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Foreword

It is a great privilege to have the task of writing the foreword for what is a fantastic book by an extremely promising scholar, Vasif Huseynov. The lingering challenge of conducting any sort of useful research is to strike a balance between novelty and importance. The trouble in a saturated field like International Relations (and its sub-field of Foreign Policy Analysis) is that what can be described as novel is often not important and what is important is usually heavily examined (and thus, harder to provide novel insights). Therefore, Vasif deserves a lot of credit for producing a book that is both novel and important and, as such, makes a timely contribution to the fields of International Relations and Foreign Policy Analysis.

Few would argue that the current cooling of relations between the West and Russia is not one of the great concerns of contemporary international politics. There is the crisis in Ukraine, but also the emergence of something close to a proxy war in Syria and the apparent infiltration of Western democracies by Russia. These have been concerning developments, of course, but they have also driven a significant amount of hyperbole in the analytical discourse about where the West-Russia relationship is heading. To Vasif’s credit, he does not fall into this hyperbolic trap as he lets his rich empirical findings speak for itself.

Vasif forgoes buying the inherent sensationalism of the New Cold War narrative that has come to dominate recent analyses of the West-Russia relations—especially the idea that this current cooling of West-Russia relations resembles the global struggle that characterized the Cold War proper. Vasif limits his analysis to the common neighbourhood between Russia and the West in Eastern Europe. This is important because in the current international system, a uni-multipolar system if you will, it is regional settings where competition and conflict are increasing. Thus, one of the real contributions of Vasif’s book is adding insight to the current state of geopolitics in Eastern Europe, and especially how the interactions of the West and Russia has created a tense and competitive regional security complex there.

In addition, Vasif’s narrowing of scope to examine the use of soft power by the West and Russia in the common neighbourhood is important for three reasons. First, it is undeniable that the information war at the heart of the cooling of the West-Russia relationship is extremely important and, as it currently stands, the most competitive (what Vasif terms “expansive”) aspect of the relationship. In an age of technological advances with regards communication, winning the narrative battle has surely become a central aspect of international political competition. One of the real insights offered by Vasif in this book is his analysis of Russia’s soft power. Too often, scholars in the West underestimate Russia’s intentional use of its soft power capabilities—often presenting it as a blunt hard power from a bygone era—which blinds their analyses. This, thankfully, is a trap Vasif does not fall into in this book, providing a useful expose of the Kremlin’s soft power capabilities.

Second, Vasif makes an interesting contribution to the soft power literature with his observation that the levels of state autonomy in a target state is an important variable in how effective a soft power strategy can be. By taking one of the core arguments of neoclassical realism (gauging state-society relations of the state under examination), Vasif adds important nuance to the soft power debate, especially as a fixation remains in the literature on examining the only state utilizing soft power, not the target state. Indeed, the relative open contest between the West and Russia in Ukraine, compared to Belarus, is convincingly explained, in part, by this observation as Ukraine’s less centralization made it far more vulnerable to soft power infiltration. 

Third, Vasif reinvigorates the somewhat forgotten realist observation—forged by the likes of EH Carr and Hans Morgenthau—that winning the hearts and minds of people (both internally and externally) is an important aspect of foreign policymaking. Vasif does this credibly through synthesizing neoclassical realism with the literature on soft power. Given how important this ideational battle is in the current age, the lack of incorporation of soft power (or similar concepts) by many realists in their analyses is a major limitation of the paradigm. Thus, Vasif’s examination of soft power as an instrument of foreign policy within a neoclassical realist framework—adhering to the neoclassical realist mantra of “building theories”—has the potential to make a lasting contribution to realism’s continued usefulness as a paradigm of International Relations and Foreign Policy Analysis.

Thanks to Vasif’s watertight research design, the empirical findings of this book are of great importance to not only understanding an often misunderstood (i.e. the utilization of soft power) aspect of the West-Russia relationship but also theorizing where the relationship might head in the future. Vasif’s conclusion that it is through instruments of soft power that the West and Russia are competing in their common neighbourhod—rather than through instruments of hard power—is convincing and significantly alters the way we should hypothesize about the Eastern Europe security complex moving forward. Ultimately, this book is a demonstration of how a theoretically informed, analytically focused study can produce insights and conclusions that have real-world application. And for that, Vasif should be applauded.

Nicholas Ross Smith
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1. 	Introduction 

The external alignment strategies of the post-Soviet states in the territories between the European Union (EU) and Russia—the region which is known as the “common (or shared) neighbourhood”—pose a puzzle to the students of international relations. Belarus, Ukraine and Moldova, the three states located in Eastern Europe and the three South Caucasian republics (Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia) have pursued dissimilar foreign policy strategies despite the similarity between them in a number of crucial aspects, including the geostrategic environment and the geo-economic structure of the region. While Belarus has opted for bandwagoning with Russia in international relations, its neighbour Ukraine is on a pro-Western path aiming to join NATO which Russia treats as its major geopolitical rival in the region. Likewise, while Azerbaijan seeks to maintain neutrality between the West (i.e. the EU and United States) and Russia, its neighbours Armenia and Georgia align with Russia and the West, respectively. 

The rivalries between the West and Russia have been an influential factor in the formation of such diverse foreign policy strategies of the “common neighbourhood” states. For Russia, the hegemony over the countries located in this region are of supreme importance for its international standing as a great power. In this respect, the former Soviet countries, especially Eastern European and South Caucasian countries, are extremely important for Russia, whose leaders, on many occasions, have not refrained from openly saying that Russia would do everything possible to prevent geopolitical shifts in this region that pose threats to Russia’s national security. The Kremlin’s intention to reinstate its influence over the former Soviet states has been perceived as a geopolitical threat in Western capitals. Western leaders, in particular the Americans, have clearly stressed their determination to prevent or slow down Russia’s regional reintegration initiatives. Over the last two decades this confrontation has dramatically evolved and exerted pressure on the foreign policies of regional states, made neutrality improbable and forced them to make a choice between the rival great powers and to align with one of them.

Both Russia and the West have made use of various means to affect the decision regional countries make in their geopolitical orientation. However, although Russia deployed military force in Georgia (2008) and Ukraine (2014) as an attempt to avert the pro-Western drift of these countries, the conflicting great powers could not militarily enforce the regional countries to join their orbit. The threat of mutually assured destruction has deterred the military escalation of the conflict between the West and Russia. It has downgraded the utility of military power to being an ultimo-ratio or, as Mark Galeotti (2016) points out, a “final ‘just in case’ option” and mostly a defensive instrument in the rivalries between the two great powers. Instead of military force, the conflicting great powers have been using non-military instruments in order to expand their influence over the regions which are also in the interests of rival great powers. Employing the instruments, which are analysed under the notion “soft power” in this research, Russia and the West have sought to reach out to the general public in target states and affect the foreign policy decisions of their respective states through influencing the masses.

Thus, this book analyses the great power rivalries as the independent variable vis-à-vis the foreign policy strategy of small states which are in between these rivalries. It pays particular attention to the policies of great powers to reach out to and influence non-state actors (i.e. the general public, non-governmental organizations, religious groups, etc.) in target states with the eventual aim of impacting their foreign policies. It also analyses the internal conditions in the smaller states under which the soft power policies of the great powers could wield successful outcomes. The book argues that as the internal autonomy of the state leaders decreases, the domestic non-state actors gain more scope to influence the policies of the government and the soft power policies of the external great powers find a more favourable environment in which to wield soft power and affect foreign policy decisions. The book pursues its analysis from the perspective of neoclassical realism and the concept of soft power and narrows down its empirical focus on the Russia—West rivalries between 2004 and 2014 over the “common neighbourhood” states in general, and over Belarus and Ukraine in particular.

The research employs the qualitative method of analysis to examine its hypotheses. It has explored a long range of academic works, publications of various research institutes, news media articles, official documents, public statements, reports of non-governmental organizations, etc. The materials which have been used in this process are largely in four languages: English, Russian, German, and Ukrainian. The research has used a series of public opinion surveys conducted by authoritative poll-taking institutes as an empirical basis for measurements of Russian and Western soft power in the “common neighbourhood”. As conducting nationwide surveys in the case study countries is beyond the scope of this research, the results of the surveys conducted by institutes specialized in poll taking have been frequently used during the study. For instance, the results of public opinion polls carried out between 2004—2016 in Belarus by the Independent Institute of Socio-Economic and Political Studies (IISEPS), a public institution based in Lithuania, were the primary measurements used to examine the attitudes of Belarusians towards Russia and West. Likewise, the public opinion surveys conducted by the International Republican Institute (IRI) in Ukraine played the similar role in my research concerning Ukraine.

Literature Review and Research Gap

Many scholars have tried to understand the factors behind the diversity and multiplicity of approaches to the external orientation in the “common neighbourhood” states. For example, a group of scholars, namely Giorgi Gvalia, David Siroky, Bidzina Lebanidze, and Zurab Iashvili, have explored the reasons behind Georgia’s shift to a pro-Western geopolitical orientation while most of the other small post-Soviet states maintain neutrality or bandwagon with Russia (Gvalia et al. 2013). They argue that the theories built on the external and international factors (e.g. “balance of power”, “balance of threat”, economic dependency etc.) fail to provide a convincing explanation for this situation. Instead, they put an emphasis on the state- and individual level of variables, especially the “elite ideas about the identity and purpose of the states”, in explaining the foreign policy behaviours of these states (ibid. 99). According to them, “The idea that Georgia is a European country (and thus not a post-Soviet state) drives the elite’s understanding of Georgia’s place in the world” (ibid. 112). They argue that such a perception of Georgia’s international standing amongst the political elites, and not the public opinion, explains the states’ foreign policy strategy:

“Although we do not wholly devalue the role of public opinion, we make the simplifying assumption that elite opinion largely shapes the foreign policy agenda, rather than the reverse, and that public opinion set the bounds of what is deemed acceptable” (ibid. 107). 

Although Gvalia et al. rightfully examine the role of the elite perceptions as an influential variable between the international political system and foreign policy, their relegation of public opinion to elite perceptions in terms of its effect on foreign policy is problematic and cannot be easily verified. The facts that (1) Georgia’s foreign policy strategy radically changed in the aftermath of the popular uprising of 2003 (Huseynov 2015), (2) the potential of the growing pro-Russian sentiments amongst the Georgians to reverse the current pro-Western political course is often recognized by the political experts (Rimple 2015; Cecire 2015), (3) Russia’s anti-Western soft power projection to affect public opinion in Georgia has been officially recognized by the Georgian political elite as a threat (Rukhadze 2016) indicate that public opinion is a more influential factor than Gvalia et al. believe it is.

In general, the role of public opinion as a potentially influential intervening variable in the formation of the external alignment of the “common neighbourhood” states is an under-explored and largely miscalculated issue. According to conventional wisdom in scholarly studies of the region, the impact of the general public on foreign policy is rather limited in most of the post-Soviet states. For example, in 2003, Viktor Chudowsky and Taras Kuzio, prominent scholars of Ukrainian studies, wrote that “Ukrainian society is passive, atomized and its power is ‘submerged’ relative to that of the state” and thus “public opinion [in Ukraine] is of minimal importance in the area of foreign policy” (Chudowsky et al. 2003: 273). In less than 15 years after this analysis, Taras Kuzio, in a co-study on Ukrainian foreign policy with Paul D’Anieri, realized that in fact public opinion “has arguably had a profound effect on the country’s foreign policy” (D’Anieri et al. 2017: 117). Thus, we can speak of a disinterest in and/or a misunderstanding of the public opinion—foreign policy nexus of the post-Soviet states in scholarly studies. 

The scholars of international relations have also paid little attention to the fact that the role of domestic non-state actors as a potentially impactful political factor might tempt great powers1 to reach out to and make use of them in order to affect the foreign policy of their respective state. This is advantageous when the sides are nuclear-armed great powers who cannot easily deploy military force against each other due to the threat of nuclear escalation. There is extensive literature on the policies of external actors to provoke regime change in a target state through interacting with its internal non-state players (e.g. civil society, media, political parties) (See, for instance, Muskhelishvili et al. 2009; Stewart 2009; Bunce et al. 2011; Vanderhill 2014). However, few academic studies have examined these policies from the perspective of geopolitical rivalries and political realism. 

In fact, the founders of realism underscored the importance of winning power over the minds and feelings of foreign publics. The concepts developed by Edward Carr (1951) (“power over opinion”) and Hans Morgenthau (1965a) (“cultural imperialism”) reflected on non-hard power elements. However, the next generations of the school focused on the systemic variables as the primary determinants of international relations, conceptualized power as the combination of military and economic capabilities and disregarded its non-material dimensions. Stephan Walt’s Origins of Alliances (1987) is one of the studies that widened its analysis beyond military and economic power. In his work, the policies of great powers to reach out to the domestic non-state actors of smaller states—what he calls “penetration”—are analysed as one of the strategies to affect their external alignment (Walt 1987: 218-262). However, he underestimates the potential of these policies: 

“[T]he importance of transnational penetration is often exaggerated and… its effect on alliance formation is usually misunderstood. The opportunity to establish informal avenues of influence with another state usually requires cordial or even close relations, which indicates that such ties are largely one result of alignment, not an independent cause… In short, penetration is not an especially common or powerful cause of alignment.”

On the contrary, the advance of information and communication technologies strictly upgraded the potential of “penetration” as a foreign policy instrument. In 2004, Joseph Nye published his first major book on these policies, titled Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics. He theorized about the instruments which states can utilize to communicate with the publics of foreign countries and wield power over popular opinion abroad under the notion of “soft power”. The post-Cold War developments in international relations, the pro-Western popular uprisings in post-communist states, the role of general public and non-governmental institutions in reshaping the regional geopolitical view provided empirical evidence to the growing potential of soft power. Gerald Sussman’s Branding Democracy: US Regime Change in Post-Soviet Eastern Europe (2010) presented one of the first comprehensive analyses on the use of various public diplomacy and propaganda techniques to communicate with and influence non-state players in foreign countries in this period. However, many scholars rightfully maintain that the concept of soft power lacks “academic refinement,” is “under-theorized”, “misunderstood”, or “difﬁcult, if not impossible to test empirically’ (Li 2009a: 58; Vuving 2009: 3). There have been numerous analyses on soft power, but neither Joseph Nye nor anybody else has provided clear answers to fundamental questions about the concept (e.g. What is soft power? How does it work? Who can produce it? Why do states need it?). 

Nye (2013a) asserts that soft power is inextricably linked with Western norms and values, and therefore, states that are on different paths are bound to fail “miserably”. However, this assertion implies “an obligatory respect for international norms and institutions, as well as an adherence to freedom, democracy, liberalism and pluralism” (Wilson 2015: 289). In reality, both democratic and non-democratic, liberal and illiberal states utilize soft power as part of their foreign policy toolkit and invest extensively in cultivating power over popular opinion abroad. It is often acknowledged that non-democratic great powers also reach success in these policies (Tsygankov 2005; Van Herpen 2015). Thus, Joseph Nye (2011: 82), on the one hand argues that soft power is a dimension of power and does not have any contradiction with political realism, on the other hand, as Giulio Gallarotti (2011: 19) correctly points out, presents his concept “as a subset of neoliberal logic”.

In the aftermath of Joseph Nye’s introduction of the notion “soft power”, many academic works have been written addressing problems around the concept. One of the first major critical pieces on the soft power concept was Soft Power and US Foreign Policy: Theoretical, Historical and Contemporary Perspectives edited by Inderjeet Parmar and Michael Cox. In their chapter in this book, Geraldo Zahran and Leonardo Ramos (2010: 24), critically analysing the soft power concept from a Gramscian perspective and the distinction it presents between consent and coercion, argue that “disregarding hegemony, Nye creates the illusion of an aspect of power that could exist by its own only through consent, ignoring the social reality populated by intrinsic mechanisms of coercion.” In response to this critique, Nye (2010: 217), in the same book, points out that “Even if Zahran and Ramos are correct that under hegemony, coercion and consent are complementary, that is not the same as saying that soft power is always rooted in hard power. Sometimes it is and sometimes it is not.” The Chinese scholar Mingjiang Li (2009b: 3) suggests that the term “soft use of power” would be more appropriate than “soft power”, because “soft power does not exist in the nature of certain resources of power but rather it has to be nurtured through a soft use of power.” The relationship between the two types of power still remains unclear. Neither Nye nor anyone else has ever written a convincing analysis on the distinction and relationship between hard power and soft power. 

The consideration of domestic non-state actors as a potentially powerful political player by neoclassical realism lays ground for its analysis of the use of soft power by great powers to affect the external alignment of states in contested regions. Neoclassical realism does not define power as only elements of material power, but includes other elements, such as the quality of government and its reputation in international politics (Ripsman et al. 2009: 297). The theory treats domestic political processes as an intervening variable between systemic factors and foreign policy. From this point of view, the intervening variable has the potential to “channel, mediate, and (re)direct policy outputs in response to external forces (primarily changes in relative power)” (Schweller 2004: 164). 

Neoclassical Realism, the State, and Foreign Policy (2009), edited by Steven Lobell, Norrin Ripsman and Jeffrey Taliaferro, is the first comprehensive book on neoclassical realism. The authors have refined the theory and elaborated on the distinctions and commonalities between it and other branches of realism. The book serves as a useful resource to understand neoclassical realism’s conceptualization of the internal political system as an intervening variable. It, however, has not explained the policies that great powers pursue to reach out to domestic non-state actors in target states and realize the desired shifts in their external alignment through the manipulation of their internal political system. Nor have other neoclassical realist scholars, some of whom have supported the incorporation of the soft power concept into the analytical toolkit of neoclassical realism (e.g. Rathbun 2008: 303-304; Berenskoetter et al. 2012), examined soft power as an instrument in the competition of great powers to expand their sphere of influence.

Theoretical Argument

The theoretical argumentation of the book is formed on the hypothesis that if nuclear armed great powers compete against the same type of powers to expand or sustain their sphere of influence over a populated region, they use soft power as a major expansive instrument while military power remains a tool to defend themselves and back up their foreign policies. However, the book underlines the point that the success of soft power projection by the great powers depends on the internal structure of the target states. If the leaders of a weak state, which is in between the rivalries of great powers who use soft power to expand their influence, are autonomous vis-à-vis the society and other internal non-state actors, they can control the inflow of soft power projection from foreign states, offset the intervening influence of the domestic non-state actors on foreign policy making, and augment their chances to more prudently and independently follow the imperatives of the international political system. Conversely, if such autonomy does not exist, then the external powers find a favourable environment in which to wield soft power, the domestic non-state actors can influence the external orientation of the state, and the state fails to offset their influence. 

The non-military instruments great powers deploy and the policies they pursue to communicate with the general public and the non-governmental organizations of the target states with the aim of impacting their foreign policy strategy are analysed in this book under the umbrella of the soft power concept. The book seeks to reconceptualise soft power in the light of neoclassical realism. This approach treats soft power as a dimension of power that states make use of to reach their foreign policy goals. The book establishes a model that would allow for the study of different sources of soft power and the strategies states develop to produce it. The reason that necessitated the reformulation of the concept of soft power is related to problems and contradictions in the existing literature on the subject. 

The model developed in this book follows the logic of realist scholars in its analysis of soft power. Herein the book refers particularly to the concepts “power over opinion” of Edward Carr (1951), “cultural imperialism” of Hans Morgenthau (1965a), and “transnational penetration” of Stephan Walt (1987). It examines both public diplomacy and propaganda strategies as part of great powers’ policies to wield soft power. According to this model, no matter whether it is deception or truth, seduction or manipulation, foreign aid or propaganda, all types of policies to reach out to foreign publics and intentionally affect their perceptions and attitudes can be gathered under the umbrella of soft power making. As militarily powerful states can use all types of military power (air force, navy, nuclear weapons, etc.) to force the target to do what is wanted of them, the states enjoying high levels of soft power can use a wide array of instruments to wield power over popular opinion of the target state with eventually similar purposes. The model also attempts to conceptualize the hard power—soft power nexus.

Structure of the Book

The book consists of five chapters besides the introductory section and conclusions. Chapter 2 presents the analytical framework of the study. It firstly forms the theoretical framework and discusses the nexus of neoclassical realism and soft power to explain the use of soft power in great power rivalries and its impact on the formation of the external orientation of regional states. The chapter continues with the presentation of introductory information about the selected case (i.e. the Russia—West confrontation over the “common neighbourhood”) and methodology used to test the research hypotheses. 

Chapters 3 and 4 are focused on the analysis of the independent variable which is defined as the rivalries between the West and Russia over the “common neighbourhood”. These chapters seek to defend the argument that nuclear armed great powers deploy largely soft power to expand their sphere of influence over the territories that are in the interests of rival nuclear armed great powers. Chapter 3 discusses the hard power—soft power nexus in the foreign policies of Western powers concerning the regional states. Afterwards, the chapter focuses on the use of soft power in this context. The chapter provides an analysis of different dimensions of Western soft power. Chapter 4 replicates the analytical framework of the previous chapter and applies it in the analysis of Russia’s policies with respect to the “common neighbourhood” states. 

Chapters 5 and 6 focus on the outcomes of the soft power competition between Russia and West. Chapter 5 discusses the case of Belarus. In this study, Belarus represents “common neighbourhood” countries with stronger state autonomy and mostly pro-Russian or neutral geopolitical orientation. The chapter tests the hypothesis on the role of strong internal autonomy of the state leaders in their foreign policy amidst the rivalries between great powers. Chapter 6, in a similar structure to the previous chapter, explores the case of Ukraine as an example of “common neighbourhood” countries with weaker state autonomy and mostly pro-Western geopolitical orientation. 

The book ends with a concluding section. This section is divided into three sub-sections. The first sub-section briefly reviews the problems this book has focused on and the hypotheses it has put forward. The next sub-section presents the empirical findings of the study. It shortly overviews the discussions on the Russia—West confrontation over the “common neighbourhood” states and the cases of Belarus and Ukraine in this context. The concluding section ends with the presentation of the theoretical implications of the research for the studies of international relations. 

 




2.	Analytical Framework

This chapter is aimed at presenting the theoretical framework and case study of the research. The chapter consists of three major sections. The section following this introductory part focuses on realism and its relatively new branch called “neoclassical realism”. This section will analyse the theoretical assumptions on the rivalries between great powers and their policies to communicate with the internal non-state actors of the states that are in between these rivalries. It also explores factors that impact the choice weak states make in their external alignment. The section focuses on the influence of the general public and non-governmental organizations as the intervening forces between the pressure that the international political system imposes on states (independent variable) and the foreign policy of these states (dependent variable). It also analyses the circumstances under which these non-state actors can become influential in the formulation of foreign policy. The autonomy of state leaders vis-à-vis domestic society is treated as the major indicator to measure the scope of the domestic non-state groups to impact state policies. 

Since neoclassical realism develops theories that includes both systemic and unit level factors in its analysis of foreign policy, it has been chosen as the guiding theoretical line of the book. However, neoclassical realism, along with other branches of realism, have paid little attention to the policies of the conflicting great powers to reach out to the domestic non-state actors of states that are in between their conflict. Although neoclassical realists have acknowledged the importance of the intervening power of domestic non-state actors in the formulation of foreign policy, they have not thoroughly analysed the policies of great powers to interact with these non-state actors in target states and make use of them. The section serves also as an attempt to fill in this gap.

The second section deals with the concept of soft power which covers the major strategies and instruments great powers make use of to communicate with the non-state actors of regional states. The section provides a reconceptualization of soft power analysing it as an instrument developed by states in the pursuit of foreign policy objectives. It will be followed with the third section that presents the cases which will be used to test the research hypotheses. The section is divided in two parts separately analyzing the context of the West—Russia confrontation over the “shared neighbourhood” and the reaction of the states located in between this confrontation. The chapter ends with a brief conclusion which sums up the key points of the chapter. 
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