed at rallying domestic support by creating external emergencies or international crises to distract the
people from the internal problems, entertain them, and give them reasons to be proud of their nation.
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Mendras (2015, p.5) writes that “Putin uses foreign policy and control over Russia’s neighbours as a crucial tool in
protecting his power inside Russia”. According to this author, Putin is not a genuine imperialist. She argues that his
regime is far from having a clear-cut strategy to re-conquer lost territories and that it rather uses foreign policy as an
essential tool to protect its power domestically. In essence, Putin’s foreign policy priority is “the consolidation of his
own regime”.

One often-raised counter-argument is that both the Ukrainian and the Syrian interventions had consequences that
could make Putin’s position at home harder, such as the Western economic sanctions that hit ordinary people the
hardest, and particularly the terrorist attack on the Russian passenger plane which disintegrated in the air over the
Sinai on October 31st, 2015, resulting in the death of over 200 Russian citizens. However, Morales (2015, p.4) noted
that the bombing of the plane, an isolated event, actually had the effect of building into the people a desire for
revenge against those responsible for such terrible attack, thus ultimately increasing popular support for the Syrian
mission. In the same way, Putin’s rating actually went up since Western sanctions were applied to Russia. Trenin
(2015, p.40) thinks that the fact that Putin held his ground in front of Western economic and political pressure gained
him even more respect among his citizens.

According to Saint Petersburg State University Professor Ivan Tsvetkov (2016), both the war in Ukraine and the
military intervention in Syria were depicted by state propaganda as the continuation of World War II. The authorities,
he argues, are using “the heritage of the Great Patriotic War as the ideological foundation for Russia’s new foreign
policy” because Russians are particularly sensitive to the memories of the victory against Nazi Germany, which still
has an enormous emotional weight in Russia. Putin was able to portray the sanctions as one of the means employed
by the West to attempt conquering Russia, tracing a parallel with Nazi Germany. Thus, from a Russian perspective,
the West, the puppeteer of the Ukrainian fascists responsible for the murders of innocent civilians in the Donbass,
would be trying to damage the Russian state. Tsvetkov, whom I personally interviewed in Saint Petersburg, is
convinced that ordinary people feel that the sufferings they undergo as a consequence of the sanctions are worth
taking because the Kremlin has been able to spin their struggle as the 21st-century continuation of their ancestors’
fight against fascism (Tsvetkov, 2015). As to Syria, time and again Putin compared the anti-terrorist coalition he said
had to be created to the anti-Hitler coalition, and referred to the Russian soldiers in Syria as “worthy successors of
the Great Patriotic war heroes” (The Economist, 2016). Tsvetkov is convinced that the Kremlin is able to maintain
political control by creating and reinforcing stereotypes through which it manipulates public opinion. One of the
Kremlin’s preferred sterotypes is, again according to Marie Mendras (2015, pp. 92-93), the besieged fortress one.
She argues that Putin wants Russians to feel that their motherland is under the threat of foreign enemies. This way,
they will feel in need of their leader, the police, and the army for protection. The regime can no longer count on lasting
and honest support on the part of the population. Therefore, it resorts to shock propaganda filled with strong anti-
enemies, nationalist themes that are needed to inflame the feeling of threat from foreign enemies.

Again Mendras (2015, pp. 87-88) writes that Putin has so far used conflicts successfully to strengthen his domestic
power. He did so in Chechnya, Transnistria, Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia, Ossetia, and Ukraine. He has now
applied the same strategy in Syria. In this respect, suffice it to think about the concert performed by Saint
Petersburg’s Mariinsky Symphony Orchestra in the ruins of the ancient Roman amphitheatre of Palmyra, the historic
Syrian city that the Syrian Army, backed by Russian airstrikes, recaptured in March from the hands of the Islamic
State. The concert, aired on Russian state television, was staged for Russian domestic audiences, and it was a
celebration of the great military deeds of the Russian army (footage of Russian airstrikes on ISIS was included in the
live broadcast) which saved a historical monument and brought music, peace, stability, and civilization on a site
where only a few months before extremists were conducting executions. Putin himself appeared live in a video-call
during the concert. With the exhibition in Palmyra, he wanted to show the world, and particularly the Russian people,
that Russia is a force for good engaged in a battle against evil, and that “Russia’s armed forces are the guarantor of
world security”, in the words of the posters portraying Putin that hang in Russian bases in Syria (The Economist,
2016). To Russian audiences back home, the Kremlin wants to send the message that its mission is about defeating
Islamic terrorism and that Russia is capable of doing so more efficiently than the US and its allies (Rosenberg, 2016).
In short, while nobody denies that the concert was a sublime performance and that the re-taking of Palmyra saved a
world heritage site from the hands of extremists who had already destroyed several monuments, the event was
clearly aimed at rallying Russians in support of their country and leader.
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The theory that the biggest driving force behind Putin’s foreign policy gambles – such as the foreign adventures in
Ukraine and Syria, and the escalation of tensions with Turkey – is the need to contain domestic upheavals (domestic
restructuring) that could threaten the survival of his rule, is confirmed by Pavlovsky (2016, p.14). He argues that
when the price of oil began to fall, resulting in significantly reduced revenues for the Russian State and,
consequently, in a worsening of the national living standards, the Kremlin responded by manufacturing and selling
“urgent state problems” and disorder to distract the attention from internal issues. Fiona Hill (2015, pp.57-59) holds a
very similar stance, claiming that one of the main reasons Putin had for annexing Crimea was an “important domestic
imperative”. Hill very rightly noted that the Crimean mission was a fusion of Putin’s domestic and foreign policy
agendas, and that independently from what else he might or might not accomplish, “Putin’s annexation of Crimea
would not be forgotten either at home or abroad”. In fact, as a result of the mission the President’s approval ratings
skyrocketed again to 80%, from a low-point of 64% recorded only a few months earlier. It was the greatest increase
in Putin’s approval ratings due to a single event since his records started being kept in 2000 (Levada Center, 2014).
Treisman (2016, pp.53-54) too, argues that Putin, emboldened by the fact that as a result of the taking of Crimea his
domestic approval ratings are extremely high again, would now be willing to gamble and take major risks in order to
keep his approval ratings up, as demonstrated by the intervention in Syria and by the hard stance Putin took while
confronting Turkey’s President Erdogan in the row over the downing of the Russian military jet.

The predominant leader needs the domestic situation to be calm. Therefore, when he doesn’t find, internally, a way
to contain a threatening domestic restructuring, he resorts to international adventures. He probably finds it quicker
and easier to create an international emergency that can be escalated in a matter of hours (and that offers a chance
for Russia to affirm its great power claim) than to undertake long and complicated policies to improve the domestic
situation. Eventually, he will have to focus on those, because the patience of the people is not endless. However, for
the time being, he seems to prefer the easy way.

Hermann (1990, p.12) identified domestic restructuring-driven foreign policy changes as the ones that happen when
elites whose support and legitimation any government needs to govern effectively, either change in their composition,
or alter their views on foreign policy, and they cause the policy to be redirected. Mendras (2015, p.88) points out that
Russian elites, the upper middle class, are looking for constant improvement in their living standards, and that they
have lost their confidence in the regime’s ability to solve the economic crisis. However, I have taken the liberty to
adapt Hermann’s definition to the Russian case to include, rather than simply the elites, also the ordinary people.
After all, before mentioning the elites, Hermann says that the government needs the support of the most politically
relevant sectors of society. In the Russian case, the predominant leader needs the support of the ordinary people. In
fact, Mendras argues that because the elites are increasingly concerned about the war attitudes of the regime, the
propagnada is not aimed at them. Rather, it targets ordinary Russians, which have become the most politically
relevant sector of society for the predominant leader. His goal has become to make sure that the elites’ criticism
doesn’t get momentum and breaks the cluster to reach ordinary Russians. Domestic restructuring applied to the
current Russian political context can thus be defined as the moment in which the most politically relevant sector of
society (i.e. ordinary Russians) start doubting that the predominant leader will be able to maintain the deal he struck
with them, and therefore start giving up their support for him.

 

CONCLUSION

 

Analysis of Research Results

This investigation applied the theoretical model developed by Charles Hermann in his article ‘Changing Course:
When Governments Choose to Redirect Foreign Policy’ to the Russian political context with the objective of
identifying which are the most influential factors that shape the foreign policy of the Russian Federation and cause it
to change.The findings of this study are that: (1) Russian foreign policy is conducted, shaped, and influenced mainly
by the country’s predominant leader, Vladimir Putin; (2) Domestic restructurings, when they threaten the
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predominant leader’s grip on power, are also hugely influential agents of foreign policy change; (3)Bureaucratic
advocacy and external shocks, while still being significant, are not as determinant in shaping Russian foreign policy
as are the predominant leader and domestic restructuring.

Putin being a predominant leader, his return to power in 2012 was a factor of extreme importance in determining the
subsequent developments in Russian foreign policy, which is shaped according to his worldviews. This paper
reached the conclusion that the predominant leader’s desire to remain in power and strengthen his regime, and
consequently his necessity to contain domestic restructurings and secure the support of ordinary Russians, are the
most determinant foreign policy change agents.

The investigation has found that the fall in the price of oil and gas and the 2008 economic crisis (external shocks),
resulted in a hardening of the living conditions of ordinary Russians who blamed it on the government and started
criticizing the predominant leader and protesting against him: this represented a domestic restructuring. The
predominant leader was forced to find a way to win back popular support. Foreign policy actions have often proved
to be quick and efficient means to do that. In the last chapters of this dissertation, I have attempted to demonstrate
how the missions in Ukraine and Syria resulted in Putin’s personal ratings to skyrocket, despite Western sanctions
and the falling oil prices weighing down on the Russian economy. The Kremlin’s operations in Syria and Ukraine
offered good examples of how a predominant leader threatened by an unfavorable domestic restructuring has
resorted to foreign policy in order to win back the trust and support of the people.

Foreign policy change agents are not mutually exclusive. On the contrary, they are inextricably connected. They don’t
exist without one another. In the Russian context, they operate in a hierarchical chain of relevance. External shocks
can have domestic implications that spark domestic restructurings; the latter then cause the need for the
predominant leader to shift his foreign policy to contain the consequences of the domestic restructurings.
Alternatively, and less often, external shocks directly trigger a reaction by the predominant leader who changes his
foreign policy. When he shifts his foreign policy, the predominant leader chooses among various possible foreign
policy approaches that have been put forward by the bureaucratic advocacy. At times, the bureaucratic advocacy
can be more influential and push Putin in a particular direction, although he remains the final decision-maker.

This doesn’t mean that Russia’s traditional core foreign policy interests become irrelevant. Quite the contrary, the
desire to reaffirm Russia as a great power in the international arena; the struggle for a multipolar world where Russia
matters as much as do the US and the West; the claim for nearly-exclusive influence over the post-Soviet states and
the consequent opposition to Western interference in that area; the opposition to NATO, to its expansion, and to its
deployment of forces and missile defence systems in the proximity of Russia’s borders: these are all extremely
relevant and concrete foreign policy objectives and interests. The predominant leader personally believes in these
goals; he wants to achieve them. His personal view of the world is in line with them. Most Russians feel the same way
as he does with respect to these goals. They are proud; they want their country to be a great power, recognized
internationally as one; a country that doesn’t bow before the US and the West. Whether they genuinely believe this or
these thoughts have been installed in their minds by greatly effective state propaganda was beyond the research
question of this paper. What really matters is that, as of now, the predominant leader has the people on his side, and
they want Russia to be great, proud, strong, and independent. The predominant leader needs the loyalty of its
population and to obtain it he builds for it the image of a country that is not afraid of standing up to the West, even
when doing so results in sanctions. These sanctions are depicted by the predominant leader and his spin doctors as
an attempt by foreign enemies to undermine the internal stability of the great Russian nation. He presents to his
people the image of their country as a great military power, with modern weapons that perform extremely well. A
country that is able to shape the most important international events and that gets to sit at the negotiating table to
discuss solutions to those events together with the other great world powers, as an equal. He presents Russia to its
people as a world representative and protector of Christianity (the third Rome) and conservative traditions against
the threat of foreign extremists and spurious values.

It is important to keep in mind that Russians had been longing for an identity and a mission since the fall of the Soviet
Union. After the USSR collapsed Russians had nothing to identify themselves with. A population that had historically
felt special, all of a sudden found itself feeling irrelevant and derided by the West, which claimed to have defeated it
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in the greatest ideological and economic confrontation in history. Russians then felt that the West humiliated them
even further by constantly reminding them that, as a defeated power, their country could not aspire to occupy as
important a position on the world stage as did the victorious Western powers. For two decades, Russians felt like
wandering, identity-less ghosts. The predominant leader changed all of this by giving back to Russians an identity
and a mission in the world, a reason to be proud of their country. Hitherto, his ability to provide them with social and
economic security when they had been living in a context of poverty, violence, crime and chaos, has been enough for
Russians to accept reduced civil liberties and general living standards that are still far from those of Western nations.
However, recently things started to change, people are better off, and their expectations have gotten higher.
Russians will no longer accept authoritarianism if it cannot guarantee economic prosperity and social security. That
explains the protests of 2012. Putin thus had no choice but to pull up his sleeves and manufacture new international
crises that Russia would resolve, and new foreign enemies determined to harm and destroy Russia that Russia
would defeat.

Research Scope and Limitations

The focus of this work was on Russian foreign policy changes under Vladimir Putin, and on what causes them.
Therefore, I haven’t analysed the specificities of Putin’s foreign policy with respect to those of the previous Russian
administrations – both the Yeltsin governments and the role of Primakov in foreign policy were barely touched upon –
nor have I attempted to make an overview of Russian foreign policy towards various geographical regions. Although
this dissertation didn’t have a proper geographic focus, it did address Russian-Western relations and their standoffs
in Eastern Europe, the CIS, and the Middle East. It consciously and willingly ignored Russia’s foreign policy
approaches to other regions of the world for I did not deem them as the most appropriate contexts for one to try and
discern the motivating factors behind Russia’s foreign policy changes. Furthermore, Russia’s foreign policy has,
throughout Putin’s years as president, been mostly focused on the regions that I have included, and influenced by
events that took place in those areas. Only recently has Putin attempted to shift the focus of Russian foreign policy to
Eurasia and Asia. However, this paper looked at changes that happened so far and mainly in Russia’s relations with
the West. The Medvedev presidency was purposely excluded from this investigation because my focus was on Putin
specifically and because it could be argued that, Putin being a predominant leader, he was actually extremely
influential in Russia’s politics in general and in foreign policy in particular even during Medvedev’s presidency.
Furthermore, while explaining that bureaucratic advocacy does contribute to changing Russian foreign policy, due to
space constraints, I could not include any specific information as to who are the people who make up theburea
ucratic advocacy.

Future Lines of Research

This dissertation is purely theoretical. Its findings were not demonstrated empirically. Its conclusions are that Vladimir
Putin is a predominant leader whose personal views and interests exert a huge influence on Russian foreign policy,
to the point of shifting its course as he deems opportune. Furthermore, his need to contain domestic restructurings
that could threathen his rule is also a greatly significant foreign policy driver.External shocks and bureaucratic
advocacy are important agents of foreign policy change, althought to a lesser extent. The research also found that
foreign policy changes under Putin are program changes rather than international reorientations because the foreign
policy goals remain unchanged, while only the means to reach them are altered. However, these conclusions were
reached through an analysys of the works of other authors. They were not tested empirically.

Future research might attempt to test the theoretical framework that was developed in this study. For instance, it was
impossible to include a detailed analayis of who are the members of the bureaucratic advocacy and to what extent
they actually influence the predominant leader. That is such an ample research question that it would have required a
dissertation of its own to answer it. Putin has never been challenged by the elites closer to him, and the latter’s long-
term stability depends in large part on Putin’s (Minchenko Consulting, 2016). Nonetheless, as Russia struggles
economically, it might become harder for Putin to provide the elites’ members with the assets that have hitherto been
useful tools in ensuring their loyalty (Stratfor, 2015). Future research might focus more on bureaucratic advocacy
and potentially conclude that it exerts a greater influence than this study argued it does.
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Social Impact

This paper, by clarifying which are Putin’s Russia core interests and what are the main factors shaping its foreign
policy and causing it to undergo frequent shifts, hopes to help Western societies to have a better understanding of
why Russia acts the way it does internationally. By doing so, it wants to contribute to the elimination of the mistrust
and fear dominating West-Russian relations and thus to the creation of a more stable and secure context in the
European continent in particular, and in the world as a whole.

Ultimately, only when and if people, scholars, and especially policymakers in the West will have a clearer
understanding of the functioning of the Russian political system (of its core national interests, and of how domestic
imperatives translate into foreign policies actions) will they be able to comprehend certain Russian foreign policy
actions which appeared senseless and impulsive and to develop their foreign policies with respect to Russia
accordingly. If policymakers in the West fail to achieve a thorough understanding of the Russian state and of its
President, as well as of their respective interests, they will fail to develop foreign policy approaches towards Russia
capable of easing current tensions and of opening the way to a future of friendlier relations and cooperation on a
broad range of issues.
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