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Abstract

Current power transitions in the context of China’s rise and US retrenchment have 
significantly conditioned the forms and effects of regional leadership across dif-
ferent world regions. Against this empirical background, this Special Issue gathers 
innovative conceptual and theoretical perspectives to study the links between re-
gional leadership and multipolarity in Europe, the Middle East, post-Soviet Eur-
asia, South America and South Asia. The introductory article provides a conceptual 
base for defining and explaing regional leadership and discusses the key arguments 
and findings of the individual articles. 

Keywords

Regional Leadership, Multipolarity, Power Transition, Balancing, Rising Powers, 
China

Article

Rethinking Regional Leadership in the Global 
Disorder

Hannes Ebert
GIGA German Institute of Global and Area Studies

ebert@giga-hamburg.de

Daniel Flemes
GIGA German Institute of Global and Area Studies

flemes@giga-hamburg.de 

Introduction

The debate about how and why contemporary rising powers project their influ-
ence regionally, rooted in post-Cold War observations of power transitions, is in 
need of a review. With the potential strategic retreat of US leadership in some 
regions, the form and effectiveness of regional leadership projects will likely be 
tested more than ever in contemporary times. Available frameworks of regional 
leadership still insufficiently account for this scenario.

Most importantly, the concept of regional leadership is fragmented in the field 
of International Relations (IR) theory. First, scholars have added secondary con-
notations such as “cooperative”, “political” or “economic leadership” without first 
conceptualising leadership itself, thereby reducing conceptual clarity. Second, 
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scholars have used the concept interchangeably with related terms such as “he-
gemony”, “primacy”, and “domination”. Third, linking both positive and negative 
connotations to regional leadership has charged the concept with different and 
partly diverging normative values.

This special issue of Rising Powers Quarterly seeks to mitigate some of these con-
ceptual shortcomings and contribute to our understanding of the evolving condi-
tions under which regional leadership operates by providing empirical perspec-
tives on power politics in Europe, the Middle East, post-Soviet Eurasia, South 
America and South Asia.

Conceptualizing Regional Leadership

To begin with, analyses of regional leadership in multipolar systems need to ac-
count for the complexity in which interactions between structures and actors are 
embedded. The most promising IR scholarship has developed multidimensional 
concepts of regional leadership that reflect the possibility that power could in-
crease in one dimension and, at the same time, shrink in another. Baldwin (2002, 
pp.178–179) has inspired more recent analyses by outlining the key dimensions 
of regional leadership variation:

1. Scope. Referring to the possibility that an actor’s power might vary in dif-
ferent policy fields (economics, security).

2. Domain. Defining the size of an actor’s influence on others (regional, 
global).

3. Weight. Describing the reliability of an actor’s power (the chance to put 
one’s will into practice against the will of others).

4. Costs. Indicating the price an actor is willing and able to pay to achieve 
other actors’ compliance.

5. Means. Including symbolic, economic, military and diplomatic methods 
of exercising power.

States that play a regional leading role in the sense of rule making are also given 
special importance when the treatment of global problems is concerned. This ap-
plies to questions of global norm-building, world trade, and transnational security 
risks. Attempts to solving problems in these areas can be organised at the regional 
and global levels. In both cases some state actors play a more important role than 
others in the course of cooperation and negotiation processes and therefore have 
more influence on the results.

The reason for this could be the greater military or economic potential of these 
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actors. Similarly, their legitimacy, diplomatic effectiveness, moral authority and 
representative function for a region or group of states might generate advantages 
in international bargaining. Depending on their relative power resources the re-
gional leaders choose different strategies in regional and international bargaining 
processes. The most promising leadership strategy that defines the foreign policy 
instruments applied by the regional powers can differ according to the systemic 
level (regional, global). A key objective of this special issue is to identify the for-
eign policy resources and instruments that regional powers apply under consider-
ation on different systemic levels.

With regard to the global level of analysis, the status of a regional leader implies 
that dominant actors of the international system accept this status. What is even 
more important is the degree to which regional powers manage to influence the 
global economic and security order. The degree of assertion of interests in global 
governance institutions such as the United Nations and the World Trade Organi-
zation is supposed to serve as an indicator for power over outcomes.

A crucial reason for the declining but enduring US hegemony in international 
relations is its military supremacy. Washington still accounts for more than half 
of for global defense expenditures. In conventional military terms the US will 
remain the dominant global power for a long time. From a Realist perspective 
a multipolar system could be the results from the emergence of balancing coali-
tions against the global system’s dominant power by regional powers who suc-
cessfully achieved the position of the unipole in their regions (Wohlforth 1999, 
p.30). Linking this statement with the developing countries’ lack of power in 
the international system (measurable for instance in IMF voting power or per-
manent seats at the UN Security Council) multipolarisation becomes a priority 
foreign policy objective of developing states. In addition to forming balancing 
coalitions, these regional powers will likely seek to advance the transformation 
toward multipolarity by increasing their influence in international institutions. 
In particular, the governments of Southern states that have the capacity to build 
regional unipolarities,must be interested in finding an effective way to challenge 
the current international hierarchy and to transform themselves into power poles 
of a future multipolar system. One way to project significant global influence 
(decision-maker status) is by consolidation regional powerhood as a base for pur-
suing national interests in the multipolar order.

In other words, rising powers need to determine which role they seek to play in 
their respective regions and whether they are willing to bear the cost of regional 
leadership before defining their global policy and status goals. With the excep-
tion of Russia, which is the only case under consideration that is permanant UN 
Securiy Council member, all articles in this special issue deal with global-level 
middle powers instead of great powers on the global stage. As Cox (1996, p.241) 
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has suggested, “the middle-power role is not a fixed universal” but a concept and 
set of practices that continually evolve in search of different forms of actorness. 
If sharing some similar characteristics on the need for rules and order in multi-
lateral institutions, middle powers differ significantly on their regional roles such 
as pursuing divergent preferences on the region’s direction and pathes of regional 
institutionalisation.

With regard to the (intra)regional level of analysis, the degree of coordination, 
formalisation and institutionalisation of trade and security policies is an indicator 
of the quality of the intraregional cooperation. In addition to free trade agree-
ments, bilateral and multilateral measures in the sectors infrastructure, technology 
and energy are included in the investigation. The mutual transparency between 
the states in key areas such as defence planning, arms trade and military budget 
indicates the degree of confidence building between the neighbouring countries, 
and transnational threats can encourage the creation of cooperative security poli-
cies in the investigated regions. In particular, non-military security challenges 
imply direct threats to the states: drug trafficking and arms trade as well as money 
laundering as forms of organised crime, activities by guerrilla organisations across 
the national borders, transnational terrorism and the proliferation of means of 
mass destruction. On the contrary, it is possible that the regional power itself 
poses a regional threat or is perceived as such.

Considering these observations, the case selection of this special issue is based 
on the following definition of regional powerhood. As suggested by Flemes and 
Nolte (2010, p.23), a regional power

1. Is part of a geographically delimited region; 

2. Is ready to assume leadership;

3. Displays the necessary material and ideational capabilities for regional 
power projection; and

4. Is highly influential in regional affairs.

Conceivable further criteria for distinguishing and classifying different types of 
regional powers are

1. Economic, political and cultural interconnectedness of the regional power 
within its region;

2. The provision of collective goods for the region;

3. The existence of an ideational leadership project; and
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4. The acceptance of the leadership by potential followers.

We argue that Brazil, Colombia, Germany, India, Russia, and Saudi Arabia fulfil 
at least the four basic criteria of regional powerhood.

Explaining Regional Leadership 

This special issue aims to develop novel approaches to analysing and modelling 
the foreign policies of regional powers in the multipolar system. More specifically, 
the authors present innovative concepts from different theoretical perspectives to 
explain and manage the complex challenges related to regional leadership. Each 
article outlines a particular theoretical lens and applies it to a world region that 
is distinct from the others by a particular power structure and politics, culture of 
interaction and domestic system. We invited analyses from two main theoretical 
camps that have generated the most inspiring contributions to the debates on 
regional leadership and multipolarity over the past decade: (Neo)Realism and 
Constructivism. Both grand theories have constantly been complemented and 
developed further. Each of the six articles of this special issue outlines a particular 
theoretical lens and applies it to a world region that is distinguished from others 
by a particular power structure and politics, culture of interaction or domestic 
system.

Rethinking Realist Perspectives 

Realist perspectives on leadership are often associated with the concepts of power 
and/or hegemony. However, both concepts are strongly contested in the literature. 
Classical Realists depict international cooperation as “a necessary function of the 
balance of power operating in a multiple state system” (Morgenthau 1967: 175). 
For those traditional Realists, international institutions are always a function of 
state power and interests. Neorealism assumes that states ally to balance against 
the superior power capabilities of other states. Power capabilities are the deter-
mining factor of states’ choices (Waltz 1979). It has been common for Neorealists 
to use the term ‘hegemony’ as a synonym for dominance or disproportionately 
preponderant capabilities (Waltz 1979). It would be rational for a hegemon to use 
its preponderant power in the interest of the system as a whole, because his power 
only exists relative to the systemic context in which it is embedded. 

Three of the special issue’s contributions engage with variations of (Neo)Real-
ism: First, Alcides Costa Vaz (University of Brasilia) examines regional leader-
ship in South America. In the past 10 years of IR scholarship, South America’s 
... viewed through the prism of Brazil’s rise as the region’s primary rising power 
and its potential function as a bridge between aspiring and established powers 
(e.g., Burges 2016). Brazil, which is South America’s largest country in terms of 
population, territory, GDP and defence expenditures, has experienced sustained 
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high economic growth since 2002 and has become the eight largest economy by 
GDP in 2017. Gradually, Brasilia raised its regional and global diplomatic profile, 
increasingly vocally claiming a permanent seat at the United Nations Security 
Council, pushing for reforms in the international financial institutions and taking 
a proactive stance in new institutions such as the G20, the BRICS and the IBSA 
forum. A key novelty was Brazil’s emergence as an informal spokesperson for 
both South America and the emerging world order (Rachman 2017). In this role, 
Brazil pursued varying forms of “concertación” (literally concertation) (Merke 
2015) or consensual and cooperative hegemony (Burges 2015) that were per-
ceived favourably or met with modest soft and institutional balancing by South 
American neighbours (Flemes & Wehner 2015).

However, a series of recent crises has severely challenged overly optimistic depic-
tions of Brazil’s trajectory as a pivotal regional leader and aspiring great power. 
Brazil’s economy has suffered a huge recession that has combined weak growth 
with high deficits, and low investments, and its state plunged into a political cri-
sis following corruption scandals that engulfed the political and business elite. 
Costa Vaz (University of Brasilia) puts this situation into perspective by adopting 
the analytical framework of “restraint” developed by Brent J. Steele and Barry 
Posen to assess the prospects of Brazil’s regional leadership after the Workers 
Party (PT) era. Steele and Posen understand restraint as a merger of selective 
engagement and isolationism. Since taking office in 2016, Brazil’s President Mi-
chel Temer has sought to reinvigorate the state’s foreign policy, but his efforts 
have been severely constrained by domestic political and ideological polarisation 
on one hand and regional political and economic fragmentation on the other. 
Thus, domestic and regional constraints have thus contributed to a shift towards 
restraint as a constitutive feature of Brazil’s foreign policy. Again, the waning role 
of the US as a semi-engaged hegemon and the increasing footprint of China in 
South America are likely to create conditions to which Brazil’s restraint will have 
to adapt in the future.

Second, Nicolas Blarel (Leiden University) and Hannes Ebert (GIGA Institute 
of Asian Studies) assess India’s regional leadership in South Asia. India is a par-
ticularly instructive case for studying the ambivalences in the linkages between 
regional leadership and global aspirations. While successive governments partly 
succeeded in reinventing India’s global role after the end of the Cold War, in-
creasing its voice in international institutions and enhancing its strategic ties with 
multiple regional and great powers such as the US, their efforts to garner regional 
followership were lukewarm and overall ineffective (Ganguly 2018). In particular, 
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, redressed New Delhi’s efforts to break 
the deadlock in South Asian cooperation when coming into office in 2014. The 
government took steps to aggressively defend India’s proclaimed dominant role 
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in the region against the never-ending opposition of its enduring rival Pakistan, 
rising Chinese investments and influence in South Asia, and growing national-
ism tied to anti-Indian sentiments in states such as Bangladesh, Nepal and Sri 
Lanka ( Jaishankar 2016). This included emphasising South Asian but also wider 
Indo-Pacific regionalism (Pant 2017). IR scholarship on regional leadership still 
struggles to adequately account for the arduous transformation of India’s South 
Asia policies (Ebert & Blarel 2018).

Against this background, Blarel and Ebert observe that Realist and Liberalist ex-
pectations on the effects of a unipolar regional distribution of power capabilities 
in South Asia have not materialised. Attempts by the Indian state to establish a 
stable order through coercive or deterrent force or generate followership through 
institutions and public goods provision failed, and high levels of interstate vio-
lence and low levels of regional integration persist in the region. This is puzzling 
given that India has enjoyed overwhelming superiority of conventional power 
capabilities in the region since its independence in 1947 and, in particular, since 
Pakistan’s breakup in 1971. Blarel and Ebert suggest that leadership in the region 
is profoundly conditioned by the social interactions between leader and potential 
followers of the South Asian post-Cold War order. As a first step of building a 
contextualised understanding of leadership, both authors refer to English School 
conceptualisations of hegemony that propose constructing regional leadership 
through observations of the social interactions associated with the primary pow-
er’s expected regional roles and responsibilities. By tracing India’s regional leader-
ship roles and responsibilities in a set of interactions during Indo-Pakistani crises 
in the post-Cold War, Blarel and Ebert conclude that the Indian state is still 
searching an effective strategy to adopt to a two-decades-old context: the pres-
ence of nuclear weapons and non-state militants, used by South Asia’s secondary 
power Pakistan to prevent at all costs India’s regional dominance.

Finally, through their analysis of distinct dyadic military crises, the authors dem-
onstrate that India’s traditional deterrence doctrine has failed to dissuade non-
state militants from engaging in asymmetric attacks against India’s symbols of 
leadership such as its political capital Delhi and its commercial centre Mumbai. 
Thus, in an attempt to adapt to this context, New Delhi sought to reform its 
deterrence toolkit and revive its military deterrence capacities’ credibility as a pre-
condition for effective leadership, devising military options such as the public 
re-branding of cross-border firing as “surgical strikes” to efficiently target militant 
groups and other forms of coercive diplomacy. However, this transformation is 
ongoing and is far from terminated. Thus far, the conventionally more powerful 
state has felt compelled to limit its ambitions and install new mechanisms for 
credible deterrence. Thus, Blarel and Ebert suggest that IR scholarship should 
further investigate the ways in which non-state actors in a nuclearised rivalry 
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context truncate the stabilising effects of unipolar regional systems. 

Third, Anna Sunik (Heidelberg University) analyzes Saudi Arabia’s leadership 
aspirations in the Middle East. The Middle East has not featured prominently in 
the IR study of regional leadership and multipolarity, partly because of the lack of 
one precipitously rising power with rapid high economic growth and increasing 
global clout (Fawcett 2013). Even before the so-called Arab uprisings that began 
in 2010, observers argued that the Middle Eastern regional order was broken 
(Salem 2008). Structures and power balances established in the late 1970s and 
amended since the end of the Cold War eroded with the collapse of Iraq as a 
centralised sovereign state and the cessation of its function as a buffer between 
the aspiring regional powers Iran and Turkey. Today, 15 years after the US in-
vasion of Iraq, aspiring states militarily escalate their claims in multiple proxy 
conflicts and civil wars. Having sensed waning US commitment to the Middle 
East, whose military capabilities in the region had outweighed those of all other 
regional states, contenders for leadership - including Iran, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, 
Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates - have jostled for influence and status to 
promote their diverging economic, ideological, nationalistic and sectarian agen-
das (cp. Cook, Stokes & Brock 2014).

However, the fact that “the Middle East features for not having produced a re-
gional power” (Beck 2014, p.2) does not mean that understanding international 
politics in the region through the lens of regional leadership would not yield 
value. In contrast, the current transformations of regional order in the Middle 
East require us to update and refine our interpretations of the past and pro-
spective structural parameters. Against this background, Sunik examines Saudi 
Arabia’s new interventionism as part of its leadership bid in the Middle East as 
exemplified in its intervention in Yemen. To date, Saudi Arabia has been able to 
mitigate conventional military disadvantages vis-à-vis Iran by capitalising on its 
greater wealth (“riyalpolitik”) and close alliance with the US. Since 2011, Saudi 
Arabia not only ramped up its defense spending but also intensified its regional 
foreign policy activities, participating in the coalition against the so-called “Is-
lamic State”, engaging in Bahrain, supporting anti-government rebels in Syria, 
building a multilateral coalition to fight terrorism, and co-initiating a pro-longed 
military intervention in Yemen. The last of these actions, initiated in March 2015, 
is particularly noteworthy as it was the first full-scale military operation by Saudi 
Arabia and its partners exclusively under regional leadership.

Sunik demonstrates that this resurgence has been driven by a combination of 
power-driven balance-of-threat impulses and regime security considerations 
linked to identity issues that construct Iran as a threat to domestic stability, as ex-
tent studies on “omnibalancing” rightly revealed.  In particular, the power vacuum 
that ensued US withdrawal compelled the kingdom to step up its efforts to inde-
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pendently guarantee its regional interests. After the collapse of Iraq, the hitherto 
tripolar Persian Gulf system transformed broadly into a bipolar struggle with 
Iran, only exacerbated by the post-2011 turmoil. While “omnibalancing” explana-
tions sufficiently uncover this dynamic, they fail to account for the specific shape 
(multilateral “coalition of the willing”) and location (Yemen instead of Syria) of 
the intervention. To fill this gap, Sunik draws on the scholarship on authoritar-
ian institutions and their symbolic functions. Authoritarian states form alliances 
not just to provide security but also to build reputation and prestige. From this 
perspective, Sunik finds that the kingdom intervened multilaterally in Yemen to 
signal ability, resolve and commitment to replace US dominance in the region 
and thereby foster its claim for broader regional leadership. Thus, by combin-
ing domestic and systemic drivers of regional leadership, Sunik highlights how 
potential regional powers feel compelled or willing to expand their traditional 
foreign policy toolbox in order to adopt to novel regional opportunity structures 
in the transition toward global multipolarity. Again, whether Riyadh’s signalling 
of regional leadership resolve garners sufficient followership to back-up its claims 
remains an open empirical question.

Rethinking Constructivist Perspectives 

The status of a regional power is also a social category and therefore depends not at 
least on the acceptance of this status, and the associated social hierarchy, by others. 
Thus, it is important to include the role conceptions, ideas, norms and perceptions 
in the discussion on regional leadership and global disorder. Social interactions 
can have transformative effects on the interests and identities of state actors and 
their continuous cooperation is likely to influence intersubjective meanings. Ef-
fectively formulating and implementing a consensual idea-driven regional project 
could help regional powers to enhance legitimacy of their leadership role. An 
ideational leadership project as such aims at producing common norms and ideas 
among the regional states. Three of the special issue’s contributions engage with 
variations of Constructivist thinking:

The first is Hanns W. Maull’s (German Institute for International and Security 
Affairs) analysis of Germany’s leadership role in Europe. Again, Europe is not 
among the “usual suspects” of regions discussed in IR scholarship on regional 
leadership and multipolarity. From the view of regional power politics, Europe 
is first and foremost home to established powers, two of which, France and the 
UK, are nuclear states with a permanent seat in the United Nations Security 
Council. Recent debates have focused on Germany’s growing power capabili-
ties and diplomatic influence, examining how that country’s rising regional and 
global ambitions will shape and be shaped by what is still a multipolar European 
system and the evolving global order. Amidst recent calls to become “more active” 
in solving the multiple simultaneous crises in and beyond Europe, some observers 
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concluded that the 21st century’s second decade is Germany’s ‘unipolar moment’ 
in Europe (Brattberg & De Lima 2015) and the ‘German moment in a fragile 
world’ (Bagger 2015). A consensus has emerged that Germany has shifted from 
Europe’s ‘sick man’ in the early 20th century to being its leading economic power-
house, driven by a chancellor with international acclaim, a public attractiveness as 
the ‘most popular country’ (Chokshi 2016), and the football World Champion, as 
well as its peers’ relative weaknesses.

However, the hegemonic traits of Germany’s position in the evolving European 
hierarchy of power have been subject to heated debate (cp. Harnisch 2014; Flem-
es & Ebert 2017). While some contended that “the world waits for Germany” 
(Blyth & Matthijs 2012), that “Germany must lead or leave [the euro]” (Soros 
2012), that “Germany is a great power” and “should act like one” (Burrows & 
Gnad 2016), and that Germany in the context of the refugee crisis has evolved 
as the world’s “new can-do nation” (Cohen 2015) and as “enforcer, facilitator and 
benefactor in Europe’s triple crisis” (Matthijs 2016, p.135), other commentators 
have stressed the limits of German power (Kleine-Brockhoff & Maull 2011; 
Perthes 2016), framing its position and policies in terms of “contested hegemony” 
( Jürgens 2013), “semi hegemony” (Kundnani 2014) or “reluctant hegemony” (Pa-
terson 2011; Bunde & Oroz 2015; Kornelius 2015) and discrediting Germany’s 
acclaimed ‘unipolar moment’ as a “myth” (Schwarzer & Lang 2012; Nicholson 
2015). Historical Institutionalist analyses of Germany’s emerging international 
role have highlighted the country’s structural embeddedness in Europe (Craw-
ford 2007; Bulmer 2013). Realist analyses, meanwhile, have argued that Germa-
ny’s political leadership has tangibly strived for a more autonomous, power-based, 
unilateralist foreign policy (Hellmann 2011).

Maull engages with this debate by drawing the evolving German leadership sta-
tus in Europe through the lens of role theory drawing on the civilian power ap-
proach. Domestic and regional pressures have compelled the German state to 
significantly adjust both its “ego” and “alter” components of its foreign policy role 
concept, that is, the expectations regarding its role by itself and by others. Role 
theory postulates that these normative expectations have the power to shape 
foreign policy behavior. At the domestic level, the emergence of a right-wing 
populist party, the Alternative for Germany (AfD) constituted the first impactful 
challenge to Germany’s traditional pro-European policies. At the regional level, 
multiple crises related to socio-economic challenges in some Eurozone states, mi-
gration, and the Ukraine conflict brought Germany into a position of a broker of 
a common European or even Western positions. Maull illustrates how through-
out these crises, Berlin was preoccupied with reconciling internal and external 
expectations regarding its expected role, which have become increasingly diverse 
and contradictory. Except during the Eurozone crisis, where German leadership 



17

Rethinking Regional Leadership in the Global Disorder

was forceful and sing-minded, Berlin has managed to garner support for a man-
agement mode of “leadership from behind”, which remained relatively close its 
traditional civilian power role concept, although this continuity might become 
increasingly contested both from within and abroad in the future.

Eduardo Pastrana and Diego Vera ( Javeriana University) offer a second refine-
ment of Constructivist thinking on regional leadership in an era of evolving mul-
tipolarity. Their contribution draws attention to a sub-region that has not been 
substantially studied from a regional leadership perspective: Central America and 
the Caribbean and the Pacific Alliance. Thus far, IR scholarship on the region has 
focused on intrastate violence, its regional and international repercussions, and 
the role of extra-regional states as conflict mediators. Scholarship failed to notice 
that in the context of a transition from civil war to peace, the Colombian state has 
cautiously sought ways to envision and play a role of regional leader in the region.

From a theoretical angle similar to that of Maull, Pastrana and Vera explore the 
leadership role of post-conflict Colombia in the Caribbean Basin and the Pacific 
Alliance. They frame the new role conception of the Colombian foreign policy by 
adopting the concepts of functional leadership and niche diplomacy. In President 
Juan Manuel Santos’s two terms in power since 2010, Colombia sought to expand 
its foreign policy previously focused on narrow trade and security concerns and 
increase its influence in the region through so-called South-South Cooperation 
and Triangular Cooperation. Bogotá has sought to step up its contribution to 
conflict resolution and knowledge transfer. Pastrana and Vera conclude that, in 
doing so, it has paved the way for thematic and geographical niche diplomacy as 
a form of Colombian leadership.

Finally, Regina Heller’s (Institute for Peace Research and Security Policy) explo-
ration of Russia’s leadership in post-Soviet Eurasia provides a third Constructiv-
ist-inspired perspective on regional leadership. One of the developments that has 
most exigently revealed the need to rethink some of IR’s dominant power politics 
propositions is Russia’s recent efforts to redress the stark decline in its presence 
in post-Soviet Eurasia. Scholars and policy-makers have debated Russia’s creden-
tials as the predominant power in the region and self-proclaimed status as a great 
power (MacFarlane 2018). While the country’s military prowess and political 
influence make it a key global player, its weakening economy has sparked doubts 
about the sustainability of its aspirations, and growing opposition to its regional 
initiatives even by some of its traditional regional allies such as Kazakhstan and 
Armenia following the annexation of Crimea have challenged Russia’s claims for 
leadership (Meister 2018). With the 2013-2014 crisis in Ukraine, the Kremlin’s 
fixation with great power status and with the West as an “object of emulation or as 
a defining other” (Wilson 2017, p.19) has become even more linked to its ongoing 
national identity construction and domestic legitimation.
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Regina Heller engages with social psychology and emotions research in IR to 
trace the drivers of Russia’s regional leadership in post-Soviet Eurasia, exempli-
fied by its recent foreign policy towards Ukraine. From the outset, Heller chal-
lenges dominant Realist approaches to explain Russia’s annexation of Crimea 
and interference in Eastern Ukraine with exclusive reference to power politics 
considerations. Contrary to these approaches, Moscow’s Ukraine policy has not 
exclusively - and not even predominantly - been driven by the objective to maxi-
mise its relative power position and influence in the region by occupying strategic 
locations and coercing post-Soviet states into submission. How else, Heller asks, 
would these approaches account for the observation that Russia has overall lost 
influence over the country and the overall region and compromised its principled 
defence of the norms of state sovereignty and non-intervention. Rather, Russia’s 
Ukraine policy and by extension its leadership aspirations toward the post-Soviet 
region has primarily been driven by the urge for social recognition as a regional 
leader. Russia is willing to restore its status even at the risk of losing influence.

Based on a social psychology perspective, Heller analyses the official Russian dis-
course in the Ukraine crisis to trace the process in which unresolved behavioural 
and cognitive anger over Russia’s perceived status deprivation as well as unfair, 
unreliable and humiliating treatment by the West in the context of the Soviet 
Union’s dissolution has driven Moscow’s regional policies. Under Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin, the attempt to establish regional primacy in the post-Soviet 
Eurasia has become increasingly linked to efforts to construct a collective identity 
in which Russia is a central and equal entity in a global order that has so far 
been dominated by the West. By illustrating the core signifiers in this conception, 
Heller’s article exhibits how in a period of power transitions the aspirations for re-
gional hegemony are linked to social status seeking in the global order. However, 
in post-Soviet Eurasia it remains unclear whether the strategic use of moral jus-
tifications of aggressive foreign policy behaviour will suffice to not only increase 
domestic legitimation but also establish regional leadership. 

Together, these articles represent empirical and analytical refinements of IR de-
bates on regional leadership and multipolarity. All of the assessments highlight 
the need to take stock of the considerable geopolitical changes related to the rise 
of China and the evolving retrenchment of the US, and to assess the domestic 
pressures related to the upsurge of nationalist and populist politics – macro chal-
lenges to leadership across regions that will certainly further occupy future IR 
scholarship.
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Abstract

The text analyses the prospects of Brazilian regional leadership after the thirteen 
year cycle of leftist governments led by the Worker´s Party. The analysis relies on 
conceptual and analytical contributions of Brent J. Steele and Barry Posen on re-
straint as a defining trait of foreign policy strategy. It is argued that despite the 
efforts of Michel Temer´s government to reinvigorate Brazilian foreign policy, po-
litical developments at the domestic and regional levels make it difficult to envision 
a rising, enduring Brazilian approach to regional affairs having regional leadership 
at its core. It is argued, on the contrary, that restraint has become an important 
feature of Brazilian policy towards South America since the presidency of Dilma 
Rousseff extending, though with substantive differences, into the government of 
Michel Temer.
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Introduction

During the presidencies of Fernando Henrique Cardoso (1995-2002) and Luiz 
Inácio Lula da Silva (2003-2010), Brazil rose as a promising emerging actor at 
the global stage. Under Lula da Silva, an eventual Brazilian regional leadership 
became an object of mounting expectations abroad and disagreement within 
domestic political and diplomatic spheres. For Brazil´s most important extra-
regional partners, regional leadership was a natural corollary of its economic, ter-
ritorial, diplomatic and strategic endowments and a necessary endeavor for it to 
consolidate the intended status of an influent global actor. At the domestic level, 
the commitment of limited resources in the region, at the expenses of immediate 
and urgent domestic needs and of a more intense and effective relationship with 
developed countries, became a controversial issue.
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Despite such controversies, Lula da Silva embraced the task of forging a struc-
tured South American political ambience as a major foreign policy priority. Ini-
tiatives were launched to foster a South American political identity, expand tech-
nical cooperation, integrate infrastructure and set up institutions and mechanisms 
to advance regional integration. Actually, those initiatives were decisive to reshape 
and reinvigorate the South American political landscape. However, bringing re-
luctant neighbors together to forge a coherent collective approach to address the 
challenges the region faced internally and internationally proved to be hard task, 
one that defied Brazilian willingness and ability to lead.

In the domestic realm, opponents argued that the emphasis on ideological, po-
litical and economic ties with neighbors would drive Brazil away from the core 
shaping trends of world politics and global economy, deepening its peripheral 
condition and limiting its international insertion. Such criticism towards the pre-
vailing foreign policy orientation and its approach to South American affairs, 
as pursued by Lula da Silva, and to a lesser extent, by Dilma Rousseff regained 
strength with the rise of Michel Temer to power in 2016. With the support of a 
wide right-wing political coalition, the new Brazilian government moved swiftly 
to deconstruct the major tenets of Brazilian foreign policy pursued by its immedi-
ate predecessors. Despite the new emphasis in strengthening relations with major 
economies, expectations also rose as to a renewed Brazilian regional engagement 
and active role in fostering liberal political and economic premises and practices, 
along with newly elected right wing leaderships in the region.

We argue, however, that a rather different trait has emerged in the realm of Bra-
zilian foreign policy, one that reflects both, the limits of Brazil´s external actions 
derived from its own political and economic domestic crisis and from transforma-
tions observed in the regional and global political landscapes. Domestic political 
stalemates, diminished political, economic and diplomatic resources and powerful 
external constraints have contributed to the rise of a sense of restraint as a prevail-
ing trait of Brazilian foreign policy at large, and a more visible one in its regional 
dimension.

It is against this emerging background that the prospects of Brazilian regional 
leadership after the Workers Party´s rule will be assessed. The following analysis 
relies on recent studies on restraint as a foreign policy strategy carried out by Bar-
ry Posen (2014) and Brent J. Steele (2016). Their work, as most studies on foreign 
policy restraint do, have American foreign policy as a primary object. However, 
the conceptual and analytical framework they have developed provides very useful 
insights to approach the prospects of Brazilian regional leadership from a, so far, 
untested perspective. It is our goal to apply and test it.

In order to do so, we offer a brief overview of Brent J. Steele´s and Barry Posen´s 
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recent contributions to the study and to the political debate on restraint as a 
possible option for a grand US foreign policy strategy. Such overview highlights 
those aspects of Steele´s contributions that are regarded useful to the analysis of 
Brazilian foreign policy regional dimension. The second section provides a concise 
account of how regional leadership raised as a central issue in the debates on Bra-
zilian foreign policy since the Cardoso years to gain wide visibility during Lula da 
Silva´s administration. This section also relies on the contributions of prominent 
experts on Brazilian foreign policy to assess the liabilities Brazil faced in pursuing 
an active policy orientation towards South America, with a specific focus on Lula 
da Silva´s government (2003-2016). The third section resumes Steele and Posen´s 
propositions regarding contextual challenges and the instrumental dimensions of 
restraint to discuss it as an emerging trait of Brazil´s policies towards the region, 
particularly under the Presidency of Michel Tamer’s. The final section discusses 
the prospects of Brazilian regional leadership in the near future.

Foreign Policy Restraint: The Conceptual and Analytical Framework

The Cambridge Dictionary (2016) defines restraint as “calm and controlled be-
havior, something that limits the freedom of someone or something or that pre-
vents something from growing or increasing.” In such a sense, restraint bears two 
distinct behavioral referents: the first is one self, referring to the sustained intent 
of setting limits to one self´s objectives and actions for the sake of individual or 
shared interests. This  conception evolves around the idea of self-restraint as a be-
havioral pattern through which one chooses to manage relations with his own en-
vironment and with others. It implies the acceptance of self-imposed constraints 
to one´s behavior and to the employment of available material and non-material 
capabilities that could be, otherwise, fully resorted to.

Alternatively, restraint may have an external referent, an outsider whose intents, 
capabilities and actions can or shall be purposefully constrained for the sake of 
one´s own interests or for the promotion of collective objectives. Differently from 
the previous sense, it implies a purposeful mobilization and the employment of 
capabilities available as a core feature of either an individual or collective endeavor.

In International Relations literature, restraint has become a recurrent concept 
and foreign policy approach, usually inspired by and applied to the analysis of the 
United States foreign policy and of the desired or actual level of U.S. engagement 
at the world stage (Steele 2016, p.1). It has acquired greater visibility due to the 
profound changes that U.S foreign policy has experienced, the polarized debate 
on the fate of the U.S as a global hegemon and on the values, strategies and goals 
that should drive its international policies at the world stage in the near future.

The US role and proneness towards activism at the world stage has been usually 
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depicted in binary terms. On the one hand, it is directly associated to greater and 
active international engagement and interventionism in boosting U.S power and 
in fostering its global hegemony, an approach that Brent S. Steele (2016) names 
vitalism. At the opposite, there is retrenchment, an orientation that encompasses 
restraint, but whose original matrix and absolute expression would be isolation-
ism.

Each of these concurring foreign policy paradigms has its own value framework 
and set of prescriptions. The first is inspired by Woodrow Wilson´s principled 
universalism and finds its expression in the global pursuit and uphold of global 
hegemony through an active and strong commitment to the promotion of a liber-
al international order and the reliance on both, soft and hard power. The second is 
inspired by a nationalist mood and a conservative bias in favor of the prominence 
of national interests over universal or cosmopolitan commitments. Isolationism 
is a recurrent trait of American politics at large, one that has a strong appeal in 
contemporary times in face of the greater risks and costs deriving from the U.S. 
unprecedented exposure to the negative externalities of its international presence 
and commitments in the security and economic realms in particular. 

Drawing on these distinct, concurring views, Barry Posen (2014) makes a strong 
case in favor of restraint as a foundation of a U.S grand strategy. In his view, re-
straint would result from the merging of selective engagement and isolationism. It 
represents a viable and necessary approach to U.S foreign policy strategy to coun-
ter the major negative outcomes of U.S excessive international exposure resulting 
from what Steele (2016, p. 9) names vitalism. It is also a response to the negative 
externalities of the liberal world order in the post-Cold War period. According 
to Posen (2014, pp.5-11, apud Steele, 2016, p. 1) restraint represents the best 
alternative grand strategy to the one embraced by the recent Administrations, 
that, according to that author, results from the fusion of primacy and cooperative 
security. Restraint would be, in this sense, the proper approach to reassert and 
adapt U.S global hegemony to the post-Cold War era.

As the major driver of a grand strategy, restraint implies the reduction of too 
costly and unsustainable U.S political commitments and military deployments 
abroad. It sustains that the U.S must share the burden of international stability 
and security with its major and minor allies alike (Posen 2014, p. 71; apud Steele, 
2016, 2; Preble & Ruger 2014). Critics of such view, like Robert Lieber (2016), 
John Ikenberry; Stephen Brooks and William Wohlforth (2012) consider it a 
dangerous strategy of disengagement that will not lead to greater global stability, 
as such stability still relies largely on American leadership and power resources as 
well as on the liberal institutions it forged after the Second World War.

Despite these critics, Steele makes a strong case in favor of restraint for the U.S, its 
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citizens and for global politics at large (Steele, 2016, 4). He argues that restraint 
- despite of its own liabilities and temporal and contextual aspects that make it 
difficult to realize - may yet be the “best of all the worst alternatives” available for 
a U.S foreign policy grand strategy (Steele, 2016, p. 4). He bases this view in three 
meta-normative reasons: (i) restraint would be less subject to manipulation than 
vitalism; (ii) it has produced more grounded results, and (iii) it not only prevents 
community fragmentation, but may even promote its revitalization.

His argument in favor of restraint, however, does not preclude the factors that 
make such a choice and its own implementation difficult at the present historical 
circumstances.  In order to take such difficulty properly into account, Steele em-
braces a more comprehensive understanding of restraint, one inspired by Nicholas 
Onuf´s constructivist approach (Onuf, 1989) which he summarizes in three basic 
precepts:

a. restraint involves agents and structures simultaneously; therefore, in order 
to understand the challenge of restraint, one must not focus on just either 
agent or structure, but on both (Steele, 2016, p. 7). While discussing the 
methodological and prescriptive implications of locating struggles over re-
straint within agents and structures simultaneously, Steele (2016, p.7) in-
troduces the idea of identity costs, those associated to the effort of changing 
expectations about commitments and habits that comprise an established 
sense of identity. It is also related to the burden that changing expectations 
about commitments may bring to public and elites.

b. restraint does not derive from an ontology centered only on ideational 
elements but from one that recognizes material considerations as well. In 
his own words, “restraint involves physical as well as ideational and dispo-
sitional features. Restraining a polity involves not only a policy of change, 
but the removal of forces and the withdrawal of force ‘postures’ that such 
a policy may have become otherwise used to in its recent or historic past.” 
(Steele 2016, pp. 8-9). In this case, restraint might be resisted by those 
who were used to benefit from the actions and resources being provided 
to them. Such reliance entails attitudes that are, thus, hard to change, ob-
serves Steele.

c. restraint holds a moral quality, in the sense that it deals with the limits of 
one´s own power and with arguments for restraining others, as well as with 
the moral (and often emotional) judgments concerning the acceptance of 
self-restraint or the condition of being restrained by others.  (Steele 2016, 
p. 9).

Having gone through core conceptual and contextual aspects of restraint and the 
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reasons that justify its choice as a foreign policy grand strategy, Steele consid-
ers the resources mobilized in its implementation. He distinguishes institutional 
(democratic institutions and norms, international institutions) and normative 
resources for restraint (those found in the culture of a democratic society, the 
prevailing strategic culture at a given time). A striking feature of such analysis 
is the emphasis on the existence of proper democratic political, institutional and 
cultural frameworks as a requisite for restraint to operate, since restraint itself is 
a matter of political decision made by elites, but whose burdens will be felt by a 
much larger constituency who is expected to support it. It encompasses then the 
complex issue of foreign policy legitimacy.

In advanced plural societies, foreign policy decisions that mobilize important 
resources and capabilities usually acquire some level of sensitiveness and public 
visibility and, therefore, demand a properly framed political and social debate. In 
societies where the democratic pillars and the very value of democratic institu-
tions are not entirely consolidated, foreign policy issues are usually less permeable 
to a wider political debate, being yet highly vulnerable to manipulation and cor-
ruption. Thus, the legitimacy of foreign policy decisions (or its deficit) - namely 
those associated to a change of strategic orientation - becomes a forefront issue 
due to its potential overarching political and normative implications.

Steele´s effort to provide a realistic account of the feasibility of restraint as a 
core trait of a U.S foreign policy strategy leads him to consider the actual cir-
cumstances that challenge such endeavor. Being a matter of a political choice, 
restraint is influenced by what Steele names contextual challenges (2016, p. 15). He 
identifies three major contextual challenges for a U.S policy of restraint, namely: 
(i) the importance of globalization and the insecurity and uncertainties it brings 
about; (ii) the end of U.S primacy and leadership; (iii) an envisioned future which 
is hard to predict and to be assimilated into a strategic narrative that can provide 
predictability and, therefore, less insecurity.

Finally, Steele asserts that a consistent strategic narrative of restraint is needed to 
support and endorse it as a viable and better alternative foreign policy grand strat-
egy than the one centered on greater U.S. international engagement (including 
the willingness to intervene whenever necessary). Having gone through the basic 
conceptual tenets of Posen´s and Steele´s approaches to foreign policy restraint, 
we now discuss the emergence of restraint as a trait and a possible interpretative 
approach to contemporary Brazilian foreign policy.

The Case for a Restraint Approach to Brazilian Policy Toward South America

What matters in Posen´s and Steele´s approaches for the sake of the present 
analysis is the conceptual framework the analytical and interpretative possibilities 
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it provides to the ongoing debate on the (re)definition of foreign policy strategy 
and on the desired level of international engagement and place and importance 
of the region in this regard. It is important to remark that such contributions are 
essentially of a conceptual and methodological nature. They do not comprise a 
proper and broader theoretical framework for an accurate analysis on Brazilian 
foreign policy strategies at large. Rather, the major value of their contribution lies 
in the provision of a simple and insightful set of conceptual tools (normative and 
institutional resources, identity costs and contextual challenges being the most 
prominent among them) that allows Brazil`s policy towards South America to be 
interpreted from a different perspective. The very concept of restraint and a more 
comprehensive understanding of it, as Steele suggests, are themselves valuable 
tools to discuss current Brazilian foreign policy trends and approaches to South 
America and the immediate prospects of Brazil´s regional leadership.  Before 
moving further in this preliminary and tentative scrutiny of the analytical pos-
sibilities that restraint provides to identify and analyze current trends in Brazilian 
foreign policy and in its regional dimension in particular, it is necessary to qualify 
it. As previously seen, restraint implies the willingness of an agent towards volun-
tary self-restraint and/or the willingness to restrain someone else. It also implies 
the renouncement to the full employment of one´s own resources to influence 
others or, alternatively, the willingness to employ them partially or extensively for 
that same purpose. In the case of Brazil´s relations to its neighbors, a restraint 
component is identifiable in both senses. It can be firstly associated to resources 
endowment. What is at stake in this case is whether or not capabilities and re-
sources available are sufficient to underscore the intent to exert a desired level of 
influence on regional affairs. In the case of Brazil in the context of the 2.000s, the 
material and immaterial resources available were certainly limited, but they pro-
vided important points of departure to the pursuit of a regional endeavor that was 
actually taken up. But equally important to the feasibility of that endeavor in the 
region is the ability to inspire trust and to motivate others to join and support that 
endeavor. As observed by Malamud (2011), Brazil´s such ability was limited to 
the point of it being depicted as a “leader without followers”.  In both cases, Brazil 
faced important constraints, but these, we argue, were not the fundamental ex-
planations for restraint having become a core trait of its policy towards its region.

Conceptually, a rather different situation emerges when an actor with enough 
available resources gives up the pursuit of an attainable objective for any reason. 
In such a case, self-restraint is in course.  We argue that this is precisely what has 
happened to Brazil´s policy to South America under Dilma Rousseff and Michel 
Temer. Under Dilma Rousseff, there was a strong decrease of the political, diplo-
matic and economic investment in the pursuit of what still was, at least nominally, 
a formal foreign policy priority due to a political decision to do so. With Temer, 
what once was a feasible priority has been given up.
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Restraint is also identifiable in Brazil´s stances towards extra-regional actors` 
interests or presence in South America. Both, Brazil´s foreign and defense poli-
cies display a vivid concern with regional stability and, therefore, with regional 
sources of instability and the eventual display of military power by extra-regional 
actors in the neighborhood.  Under Lula da Silva, a political decision was made 
to strengthen political, diplomatic and economic ties with its neighbors and to 
develop military capabilities to reduce the options, to dissuade and, eventually, 
react effectively to any undesired external intent in the territory under Brazilian 
jurisdiction, as overtly stated in Brazil´s 2005 National Defense Policy and in the 
2008 National Defense Strategy. In such a sense, Brazil would be seeking the 
ability and the resources to restrain others.

In both senses, restraint emerges an important trait and an appealing, viable ap-
proach to interpret recent developments of Brazilian policy towards its neighbor-
hood. In the following section, we will carry out an analysis of the rise and fall of 
regional leadership as a forefront issue of Brazilian foreign policy as a means to 
provide empirical ground to the argument of a gradual rise of restraint as a core 
trait of current Brazilian policy towards South America.

Rise and Descent of Regional Leadership in Brazilian Foreign Policy 

Brazilian regional leadership rose as controversial issue in the realm of Brazilian 
foreign policy in the past two decades as Brazil definitely tried to improve its 
international status quo. The quest for greater influence at the global level led 
Brazilian foreign policy observers domestically and abroad to associate it to a 
necessary corresponding effort to attain and exercise regional leadership (Flemes 
2010).  The manifested willingness to play active regional roles seemed to endorse 
the premise that there was a real, genuine but undeclared Brazilian intent either 
to take up the role of regional leader or, at least, to be recognized as such. 

However, denying the intent of regional leadership had been part of a sustained 
effort of the Brazilian diplomacy to avoid misgivings and misinterpretations by 
the neighbors regarding Brazil´s regional interests as related to a quest for region-
al hegemony. Actually, Brazilian foreign policy had been long driven by a quest 
for autonomy both at the global and regional levels. To such quest, one must add 
to the asymmetric nature of relations with the neighbors, raising uncertainties as 
to Brazil´s actual underlying interests and motivations towards them: were they 
regarded actual partners or were they privileged spaces where Brazilian political, 
economic and strategic national interests were to be displayed and pursued?

Previous Brazilian initiatives of political dialogue, trade liberalization, infra-
structure integration and the ideological proximity observed in the mid-2000´s 
were important to counter political misgivings of the neighbors and provided 
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enough confidence for them to support Brazilian stances in the region. How-
ever, there was a real concern in avoiding an excessive reliance on their friendly, 
but self-interested, giant neighbor: Argentina, struck by a deep economic crisis, 
moved closer to Venezuela in the early 2000s; Bolivia and Ecuador adhered to 
Venezuela´s bolivarianism while Chile continued to purse an independent path 
towards its regional and global insertion. Peru moved to strengthen its ties to the  
Pacific Rim and Colombia, under Alvaro Uribe, insisted in sustaining closer ties 
with the U.S.

Besides that, Brazil was not the sole, uncontested candidate to the status of re-
gional leader. With Hugo Chavez in power in Venezuela in 1999, an unprec-
edented condition gradually took form in South America political landscape. For 
the first time, two important countries led by leftist forces embraced convergent 
but distinct political projects to address regional challenges collectively and made 
consistent moves to implement them (Burges, 2007). In other words, regionalism 
had become, through different means and perspectives, a core feature of both 
Brazil´s and Venezuela´s respective foreign policy strategies, what posed mean-
ingful political obstacles for the pursuit of regional leadership.

Despite that, the issue became the object of a domestic debate which started yet 
in 2003, when Brazil led efforts to comprise the Friends of Venezuela Group 
to provide immediate assistance to that country when workers of PDVSA, the 
stated owned oil company, went on a strike that severely affected the provision of 
basic needs of the Venezuelan population. It evolved significantly in the wake of 
the controversial regime change in Haiti, in February 2004, and with the follow-
ing UN decision to deploy a peace mission to stabilize the country, with Brazil 
leading its military component.  It gained additional strength with the creation of 
the South American Community of Nations (CASA) in April 2004, a Brazilian 
initiative intended to forge a South American institutional framework for politi-
cal dialogue and cooperation.

In that same context, South America was formally regarded a priority for Brazil´s 
national defense, being the core dimension of Brazil´s Strategic Environment, 
a concept embraced by the 2005 National Defense Policy and reasserted in the 
2008 National Defense Strategy. The same happened in two other important is-
sue areas: development assistance (Pinheiro & Gaio, 2014) and infrastructure 
financing (Couto, 2010). The international prestige achieved by Brazil in fight-
ing poverty and promoting economic and social inclusive growth, as well as its 
engagement in multilateral fora helped elicit its profile of an emerging power. By 
the end of the 2000´s, several political, economic and academic voices, both in the 
United States and in Europe, had also linked Brazil´s aspirations to the status of 
a global actor to the need to take up greater responsibilities in its own region and 
abroad (Bethell, 2010; Flemes, 2010; Wehner, 2011). Altogether, these factors 
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nourished perceptions that regional leadership had become an undisputed trait 
and a major driver of Brazilian foreign policy. However, doubts still existed as 
to the actual willingness and capabilities of the Brazilian government to accept 
and take up the costs of regional leadership (Almeida, 2006). Simultaneously, 
strong criticism emerged domestically as to the way Lula da Silva´s government 
dealt with asymmetric relations with the neighborhood, namely with Bolivia and 
Paraguay. While the Brazilian government made important concessions, in both 
countries demands and decisions regarded as contrary to Brazil´s national inter-
ests emerged (Almeida, 2006; Seitenfus, 2008). In that same context, Venezuela´s 
regional assertiveness and its intent to shape a regional environment based on 
its Bolivarian ideology – and, therefore, at the expenses of former sub-regional 
integration mechanisms like MERCOSUR and the Andean Community of Na-
tions - posed important constraints to Brazil´s political and diplomatic regional 
initiatives.

The extinction of the South America Community of Nations in 2006, and the 
subsequent creation of the South American Union of Nations - UNASUR in 
2008 exemplified the impending need of the two major South American politi-
cal actors to find common grounds in their often parallel efforts to strengthen 
political and economic regionalism. Their competing views on regionalism had 
become apparent enough to be regarded solely as differences of style or emphasis; 
there was an actual diplomatic struggle over the premises, the contents and the 
expected outcomes of their respective conceptions of regionalism (Burges 2007). 
This struggle was exacerbated by their different views regarding the relations with 
the United States and with other extra regional powers.  In such a polarized con-
text, regional leadership, either by Brazil or Venezuela, was an endeavor doomed 
to failure, as subsequent developments demonstrated.

In January 2011, when Lula da Silva handled power to Dilma Rousseff, South 
America did not enjoy the political appeal and visibility it had a few years before 
in the framework of Brazilian foreign policy. More than that, the new Brazilian 
government did not succeed in sustaining most of its predecessor´s foreign policy 
accomplishments and Brazil´s international profile receded accordingly.

Actually, there were very few meaningful foreign policy accomplishments during 
the mandate of Dilma Rousseff, and they were all displayed at the multilateral 
level. In 2011, in the realm of the United Nations debates on the fate of peace 
operations and the principle of Responsibility to Protect (R2P), Brazil presented 
a paper on Responsibility While Protecting (RWP) as an additional normative 
approach to humanitarian intervention, one that addressed the concerns with the 
possibility of R2P being misused for the sake of other political and strategic goals 
other than humanitarian concerns. RWP gained important international atten-
tion, even though Brazil refrained from giving it additional support or strength. 
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In a rather different front, in January 2012, Rio de Janeiro hosted the third United 
Nations Conference on Environment and Development.  Widely acknowledged 
as a forefront player in the multilateral negotiations on environment, Brazil did 
have a unique opportunity to reassert its influence in that issue area. Despite 
of succeeding in providing all the necessary conditions for that Conference, the 
very limited advancements achieved prevented Brazil capitalizing foreign policy 
gains from it. A third issue area where Brazil managed to act proactively during 
Rousseff´s presidency was Internet governance. Following Edward Snowden´s 
revelations of massive U.S surveillance activities abroad, Brazil played an active 
role in questioning existing multilateral mechanisms for internet governance and 
hosted another international summit (NETmundial), in April 2014, to discuss 
the fate of internet governance. The initiative became a landmark in multilateral 
debate on that issue.

These achievements were, however, obfuscated by setbacks in other fronts. Brazil´s 
initiatives towards development assistance receded strongly, frustrating expecta-
tions as to what had been perceived as a core feature of Brazil´s proposals to 
reinvigorate South-South relations. Brazil also became a secondary player in the 
realm of coalitions like the BRICS, as China, backed by Russia, took the lead in 
crafting the group´s agenda and initiatives. IBSA, the trilateral mechanism set up 
in 2004 comprising India, Brazil and South Africa to foster political dialogue and 
cooperation among them in a wide array of issue areas lost visibility and relevance 
both at the global stage and in Brazilian foreign policy. In its own region, Brazil 
witnessed the gradual weakening of UNASUR and its Defense Council, stances 
whose creation it had led successfully, while MERCOSUR, once regarded a core 
leveling platform for Brazil´s political and economic regional insertion, lost rele-
vance. At the bilateral level, relations with Cristina Kirshner´s Argentina dropped 
to its lowest level in years. Strong difficulties were also experienced with the U.S 
in the aftermath of National Security Agency (NSA) spying President Rousseff 
and the Brazilian oil giant PETROBRAS; with the European Union, no relevant 
achievements in trade negotiations with MERCOSUR and in fostering Brazil-
UE bilateral strategic partnership were observed.

Such external retreat took place as economic slowdown, widespread corruption 
and social discontentment evolved quickly in the domestic domain, leading to an 
acute political crisis which culminated in the impeachment of Dilma Rousseff in 
2017, and a great loss of confidence in political institutions. These issues gained 
much more visibility and had a far greater impact on Brazil´s external image than 
the few foreign policy accomplishments.

Therefore, recent literature on Brazil´s foreign policy has placed great emphasis 
on the causes of the country´s international and regional retreat (Gratius and Sa-
raiva 2013; Wehner, 2015; Malamud 2016). Most authors converge on the basic 
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explanations for that. Malamud, who had previously asserted that Brazil was a 
leader without followers (Malamud 2011), argues in a recent work (Malamud, 
2016) that a combination of unfavorable conditions at home and abroad deter-
mined Brazil’s drastic rollback from the international stage, what was exacerbated 
by insufficient resource endowment and cumulative policy mistakes. He also at-
tributes foreign policy inertia to the absence of Brazilian political leadership in 
South America. Kai Enno Lehmann endorses the same reasoning by arguing 
that Brazil ´s inability to lead is a direct consequence of an incoherent pattern of 
conditions to which the economic crisis contributed but did not start (Lehman 
2016).  For him, reassuming a leadership position is still a feasible task, as long 
as the country manages to identify the conditions that form and sustain the pat-
tern of incoherence which characterizes Brazilian foreign policy at the moment.  
Vaz (2014), in turn, attributes Brazil´s foreign policy retreat to the inability of 
both Lula da Silva and Dilma Rousseff in crafting a new political and economic 
strategy to orient Brazil´s international actions in changing global and regional 
scenarios, with mounting domestic political grievances and the emphasis on eco-
nomic performance diverting attention from foreign policy.

Therefore, by the end of the Workers Party rule, Brazil was, in fact, deprived of 
proper conditions to respond assertively to global and regional challenges, thus 
exhibiting an unprecedented foreign policy low profile which contrasted strong-
ly with the activism it had displayed less than a decade before. It is from this 
background that a case for restraint becoming a defining trait of Brazilian policy 
towards South America can be made and the prospects for regional leadership 
assessed.

Brazilian Foreign Policy at the Present: A Case of Restraint? 

The retreat Brazilian foreign policy experimented under Dilma Rousseff provided  
opportunity for the new government led by Michel Temer to deconstruct several 
initiatives undertaken by its immediate predecessors. This was a declared intent to 
correct what the new political leaders rendered as flawed and ideologically biased 
choices that contributed decisively to keep Brazil isolated from major current 
political and economic trends to which other emerging powers were successfully 
adapting to.

Actually, Michel Temer´s first moves in this domain were intended to convey not 
only a sense of change, but of rupture, particularly with those initiatives that, ac-
cording to their critics, responded primarily to political and ideological concerns 
of the Workers Party rather  than to Brazilian foreign policy interests.

The basic guidelines of Temer´s proposed foreign policy were elicited in ten di-
rectives announced by Minister José Serra in his inauguration speech on May 18, 
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2016 (SERRA, 2016) comprising the distancing from the ideological perspec-
tives of a single political party, the defense of democracy, civil liberties and hu-
man rights, the acceleration of trade negotiations through a greater emphasis on 
bilateralism and not on the World Trade Organization multilateralism and on the 
opening of export markets for Brazilian products and a closer interaction with the 
private sector. Altogether, these directives encompassed a more liberal approach 
to the country´s immediate needs and concerns, especially in the economic realm. 
A strong emphasis on foreign trade and a decisive move towards traditional part-
ners in the developed world should then become the core features of Brazilian 
foreign policy.

However, Michel Temer´s initial foreign policy moves had a much more symbolic 
impact than a substantial one, as they privileged the ideological deconstruction; 
foreign policy actually became subject to the logics of a highly polarized political 
environment rather than to a balanced assessment of the necessities and oppor-
tunities to be pursued internationally. The nomination of José Serra - a former 
presidential candidate and a would-be pre-candidate for the 2018 presidential 
run – as Minister of Foreign Relations, was an evident signal of the submission 
of foreign policy to domestic political interests. Due to political injunctions, Mr. 
Serra left office in March 2017 and Aloysio Nunes, a former President of Senate´s 
Foreign Affairs and National Defense Committee took office, with no major or 
substantial change in relation to his predecessor.

Under Temer and Aloysio Nunes, foreign policy has been instrumental to convey 
a sense of change, to broadcast domestic economic accomplishments and gain 
external support for the agenda of economic reforms. The visions and initiatives 
towards South America serve the first purpose primarily. The resumption of trade 
negotiations between MERCOSUR and the European Union, the intent to rein-
vigorate relations with Argentina, Chile and Colombia, the resumption of infra-
structure projects in the framework of UNASUR, the decision to suspend Ven-
ezuela from MERCOSUR and the first South American ministerial meeting to 
deal with drugs and arms were, indeed, important moves of Temer´s diplomacy at 
the regional level. But, taken altogether, they do not comprise a regional strategy, 
but a set of parallel initiatives through which the Brazilian government intends to 
distance itself from those inherited from Lula da Silva.

South America has undergone important political transformations leading most 
countries to search opportunities and partnerships in other spaces - Asia in par-
ticular - while political and economic regionalism fades. An eventual intent of re-
gional leadership will, therefore, face a more heterogeneous, fragmented and out-
ward looking region with individual countries pursuing external objectives either 
through independent initiatives or through specific arrangements, like the Pacific 
Alliance. The rise of an increasingly fragmented region contrasts with what had 
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been envisioned and pursued by Brazilian diplomacy a few years before. In face of 
that, Brazilian regional policy has evolved through a predominantly double track 
approach. The first aims at the protection of Brazilian economic and commercial 
interests in order to help resume economic growth. Bilateralism emerges as a ma-
jor stance for that purpose. The second track consists in muddling through South 
American political agenda by taking advantage of eventual convergences with 
neighbors like Argentina, Peru and Colombia  to deal with regional issues (the 
Venezuelan crisis and borders security at large as prominent ones) and, to a less 
extent, with political, economic and strategic interests of extra-regional powers as 
displayed in the region.

The most prominent signs that Brazil has refrained from playing active roles in 
relevant South American issues derive from its very marginal presence in two 
decisive processes for the shaping of the political, economic and security regional 
landscape:  Colombia´s peace process and the crisis in Venezuela. Brazil´s little 
influence in them is a strong sign that it has become less relevant to its neighbors 
as a desired or necessary referent. Therefore, an immediate political task for Brazil 
in its region is to restore positive expectations as to its role and regain prestige and 
influence onto its neighbors. 

As to extra regional partners, there has been a deliberate option to prioritize rela-
tions with developed countries, thus correcting what was regarded as an excessive 
reliance on South-South relations.  The major assets potentially available for Bra-
zil to exploit opportunities in this respect lie in the mid and long terms positive 
externalities of economic recovery and of the ongoing reforms. There are, with no 
doubts, positive external expectations as to the outcomes of economic reforms 
embraced by Michel Temer, but these expectations have been countered by the 
government´s own political liabilities, by uncertainties as to legislative willingness 
to endorse critical and unpopular economic measures by a high level of unpredict-
ability as to the next government compromise with the current economic agenda.

This brief account of the domestic and regional political landscape clearly shows 
that a sense of restraint has been evolving in Brazil´s policy towards South Amer-
ica, leaving very little grounds for regional leadership to become a relevant issue of 
Brazilian foreign policy in the near future. Actually, there are very few incentives 
and conditions either for Brazil to take up the issue or for the region to abide 
to an eventual Brazilian endeavor towards it. As previously mentioned, a shift 
towards restraint as an orientation to Brazilian regional policy brings about an 
identity cost for its elites and population whose self-image and those related to 
the region have always elicited the differentials of capabilities in favor of Brazil, 
leading to the flawed perception that Brazil mattered much more to the region 
than the contrary. Ultimately, each Brazilian neighbor may find viable alternatives 
to avoid a reliance on Brazil´s potential contribution to its economic and social 
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development and to its political and social stability. China has emerged quickly as 
a privileged partner while other Asian countries like Japan and South Korea have 
tried to make their own way towards South America.

Due to its very position in South America and to the distinct dynamics of the 
relationship with each of its ten territorial neighbors, Brazil cannot escape the 
reliance on them to foster his own interests and objectives in the political, eco-
nomic and security realms. It is, therefore, highly paradoxical that, at the present, 
Brazil finds in restraint “the best of all the worst alternatives”, in Steele´s words, 
to deal with the consequences of power asymmetries in the relations with the 
neighborhood and with the growing display of interests of extra regional powers 
in the region.

In such a scenario, the contextual challenges identified by Steele gain relevance. 
They forge a complex environment comprised by political, economic and security 
dynamics whose interfaces are not easily identifiable, but whose consequences 
in terms of higher unpredictability confirm Steele´s assertion that the difficulty 
faced by global and regional powers in forging shared views on a jointly envisaged 
future represents itself a sound contextual challenge for the exercise of a restraint 
policy. In this regard, it is worth considering the regional impacts of the asym-
metric interdependence entailed by economic globalization on Brazil´s relations 
with and its neighbors.

In previous economic crisis, like those experienced from the early seventies to 
the mid-eighties, Latin American countries reasserted the importance of regional 
cooperation and integration. Differently from that, the 2008 economic crisis and 
the imbalances derived from asymmetric interdependence have fostered an un-
precedented sense of vulnerability and a pattern of accentuated fragmentation. 
This, in turn, has facilitated the display of interests of extra-regional powers in 
South America. As already mentioned, the growing presence of China and, to a 
much less extent, of Russia in South America tends to reinforce the sense of rela-
tive decline of the US as global hegemon.

The little attention dedicated by the U.S.A to the region since the end of the 
Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) negotiations in 2003 provided an op-
portunity for both Brazil and Venezuela to place themselves as referents to the 
promotion of political and economic regionalism. At the present, however, there 
is a clear leadership gap in what refers to regional political dialogue and economic 
relations as well as to the challenges associated to the increasing display of in-
terests of extra-regional actors in South America. Under Temer, Brazil refrained 
from filling in that leadership gap.

Actually, Brazil continues to face great limits as to its ability to deal with current 
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political developments and with fragmentation in its own immediate environ-
ment as well as with the increasing presence of extra-regional powers in it. Devel-
oping capabilities to restrain extra-regional actors in the pursuit of their interests 
in South America may be advocated both in the diplomatic and defense realms, 
but such dimension of an eventual restraint policy must remain as an intended, 
but not an actual one, in the near future. Therefore, Brazil´s evolving profile of 
foreign policy restraint is, therefore, an unbalanced one associated only to self-
restraint.

So far, Brazil´s policy towards South America has not generated a consistent 
strategic narrative to underscore it, neither is it a part of a grand international 
strategy that provides guidance and explanatory foundations to policy decisions. 
According to Steele, the inability of power elites to forge a strategic narrative (and 
an international grand strategy, we may add) represents one of the three obstacles 
identified to the effective pursuit of a restraint-oriented foreign policy. In such 
a context, both the legitimacy gap and identity costs tend to increase, making 
restraint potentially fruitless as an approach to Brazil´s regional policy.

Concluding Remarks  

Restraint holds interesting possibilities as a conceptual and theoretical perspec-
tive to describe and interpret current trends of Brazilian foreign policy, particu-
larly in what concerns its regional dimension and the fate of Brazilian regional 
leadership as an eventual endeavor. However, as a core feature of foreign policy 
and a strategic orientation it is difficult to materialize and succeed if the array of 
viability factors previously regarded is not properly taken into account.

Brazilian foreign policy and its regional expression are now subject to the intent 
of pursuing a daring agenda of economic reforms, having as its major point of 
departure a strong criticism of priorities and alignments envisaged by Lula da 
Silva and Dilma Rousseff for being too ideological, costly and counterproductive 
in political and economic terms. The same reasoning has been applied to its South 
American dimension which was, according to such criticism, driven primarily by 
ideological preferences and a voluntarist and paternalistic bias that led ultimately 
to Brazil´s dissociation from major contemporary political and economic trends.

Therefore, under present conditions, there are no sound prospects for the resump-
tion of greater Brazilian activism at the regional level, not to say for the pursuit 
of regional leadership as an eventual core dimension of its foreign policy.  Not 
only the domestic political landscape has been changing in unfavorable terms to 
that endeavor; the region itself has experienced important transformations that 
have resulted in more fragmentation than cohesion and integration. The choice 
for greater freedom has prevailed over collective action in framing current foreign 
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policies in the region.

There would be important potential incentives for Brazil to resume an active high 
profile towards South America. But this possibility has been given up in favor of 
a political decision equally underscored in ideological motivations to concentrate 
efforts in bringing Brazil closer to developed nations, becoming, consequently, 
less focused and engaged in South America. Therefore, its policies towards the 
region will continue to display some level of restraint, either as matter of political 
choice, as at the present, or as an outcome of unfavorable structural trends and 
contextual circumstances at the domestic and external levels simultaneously.

Maybe it is too soon to assert that restraint will consolidate itself as a core defin-
ing trait of Brazilian foreign policy in the near future. In the course of the past 
two decades, Brazil has tried to relate its diversified array of natural, political and 
economic endowments to a proper regional profile and to grasp the benefits of its 
regional initiatives for the sake of its own development and of its international 
insertion whenever opportune. We should not expect that Brazil remain passive 
or reactive in its own region. Restraint is not the same as passiveness or inac-
tion. There will always be room for assertiveness in Brazil´s policy towards South 
America. The extent and the scope of it, the way it will be framed politically and 
institutionally and its actual impacts in the neighborhood will define Brazil´s re-
gional profile in the coming years; how enduring the present trait of self-restraint 
will be a decisive factor  in the shaping of South America´s political environment 
in the future.
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Abstract

Why is India unable to maintain regional leadership in a nuclearized South Asia? In 
this paper, we explore the impediments to India’s regional leadership by examining 
Delhi’s foreign policy behavior within the nuclearized rivalry with Pakistan since 
1998. Based on a comparison of Indian foreign policy elites’ responses to a set of 
dyadic crises since overt nuclearisation in 1998, we argue that structural parameters 
of South Asia’s current security environment undermine the prospects of coercing 
or influencing the behavior of India’s most potent contender. More specifically, we 
argue that Delhi’s failure to develop an effective strategy to deter armed resistance 
is largely due to the combined presence of militant groups and inadequate deter-
rence strategies. Recurrent, undeterred militant attacks have thus become a symbol 
of resistance against India’s predominance in the region.
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Introduction

Extant International Relations (IR) scholarship on contemporary power transi-
tions has largely focused on the activism of rising powers in their relations to 
established great powers and in specific policy areas in global governance (Gray & 
Murphy 2013; Kahler 2013; Paul 2016; Stuenkel 2016a). While there is neither 
academic nor policy consensus on which countries should be defined as “rising” or 
“emerging” powers, most studies in the past decade have included China, India, 
Brazil, and South Africa in this category based on material (mainly economic and 
military) indicators (Stuenkel 2016b). As a result, there is little discussion in this 
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literature over how the situation of these so-called rising powers first emerged 
and eventually came to dominate a particular regional order. Are rising powers 
automatically regional powers or leaders? Is regional power status a static one or 
does it need to be maintained? Barring a few exceptions, much of the existing lit-
erature has neglected the process of formation, and especially of the maintenance, 
of regional leadership. To contribute to this debate, this paper addresses the fol-
lowing puzzle: why has India not been able to maintain regional leadership in a 
nuclearized South Asia?

More specifically, this paper seeks to understand the impediments to India’s re-
gional leadership by examining Delhi’s foreign policy behavior within the nucle-
arized rivalry with Pakistan since 1998 in four steps. First, the paper reviews the 
literature on India’s deliberate and indirect claims to regional leadership in South 
Asia, and its limitations in accounting for regional dynamics since 1998. Second, 
the paper discusses the theoretical assumptions about the links between regional 
leadership and nuclear deterrence as well as their limitations in accounting for the 
complex regional dynamics in South Asia. A third section looks at the increasing 
use of non-state actors as a foreign policy tool by Pakistan since the late 1980s 
and examines India’s attempts to manage proxy contestation in order to preserve 
its regional leadership in nuclear South Asia. Finally, we conclude and suggest 
ways in which our empirical observations from the South Asian case can inform 
scholarship on contested regional leadership and deterrence.

The South Asia case illustrates that neither does economic capacity necessar-
ily translate into military capabilities nor do capabilities automatically correlate 
with influence (cp. Brooks & Wohlforth 2016). While “economic growth and a 
large and diverse economy are certainly necessary preconditions of power” and 
“a basic component of India’s rise”, it is less clear “how economic growth could 
provide the strategic basis for India’s rise” (Khilnani 2015, p.688). Contemporary 
South Asia thus purportedly constitutes a case of “unipolarity without hegemony” 
(Wilkinson 1999; Buzan 2011) with India’s role limited to that of a “reluctant 
hegemon” (Mitra 2003).  This feature complicates applying existing IR models 
premised on a close correlation between capabilities, influence, and domination 
to South Asia and renders it a deviant case of systemic Security Studies scholar-
ship and thus an illustrative and critical example of regional leadership in times of 
multipolarity (cp. Thomas 2004, p.326).

Regional Leadership in South Asia: Limits to India’s Claim? 

Leadership can be understood as “the ability to make others follow goals and 
positions which these others did not previously share and/or to make others 
support an increase in status and power of the emerging power” (Schirm 2010, 
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p.200).1  Leadership is distinct from the traditional Realist definition of regional 
hegemony which understands hegemons as states that are “significantly stronger 
than other states in the system on both economic and military dimensions; (b) 
aware of its power preponderance and willing to use it to shape its international 
environment according to its interests and values; and (c) active in the building, 
developing, and sustaining of various international institutions, which reflect the 
negotiation and renegotiation of hegemonic bargains with other states in the sys-
tem” ( Jesse et al. (2012, p.7). In contrast, we build our understanding of leadership 
inductively by tracing the social interactions and the roles played and responsibili-
ties assumed by the Indian state, an approach inspired by more recent English 
School conceptualizations of hegemony (Clark 2011). 

Regional leadership is commonly associated with three factors: power resources, 
claim to leadership, and acceptance of leadership by other powers in the region 
(cp. Prys 2012). While the Indian state has possessed considerable advantages in 
terms of national power capabilities compared to its South Asian neighbors and 
made some claims for leadership since 1947, it has overall failed to garner regional 
acceptance of this status. First, regarding the evolution of the distribution of pow-
er capabilities, the contemporary South Asian region has been characterized by 
a unipolar system with a highly unequal distribution of material capacities, with 
India as the sole pole and Pakistan lagging far behind as the secondary regional 
power (Ebert & Blarel 2018). In fact, the distribution of power capabilities be-
tween India and Pakistan (and thereby with other regional actors) since 1947 has 
been constantly asymmetric and substantially favorable to India. Second, Indian 
leaders have long sought to play a role commensurate to India’s geographic size, 
economic capacity and political standing in South Asia. Since its independence in 
1947, Indian elites have perceived India as the main regional power in the South 
Asian subcontinent.

With regard to the third criteria, most accounts have noted that while India 
might have been capable and willing to establish regional leadership, its effective-
ness to do so has been limited. In contrast to traditional Realist assumptions on 
the stabilizing effects of hegemonic power concentrations, India was unable to use 
its national power capability advantages to establish a stable, peaceful hegemonic 
order (Mukherjee & Malone 2010, pp.57–63). In South Asia, the dissatisfied 
yet materially far weaker secondary power, Pakistan, has traditionally initiated 
armed conflict irrespective of the relative power disadvantage, including three out 
of four wars fought between the two rivals. In 1947, when relative capabilities 
were already substantially favouring India, which received 70 percent of the co-
lonial British Indian army’s movable military infrastructure and military officers, 

1 For a discussion of the different types of regional leadership, see the introduction to this special issue 
by Flemes and Ebert.
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Pakistan’s political-military leadership provoked the first war over Kashmir, again 
defied its relative capability disadvantage in the second Kashmir war in 1965, 
supported an insurgency against the central government in Indian-controlled 
Jammu and Kashmir in 1990, and launched a military operation in Jammu and 
Kashmir’s Kargil heights in 1999 (Ganguly 2001, pp.19–20). Similarly, deviating 
from wide-spread Liberal Institutionalist propositions, the rising regional power 
has been unable to build institutions to increase its legitimacy or foster regional 
integration through the provision of public goods. South Asia thus remains the 
“world’s politically and economically least integrated, as well as one of the most 
violent regions” (Cohen 2015, p.341).

Despite its national power capability advantages, New Delhi has been unable 
to formulate a way of dispatching, compromising with, or ignoring its region-
al challenger Pakistan (Chari, Cheema, and Cohen 2007, 190). India’s former 
Foreign Secretary, Shyam Saran, even acknowledged that India’s current Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi as well as his two predecessors, Manmohan Singh and 
Atal Bihari Vajpayee, had been conscious that “heightened tensions with Paki-
stan constrain India’s ability to play a larger regional and global role” and “create 
space for intervention by major powers, in particular the US and China” (Saran 
2015). Moreover, India’s more recent foreign policies toward its Eastern neigh-
bours Bangladesh, Nepal, and Sri Lanka illustrate how predominantly hegemonic 
strategies failed to generate followership (Destradi 2012).2 

India’s regional policies have varied over time, from a more or less benign leader-
ship under Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru to more assertive hegemonic bids 
under Prime Ministers Indira Gandhi and Rajiv Gandhi (Hagerty 1991; Prys 
2012). Since the early 1990s, India’s mostly deliberate strategy of regional domi-
nance has waxed and waned depending on the personalities of Prime Ministers 
and the political constellations in power. India has resorted to measures ranging 
from outright military intervention to coercive economic diplomacy to induce 

2 By contrast, former Indian Foreign Secretary Dixit (2001, pp.56–7) argued that the “assertion that 
India has hegemonistic ambitions is irrational” given “India’s own internal problems, resource con-
straints and preoccupations with national consolidation (in the face of continuing domestic centrifugal 
challenges)”, even if “India’s physical size, demography, resources, technological capacities and the size 
of its defence forces make its regional power status an existentialist reality”. Interpreting India’s past 
interventions into Bangladesh, the Maldives, and Sri Lanka as indicators for hegemonic or expansionist 
ambitions was misleading, as these were requested by the respective governments, resulted from devel-
opments in these countries conversely affecting India’s security, and ended as soon as the mission was 
completed or the respective government asked for withdrawal. Echoing these observations, Sridharan 
argued that India does not even qualify as a ‘regional power’, as it only fulfils one of three criteria for a 
regional power. While post-independence India has always been preeminent in terms of power resourc-
es with the size of its territory, population, economy and military larger than the rest of South Asia 
combined, it has neither been accepted by regional neighbors as a “natural leader and spokesperson” nor 
has it had the power of compellence over its neighbors. With the exception of perhaps Bhutan, all other 
South Asian states, in particular “Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, or even Nepal or more recently the 
Maldives (…) have resisted India’s wishes or demands” (Sridharan 2015, p.703).
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various neighbors to conform to its expectations. Less discussed as a component 
of the regional leadership toolkit is the strategy of deterrence. Deterrence has 
been a key instrument of India’s strategy to maximize regional security. India’s 
then-National Security Advisor, Brajesh Mishra, outlined in 1999 that through 
its conventional military superiority and a credible nuclear deterrent since 1998, 
India has aimed to preserve an “environment of durable peace” in the South Asian 
region (Mishra 1999). Regional stability and peace are deemed essential for In-
dian decision-makers to ensure its primary goals of domestic “economic, political, 
social, scientific and technological development” (ibid.). This supports the gen-
eral argument that unipolar powers carry out a “defensive-dominance strategy” to 
preserve the status quo, mainly existing territorial boundaries and political align-
ments, as well as freezing the distribution of power in the region (Monteiro 2012, 
p.23). As a result, while followership presupposes that subordinate actors in the 
regional system have incentives to support and conform to a hierarchical order, 
notably because the regional leader provides a type of social order to legitimize its 
authority (Bukovansky et al. 2012, pp.6–7; Ikenberry 2011, p.6), we argue that a 
prior condition for the establishment for such an institutionalized regional lead-
ership role is the acceptance of the unipolar security order by subordinate powers.3  
If deterrence is not a tool to ensure social acceptance of regional leadership, it is 
nevertheless an important instrument to ensure territorial and security stability.

However, this paper will illustrate how India’s traditional nuclear deterrence strat-
egy, which had been an important tool to ensure a relatively stable security order, 
failed to cope with the changing post-Cold War environment and strategies of 
Pakistan.  The combined impact of the nuclearization of the subcontinent and 
of cross-border militant activity has created an environment prone to low-level 
violence and persistent contestation of India’s regional leadership status. A pecu-
liar set of conditions has emerged that involves a series of previously overlooked 
non-state actors that have capitalized on the presence of nuclear weapons and in-
creasingly shaped the strategic calculations of New Delhi and Islamabad.4  These 
conditions have also increased the costs for India to maintain its regional leader 
status. To our knowledge, there is no precedence in the literature on regional 
system leadership management and maintenance for such complex nuclearized 
environments involving non-state actors. We trace the development and impact 
of these new dynamics in the next section.

3 Compare the argument developed by Monteiro (2012, p.23).
4 Other deficiencies of classic nuclear deterrence theory applied to South Asia have already been cov-
ered sufficiently, namely the “deficiencies in deterrence theory pertaining to conflictual dyads involving 
states differing vastly in size, resources, and power”, see Karnad (2005, p.173), and the misleading reli-
ance on unitary models of deterrence stability, see Perkovich (2012)
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Regional Leadership and Deterrence: Moving Beyond Traditional Assump-
tions 

Contested regional leadership is a widespread phenomenon and affects the rise of 
many contemporary rising powers. Responses to concentrations of regional power 
have taken varying forms (Flemes & Lobell 2015; Ebert & Flemes 2018). A 
common finding within the literature on strategies of contestation and leadership 
is that explanatory frameworks traditionally used to account for global systemic 
power interactions (such as balancing and bandwagoning) have not been particu-
larly useful to understand regional sub-systemic dynamics, mainly due to specific 
regional factors and configurations. 

This also applies to the attempts made by various scholars to adopt traditional 
models of nuclear deterrence to explain regional power contests. The study of 
nuclear deterrence and its implications for regional leadership emerged from the 
experience of the US-Soviet global nuclear confrontation. Much of this litera-
ture has focused on the bipolar opposition and the implications of the nuclear 
revolution in reducing large-scale wars. Traditional theories of nuclear deterrence 
modelled nuclear competition as a confrontation between two unitary, rational 
actors aspiring global dominance (Mesquita & Riker 1982). Building on these 
assumptions, nuclear “optimists” such as Kenneth Waltz argued that the contin-
ued proliferation of nuclear weapons had the potential to reduce the recurrence 
of conflict (Waltz 1981). Nuclear “optimists” maintained that the possession of 
nuclear weapons raised the costs of conventional conflicts, increased the risks of 
escalation, and therefore deterred leaders from engaging in war against nuclear-
armed states. Other scholars have been more skeptical, and even actively “pes-
simistic”, about the alleged stabilizing effects of nuclear weapons. They pointed 
to the risks of preventive wars, crisis instability, and accidental nuclear detonation 
(Sagan 1995). According to these nuclear “pessimists”, the possession of nuclear 
weapons actually contributed to greater levels of international instability.

The end of the Cold War and the spread of nuclear weapons to new players, 
most of them regional powers, encouraged scholars to reassess the conventional 
wisdom which had prevailed around deterrence as a leading theoretical and policy 
framework. Moving away from the US-USSR confrontation and parsimonious 
models derived from microeconomic theories, some scholars attempted to resume 
the debate on the effects of nuclear deterrence on stability in new regional settings 
like the India-Pakistan nuclear confrontation (Sagan 2009; Sagan & Waltz 2002). 
However, by trying to translate the same theoretical debate to regional contexts, 
the existing scholarship has overlooked other important factors, especially wheth-
er nuclear proliferation may have changing effects over varying regional contests 
of leadership.
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Building on this observation, some scholars have emphasized the differential ef-
fects of nuclear proliferation over certain regions and actors. Most recently, Vipin 
Narang argued that regional powers face different constraints and opportunities 
than superpowers, have arsenals that are orders of magnitude smaller, and must 
manage different conflict environments and projected their power and ambitions 
in smaller geographic areas than the US and USSR did, thus facing different stra-
tegic opportunities and constraints (Narang 2014, pp.24–25). These actors had 
varying success in deterring regional conflict. For instance, India has not been able 
to deter Pakistan’s use of force, such as the 1999 Kargil conflict demonstrated. Is-
rael has also not been able to deter its regional adversaries in 1973, in spite of hav-
ing nuclear weapons. Consequently, Narang claimed that not all nuclear states act 
the same way and that state intentions ultimately inform the way nuclear-armed 
states will behave (ibid.). Both the regional hegemon and the regional subordinate 
power(s) can choose a diverse array of nuclear postures and strategies (capabilities, 
employment modes, and command-and-control procedures) that diverge signifi-
cantly from those pursued by nuclear great powers during the Cold War.

Deterrence dynamics in contemporary South Asia provide strong evidence for 
this deviance from traditional deterrence and security management models. The 
South Asian subcontinent has witnessed a series of bilateral crises following the 
acquisition of nuclear weapons from both India and Pakistan in 1998.5 Various 
studies argued that the stabilizing effects of nuclear proliferation were hardly au-
tomatic in the region (Ganguly & Hagerty 2005; Basrur 2009), and that the pos-
session of nuclear weapons actually facilitated limited or proxy wars (Kapur 2007; 
Narang 2013). These works notably built on the concept of the “stability-insta-
bility paradox” to oppose the strategic stability argument of deterrence.6 Some 
scholars demonstrated that the conditions of this phenomenon were for instance 
present in South Asia: the nuclearization of the subcontinent could be perceived 
as an insurance policy against the most dangerous types of escalation, thereby 
encouraging war-making below the nuclear threshold (Krepon 2003).

However, the evolving scholarship on the intricacies of regional deterrence in 
South Asia has yet to address the issue of how changes in traditional deterrence 
dynamics and strategies have affected the maintenance of India’s regional leader-
ship. In regions with unipolar military balances which had been correlated with a 
relative absence of major conflicts like South Asia, nuclear weapons have actually 

5 This paper will not delve into the empirical details of the different South Asian security crises of the 
last 20 years, encompassing both the “opaque” or de facto nuclear period of the 1980s and 1990s before 
the nuclear tests, and the more recent post-test conflicts, but will instead focus on their theoretical 
implications for the study of deterrence. For more detailed accounts of these standoffs, see Ganguly and 
Hagerty (2005), Chari, Cheema, and Cohen (2007), and Ganguly and Kapur (2008).
6 Robert Jervis presented a definition of the paradox: “to the extent that the military balance is stable 
at the level of all-out nuclear war, it will become less stable at lower levels of violence”, see The Illogic 
of American Nuclear Strategy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1984),
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emboldened states with traditional revisionist ambitions, such as Pakistan, into 
risk-acceptant behavior (Montgomery & Edelman 2015). India has enjoyed a 
conventional military superiority over Pakistan since 1947, but in particular since 
the Indo-Pakistani conflict of 1971. This military imbalance was correlated with 
almost 30 years of reluctant Pakistani acquiescence of Indian regional leadership 
and the absence of any major conflicts in the Subcontinent (Ganguly & Kapur 
2010, pp.15–16). After 1998, nuclear weapons actually disrupted this military 
balance and encouraged a more secured Pakistani leadership to resume its his-
torical revisionist territorial goals (Kapur 2007, pp.115–140). As a result, overt 
nuclear capacities not only failed to deter Pakistan from accepting India’s military 
primacy, but actually created favorable conditions for Pakistan to adopt “aggres-
sive, extremely risky policies” (Ganguly & Kapur 2010, pp.29–30). The following 
section makes an effort to model how, under conditions of nuclear bipolarity and 
proxy warfare, the renewed Pakistani contestation of India’s regional leadership 
status and India’s ensuing attempts to preserve its deterrence capacities and lead-
ership status have encouraged the outbreak of lower-level crises after decades of 
regional stability.

Mischief Under the Nuclear Umbrella: Implications for Regional Hegemony 
and Contestation 

The most immediate threat to stability in South Asia since the late 1990s has 
been the role of non-state groups in instigating major diplomatic crises with es-
calatory potential between India and Pakistan. There has been a long history of 
Pakistani-sponsored militants against Indian interests starting immediately after 
independence. Pakistan’s use of these non-state proxies can be explained by two 
factors. First, due to limited internal resources and extraction capabilities, the 
Pakistani government has sought to counter-balance the dyadic asymmetry with 
India by resorting to militant proxies (Kapur 2016). Second, the Pakistani army’s 
strategic culture has also led Pakistan to favor Islamic militant groups such as 
Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) and Jaish-e-Mohammad ( JeM) as regular instruments to 
contest India’s hegemony and the territorial status-quo in Kashmir (Fair, 2014). 

Pakistan’s use of non-state proxies resumed in the 1980s and became more sys-
tematic in the Kashmir region in the late 1980s. Islamabad had previously used 
mujahedeen forces to destabilize the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan and ap-
plied a similar strategy in Indian Kashmir when an indigenous uprising erupted 
in December 1989 (Ganguly 1997). Feeling constrained by India’s conventional 
military superiority, Pakistan has armed, trained, and given sanctuary to these 
militant organizations through its Inter-Services Intelligence Agency (ISI), dedi-
cated to establish Pakistani sovereignty over Kashmir (such as the LeT) and used 
them as tools of asymmetric warfare to tie down large numbers of Indian soldiers 
in Kashmir.
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Following the open nuclearization of the subcontinent in 1998, Pakistan-backed 
militant groups have launched increasingly aggressive terror operations in India 
(Fair 2014). For instance, the LeT attacked the Indian Parliament while it was in 
session on December 13, 2001, and again led a series of carefully planned attacks 
against civilians in Mumbai in November 2008. Accused by India of helping and 
harboring terrorists, Pakistani authorities have either denied links with the per-
petrators of the attacks, or placed their leaders, like Hafiz Mohammed Saeed, the 
head of the LeT’s charitable front organization, under temporary house arrest.7

While Pakistan has benefited from this asymmetric warfare strategy, militant or-
ganizations like the LeT have not always shared the aims and/or serve the inter-
ests of their sponsor and host state (Ganguly & Kapur 2010; Perkovich 2012). 
Gradually, the LeT started pursuing a broader global ideological agenda that 
transcended revisionist territorial ambitions in Indian Kashmir (Phillips 2012; 
Tankel 2011). Some jihadi organizations in Pakistan like the Tehrik-e-Taliban 
(TTP) have also turned against the Pakistani government because of its coopera-
tion with US anti-terrorism efforts (Kapur 2016, pp.116–121).

Given the militants’ increasing operational and ideological autonomy, the most 
imminent threat to stability in South Asia arguably results from major diplo-
matic crises with escalatory potential instigated by these non-state actors. Under 
conditions of persistent refusal from Pakistan to accept the regional status quo, 
the escalatory conditions are ripe for terrorist groups to operate with impunity 
through the protection of the nuclear umbrella, which inherently limits any pos-
sible military reprisals. As a result, India was compelled to confront such transna-
tional threats to preserve its regional leadership.

Nuclear postures are traditionally designed to discourage another state from tak-
ing military action by making the prospect of costs and risks outweigh prospective 
gains, in order to freeze the existing territorial status quo. But what happens if 
nuclear proliferation actually emboldens secondary powers to become revision-
ist? In addition, what if a third party, such as a transnational non-state actor (like 
LeT), enters the equation? In the traditional logic of deterrence, India can signal 
credible nuclear threats, which then make Pakistani-sponsored attacks against 
India prohibitively expensive. Instead, the fear of nuclear escalation has limited 
India’s strategic options for retaliation and truncated the traditional asymmetry 
in regional politics. 

Non-state groups do not share the same interpretations of the costs and benefits 
that are presumed to guide the Pakistani authorities when dealing with India 

7 Hafiz Mohammed Saeed walked free from house arrest in November 2017 after a Pakistan court 
ordered his immediate release and planned to run for Pakistan’s general elections in 2018. See The 
Indian Express (2017).
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(Adler 2009). First, in its official doctrine, India does not aim to deter cross-
border terrorism or insurgency with the use of nuclear weapons. However, faced 
with repeated cross-border proxy attacks, India has engaged in debates on how to 
adapt to this new situation in order to both preserve the credibility of its nuclear 
deterrent and of its regional leadership. As argued above, dominant powers in 
unipolar systems have adopted approaches to preserve the status quo and to limit 
any revisionist efforts. India’s determination to maintain its regional leadership 
status have led New Delhi to develop ad-hoc strategies to counter Pakistan’s nu-
clear blackmail in the context of three major diplomatic crises in 2001–2, 2008, 
and 2016.

India’s efforts to deter further asymmetric attacks by Pakistan have been visible 
through two different strategies. The first strategy that India has opted was to 
directly threaten to punish the host state of terrorist groups, Pakistan. By recast-
ing the strategic interaction into a traditional deterrence confrontation between 
two states, India attempted to maintain its no-first use pledge and its assured 
retaliation posture intact (Basrur 2009; Narang 2010). By applying nuclear and 
conventional pressure, India sought to convince the Pakistani host state of the 
costs of permitting continued attacks. India notably attempted to use this tra-
ditional deterrence strategy during the 2001-2002 crisis through a strategy of 
coercive diplomacy aiming to pressure the Pakistani government into reining its 
home-based terrorist groups.8 However the months-long mobilization procedure 
limited India’s window of actual offensive action and proved that such traditional 
deterring strategies were rendered obsolete by Pakistan’s nuclear deterrent. Con-
sequently, the failure of “Operation Parakram” in 2001–2 to obtain definitive 
Pakistani guarantees to fight terrorism within its own territory demonstrated the 
practical difficulty of deterring such unconventional, low-level threats with con-
ventional coercive diplomacy (Ganguly & Hagerty 2005). 

The realization by the Indian authorities of the failure of traditional deterrence led 
the Indian military to consider a second option: striking at the militants them-
selves, notably through its “Cold Start” doctrine (Kanwal 2006; Ladwig 2008; 
Ahmed 2012; Khan 2012). Following the assault on the Parliament in December 
2001, Indian authorities quickly blamed JeM and the LeT but could not retaliate 
following the attack. These two groups had their camps on Pakistani territory. 
The 2001-2002 crisis, which followed only two years after the Kargil conflict, 
encouraged the Indian military to seek a new military doctrine and the capabili-
ties to deter Pakistan from undertaking or from permitting similar low-intensity 
aggression in the future. The objective of this new informal doctrine was to take 
hold of an important part of Pakistani territory large enough to harm Pakistan, 

8 Coercive diplomacy can also be directed at multiple audiences. With Operation Parakram, Indian 
authorities also attempted to induce external actors like the US to weigh in the crisis and to put pres-
sure on Pakistan to cease its support of terrorist groups.
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but not to threaten the state’s survival. This strategy partially solved the problem 
of attribution, which is determinant for successful deterrence.

However, the difficulty with the operationalization of the Cold Start doctrine was 
that it could have created conditions for escalation and nuclear war. In future cri-
ses, Pakistan might not perceive the Indian reprisals as ‘limited’ and could decide 
to escalate the confrontation. The situation has further been complicated by the 
fact that Pakistan continually denied having any connection with or control over 
the perpetrators of the attacks. Furthermore, these strategies did not solve the 
long-term problem of militancy based in Pakistan (Ladwig 2008). The absence 
of any military retaliation following the Mumbai 2008 terrorist attacks, despite 
clear actionable evidence leading back to elements within Pakistan, demonstrated 
the difficulties of actually implementing conventional military retaliatory options 
against this particular type of attack. 

Instead, following the attack in September 2016 by four men, identified by Indian 
authorities as members of the Pakistan-based JeM terrorist outfit, against an In-
dian army base located in the Kashmir town of Uri, killing a total of 19 soldiers, 
the Indian government announced that it had undertaken a series of undertaken 
military strikes against terrorist launch pads across the border and into so-called 
Azad Kashmir (Singh 2017). The deliberate decision to opt for a very limited 
retaliatory strike was the outcome of an ongoing strategic debate on how to deter 
and retaliate against terrorist infiltration into India while also limiting the pos-
sibilities of crisis escalation. Departing from its traditional retaliatory policy, India 
publicly branded its cross-border firing as “surgical strikes” and integrated them 
into a composite response which also included attempts to diplomatically isolate 
Pakistan at the regional and international levels. For instance, India supported 
global trade sanctions against Pakistan and considered rescinding Pakistan’s Most 
Favored Nation status (Sharma 2016; Singh 2016). India also threatened to uni-
laterally withdraw from the Indus Waters Treaty, a bilateral agreement ratified in 
1960 to share river waters ( Jacob 2016). Finally, India successfully lobbied South 
Asian states to boycott the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 
(SAARC) summit that Pakistan was to host in the weeks following the Uri at-
tack. After Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan and Sri Lanka followed India’s de-
cision to not attend the summit, Pakistan chose to postpone the summit (Roche 
2016). 

The Indian post-Uri strategy demonstrated that India had opted for an unprec-
edented mixed strategy to deter Pakistan’s use of non-state proxies. The use and 
public announcement of limited surgical strikes to directly target militants was 
part of a more conventional strategy to ensure the credibility of its military de-
terrence capacities. In addition, India used economic sanctions to increase the 
economic costs linked to Pakistan’s resort to low-intensity warfare. Finally, In-
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dia also opted for strategies which are usually used by secondary powers to bind 
the unipolar powers’ behavior such as institutional balancing and cooperation 
through the SAARC to isolate Pakistan (for the concept, see He 2015). The use 
of institutional balancing strategies was reinforced through the mobilization of 
the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa) summit in September 
2017. The BRICS Xiamen declaration condemned a series of extremist groups, 
including the Haqqani network, LeT, and JeM, which have been active in Paki-
stan (Aneja 2017). These composite efforts have sought to highlight the military, 
economic and reputational costs for Islamabad to use non-state proxy warfare to 
further its gains. While the long-term strategic consequences of this new strategy 
are not completely clear when it comes to deterring and shaping Pakistan’s behav-
ior, these new developments lead to a renewed policy and scholarly debate about 
the process of leadership maintenance in a nuclearized maintenance.

Conclusion: Stability in a Complex Region 

Understanding and managing the conditions for regional leadership maintenance 
in a nuclearized environment where terrorist activity has been proliferating is an 
understudied task. The first contention of this paper is theoretical: IR scholarship 
on leadership and multipolarity should further explore how under the condition 
of nuclearized rivalry states use non-state proxies  to truncate power asymmetries 
in regional unipolar systems. More systematically incorporating non-state mili-
tant actors in models of nuclear deterrence and leadership recognizes both the 
theoretical and policy challenges to traditional regional polarity dynamics. The 
existent IR scholarship on power shifts has often concentrated on dyadic inter-
state standoffs, often at the global role, and missed the disruptive role of non-state 
actors in the outbreak and/or escalation of Indo-Pakistani nuclear crises. 

The entanglement of militant non-state actors in India’s and Pakistan’s regional 
strategies creates an even grimmer outlook and threatens to undermine the po-
tentially stabilizing effects of traditional nuclear deterrence. If a regional leader 
cannot deter “nuclear” militants, what alternative options remain for enabling 
stability and order in the region? Does this undermine broader efforts to institu-
tionalize regional hierarchy in the Subcontinent? The 2016 Uri attacks allegedly 
committed by Pakistan-based militants and India’s ensuing military retaliation as 
well as trade and institutional sanctions against the Pakistani state seem to have 
presented Pakistani policy-makers with new costs and a strategic dilemma. Will 
India manage to take back the initiative and to limit Pakistani possibilities of 
nuclear blackmail? Addressing this question is of immediate scholarly and policy 
relevance.

Second, while this paper has argued that the scholarship on regional leadership 
maintenance dynamics has built too exclusively on models of global hegemonic 
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contests, there are nevertheless important and underexplored lessons from the 
Cold War bipolar system which can be applied to the South Asian context. For 
instance, encouraging regular and institutionalized dialogue between regional nu-
clear rivals may provide opportunities to address the challenges posed by complex 
South Asian security dynamics more effectively. This is not a completely unique 
situation as it could be argued that the U.S. and USSR, as two rivals compet-
ing for global hegemony, faced similar issues in the initial stages of their nuclear 
weapons programs. While one could argue that Cold War models did not explic-
itly integrate the problem of non-state actors, the two rivals did learnt to rein in 
the actions of their bloc allies and to put into place dialogue mechanisms to limit 
any escalation. Further research in early Cold War doctrines, command and con-
trol mechanisms, and gradual recognitions of red lines can help understand how 
nuclear learning has or has not occurred in the South Asian sub-system context 
(Khan, Jacobs & Burke 2014; Nye 1987, 1987).
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Abstract

Saudi Arabia’s coalition-based intervention in the Yemeni Civil War in March 2015 
marked a stark departure from its previous foreign policy characterized by the lever-
age of its financial power (“riyalpolitik”) instead of military interventionism. Saudi 
Arabia’s “new assertiveness” in recent years has been analyzed as a form of balanc-
ing against Iran and a reaction against regional instability in the aftermath of the 
Arab Uprisings since 2011 and the US withdrawal from the region. While this 
explains the heightened foreign policy activity and militarization, it does not pres-
ent a convincing rationale for the Saudi intervention in Yemen: Why not confront 
Iranian expansionism in Syria or Iraq? And why would a largely reclusive autoc-
racy model its alliance formation after the Western “coalition of the willing”? By 
adding insights from literature on autocratic institutions to the existing systemic 
arguments, this article suggests that while regional power shifts provided the op-
portunity structure for Saudi assertiveness, the symbolic dimension of the coalition 
to signal regional leadership explains the shape of its new regional foreign policy.
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Introduction

When Adel al-Jubair, then Saudi Ambassador to the United States, announced in 
a press conference on March  26, 2015 that Saudi Arabia had launched a military 
operation together with nine other countries in Yemen to “defend the legitimate 
government of President Hadi from the takeover attempts by the Houthi mili-
tias in Yemen” who had taken over the capital Sana’a (Al Arabiya 2015a), many 
observers were dumbfounded. That Saudi Arabia and its neighbors took military 
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initiative seems to herald a new era of Gulf foreign policy. How did this come to 
pass? And is it more than an ephemeral phenomenon?

Bringing IR, Middle East area studies and autocracy research together, this article 
aims to explain the shape of Saudi Arabia’s recent foreign policy activity focusing 
on the intervention in Yemen. It thereby follows a recent call for IR approaches 
to account for the changed regional context since the transformative wave of the 
Arab Uprisings since 2011 (Valbjørn 2017). While the Saudi Arabian foreign 
policy activism and its militarization has already been illuminated by a combina-
tion of Neorealist balance-of-threat approaches and identity factors, the choices 
of tactics and arenas of the struggle for regional hegemony have not yet been 
adequately covered. This article attempts to illuminate these choices exemplified 
by the formation and leadership of the “Decisive Storm” coalition in Yemen by 
utilizing research on symbolic functions of autocratic institutions. It proceeds by 
sketching the puzzle of the militarization of Saudi politics and the decision to 
intervene in the Yemeni Civil War, followed by a structured presentation of the 
research explaining this heightened activity and the introduction of insights from 
autocracy research to explain the intervention in Yemen by symbolic functions of 
authoritarian institutions.

The Rediscovery of the Gulf Military Ethos: From Ghazwa to Riyalpolitik and 
Back?

Up to the early 20th century, wars, skirmishes and raids by desert warriors were a 
ubiquitous experience for the Arabian Peninsula. In fact, these were so common 
that the Arabic word for raid –  – has made it into European languages in the ver-
sion of the “razzia”. The history of state formation in the Peninsula is essentially 
a history of war and conquest as much as it is a history of the political economy 
of oil and colonial politics. The most “militarized” of these states, up to the early 
20th century, was Saudi Arabia, founded in 1932 by ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Al Saud. Also 
known as Ibn Saud in the West, he was a major military leader, often stylized in 
the Western image as a “desert warrior” (Al-Rasheed 2010, p.5). 

Yet, for the rest of the century, military action was almost completely discarded. 
After the 1934 Saudi Arabian-Yemeni War, Saudi troops were rarely utilized 
abroad apart from token divisions sent to the Arab effort against Israel. Of the 
444 militarized interstate disputes (MIDs) between 1945-2001 involving par-
ticipants from the Middle East, Saudi Arabia appears as a participant merely 
34 times (out of 748 Middle East participants overall; in 7.7% of disputes and 
forming 4.5% of all dispute participants) (Ghosn, Palmer & Bremer 2004).1 This 

1 Compared to its neighbors in the region it remains a very low number, especially for its size. All other 
large states in the Middle East (except for Morocco and Algeria) and even tiny Lebanon participated 
more often, referring Saudi Arabia to the 7th rank in terms of MID involvement. The figures cover the 
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is despite its long history of independence and ample reason (many unsolved ter-
ritorial conflicts) and opportunity (being large and wealthy) for militarized action.

While Arab states in other sub-regions of the Middle East and North Africa 
modernized their militaries, waged major interstate wars and used the military 
to transform society and state, Saudi Arabia instead saw a “military moderniza-
tion in reverse” (Cronin 2013, p.2). In fact, in the late 1970s, the Saudi National 
Guard (SANG), the tribally-based military counterbalancing the regular army 
and making up one third of all troops, remained the “only force in over thirty 
Third World countries unable to maintain and service its own armoured vehicles!” 
(Ayubi 1995, p.283). Financial support – “Riyalpolitik” – was pursued instead of 
military participation in war and conflicts in post-statehood years: examples in-
clude the support of the Royalists in the 1962-1967 Yemeni Civil War, of various 
factions in the Lebanese civil war (1975-1990), and of Iraq in the Iran-Iraq war 
(1980-1988). Only with the invasion of Kuwait by Saddam Hussein in 1990 did 
Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states in general provide an (albeit limited) number 
of troops to the coalition (Allison 2012, pp.120–122; Heard-Bey 2006, p.205).

The lamentations about Gulf military efficiency have a long tradition – from being 
showcases of politicized fragmentation and deliberate weakening of the military 
aimed at coup-proofing the regime (Quinlivan 1999; Hertog 2011) to forming 
the culmination of a general tendency towards military inefficiency in Arab mili-
taries (Pollack 2002). Already in 1995, Ayubi notes the discrepancy between the 
high military spending, both in absolute terms and terms relative to GDP, and the 
lacking military effectiveness and performance of the Saudis: “In short therefore 
the state of Saudi Arabia’s military capability leaves much to be desired” (1995, 
p.280). Pollack reserves the most scathing assessment of the inefficacy of Arab 
militaries for the Saudi case, blaming the oil wealth and strong reliance on the US 
for magnifying the effect: “In the end, they had little to show for their billions of 
dollars spent on defense since the first oil boom. Saudi troops suffered from all of 
the same problems as other Arab armies, only worse” (Pollack 2002, p.446).

In light of these long-term developments, the sudden flurry of military adven-
turism of the kingdom and its smaller neighbors seems all the more surprising. 
There have been early signs of an increased foreign policy activism and military 
outlook of the Gulf states in the last few years, catalyzed by the turmoil ignited by 
the Arab Uprisings. Qatar, the UAE, and Kuwait have passed laws to introduce 
compulsory military service for citizens in 2013-2015 (Smith Diwan 2015; So-
phia 2015). Hitherto, their militaries were mostly composed of foreign nationals, 
who made up most of the workforce in all other work areas seen as “menial” in the 
states whose populations are overwhelmingly composed of guest workers. These 

time period 1945-2001 and exclude Sudan and Turkey. Otherwise, the tendency would be even more 
pronounced.
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activities have been accompanied by a steep rise in defense spending and weapons 
procurement (although the budget especially in Saudi Arabia has slumped since 
2015 because of low oil prices) (IISS 2017).

Following the 2011 uprising, Peninsula Shield Force (the military component of 
the Gulf Cooperation Council, the GCC) troops were sent to Bahrain to quell 
protests (Guzansky 2014). In August 2014, the UAE and Egyptian air forces 
surprised observers when they conducted joint airstrikes against the Islamist 
“Dawn” (Fajr) alliance in Libya (Kirkpatrick & Schmitt 2014). Since 2014, the 
monarchies of Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Qatar, the UAE as well as Jordan and Mo-
rocco were the Arab participants in the US-led anti-Islamic State (IS) coalition 
(“Inherent Resolve”) that flew airstrikes against IS targets on Syrian territory 
( Jordan later expanded to Iraq). However, the contributions of the GCC states 
were limited and criticism of a lack of commitment on the Arab part abounded 
(Thompson 2015). Saudi pledges to commit more resources and possibly ground 
troops in Syria were soon forgotten (or retracted) (Mustafa & Mehta 2016).

An effective military slowly became a greater priority for the GCC states with 
Saudi Arabia pushing greater cooperation and coordination in the security sphere. 
In its 34th summit in December 2013, the GCC had agreed on the establishment 
of a joint military command that was to be instituted alongside the Peninsula 
Shield Force and to have a force of 100,000, half of which to be provided by Saudi 
Arabia (Saidy 2014). At the summit the following year, the institution of a joint 
police force (based in Abu Dhabi) and a joint navy (based in Bahrain) were de-
cided (Vela 2014). A project that transcends the Gulf is a joint military command 
in the Arab League frame supposed to number 40,000 (Mustafa 2015) which has, 
however, not progressed since 2015.

Saudi Arabia’s regional engagement grew extensively since 2011. Apart from its 
participation in the anti-IS coalition and its engagement in Bahrain, its notable 
activities include the intensive support of rebels in Syria (Hokayem 2014). Many 
of Saudi Arabia’s projects include large-scale multilateral coalition-building. In 
December 2015, the kingdom announced the formation of a by now 37-mem-
bers-strong Islamic Military Alliance to Fight Terrorism (IMAFT) (although 
some of the alleged members initially expressed surprise at their inclusion) (Gaub 
2016), and conducted a major military exercise in February 2016 (“North Thun-
der”) which reportedly involved 150,000 troops from 20 countries (Riedel 2016). 
Following years of enormous defense spending, it now has the best-equipped 
military after Israel (IISS 2017, p.401).2 

2 Although the title for the most capable armed forces in the Gulf is held by the UAE (IISS 2017, 
p.409).
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The intervention in the Yemeni Civil War: Operation “Decisive Storm” (Asifat 
al-Hazm)

The most impactful engagement which will form the focus of the analysis is, how-
ever, the military intervention in Yemen initiated by Saudi Arabia and the UAE 
in March 2015. In September 2014, the Houthis, a Zaidi Shia militia, took over 
the Yemeni capital Sana’a. After encroaching on the provisional capital in Aden 
on May 25, 2015, the Houthi invasion caused President Abd Rabbo Mansour 
Hadi to flee to Saudi Arabia from where he called for military support against the 
rebels, citing Article 51 of the UN charter. Saudi Arabia announced its intentions 
of forming a military coalition and launched airstrikes overnight on March 26, 
2015. Apart from the kingdom, nine countries agreed to join from the outset: the 
UAE, Jordan, Egypt, Qatar, Kuwait, Bahrain, Morocco, Pakistan and Sudan – in-
cluding all GCC members except for Oman. Senegal, Somalia and Eritrea later 
also agreed to join the coalition (Binnie 2015a; Madabish 2015). US President 
Barack Obama authorized logistical and intelligence support which was soon 
expanded (Hennigan, King & Al-Alayaa 2015). The main drivers behind and 
architects of the Yemen intervention were Saudi Arabian and the UAE decision-
makers.3

Saudi Arabia contributed the most resources to the coalition and reported de-
ploying 100 fighter jets and 150,000 troops while Qatar sent 10, Bahrain and 
Kuwait 15 jets in the first hours (Shaheen & Kamali Dehghan 2015).4 Except for 
Pakistan, where parliament resisted military participation, all the other initiative 
countries sent fighter jets as well, the UAE 30, and Jordan up to six (AFP 2015). 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE also deployed Special Forces in July (Binnie 2015b). 
In contrast to “Inherent Resolve” in Syria and Iraq, the intervention in Yemen 
also included ground troops from the outset, initially 3,000 from Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE alone (Salisbury & Kerr 2015). Qatar reportedly provided another 
1,000 troops before dropping out of the coalition following the row with Saudi 
Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain in June 2017 (El Yaakoubi 2017). Apart from the 
high material costs of the coalition, great losses were also incurred in terms of ca-
sualties. Having been mostly unaccustomed to war and war casualties, battlefield 
deaths had a dramatic effect. One of the most shocking events for the Gulf mon-
archies transpired on September 4, when 52 Emirati, 10 Saudi and 5 Bahraini 
soldiers were killed during a single operation (Smith Diwan 2015). In June 2016, 
the UAE announced the end of the military part of its operation, but Emirati 
troops remained in place, even leading to further casualties (Kedem 2016). Saudi 

3 Especially the Crown Princes of Saudi Arabia and Abu Dhabi, Muhammad bin Salman and Mu-
hammad bin Zayed, are most often identified as the architects of the intervention (Henderson 2017).
4 All troop numbers are based on open-source media information and are probably highly exaggerated. 
More credible estimates put the numbers of Saudi combat troop numbers at about 3,500 (with 6,500 
support personnel) (Mustafa & Mehta 2016).
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Arabia suffered the greatest losses although the casualty number are a matter of 
great debate, ranging from officially 300 to up to tenfold the number (Law 2016). 
Never before had the Saudi rulers sacrificed their own citizens in wars for their 
national goals on such a scale.

To be clear, it was not the first time that Arab states formed military coalitions 
against a common threat (the multiple Arab-Israeli wars from 1948 to 1973). It 
was also not the first time Saudi Arabia was involved militarily in Yemen (e.g. in 
the Yemeni Civil Wars and airstrikes against the Houthis in 2009-2010). But it 
was the first time that Saudi Arabia and its neighbors, militarily weak and inex-
perienced, especially in ground combat, designed and lead a prolonged military 
operation involving heavy burdens and commitment on their own, under purely 
regional leadership. Even in conflicts of vital importance to the Saudis, as during 
the Yemeni Civil War 1962-1967 and the two Yemeni border clashes in 1972 
and 1979, the kingdom has never committed its own armed forces for offensive 
purposes. For most of its history, Saudi Arabia “could not credibly threaten either 
[South or North] Yemen with direct military attack” (Gause 1990, p.10).

But the puzzle is not just Gulf or Saudi military initiative per se, but also its shape. 
The coalition that carried out “Decisive Storm” (asifat al-hazm) resembles “coali-
tions of the willing” which are usually initiated and led by multilateral-minded 
democracies (mostly, the US). It is no accident that even the name invokes the 
“Desert Storm” (asifat al-sahra’ in Arabic) operation against Saddam Hussein’s 
occupation of Kuwait. Being an autocratic monarchy, Saudi Arabia always es-
chewed “friendships that are too close and also enmities that are too intense” 
(Gause 1994, p.121) and did not initiate large-scale committed coalitions.

The choice of intervention location also warrants an explanation. The main jus-
tifications for the intervention cited by the coalition members are the restora-
tion of the “legitimate government” of Yemen and the containment of Iranian 
expansionism. However, most researchers concur that the evidence for Iranian 
involvement in Yemen has been minor to non-existent – at least before the inter-
vention (e.g. Juneau 2016). Given its broad activities in the region and its major 
investment in the Syrian Civil War, why open another battle ground, one which 
is not even well suited to balance and contain the main rival?

Why Militarization? Shifts in Regional Power Constellations: The With-
drawal of the US, the Rise of Iran

Traditionally, foreign policy in the Middle East and especially of Saudi Arabia has 
often been explained with variants of Neorealist balance-of-power (Waltz 1979) 
and balance-of-threat approaches (Walt 1990). Already implied in Walt’s theory, 
ideational factors regarding threat perception were inseparable from material ca-
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pabilities. These approaches were then enhanced by the concept of omnibalancing 
(David 1991) that adds the dimension of regime security that is especially rel-
evant for autocracies (see e.g. Nonneman 2005). According to the omnibalancing 
approach, states, and especially autocracies, do not only balance against external, 
but also domestic threats and the external powers allied with them. To that end, 
they may even align with secondary adversaries (David 1991, pp.235–236). 

These approaches, combining external and domestic security as the main drivers 
of foreign policy, are still dominating explanations of heightened foreign policy 
activity of Saudi Arabia and the international relations of the Persian Gulf in the 
last few years (Legrenzi & Gause 2016, p.306). The geopolitical restructuring of 
the region since 2011 has fundamentally changed the regional security context 
and opened windows of opportunity for heightened activism of regional actors 
(see e.g. Colombo 2017; Gause 2017; Salloukh 2017; Mabon 2015).

The timing of Saudi activism coincides with major shifts in the behavior and 
capabilities of its main ally – the US – and its main rival – Iran. As the US, previ-
ously an extra-regional hegemon, withdraws, a power vacuum ensues – to be filled 
by one of the regional powers. The withdrawal created an opportunity structure 
that enabled the foreign policy aspirations and activity of non-traditional regional 
powers like Qatar and the UAE (Ulrichsen 2017; Kamrava 2013) and boosted the 
activity of the dominant power on the Arabian Peninsula, Saudi Arabia.

Whereas previously, Persian Gulf dynamics were shaped by the power triangle of 
Saudi Arabia, Iran and Iraq (Fürtig 2007), the collapse of Iraq following the US 
invasion in 2003 turned the tripole into a bipolar competition. When faced with 
the Scylla of Iran and the Charybdis of Iraq, Saudi Arabia had to remain wary of 
both. With the collapse of Iraq as a relevant state actor, the kingdom could turn its 
focus to an arms race with the only remaining regional power – Iran. Catalyzed by 
the turmoil since 2011, a classic security dilemma ensued – both on the material 
and ideological/identity level (Mabon 2015, 2017; Partrick 2016).

US-Saudi relations were already tense following the superpower’s perceived re-
neging on alliance commitments to long-standing US ally Hosni Mubarak in 
Egypt in 2011, a dynamic the rise of Iran in a contested regional system ex-
acerbated (Fawcett 2015; Baxter & Simpson 2015). US behavior towards Iran 
fueled Saudi suspicions. The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action ( JCPoA), the 
agreement between the P5+1+EU (and thereby the US) and Iran on nuclear non-
proliferation, deepened the Iran-Saudi rivalry in the short run. Not only did it 
provide Iran with greater economic capabilities, it also bestowed international 
recognition on the pariah state and thus re-incorporated it into regional power 
constellations (Bahi 2017). This additional sign of US “abandonment” parallel to 
the boost of Iranian capabilities further stoked fears that induced self-reliance, 
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even in the nuclear sphere where a nuclear arms race seems likely in case of an 
Iranian nuclear breakout (Cigar 2016).

Identity and perception are inseparable from balance-of-threat explanations in 
the Middle East (cf. Gause 2017; Hinnebusch & Ehteshami 2014). The percep-
tion of the Iranian threat is governed not only by material capabilities but also by 
two major identity-linked ways in which it undermines Saudi domestic stability. 
First, it challenges the core of the ruling family’s religious legitimacy by showing 
an alternative form of Islamic government: an “Islamic Republic” instead of the 
Islamic monarchy. Secondly, it is seen by Saudi Arabia as fostering “sectarianism” 
and instigate rebellion and separatism of Shia groups in a Sunni-majority Arab 
world (al-Saud 2004; Hubbard & Sheikh 2015). That Saudi Arabia chooses to 
balance against Iran is therefore no surprise, whether the Iranian ascendancy is 
real or imagined by the kingdom.

However, Saudi Arabia’s ability to form an alliance against Iran is impeded by two 
main problems. First, the traditional regional hegemon, Saudi ally and balancer 
against Iran, the US, is unable and unwilling to fulfill this role anymore. While 
the military bases are still present, the political will to be involved is weakened. 
The last two presidents, Donald Trump as well as Barack Obama campaigned on 
policies calling for isolationism or a “pivot to Asia”, i.e. away from Europe and the 
Middle East.5

Second, attracting regional allies for the purpose of balancing is impeded by ideo-
logical obstacles that lead to “underbalancing”, i.e. the failure of multiple regional 
states who also see Iran as a threat (like Israel, Egypt and Turkey or Sunni states 
in general) to ally (Gause 2017).

The rise of Iran and withdrawal of the US are the main drivers for the new Saudi 
“assertiveness” and militarization. But additional explanation is warranted to ex-
plain the shape of that assertiveness and the engagement in Yemen. While bal-
ance-of-threat approaches can also explain why Saudi Arabia chose to tackle the 
Houthis instead of IS, they do not explain why it chose Yemen instead of the 
Assad regime in Syria. Fighting IS in Syria or Iraq would strengthen Iran as it 
would ultimately benefit the allied Syrian regime. But Assad’s Syria, as the only 
“state” ally to Iran apart from the weak and fragmented Iraqi government, is so 
vital to the Islamic Republic that it invests massive resources and parts of its own 
military to avoid regime change. The periphery Houthis tribal warriors and their 
allies, however, are of low strategic importance and consequently do not enjoy pri-
ority in Iranian calculations and little tangible support. Weakening Assad in Syria 

5 Given the erratic nature of Donald Trump’s foreign policy thus far, the current administration’s 
anti-Iranian rhetoric is unlikely to lead to a long-term change towards a return to Cold-War-era 
interventionism.
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would harm Iranian influence much more than weakening the Houthis and their 
allies – still, Saudi Arabia’s battleground choice took the opposite route. Instead 
of allying with the militarily most powerful states in the region (most of which 
are anti-Iranian), it chose to amass a “coalition of the willing”, a cooperation form 
known from democracies, with itself at the helm. Saudi Arabian coalition-build-
ing in Yemen, but also in the IMAFT mostly consists of inactive and militarily 
weak members who do little to contribute and strengthen the alliance – which 
runs counter to the idea that a key parameter for the choice of alliance partners is 
reliability and state reputation (Crescenzi et al. 2012, p.260). Clearly, the explana-
tion cannot lie in power or security maximization alone (cf. Gause 2017).

One way to resolve these discrepancies is by focusing on secondary functions of 
alliances and coalitions. Neither Decisive Storm nor the IMAFT are primarily 
about material military capabilities and the ability to project power. Instead, they 
can be better understood by looking at its functions as generators of symbolic 
capital and the accumulation of prestige that are meant to bolster the Saudi claim 
to regional leadership.

Why Yemen? Coalition-Building as a Means of Signaling Leadership

As Levy and Barnett argued, there is more to an alliance than just its provision 
of security and/or power (1991). An alliance can also serve internal aims such as 
resource-provision or regime security (David 1991). Other, secondary functions 
include reputation-building and prestige which may also drive policy. These sec-
ondary functions are usually complementary to security-seeking and power maxi-
mization, but can also stand on their own or even contradict them (Kim 2004).

Although this applies to both autocracies and democracies (see e.g. for the case of 
Canadian coalition engagement: Massie 2013), the systematic study of such fac-
tors has tended to focus on democracies. For many IR scholars, states might have 
been “like units” (Waltz 1979, p.93), but some units have been “more like” than 
others. As Reed described it: “Scholars are consistently finding that the inter-
national behavior of democracies differs from that of other regime types” (1997, 
p.1078). Democracies are said to be more durable, more prosperous (Halperin, 
Siegle & Weinstein 2005), less warlike (Ray 2013) and more successful in war 
(Lake 1992). During conflict, they are described as more reliable allies (Leeds 
2003), more likely to ally in the first place (Lai & Reiter 2000), and potentially 
more successful with their coalitions at war (Pilster 2011), especially when they 
consist of other democracies (Choi 2004).

Not all these assessments are undisputed. That democracies are really more ef-
ficient and effective at military coalitions has been controversial for some time 
(Simon & Gartzke 1996; Lai & Reiter 2000). Additionally, the focus on democ-
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racies – while helping broaden the scope of alliance theory – diminished the role 
of non-democracies to a mere mirror-image. However, “autocratic” foreign policy 
is more than just the opposite of democratic behavior, an impression which overly 
“mystifies” autocratic behavior in two ways: first, it obscures their similarities to 
democracies and second, it ignores that the specificities of autocracies that do ex-
ist are not mere opposites of democratic behavior.

The period of heightened autocratic cooperation following the “Color Revolu-
tions” in Central Asia and Eastern Europe and the Arab Uprisings in the Middle 
East prompted relevant research on the topic (e.g. Soest 2015; Odinius & Kuntz 
2015). Especially scholars of Comparative Politics have slowly started to put au-
thoritarian cooperation on the agenda (Erdmann et al. 2013; Mattes & Rodríguez 
2014; Young 2014). Some of these studies show convincingly that many assump-
tions about the differences between autocracies and democracies do not hold and 
if we look closely at different kinds of autocratic regimes we find evidence that at 
least some sub-types might not be that different from democracies after all, even 
regarding key “democratic features” such as institutional constraints and account-
ability (Mattes & Rodríguez 2014) or audience costs (Weeks 2012, 2014a).

The Yemen coalition is an example of cooperation in the military realm, a new 
phenomenon for a (sub-)region where military autocratic cooperation and coor-
dination seldom encompassed more than two or three allies at a time. Research on 
military cooperation and coalition-building has nevertheless remained sparse. Es-
pecially the question of why autocrats would want to cooperate in the first place 
remains understudied (Weeks 2014b).The study of further functions of military 
coalitions beyond the immediate provision of security is a promising avenue of 
research and insights from autocracy research can help illuminate this field as they 
provide an especially nuanced picture of the importance of the symbolic power of 
alliances. Alliances and especially their more ephemeral manifestation, coalitions, 
can serve many of the same functions as other institutions do for authoritarian 
regimes.6

Among the most salient (secondary) functions of authoritarian institutions are 
“operating manual, billboard, blueprint, window-dressing” (Ginsburg & Simpser 
2013, p.2). An operating manual provides a description, giving clear rules and 
guidelines toward a particular aim; a billboard is an advertisement, signaling in-
tentions or policies – this function is especially likely to be found in democratic 
institutions as well. The last two functions point to the discrepancies between the 
actual situation and either an aspired one in the future (blueprint) or an expected 
normative ideal that is not matched by reality, as in the difference between con-
stitutional aspirations and constitutional reality (window-dressing) (Ginsburg & 

6 A definition of institutions as “humanely devised constraints that structure political, economic and 
social interaction” (North 1991, p.97) is used here to include coalitions.



75

Regional Leadership in Authoritarian Contexts – Saudi Arabia’s New Military Interventionism as Part of Its Leadership Bid in the Middle East

Simpser 2013, pp.6–8; Ginsburg 2015).

Although these concepts have been used mainly for constitutions, they are useful 
for an analysis of alliances and especially coalitions as well. Coalitions are less 
formal, more ad-hoc and often less durable than alliances (Kober 2002, pp.1–2) 
and are more applicable to the abovementioned functions which are malleable, 
often overlapping and likely to change under different circumstances. Changes 
and adaptations to the more formal and durable alliances incur greater costs if 
“prime” functions as security and regime security are not addressed as a priority.

These secondary functions are related to the topic of symbolic politics, prestige 
and signaling of states in international politics (cf. Kim 2004). In this sphere, de-
mocracies were also regarded as superior due to their supposedly better ability to 
create audience costs to signal credible commitment (Fearon 1997). Later studies 
looking closer at the specificities of autocracies have uncovered that no absolute 
superiority exists as the ability to generate audience costs depends on specific 
institutions that vary with regime sub-types. E.g., Saudi Arabia, as a dynastic 
monarchy, is one of the autocracies that have no relative inferiority to democracies 
in signaling credible commitment (Weeks 2008). The Saudi decision to assemble 
a military coalition to fight in Yemen can be thus explained as an attempt to signal 
the ability to lead in place of the US and to attain prestige to bolster its claim to 
regional hegemony.

These symbolic functions of authoritarian institutions outlined above can all be 
traced in the anti-Houthi coalition. First, it took previous US-led “coalitions of 
the willing”, including Inherent Resolve against the IS (as well as the coalition in 
the two Gulf Wars of 1990/91 and 2003) as an operating manual providing guid-
ance how an effective or at least legitimate military intervention should look like. 
This makes the Yemen coalition a blueprint, showing the potential of the Yemen 
coalition: a stronger integration of regional security institutions. This blueprint 
is connected to other Saudi initiatives towards regional integration which have 
failed before (such as the integration of the GCC), but have in recent times re-
emerged with the invitation of Jordan and Morocco to the GCC, financial sup-
port towards poorer GCC states (cf. Odinius & Kuntz 2015) as well as military 
cooperation and coordination attempts and plans for a joint police force (Al Ara-
biya 2015b). By providing multilateral legitimacy and acceptance, the coalition 
also masks (window-dresses) the fact that the Yemen intervention is heavily criti-
cized, both for its claims to efficiency as well as its aims which in all likelihood 
more directly relate to regime security and hegemonic ambitions of kingdom (cf. 
Darwich 2015) and its allies than to any humanitarian or security-maximizing 
goal for Yemen itself.

At the same time, the coalition is a billboard to showcase its leader’s – Saudi Ara-
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bia’s – international commitment, qualification as a regional political and military 
power and its ability to replace the reclining US, to which it previously outsourced 
military leadership, by fighting its fights.7 The modeling of Decisive Storm on 
Inherent Resolve (and Desert Storm and other US-led multilateral military coali-
tions) is therefore in all likelihood not due to accident, but underlines the Saudi 
bid for succession of the US as regional hegemon and security provider in the 
Middle East. To become a regional hegemon and to attract allies to overcome 
underbalancing against Iran, Saudi Arabia needs to prove that it can take over 
the US military role. This is different from balancing as it refers to the symbolic 
aspects of signaling commitment and military prowess instead of enacting it. 
This matches the general pattern of the stronger “assertiveness” of Saudi foreign 
policy and some of its recent efforts, like the announcement of the formation of a 
large 37-member IMAFT and can be generalized towards Saudi Arabia’s foreign 
policy behavior in general. The Saudi-led alliance is not the first example of an 
autocracy participating in military endeavors not for security, but to signal leader-
ship. According to Al-Ahram, Egyptian troops in the coalition against Saddam 
1990/1991 were not there as “part of the U.S.-European armada, but to prove 
to Arab brothers and friends alike” that Egypt was able to take a leadership role 
(cited in: Long 2004, p.37).

The difference between material and symbolic capabilities is crucial for the dy-
namics of the Saudi-Iranian rivalry. Saudi Arabia has less than half the popula-
tion of Iran and although it has almost caught up with Iran in terms of active 
military personnel (it now has the third-largest armed forces after Iraq and Iran) 
(IISS 2017, p.363),8 the Saudi military is much less capable and experienced than 
the Iranian one. Iran has fought interstate wars, insurgencies and proxy conflicts 
in the last decades. This experience and manpower once led US general John Abi-
zaid to describe its military as “the most powerful in the Middle East” among the 
Muslim-majority states (Hussain 2012).

In contrast, as described in the introductory section above, Saudi Arabia has very 
little military experience and its track record in Yemen since 2015 has demon-
strated that up-to-date equipment alone is not enough to win wars (Brimelow 
2017). In brief, Saudi Arabia, although much wealthier, is not a match for Iran 
in military terms and could not win in direct confrontation. It could, however, 
still win on symbolic grounds and by providing a rallying post against Iran. This 
explains the chosen location for the military engagement. In Syria (or Iraq or 
Lebanon for that matter), where Iranian involvement is direct and intensive, the 
effectiveness of Saudi Arabia’s attempts to signal leadership ability and military 
prowess would be countered. Saudi Arabia is therefore confined to a mainly fi-

7 Media framing shows signs that this advertising seems to work (see e.g. Trofimov 2015; Obaid 2015).
8 While Saudi Arabia now boasts 227,000 active personnel, Iran still has 523,000, although the 2016 
Saudi Arabian defense budget was more than three times that of its neighbor (IISS 2017, pp.376, 401).
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nancial and diplomatic role there (Hokayem 2014). In Yemen, where no Iranian 
troops are present and only weak ties between Iran and the Houthis and their 
allies exist, such signaling is stronger.

Nevertheless, signaling is not completely divorced from material capabilities. To 
bolster legitimacy and provide credibility, it must be costly (Fearon 1997). This ex-
plains the immense financial commitment in Yemen as well as the willingness to 
sustain heavy unprecedented casualties. It is mirrored in the intense domestic and 
regional propaganda campaign surrounding the coalition and the fight against 
Iran in general (see Matthiesen & Sons 2016; Hashemi & Postel 2017).

This does not mean that this policy has been successful. To the contrary, most 
evidence implies that it failed. Iran was dragged into the conflict in Yemen and 
began supporting the Houthis, of which there was no prior evidence before the 
operation, becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy. Saudi and Emirati efforts to side-
line Qatar and strengthen their position against Iran backfired as no unified block 
emerged. To the contrary, Iran and Turkey strengthened their relationships with 
Qatar and underbalancing is even more pronounced than previously. The Yemen 
war drags on for more than two years with little visible success (cf. Nasser 2016; 
El Yaakoubi 2017). Given the amount of investment in the effort by Saudi Arabia, 
ending the war without tangible results would be problematic for the ruling elite.

Conclusion

As many scholars have so far pointed out, Saudi Arabia’s drive to an “assertive” for-
eign policy is induced by national and regional power and security concerns, given 
the perception of Iran as the main threat and the US withdrawal from the region. 
However, systemic balance-of-threat-theory, even if enhanced by ideational ele-
ments, struggles to explain the emergence of the multilateral coalition in the first 
place and the Saudi preference for engagement in Yemen instead of Syria, where 
Iranian influence is more entrenched and balancing attempts would therefore be 
more effective. Supplementing this well-established systemic element of regional 
power shifts with a domestic, regime-type centered element – symbolic functions 
of authoritarian institutions – helps explain these choices as a means to overcome 
underbalancing and establish itself as a candidate for regional leadership. 

Autocracy research helps demystifying autocratic cooperation, with the emergent 
literature showing that autocracies are not necessarily that different from democ-
racies when it comes to foreign policy behavior. Literature on the functions of 
authoritarian institutions illuminates the incentives for autocracies to instigate 
cooperation and bridges the gap between IR and Comparative Politics. Besides 
external and regime security, military coalitions have additional symbolic and sig-
naling functions for some authoritarian states. The multilateral cooperation and 
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coalition-building by Saudi Arabia helps to illuminate the features and drivers of 
authoritarian cooperation.

At the same time, we need to embed these institutional functions into a regional 
and global scenario where a superpower is withdrawing from the region, creating 
a power vacuum which creates balancing behavior by aspiring regional hegemons. 
This is possibly the first time since the formation of the modern Middle East 
regional system that an external hegemon hands over the reins completely to re-
gional actors, thereby enabling them but also forcing them to fend for themselves. 
This marks a watershed for regional actors’ security cooperation and a constitutive 
phenomenon that might cement Saudi assertiveness as a more durable mark of 
Middle Eastern politics. It appears that the kingdom can no longer rely on “riyal-
politik” alone, marking a return to the old-new politics of the “ghazwa”.
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Abstract

Against the background of the socio-economic difficulties in parts of the Eurozone, 
migratory pressures and a crisis of the project of European integration at home and 
a new geo-political environment in its neighborhood in the East and South, Ger-
man foreign policy finds itself confronted with new expectations and demands from 
its partners. At the same time, Germany also faces, for the first time, a significant 
challenge to its traditional pro-European policies at home from the AfD, a new, 
right-wing populist party. This article draws on role theory to analyze how German 
foreign policy is adjusting to this new situation, focusing on both the ego and the 
alter parts of Germany’s foreign policy role concept.
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Introduction

Since the onset of the crisis in international financial markets in 2007, the Euro-
pean Union has been in the throes of a deep, perhaps existential crisis. Germany, 
while initially heavily affected by the fall-out of the turmoil in world markets, 
managed to overcome the resulting economic contraction rather quickly, drawing 
on some of the traditional strengths of its socio-economic and political model. As 
a result, Berlin found itself increasingly pushed into a key position within both 
the Eurozone crisis triggered by Greece’s deteriorating public finances and the 
travails of the European Union under the onslaught of refugees from the South 
and South East. Reluctantly at first, but then with increasing confidence Berlin 
assumed the mantle of European leadership. 

Yet to many observers (Kundnani 2011; Szabo 2015; Hellmann 2016; Roos 
2017), this new Germany seemed to have moved away from its traditional, multi-
lateralist foreign policy orientation as a “civilian power” (Maull 2007; Maull 2014; 
Szabo 2004: 74f ). Does Berlin still pursue the civilizing of international relations, 
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within Europe and beyond, as this ideal-type role concept (Kirste/Maull 1996) 
suggests? Or was it shifting to another, less benign role concept that threatened 
to re-open the perennial “German question” (Kundnani 2014)?1 This article tries 
to answer these questions by looking fist at Germany’s European policies during 
the last decade, then at the expectations of others in Germany, and finally at the 
changing context, both at home and abroad, and within Europe and beyond, to 
which German European policies had to adapt.

Germany as a Civilian Power: Background

The notion of Germany (and Japan) as “civilian powers” originated from the ob-
servation that both West Germany and Japan – who by the late 1980s were again 
among the leading economic and military powers2 - pursued foreign policies that 
diverged significantly from the traditional patterns of great power politics: both 
countries essentially had transferred responsibility for their national security to 
the United States (Maull 1990/91; Maull 2014). The explanation for this unusual 
foreign policy behavior seemed to lie with the specific identities and role concepts 
those two countries had adopted over the course of the second half of the last 
century.

Role Theory

The theoretical perspective this essay employs is role theory (Holsti 1970; Kirste/
Maull 1996; Aggestam 2004; Harnisch/Frank/Maull 2011). Role theory postu-
lates that states, like individuals, are embedded in a social context in which they 
behave on the basis of norms they have acquired (through processes of socializa-
tion) and developed themselves (on the basis of beliefs about their own identity, 
past experiences and external circumstances). Role concepts reflect the expecta-
tion states have about their own behavior (ego dimension), but also the expecta-
tions of others (alter dimension). 

Since national role concepts involve complex descriptions of identity (e.g., Ger-
many as a Western European democracy, and a member state of the UN, the EU, 
NATO and the OSCE, to name just a few attributes) and desirable behavior (e.g., 
close cooperation with and integration into both the EU and NATO, remain-
ing internationally competitive as an economy, and promoting human rights and 

1 The German question referred to the historical observation that Germany was too strong to be domi-
nated by the rest of Europe but too weak to dominate the continent herself, producing recurrent strug-
gles to establish control over Germany by other European powers or German hegemony in Europe.
2 In 1989, West Germany’s military expenditure, at USD 58.1 bill., was the fifth-largest defense 
budget worldwide, practically on par with that of the UK (59.9 bill.) and France (58.4 bill.; figures are 
in constant USD at 2015 prices. Data taken from SIPRI Database: Military expenditure by country, 
available at: https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/Milex-constant-2015-USD.pdf  [March 24, 
2018]). With a total strength of close to 500,000 soldiers, the Bundeswehr was the largest conventional 
NATO force in Europe.
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democracy worldwide), they tend to be marked by inherent tensions and even 
contradictions between different norms. Role concepts therefore can provide no 
more than broad foreign policy guidelines, and they are in constant need of re-
affirmation and/or modification to reflect changing circumstances (Maull 2014). 
In fact, they therefore represent no more than the dominant interpretations of 
national role concepts by political elites that resonate with their publics at any 
given moment of time, yet they usually are quite “sticky”, often displaying surpris-
ing continuity.

Germany’s Role Concept, 1949 to 2009

Continuity certainly has been the hallmark of (West) Germany’s foreign policy 
role concept. This developed out of the constraints of a Germany and a Europe 
that was divided by the Cold War. The Cold War obliged West Germany to join 
NATO, and it brought massive opportunities for reconstruction and economic 
revival with the Marshall plan, which West Germany used as its vehicle to eco-
nomic rehabilitation and integration. The choices made to integrate West Ger-
many into the Western alliance system reflected external demands and exigencies 
as well as the preferences of the West German political leadership from 1949 
onward. Those choices, in turn, conveyed important elements of a new political 
identity to West Germany, and therefore created a virtuous circle in which po-
litical culture, domestic politics and foreign policy worked to enforce each other 
mutually in a positive way (Hanrieder 1989; Haftendorn 2006).

The West German role concept, as it developed through the 1950s and 1960s to 
reach maturity in the early 1970s, closely resembled that of an ideal-type “civilian 
power”. This particular role concept strives to “civilize” international politics, i.e. 
to transform them in ways that resemble the logic of domestic politics within a 
liberal democratic policy (Kirste/Maull 1996; Maull 2007, 2014). Its three most 
important elements are a) the will to shape future world politics (Gestaltungs-
willen), b) renunciation of autonomy (Autonomieverzicht) and c) policies that 
promote international norms even without specific national interests involved 
(interessenunabhängige Normendurchsetzung) (Fraenkler et al 1997).

(West) Germany’s particular civilian power role concept closely resembled this 
ideal-type. Among the three most important aspects of Germany’s role concept 
have been its dedication to multilateralism in general and to European integra-
tion in particular as means to transform interstate relations, within (Western) 
Europe and beyond. Traditionally, European integration was conceived as a su-
pranational project that required a new concept of sovereignty (“shared sover-
eignty”) that stood in stark contrast to the Westphalian concept of sovereignty 
that considered sovereignty as indivisible (Mattli 2000). West Germany found 
it easy to adopt such a “post-modern” concept of sovereignty for two major rea-
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sons. First, it had to rely on external security guarantees provided, in the last 
analysis, by U.S. nuclear weapons, rather than on its own military strength, which 
was bound to alarm its neighbors. To reassure them, West Germany refrained 
from developing or acquiring any weapons of mass destruction and even from 
any unilateral national capacity of military power projection: the Bundeswehr was 
fully integrated into NATO’s chain of command and therefore unable to conduct 
autonomous military operations. Second, West Germany, in Peter Katzenstein’s 
felicitous phrase, was a “semi-sovereign country” also with regard to its domestic 
politics: the Länder shared in the exercise of power at the centre of the West 
German state.

Another important principle that West Germany pursued in its foreign policies 
was rehabilitation. The atrocities of Nazi Germany (military conquest and sub-
jugation of much of Europe, the holocaust) had ended in 1945 not only with 
military and political defeat, but also with a moral catastrophe for the Germans. 
To re-establish respectability, West Germany therefore insisted on developing 
a democratic polity in which the rule of law and the respect for human rights 
would be central concerns. It also accepted the need for atonement, notably in its 
relationship with Israel, the Jewish state. Consequences flowing from this desire 
to gain rehabilitation and respectability were the acceptance of international law 
as superior to regular West German laws in the Grundgesetz, the West German 
constitution, the expectation that German foreign policy would be “principled” 
(wertorientiert) and uphold the international rule of law.

Finally, with regard to pan-European security, West Germany from the 1970s 
onward strove for peace and stability no longer primarily through deterrence, but 
through diplomacy, as well. This was the logic of Ostpolitik, which was initiated in 
1969 and largely completed by 1972. The Soviet Union (now the Russian Federa-
tion) had to be accepted as part of and thus integrated into the pan-European 
order security order – a notion first systematically pursued in the Conference on 
Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) that was convened for the first time 
in July 1973, passed the Helsinki documents in 1975 and on January 1st, 1995 
became the “Organization for Security Cooperation in Europe”  (OSCE). The 
basic assumption behind this policy was that war in Europe had to be prevented 
at all cost: military power simply did not hold any good options for Germany 
once deterrence had failed.3

Finally, West Germany’s role concept also included the norm of reconstruction 
and prosperity. To overcome the destructions of World War II and integrate 
some twelve million Germans from the Eastern parts of pre-war Germany into 

3 The most succinct way to summarize these three core principles of Germany’s foreign policy role 
concept are: “never alone”, “never again” and “politics before force”. See Maull, in: Colvin (ed) 2014, 
p. 404
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West Germany, West Germany needed open markets provided within Europe, 
across the Atlantic and beyond. Benefitting from an undervalued currency in the 
system of fixed exchange rates established as part of the liberal international order 
of Bretton Woods, West Germany from 1950 to 1973 experienced a remarkable 
economic boom on the basis of the strong performance of some of its export 
industries (such as chemicals, steel, engineering, machine tools, and motor cars) 
(Abelshauser 2011).

Germany’s Role Concept Revised

One of the great puzzles of German foreign policy have been the remarkable 
continuities between the foreign policies of West Germany until unification, and 
of united Germany since then. Why would the basic orientations of Germany in 
international relations essentially remain largely unchanged while both Germany 
itself and the world around it had been transformed profoundly? The explanation 
of this paradox needs to recognize, first, that West Germany’s foreign policies had 
been hugely successful, with its ultimate  achievement the peaceful reunification 
of the two Germanies within the framework of the 2+4 Treaty, i.e., with the bless-
ing of the victorious powers over Nazi Germany, as well as the international com-
munity at large (Zelikov/Rice 1997). The very success of West Germany’s foreign 
policy orientation naturally predisposed the German foreign policy establishment 
to extrapolate it into the future (a phenomenon that largely characterized the 
internal aspects of unification, as well, resulting in what has been described as 
“unification by absorption”). Secondly, however, this role concept was also deemed 
to be, and indeed probably was, well suited to the new European and international 
context in which German foreign policy now had to be conducted (Kohl 2007, 
2014; Genscher 1995: 709ff, Heumann 2012: 284ff )

Still, the foreign policy role concept of the newly united Germany could hardly 
be expected to survive unification completely unchanged, and change there was, 
despite the essential continuity in foreign policy orientations. The most important 
of those modifications concerned the use of military force. As we have seen, as 
part of its strategy to build trust and gain acceptance with its Western allies, West 
Germany had accepted important constraints on its military power, most notably 
in renouncing the acquisition of weapons of mass destruction (Haftendorn 2006: 
97f ). The 2+4 Treaty reconfirmed some of those self-imposed constraints and 
imposed new upper limits on the personnel strength of the Bundeswehr (Ver-
trag über die abschließende Regelung in Bezug auf Deutschland, 12. September 1990, 
available at: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Zwei-Plus-Vier-Vertrag.
pdf?uselang=de [Sept. 10, 2017].

During the 1990s, Germany’s attitude towards the use of force changed, driven 
by the wars of disintegration of the former Yugoslavia that took place in the 
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immediate neighborhood of Germany (Philippi 1996). While during the Gulf 
war in 1991 to liberate Kuwait, newly united Germany had come under strong 
criticism for its military abstention and its “cheque-book diplomacy”, the foreign 
policy establishment subsequently came to accept the need for Germany to par-
ticipate, under certain circumstances, in multilateral military operations to keep 
or even to enforce peace, and it eventually also was able to build public support for 
Bundeswehr participation in military operations beyond individual and collective 
self-defense (Meiers 2006). All such operations had to be authorized by parlia-
ment, however, and they were to be confined to multilateral interventions that 
enjoyed international legitimacy.4

Other changes were less apparent at first. Thus, there was a reversal in the rela-
tive importance of Germany’s political partners and institutional memberships. 
While it was axiomatic that West German foreign policy would do anything to 
avoid having to choose between its two principal allies, the United States and 
France, and between NATO and the European Community during the Cold 
War, the security relationship with the United States and NATO ultimately were 
paramount. After 1990, while Germany continued to emphasize the importance 
of both partners and both organizations, France and the European Union came 
to be more important than the security alliance with the U.S. A first sign of this 
subtle shift came when Chancellor Helmut Kohl politely ignored the invitation 
of U.S. President George H.W. Bush in 1989 (Bush 1989) to become America’s 
“partner in leadership”. Germany also changed its attitude towards European in-
tegration from a federalist position that emphasized the supranational aspects of 
the European project towards an intergovernmental approach that relied less on 
European institutions and more on cooperation between member governments.

In 2003, Germany parted ways diplomatically with U.S. policies towards Iraq 
when it voted - with France, Russia and China - against the authorization of 
Washington’s policy of counter-proliferation by military intervention and regime 
change in the United Nations Security Council, in which Germany at the time 
was a non-permanent member (Szabo 2004; Joetze 2010). The ultimate reason 
for the split was that Washington expected Berlin to support a policy, based on 
flimsy evidence and unpersuasive arguments, that fundamentally contradicted 
Germany’s foreign policy role concept as a “civilian power” (Rudolf 2005). This 
was the first time since unification that Germany failed to meet the expectations 
and demands of one of its most significant “alter” actors, the United States. More 
4 The decisive step in this process was a ruling of Germany’s Constitutional Court on the participation 
of the Bundeswehr in a range of enforcement missions in the former Yugoslavia, as well as in other 
parts of the world (participation in UN missions in Cambodia and Somalia). The Court found such 
operations to be constitutional if they were undertaken within the context of “systems of collective 
security” (the Court somewhat oddly deemed both NATO and the EU, not only the United Nations, 
to meet this requirement) but stipulated the need for explicit parliamentary authorization in each case 
(Philippi 1996: pp. 48ff ).
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remarkably still, the German government in 2002/3 opposed Washington ini-
tially on its own; France’s position to side with Germany on this issue was taken 
only in February 2003, shortly before the vote in the UN Security Council (Szabo 
2004: 42ff; Joetze 2010: 130f )

Overall, there was a shift towards a more robust and open pursuit of German 
interests within the European Union: German policies towards the EU, while 
still favoring further integration in principle, became “weaker, meaner and leaner” 
(Harnisch and Schieder 2006; Schieder 2014). Examples for this were European 
policies on immigration or European security and defense. This new, more robust 
approach to European integration was nicely summarized by the then Minister 
of the Interior, Thomas de Maiziere, in his much-quoted statement: “For our Eu-
ropean friends, they need to come to terms with the fact that Germany is going 
to act just as other European countries  do in Brussels”, confirming that Germany 
was now “…defending its national interest with a lot of vigour” (Chaffin 2010).

Expectations in German Leadership

In retrospect, one can see clearly how the reunification of Germany and Europe 
from 1990 onward changed the relative balance of power within Europe in favor 
of Germany. During the 1990s, Europe was preoccupied internally with issues 
of enlargement and deepening, and externally with the wars of disintegration in 
former Yugoslavia. In this phase, Germany tried to assume a leadership role both 
with regard to managing the conflicts on the Balkans and (more successfully) in 
promoting enlargement through assembling political coalitions within NATO 
and the EU. This eventually led to the “widening” of NATO and EU member-
ship and substantial modifications (“deepening”) in the way the two organiza-
tions worked (Paterson 2005). In the context of Yugoslavia, however, German 
leadership was less successful; eventually, it was the alignment of U.S. and French 
policies that allowed NATO intervene to pacify first Bosnia (1995) and then also 
Kosovo (1999) (Maull 2000).

Within the European context, the peak of German “leadership from behind”, a 
rather traditional, well-tried form of exercising influence through tenacious and 
shrewd coalition-building, during this period came with the German EU presi-
dency in the first half of 2007. During that presidency, Berlin was able to help 
the European Union overcome the deep crisis into which it had fallen as a result 
of the rejection of the EU Constitutional Treaty by referenda in the Netherlands 
and France in 2005. The aborted Constitutional Treaty was replaced by the Treaty 
of Lisbon, which saved much of the substance of the proposed Constitutional 
Treaty and enabled the EU to regain its footing. During that period, Germany 
largely met the expectations from its European partners by exercising a leading 
role through discreetly but effectively organizing diplomatic solutions and finan-
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cially underwriting them (Kietz/Perthes 2007). We therefore find a rather close 
fit between Germany’s own European policy role concept (the “ego part”) and 
that of its European and transatlantic partners (the “alter part”).

Within NATO, Germany moved from the abstentionism during the Gulf War of 
1991/1992 to participation in peace enforcement missions in the former Yugo-
slavia (1995 in Bosnia, 1999 over Kosovo) and the deployment of Special Forces 
in Afghanistan as part of the “unqualified solidarity” expressed by the German 
government with the United States after the terrorist attacks of Sept. 11, 2001. 
During the Iraq crisis in 2002/2003, German relations with the U.S. as the power 
that dominated NATO deteriorated dramatically, when Germany not only re-
fused to consider joining the U.S.-assembled  “coalition of the willing” to invade 
Iraq, but also – together with Russia, China and eventually also France - opposed 
Washington in the UN Security Council. 

The Financial Crisis

The world financial crisis ushered in a new phase of German leadership in Eu-
rope. It began with the implosion of the frothy American housing market and 
reached its apogee in September 2008 with the failure of Lehman Brothers, one 
of the largest U.S. investment banks. This leadership overall was ushered in a new 
phase of German leadership in Europe. This leadership overall was more force-
ful, more open and less flexible than what West Germany had practiced before 
unification and united Germany since. Its foundations lay in Germany’s rapid 
economic recovery from the fall-out of the crisis in 2009 from 2010 onward. This 
successful recovery has frequently been ascribed to economic and social policy 
reforms undertaken by the Red-Green coalition government, the so-called Hartz 
IV reforms that became effective in 2005. Beyond that, it was seen – both within 
Germany and outside – as vindicating the specific socio-economic and political 
model that West Germany had evolved (Paterson 2011; Dehousse/Fabry 2010; 
Bouin 2017: 24ff ). Central to this model were an emphasis on the international 
competitiveness of Germany’s traditional export industries, cooperative indus-
trial relations that allowed business and trade unions to negotiate moderate wage 
demands in line with increases in productivity, as well as sound public finances, 
low inflation and a vibrant sector of small and medium-sized enterprises (Brun-
nenmeier/James/Landau 20017: 56-82).

It was the success of Germany in adapting to the consequences of the world 
financial and economic crisis in 2009/2010 that led many observers to include 
Germany in the category of “rising powers”, such as Chinas, India and Brazil.5 

5 Thus, in 2013 Germany was for the first time chosen as the most favourably viewed country in 
the world by a BBC poll that surveyed more than 26,000 people worldwide (BBC poll: Germany 
most popular country in the world, May 23, 2013, available at: http://www.bbc.com/news/world-
europe-22624104  [March 25, 2018], , and by 2017, Chancellor Merkel was designated the “most 
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The divergence of economic performance in terms of international competitive-
ness and public finances within the eurozone, which had been going on since 
the beginning of the introduction of the euro, was dramatically accentuated by 
the fallout from the crisis when a new Greek government in 2009 announced 
that Greece’s public debt was in fact much higher than previous governments 
were willing to admit (Sandbu 2015: 51). The resulting upheaval in bond markets 
soon turned contagious, affecting Ireland, Portugal, Spain and Italy. This put Ger-
many’s leadership in the eurozone on the spot, forcing it to choose between finan-
cial solidarity with the Southern eurozone countries and its own public financial 
objectives. Its policy responses tried to square that circle: they gave precedence 
to Germany’s traditional preference for fiscal probity but also strove to accom-
modate the acute financial needs of the southern eurozone member countries in 
order to keep the eurozone intact. The ego role expections in this situation focused 
on the two objectives of sound domestic public finances and keeping the eurozone 
together. The alter role expectations, however, emphasized Germany’s responsibil-
ity to help overcome the crisis, downplaying the implications for Germany’s own 
public financial position and the consequences of “moral hazard” through accom-
modating the economic policy preferences of Southern European countries for 
debt-financed growth (Dehousse/Fabry 2010; Sandbu 2015).

In fact, by first accepting huge financial rescue packages to help Greece, Ireland, 
Portugal and Spain manage their public debt crises and then by tacitly tolerat-
ing, if not encouraging, the European Central Bank to smother the crisis with its 
monetary policy of “whatever it takes”, Germany may have chosen the worst of 
all possible options (Sandbu 2015: 219f ). However that may be, it was clear that 
German policies were decisive in shaping the European responses to the crisis, 
and that they were controversial: in Greece, both Angela Merkel and her finance 
minister Wolfgang Schäuble, who came to epitomize the German policy response 
in public perceptions across Europe, were reviled in terms that drew explicit par-
allels to the Nazi period of European history (Hellmann 2016). The specific role 
segment of Germany’s policies within the eurozone now became hotly contested 
bot within Germany and abroad. The result was that those policies were politi-
cized domestically as well as internationally: Berlin no longer could have its cake 
and eat it, as it were, by shaping Europe by stealth.

powerful woman” in the world for the seventh consecutive time by Forbes Magazine. In 2015, she was 
also chosen by TIME as the Person of the Year. See also: Minton Beddoes, Zanny: Europe’s Reluctant 
Hegemon, in: The Economist, June 15, 2013 (Special Report), available at: https://www.economist.
com/news/special-report/21579140-germany-now-dominant-country-europe-needs-rethink-way-it-
sees-itself-and [ March 24, 2018]. In fact, the German government seemed to adopt that perspective 
of Germany as a rising power itself with a Policy Paper entitled: Globalisierung gestalten – Partner-
schaften ausbauen – Verantwortung teilen. See Bundesregierung 2012, Konzept der Bundesregierung, 
Berlin 2012, available at: http://www.bogota.diplo.de/contentblob/3606954/Daten/2357167/Gestal-
tungsmaechtekonzeptdt.pdf [Sept. 5, 2017]
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The Migration Crisis

The second major crisis to hit European integration over the last decade was the 
refugee crisis of 2015 (The Economist 2015). When asylum seekers and migrants, 
many of them from war-torn Syria, started to flood into Europe via Turkey, the 
Mediterranean Sea and the Balkan route in their hundred thousands, Berlin uni-
laterally decided to open Germany’s borders to those refugees stranded in South 
Eastern Europe. Initially, this move was popular within Germany, and it further 
improved Germany’s (and Angela Merkel’s) image abroad as the torch-bearer of 
civilized politics (“Merkel the bold. On refugees, Germany’s Chancellor is brave, 
decisive and right”, in: The Economist, Sept. 5, 2015). Yet as in the eurozone 
crisis, Berlin’s initial policy soon changed to reconcile divergent and potentially 
contradictory domestic, European and international policy objectives. As in the 
response to the eurozone crisis, the refugee policies quickly became contested 
both domestically and internationally (The Economist 2015; Konrad Adenauer 
Foundation 2015). However, in the refugee crisis Germany’s power and influ-
ence over other EU member states were much more limited. Germany’s efforts 
to distribute asylum seekers within the European Union based on quota for each 
member state, while formally adopted, were at best partly successful in practice. 
Faced with contradictory expectations from both within and without, Berlin re-
verted to a more traditional leadership style that focused on building consensus 
and brokering compromise solutions (such as the European Union deal with Tur-
key to contain the flow of refugees from Syria to Europe) that involved Germany 
accepting a large share of the costs of conflict management (in this case, by ac-
cepting – both in absolute numbers and in relative terms, i.e. as a ratio of the 
population -  the largest influx of refugees among the big member states).6 Still, as 
a result of the politicization of the refugee issue both within Germany and within 
Europe, Germany’s leadership role and policies once more were heavily criticized.

The Crisis of the Pan-European Security Order

The third recent crisis in which Germany assumed a key role concerned the rela-
tionship with Russia. As a result of persistent state failure and political instabil-
ity in the Ukraine, the pro-Russian leadership in Kiev, torn between conflicting 
pressures and inducements from Russia and the European Union, was toppled by 
a public revolt and eventually replaced by a pro-Western government. Moscow 
responded by occupying and annexing the Crimea and supporting secessionist 
movements in Eastern Ukraine (Charap/Colton 2017: 114-141). 

Again, the key role of brokering a common European and indeed a Western po-

6 In relative terms, Sweden absorbed the largest inflow of refugees, but the left-wing government in 
Stockholm eventually was forced to shift its policies towards a heavily restrictive approach. Among the 
large member states, Italy found itself in a particularly exposed position due to geographic factors, but 
many refugees wanted to move on within the European Union. See The Economist 2015.
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sition fell on Germany. Together with France, Germany negotiated the Minsk 
agreements that to this day define the – as yet unrealized - outlines of a political 
compromise solution for the conflict. To put pressure on Russia, Germany sup-
ported a package of European economic sanctions against Russia but resolutely 
refused to contemplate military measures advocated by more hawkish elements 
in the United States, such as arming the Ukraine. Since Germany accounted for 
the largest share of EU trade with and foreign direct investment in Russia, the 
costs of the sanctions had to be borne disproportionately by German business 
(Adomeit 2017).

Once more, Berlin was faced with rather divergent expectations both at home 
and abroad, and again the government opted for the traditional form of German 
leadership that combined the search for a common approach with a willingness to 
assume a disproportionate part of the costs of the policies adopted.

Overall, then, it appears as if Germany’s domineering approach in the eurozone 
crisis management may represent a rather untypical case. Moreover, even in that 
case, the actual policies of Germany clearly represented an effort to reconcile Ger-
many’s domestically induced policy preferences with its traditional pro-integra-
tionist approach to the European Union. This came across most clearly in Angela 
Merkel’s famous phrase: “Scheitert der Euro, scheitert Europa” (Merkel 2010). 
This statement outlined one crucial assumption made by the Merkel government 
in this crisis, and it had two important implications. The assumption is obvious: 
the German government held that any break-up of the eurozone would endanger 
the whole edifice of European integration and thus undermine the overriding 
policy objective that German foreign policy had pursued since West Germany was 
founded in 1949. The first implication is that Berlin would do “whatever it takes” 
to keep the eurozone together, and – if need be - accept significant costs in doing 
so. The second implication was that keeping the eurozone together represented a 
very high, perhaps the highest foreign policy priority for Berlin. Although both 
at home and abroad role expectations concerning Germany’ s policies in Europe 
had become more diverse and more contradictory, Berlin was able to secure sup-
port for policies that stayed reasonably close to its traditional civilian power role 
concept, though they were clearly “leaner and meaner” than before the crisis. 

What has changed since 2009 is a widespread perception abroad that Germany’s 
international stature, power and influence had risen recently and would con-
tinue to rise further. This perception may have been encouraged by the rather 
single-minded focus of the CDU/CSU/FDP coalition government led by Angela 
Merkel from 2009 to 2013 on two foreign policy issues: the eurozone crisis and 
the pursuit of “strategic” partnerships with the so-called “rising powers”, such as 
China, India, Brazil and Russia, which were pursued to strengthen Germany’s 
export industries.  It was therefore perhaps hardly surprising (but still mislead-
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ing) that observers found German foreign policies to carry a whiff of mercantil-
ism; they therefore characterized those policies as the policies of a “geo-economic 
power” (Kundnani 2011; Szabo 2015).7

The Domestic Context of German European Policy

Role theory assumes that in international affairs, states function as unitary ac-
tors. Modelling states as black boxes implies that their internal workings may be 
neglected for the purposes of foreign policy analysis. This assumption seems justi-
fied if one or both of the following conditions apply. First, the domestic politics 
that shape foreign policy decisions and, ultimately, a role concept permit coherent 
and consistent foreign policy results over time and across issue areas. Second, the 
international environment imposes coherence and consistency on a state’s foreign 
policy. In either case, the domestic politics of foreign policy decision-making are 
likely to be top-down, with strong leadership by the foreign policy establishment 
(i.e., the government leaders and their entourage; parliamentary parties; the for-
eign and security policy bureaucracies; foreign policy-related interest groups; and 
think tanks, the media and the attentive public). 

Do those circumstances apply to German foreign policy? They certainly both 
did before unification, when German foreign policy was confronted with a dan-
gerous, highly militarized conflict between two antagonistic blocks. Since then, 
Germany has been surrounded by friendly countries, and external threats to Ger-
man security have become much less obvious and more diffuse. Coherence and 
consistency of German foreign policy may also have been affected by a tendency 
towards complexity and fragmentation in policy-making, driven by the logics of 
federalism and coalition politics, the proliferation of vested interests and advocacy 
groups, and a shift in political priorities away from external relations towards 
domestic issues.8

We do not know enough about decision-making processes in German foreign 
policy in recent years to come to a clear conclusion,9 but there does seem to be 

7 I explain why this claim is misleading in Maull 2018. If Germany were indeed a geo-economic power 
of the kind suggested by Kundnani and Szabo, Berlin would not have imposed sanctions on Russia after 
the annexation of the Crimea. In fact, of course, Germany even took the lead in persuading other EU 
member states to follow that policy line and has managed to keep this coalition together at least to the 
time of this writing (September 2017).
8 That shift is obvious when we consider the changing composition of the federal budget and its 
development over time: the share of the external sector (which groups together public expenditure on 
defense, diplomacy and development assistance) fell from over 20 per cent to a low of 13.3 in 2011, 
to rise slowly again to 15.4 per cent (2017). See Hellmann 2016; own calculations based on official 
data taken from https://de.statista.com/statistik/daten/studie/75833/umfrage/ausgabenstruktur-im-
bundeshaushalt/ [Sept. 10, 2017].
9 But see, e.g., Hellmann, Gunther/Baumann, Rainer/ Bösche,Monika/Herboth, Benjamin/ Wagner, 
Wolfgang: De-Europeanization by Default? Germany´s EU Policy in Defense and Asylum, in: Foreign 
Policy Analysis (2005)1, pp. 143-164 und Maull 2012.
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evidence for considerable influence of domestic interest groups on German for-
eign policy, to the detriment of foreign policy cohesion and consistency, and pos-
sibly also its quality: if important foreign policy decisions were guided by narrow 
sectoral domestic considerations or domestic political tactics, this could damage 
Germany’s national interests. An example of this may have been the famous deci-
sion of the German government to abstain in the UN Security Council vote on 
UNSCR 1973 in 2011, which authorized the use of force against the Libyan gov-
ernment to protect the uprising in Eastern Libya against the regime of Muammar 
Gaddafi (Maull 2011). This crisis coincided with a regional election in Germany, 
in which considerable stakes were at play for the Free Democrats, the smaller 
party in Merkel’s coalition government; the leader of the Free Democrats, Guido 
Westerwelle, served as Foreign Minister and may have wanted to polish his cre-
dentials as the torch-bearer of the foreign policy “culture of restraint”. Others 
include German policies on asylum and security, on energy and on emissions in 
the context of the European Union (Hellmann et al. 2004). There also has been 
what Sebastian Harnisch and others call “domestication”: the backlash led by the 
Länder and the Bundestag against the dominant position of the Executive in 
foreign and European policy making and the constraints imposed on the latter, in 
particular, by the Constitutional Court (Harnisch 2006).

To the extent German foreign policy coherence and consistency has been degrad-
ed by such intrusions of domestic interests and priorities in ways that would affect 
Germany’s national interests, this would devalue the role theoretical approach as 
an analytical tool. As I have argued elsewhere, the evidence overall suggests that 
there has been an erosion in German foreign policy coherence, consistency and 
effectiveness, but not yet to a degree that would undermine the analytical and 
explanatory value of a role theoretical approach (Maull 2018).

The International Context of German European Policy

The end of the Cold War dramatically transformed not only Germany itself, but 
also Germany’s foreign policy environment, within Europe, but also beyond. The 
commitment to foreign policy continuity in the mold of “civilian power” therefore 
seemingly represented a paradox. From Germany’s perspective, however, it still 
made sense to work for civilizing international relations in this new, uncertain 
and fluid environment within and beyond Europe, and “effective multilateralism” 
(EU 2004), an essential aspect of Germany’s foreign policy role concept, indeed 
seemed to be a good way to promote that objective. 

Yet Germany’s ability to contribute to civilizing international relations depended, 
apart from its willingness to do so, on three important preconditions largely out-
side Germany’s control. Those three preconditions were a) influential partners 
that were willing to work closely with the civilian power Germany, b) vibrant 
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international institutions to help make multilateralism “effective”, and c) an in-
ternational environment that had undergone civilizing processes at least to some 
extent.  They key here was the absence of violence as a way to settle conflicts 
within and between nations. As the international context in which German for-
eign policy was conducted continued to evolve since 1990, all three preconditions 
became increasingly precarious, forcing Germany to re-think and modify its tra-
ditional foreign policy orientations.

Partners: France, the US, Russia

Traditionally, West Germany’s most important partners had been – in that or-
der - the United States, France (and the other members of the original Euro-
pean Community), the United Kingdom and, in a rather different way, the So-
viet Union as the principal threat to West Germany’s security and the holder of 
the key to relations with East Germany. With the end of the Cold War, those 
countries remained united Germany’s most important partners, but with some 
subtle changes: France, rather than the United States now assumed the number 
one position as indispensable partner, while Russia, the successor state to the 
Soviet Union, ceased to be a military threat and became a potential partner in 
several new ways. Russia was a country in transition towards a new political and 
socio-economic order that needed external support and looked to Germany as 
its principal source of modernization. Russia was a key member of the new pan-
European order that was now institutionalized in the Conference on Security 
and Co-operation in Europe (CSCE) (renamed to become the Organization on 
Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) in January 1995. Finally, Russia 
represented a defeated former Superpower that needed to be reconciled with its 
past and its new role in world politics. 

With the demise of the Warsaw Pact and the Soviet Union, the partnership with 
the United States underwent important changes, particularly since the year 2000. 
The first administration of George W. Bush from the beginning sharply veered 
away from the multilateralist policies of its predecessors on, among other issues, 
climate change policies, arms control with Russia, and the multilateral regimes 
to contain the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, including nuclear 
weapons (Daalder/O’Hanlon 2003). Its response to the terrorist attacks on New 
York and Washington on Sept. 11, 2001 further exacerbated tensions within the 
German – U.S. alliance despite the initial strong expressions of solidarity with 
America and active support for its military intervention in Afghanistan by Ger-
many. The first deep crisis in the transatlantic relationship erupted over the U.S. 
military intervention in Iraq, which Berlin refused to support in the UN Security 
Council (Szabo 2004; Joetze 2010). A further shock came with the revelations 
of Edward Snowden about the activities of U.S. intelligence agencies in Ger-
many, including the hacking of Chancellor Angela Merkel’s cellphone (Kundnani 
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2016). Finally, there was the election of Donald Trump as 45th president of the 
United States and the first experiences in their personal encounters that caused 
Angela Merkel publicly to muse about the reliability of the United States as a 
partner for Germany.10 At the time of this writing, in the fall of 2017, there can 
be no doubt that the relationship between Germany and America has undergone 
a profound transformation that will weaken the ability of the two governments to 
work together effectively in civilizing international relations.

Since 1990, Germany’s most important bilateral relationship in its foreign rela-
tions has been with France, rather than with America (Krotz/Schild 2013: 218f ). 
Yet that relationship, too, has been significantly undermined, mostly by the deep 
crisis of France’s socio-economic model and its political system (ibid.: 242-5). The 
repercussions of the international financial and economic crisis in 2009/2010 laid 
bare the profound structural problems of the French economy, and three succes-
sive presidents ( Jacques Chirac, Nicolas Sarkozy, and Francois Hollande) showed 
themselves unwilling or unable to address and resolve those problems. The end 
of the Cold War and German unification had resulted in a shift in the relative 
weight of France and Germany within the European Community, now reborn 
as the European Union; the introduction of the euro, which France had hoped 
would work against a German preponderance within European integration, did 
little to halt that shift. Moreover, successive enlargements of the European Union, 
and notably the “big bang” enlargement of 2004 that brought ten new members 
into the European Union, significantly diluted the weight of any individual mem-
ber state; it affected France particularly strongly through the loss of its formerly 
dominant position in the political culture of European institutions.  While Paris 
and Berlin tried hard to keep up the appearances of the Franco-German tandem, 
since 2010 at the latest, the imbalances and the inherent weaknesses of that bilat-
eral relationship have become all too apparent. The revival of the Franco-German 
partnership had to await the denouement of the socio-economic and political cri-
sis of France, which may now have begun with the implosion of the old party sys-
tem of the French Vth Republic and the electoral victory of Emmanuel Macron.

Since the turn of the century, the German partnership with Russia also has be-
come increasingly fragile (Adomeit 2017; for a different view: Szabo 2015). The 

10 How badly the first encounter between President Trump and Chancellor Merkel must have been 
can be gauged from the remarkable account by veteran journalist and commentator Roger Cohen: The 
Offender of the Free World, in: New York Times, March 28, 2017, available at: https://www.nytimes.
com/2017/03/28/opinion/the-offender-of-the-free-world.html [Sept. 18, 2017]. The Chancellor later 
publicly observed that Europe could no longer fully rely on the United States and had to take care of 
its fate itself („Die Zeiten, in denen wir uns auf andere völlig verlassen konnten, die sind ein Stück weit 
vorbei und deshalb kann ich nur sagen, wir Europäer müssen unser Schicksal wirklich in die eigene 
Hand nehmen“). See: Enormer Wandel der politischen Rhetorik, in: FAZ, May 29, 2017, available 
at: http://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/bundestagswahl/rede-von-angela-merkel-so-reagieren-die-
medien-15037304.html [Sept. 18, 2017].
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“Modernisierungspartnerschaft” failed because the Russian economy was badly 
suited for it and the Russian leadership was not interested in reforming it. The 
pan-European regional order of the OSCE was undermined domestically in 
many of the former Soviet republics, including Russia itself, by the rise of au-
thoritarianism and corruption, and internationally by a lack of sensibility and the 
desire to push one’s own advantage as the “winners” in the East-West conflict 
(Sakwa 2015). Finally, the opportunity to reconcile Russia with its past and its 
new role was undermined domestically by the rise of Vladimir Putin and his asso-
ciates, and internationally by the aggressive unilateralism of the George W. Bush 
presidency from 2001 to 2009 that inter alia sought to enlarge NATO to include 
Georgia, Moldova and – most alarmingly for Moscow - the Ukraine (Charap/
Colton 2017).

Institutions: The WTO, the EU and the Eurozone, NATO, the UN, the OSCE

As a civilian power, Germany depends on effective multilateral institutions for at 
least two important reasons. First, the civilian power role concept implies a de-
gree of international specialization and therefore also of vulnerability. It therefore 
benefits from an environment in which rules are respected and violence shunned, 
and finds it particularly difficult to operate in environments that are “uncivilized”. 
Second, multilateral institutions can function as “force multipliers” to enhance 
Germany’s international influence and recognition. Germany depends on that, 
as its power portfolio is skewed towards the “soft” end of the spectrum of power 
resources, and its overall weight in world politics is limited, despite its strong 
economy and large export sector, by its size and population.

Among the international institutions that are crucial for underpinning Germany’s 
foreign policy, only one continues to function reasonably well. This is the World 
Trade Organization, the successor to the old General Agreement on Tariffs and 
Trade that had governed world trade outside the socialist block during the Cold 
War. When the WTO was established on Jan. 1st, 1995, this was a hugely im-
portant international achievement; it significantly strengthened the international 
order in a key realm that was particularly important and beneficial for Germany. 
Although there are significant uncertainties that overshadow the future of the 
WTO (notably its failure to complete any significant new measures of trade lib-
eralization during the Doha Round, and the shift towards regional and bilateral 
free trade agreements), the WTO at the time of writing represents one of the 
few vibrant elements in the present international order (Hoekman forthcoming).

Enlargement and the deepening of the European Union, including the Eco-
nomic and Monetary Union that led to the establishment of the euro as the single 
currency for (at this time) 19 member states of the EU, were similarly important 
and consequential for Germany. Unlike the WTO, however, the eurozone and the 
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European Union have been in crisis since 2010 at the latest (Bouin 2017). This 
has two important implications for Germany as a civilian power. First, the crisis 
of European integration absorbs a lot of German energy and resources that oth-
erwise might be available for other purposes. Second, the crisis of the EU largely 
deprives Germany of the force multiplier that a vibrant EU could represent as a 
force in world politics. In many ways, the EU itself may be considered a civilian 
power; it thus could be an ideal partner for Germany ‘s efforts to civilize interna-
tional relations. Yet so far, the record of the EU in promoting that objective has 
been underwhelming (Toje 2010). 

NATO continues to be important as the ultimate guarantor of Germany’s hard 
security against certain types of threats, as well as the institution that in many 
ways both represents and embeds the bilateral partnership with the United States. 
NATO’s troubles probably are less severe than those of the EU, but they are real 
nonetheless. Some of them are, in fact, related to the problems of the EU. As the 
commitment of the United States to European security battles against the rise 
of China in East Asia and a new wave of American isolationism domestically, 
Europe will have to take on greater responsibility for providing security in Europe 
and its neighborhood to the East and South. This, however, presupposes effective 
multilateral security cooperation among the Europeans, be it in NATO or in the 
EU. So far, however, they have not been willing to assume that burden in either 
of the two organizations. 

Finally, there is the OSCE, as the institutional framework for the pan-European 
regional order and the multilateral context for Germany’s relationship with Rus-
sia. The OSCE has always been the weakest of Germany’s multilateral institu-
tional force multipliers. In the early 1990s, it was unable to prevent the violent 
disintegration of the former Yugoslavia, and could do little to contain similar 
conflicts between former Soviet republics. It suffered from a blatant misfit be-
tween the liberal democratic and humanitarian vision of its Charter of Paris and 
the authoritarian and repressive realities in many of its member states. And it did 
nothing to sustain the pan-European regional order when Russia and the West 
moved apart over the last decade, and very little to contain the violence and ten-
sions between the two sides when they fell out with each other over Ukraine in 
2013/14 (Charap/Colder 2017).    

Violence and the Use of German Forces

Already in the early years of the 1990s, events in the Persian Gulf demonstrated 
that the world, that even Europe were much less civilized places than Germany 
would have liked. At that time, however, it still was preoccupied with the after-
math of unification, and therefore decided to confine its participation in the lib-
eration of Kuwait largely to a huge check to underwrite the U.S. war effort. Then 
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came the wars in former Yugoslavia. They taught a reluctant Germany that under 
certain circumstances it had to accept the use of military force as a necessary 
means to advance civilizing international relations. Thus, the Bundeswehr partici-
pated in the NATO enforcement missions in Bosnia in 1995 (with a mandate by 
the UN Security Council), and over Kosovo in 1999 (without such a mandate, 
which had been vetoed by Russia). It also played an important role in stabilizing 
the precarious peace in the Balkans since 1995 (Philippi 1996; Maull 2000). 

The decision to support the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan and international efforts 
to re-build the Afghan state after the Taliban regime then hammered the lesson 
home: the Bundeswehr mission in Afghanistan, the Germans came to realize, was 
not humanitarian and development work carried out by soldiers but a brutal war 
involving casualties and moral uncertainties. Public support for military force pro-
jection vanished, the “culture of restraint” once more flourished. Germany would 
be a civilian power, not a warrior state (Flemes/Ebert 2016: 6-8; Peltzer 2017). 

Conclusion

Is Germany a “rising power”? We have considered this question with regard to 
Berlin’s new role in Europe, and the answer, unsurprisingly, is nuanced. There 
certainly has been a change in the perception of Germany’s role, both abroad and 
within the country itself. There also have been instances (such as the eurozone cri-
sis) where German leadership has been forceful and single-minded. Against this, 
there are other cases, however, in which German leadership has been more tradi-
tional (as in the migration crisis and, most obviously, in the Ukraine crisis). This 
traditional form of German leadership within Europe might be called “leadership 
from behind”: it relies on assessing not only Germany’s own stakes, but also the 
interests of its partners, and on carefully building and sustaining policy coalitions 
based on common positions hammered out through patient diplomacy. This form 
of leadership also involves significant side payments: Germany will often assume 
a disproportionate share of the collective burden of those policies.

In both forms of leadership exercised by Germany, its “European vocation” (Pa-
terson 2010) plays an important role: both Berlin’s foreign policy establishment 
and the attentive public continue to believe in the centrality of European integra-
tion. In that sense, as well as in its other core orientations, it is not so much Ger-
many’s role concept that has changed as the context in which it has to be played 
out and the policies of its partners, as Frank-Walter Steinmeier, then still Foreign 
Minister, claimed with some justification (Steinmeier 2016). 

Yet there are worrying signs of erosion and attrition surrounding Germany’s role 
as a “civilian power”, both abroad and at home. Internationally, it is changes with-
in its key partner countries, such as the United States, Russia, and France (as well 
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as the UK and Italy) and the persistent difficulties of important international in-
stitutions (such as the EU, NATO, and the OSCE) that hamper the effectiveness 
of German foreign policy. Domestically, it is the growing constraints imposed on 
Germany’s foreign policies by vested interests and civil society, and the robust 
intrusion of calculations of domestic politics into foreign policy decisions that in-
terfere with Germany’s foreign policy conduct. Behind all those new constraints, 
troubles and challenges in German Foreign policy are two ultimative troubling 
questions. First, what does Germany’s commitment to Europe mean? What kind 
of Europe does Germany want, what kind of Europe would it be willing to accept 
and support, and to what extent would it be prepared to make sacrifices for this 
commitment?  Second, what would Germany do if it had no effective multilateral 
institutions anymore, nor reliable partners? 
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Abstract

This article tries to understand the leadership aspiration of Colombian foreign 
policy during the two presidential terms of Juan Manuel Santos (2010-2014-2018) 
in a context of transition to the post-conflict period and the material limitations of 
the country as a secondary regional power. Role theory, the concept of leadership 
as process, and niche diplomacy are used. This case study focuses on the projection 
of Colombia in Central America and the Caribbean (CAC) through the offer of 
South-South Cooperation (SSC) and Triangular Cooperation (TrC). Empirically, 
the configuration of a new role conception is identified, represented by coopera-
tion with CAC in the resolution of similar problems to those faced by Colombia, 
by knowledge transfer. Subsequently, the role performance of Colombia in the two 
sub-regions through SSC and TrC is analysed. The result is that Colombia has a 
favourable asymmetry in CAC through its roles as “partner” and “pivot” country, 
approaching the type of projection described by the concepts of issue-oriented and 
functional leadership, building a thematic and geographical niche diplomacy.
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Introduction

Since the arrival of Juan Manuel Santos to the presidency in 2010, the interna-
tional agenda of Colombia, has been diversified in both geographic and thematic 
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terms (Pastrana, 2011, p.98). The approach of extreme subordination and align-
ment with the United States of America (US) during the presidential terms of 
Álvaro Uribe (2002-2006-2010), when Colombian foreign policy focused almost 
exclusively on trade and security issues, has been reduced (pp.75-78). Hence, Co-
lombia has returned to the Latin American scenario and has actively participated 
and promoted regionalisation projects, such as the Community of Latin Ameri-
can and Caribbean States (CELAC with its Spanish initials), the Union of South 
American Nations (UNASUR) and the Pacific Alliance (PA). Additionally, Co-
lombia resumed important relations with Europe and formulated, then started, 
an insertion strategy insertion towards the Asia-Pacific. In thematic terms, the 
Santos government has incorporated issues such as the environment, food se-
curity, human rights, migration, south-south cooperation (SSC) and triangular 
cooperation (TrC) in different areas, renewable energies, and the need for a new 
approach in the fight against drugs, amongst others, into its foreign policy agenda 
(Pastrana, 2014, p. 127-128).

Between 2012 and 2016, President Santos negotiated and concluded a set of 
peace agreements with the FARC, to find a political solution to the Colombian 
internal conflict. Colombia sought to internationally legitimise the peace process 
and its foreign policy played a key role. It designated Venezuela and Chile as 
facilitators of the process, while Cuba and Norway were guarantors. Moreover, it 
incorporated the United Nations as a verifier of the agreements, whose mission 
is conformed of the states of CELAC (Pastrana & Gehring, 2017, pp. 13-14).

In this context, Colombia has started to project, during the two presidential terms 
of Santos (2010-2014-2018), the image of a trusted country, no longer a source 
of insecurity or a threat to its neighbours. Moreover, it has started to deploy an 
active foreign policy in Central America and the Caribbean (CAC), materialised 
in SSC initiatives (p. 19). Accordingly, this article aims to answer the following 
question: What type of leadership is Colombia building through its foreign policy 
towards CAC in the post-conflict context?

The problem of the search for leadership by non-powerful countries, such as sec-
ondary regional powers, will be discussed theoretically through a constructivist 
framework based on role theory. The article will analyse the connections between 
the search for leadership, role conception, and Colombian objectives towards 
CAC, with two empirical sections. First, the Problem Representation (PR) and 
role expectations of foreign policy, as defined by the Santos government, and sec-
ond, the initiatives and actions of Colombia towards CAC in terms of the SSC 
and TrC it offers.

The first section will allow the identification of the definition and self-attribution 
of the roles of Colombia. What is important, what is sought and expected, and 
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the with whoms and hows of this diplomacy can be traced in the public declara-
tions of Santos and in official foreign policy documents. It may be noted that 
the acquisition of positive international recognition and the search for leadership 
opportunities are transversal elements, linked to what will be foreign policy in 
the post-conflict or the conception of a more ambitious diplomacy for a nation 
in transformation. CAC emerge as geographical areas suitable for the construc-
tion of niches of cooperation diplomacy that Colombia needs to inaugurate its 
self-promotion as a leader through the exercise of certain functions or specialties.

In the second empirical part, Colombian cooperation activities in the two sub-
regions will be analysed, in comparison to that which it offers in South America, 
to understand and interpret, through role theory, the performance of the roles 
previously defined. SSC and TrC initiatives will allow the analysis of the scope 
of the new positioning of Colombia and its route to achieving this leadership, 
signalling potentialities, weaknesses and contradictions.

Interpretive Framework

A “problem” is understood as “a perceived discrepancy between present conditions 
and what is desired” (Hermann, 2001, p.53). Subjectivity operates from the mo-
ment in which the perceptions of decisionmakers appear, and a “foreign policy 
problem” begins when they consider that a concern or opportunity exists in the 
external environment (Pastrana & Vera, 2014, p.37). 

The search for opportunities to build international leadership using available re-
sources and foreign policy instruments is both an analytical and practical problem. 
It depends on several factors and the level of material capabilities of a country, but 
begins with a clear intentionality. The search for leadership can be verified as a 
“foreign policy problem” for decisionmakers when their cognitive representations 
reflect an aspiration or expectation related to the achievement of the objective. 
The worldviews of government leaders, influence greatly a country’s foreign policy 
(Rosenau, 1966, pp.207-208), determining, for example, the proclivity to, or rejec-
tion of, assuming external positions that imply a leadership role of their country, 
or can be perceived as something with that intention.

Worldviews are a cognitive framework, usually containing images or representa-
tions of the individual or state, and the “other”, causal beliefs, prescriptive beliefs, 
and expectations (Mowle, 2003, p.562). Although they are not directly observ-
able, given that they exist in the minds of leaders, they can be inferred through 
the reconstruction and interpretation of the Problem Representation (PR from 
hereon) that they formulate, formally or informally, facing challenges or opportu-
nities in foreign policy. PR has been defined as:

“a mental model of goals, constraints, preferred solutions, and expectations about 
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the effectiveness of various tactics” (Mowle, 2003, p.564).

PRs can be inferred from the public declarations of decisionmakers and, in gener-
al, from documentation or official stances related to the guidelines and objectives 
of public and foreign policy; the combination of these factors can reveal patterns 
in postures or “policy stances” (Mowle, 2003, p.564).

Role theory allows one to establish ways of inferring these behavioural expecta-
tions and using them as an independent variable to try to explain both the formu-
lation of the frameworks of the decision problem (the PRs) and the adoption of 
concrete decisions. It is a heterogeneous approach, but it has a common origin in 
symbolic interactionism within sociology, associated with authors such as George 
Mead, John Dewey and Charles Sanders (Benes & Harnisch, 2015, p.148). 

Role is a normative concept that prescribes the behaviour someone should adopt 
in relationship with others and a certain position in a social structure, and is 
distinct from the factual way, appropriate or inadequate, in which it is performed 
(Holsti, 1970 p.238). Holsti (1980, cited in Bailin, 1980) argued that national role 
conceptions contain the perceptions of decisionmakers regarding the measures, 
rules, commitments and enduring international functions that their nations fa-
vour, and which would permit the explanation of foreign policy patterns (p.533). 
Role conception can be considered an independent variable to partially explain 
foreign policy behaviour in terms of role performance (Holsti, 1970, p.245).

These conceptions may change, depending on the position of the actor in a social 
structure, making it necessary to verify the role expectation, or the role an actor 
wants to play, and compare it to the expectation of the recipients and to that of its 
“audience” (Thies, 2009, p.9). Social structures – for example a security commu-
nity, a military alliance, etc. – are constituted by elements like shared knowledge, 
material resources, and practices ( Jackson & Sorensen, 2006, p.165). These con-
ceptions are related to specific social structures because role has two components: 
the expectations of a country’s decisionmakers or the construction of the ego, and 
the prescriptions and expectations of others who define the alter, principally the 
direct recipients of the role (Benes & Harnisch, 2015, p.148). Wehner (2014) has 
identified that the expectations of South American secondary powers regarding 
Brazil (the alter) have influenced the rise of the country as a regional power, as 
they shaped the way in which its role was conceived and executed, although they 
reflect the obstacle of the diversity of understandings that exist between countries 
about what is the region in which they interact (p.436).

Constructivism assumes that material elements such as economic, military and 
diplomatic resources are important in the constitution of identities, roles and 
structures, but are subordinate to and dependent on the meaning attributed to 
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them ( Jackson, & Sorensen, 2006, p.165). In certain social contexts, the quantity 
of material resources possessed by an actor may not significantly affect, or not 
correspond to, the perception of the role and its performance.

It also assumes that the justification that gives meaning to a role is defined 
through social interaction, as positions inside a social structure help to define their 
functions, scope and duration. In turn, these positions depend on the collective 
conception of the purpose of the group (Benes & Harnisch, 2015 p.148). There 
are four elements to analyse the presence and development of a role: the national 
self-conception of the role, the expectation of the role by the international actors 
and setting, the position in a structure or system, and the performance of the role 
(Holsti, 1970, p.240). The adequacy of a role obeys a relative balance between 
these four elements.

However, unlike other human relations, the international relations of states oper-
ate in less defined structures, with a national prescriptive predominance given by 
the principle of sovereignty, where the functional concept of “position” is difficult 
to apply and the idea of status or ranking is usually used to classify the states 
(Holsti, 1970, p.242). These classifications are usually polemic, because they de-
pend on diverse factors and how they are prioritised, and because the categories 
of “great power”, “middle power” and “regional power” do not necessarily reflect 
their influence or leadership (p.242). Sociological constructivism assumes that 
roles and interests are defined through relations and not a priori (p.243). But the 
tendency in the diplomatic world is that foreign policy is principally derived from 
the needs and priorities of decisionmakers, while the prescriptions of the environ-
ment – customs, norms, treaties – are usually more flexible or undefined (p.243).

Evidence indicates that the more ambiguous or contradictory the expectations of 
others are, is greater the possibility that “self-restraint” is lost and the “I-”part is 
superimposed (Benes & Harnisch, 2015, p.147). When the role prescriptions of 
the recipient and observers (the alter) are not clear for the executor, the ideas and 
values that the role intends to play (the ego) may be more influential.

A country may try to assume incompatible roles, obliging it to choose, or to play 
a role which exceeds its available resources, leading to “overload” (Thies, 2009, 
p.7). This could happen with the assumption of new roles. Inconsistencies are 
also found in role performance when one distinguishes between the roles an ac-
tor seeks to perform (ascribed roles) and the roles they currently play (achieved 
roles). It has been found that new and emerging states who improve their status 
usually respond more to ascribed roles than achieved ones, while more established 
and better positioned states have multiple roles already consolidated (Thies, 2009, 
p.8).



118

Eduardo Pastrana Buelvas, Diego Vera Piñeros

The relationship between roles and leadership is even more complex than the 
link between status and roles in terms of foreign policy. The concept of leadership 
in international relations is controversial. A similar interpretation to that of the 
concept of role indicates that leadership is not an attribute or an achievement, 
but rather a type of social relation in which the existence of followers can be 
verified, where possessing power resources is insufficient, and it is necessary that 
the position assumed by each country within a social order is recognised by oth-
ers (Vu, 2017, p.2). Likewise, the connection between positional improvement 
and leadership is not direct. Studying rising or emerging powers it is desirable to 
recognise when they either fail to become global or regional leaders, despite im-
proved capabilities, or when they have very delimited leadership in a geographical 
area or group, categorised as “issue-based leadership” or “problem-based leader-
ship” (Vu, 2017, p.3-6). In line with the latter, we propose the use of the synonym 
“issue-oriented leadership”, as its emphasis can be geographic but is predomi-
nantly thematic, based on agenda-setting in a specific field. Instead of aiming for 
a construction of hegemony, this type of leadership aspiration is based on what 
has been called the “functional model” or “functional leadership”. Some units of 
the system become promoters of action and responsibility in certain international 
affairs, without aiming for dominance, instead trying to shape cooperation dy-
namics based on their capacity to propose attractive initiatives (Vu, 2017, p.4).

Countries without power in material terms do not necessarily assume a purely 
passive foreign policy, or bandwagoning, and can also reflect expectations of in-
ternational projection and recognition. They can identify opportunities to excel 
in specific matters of the global, regional or sub-regional agendas, through spe-
cialisation. Some have defined this type of foreign policy as “niche diplomacy”, 
indicating that small states and those with a great capacity to play notable roles 
in the international system, but not enough to impose positions or solutions, opt 
to exercise persuasive influence instead of coercive (Henrikson, 2005, p.67). Even 
if they do not achieve consideration as “middle powers” or intermediates in the 
international hierarchy, they can play significant supporting roles such as inter-
mediaries or providers of assistance (p.67).

This type of projection is highly relevant for countries with strong material lim-
itations, like Colombia and secondary powers in general. These are defined as 
states which occupy the second position of power in a regional hierarchy when 
their material and/or symbolic capabilities are compared to the superior regional 
power(s), permitting them to partially compete with regional powers in the mo-
ment of defining policy areas (Bach 2006; Flemes & Wojczewski, 2011, cited in 
Flemes, 2012, p.33). They are characterised by ambitions such as participating in 
regional and sub-regional leadership and promoting issues in collective agendas, 
while maintaining a limited projection at the global level (Flemes & Castro, 2015, 
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p.2; Flemes, 2012, p.25; Pastrana & Vera, 2012a, p.189; Pastrana & Vera, 2012b, 
p.614).

Therefore, participation in SSC and TrC schemes allows this type of country to 
exercise a niche diplomacy through which they gain recognition as specialists 
in a specific cooperation area. SSC has been defined as: “a methodology of de-
velopment which facilitates the exchange of knowledge, experience, technology, 
investment, information and capacity between and among Southern countries 
through governments, civil society organizations, academic institutions, national 
institutions and networks to accelerate political, economic, social, cultural, en-
vironmental and technical development.” (UNIDO, n.d.). For its part, TrC has 
been defined as: “The tripartite collaboration and partnerships between South-
South-North countries (…) (and) is the result of technical cooperation among 
two or more southern countries (South-South) that is supported, through finan-
cial, technical or other means by northern donors or by international organiza-
tions (UNIDO, n.d.).

The personification of the state is assumed by some constructivists, arguing that 
it is a social and conscious (collective) person and that it even imitates some 
traits of a biological organism (Wendt, 2004, p.291). In this sense, psychological 
theories of leadership may support the theoretical bases of this “issue-oriented 
and functional” leadership. Some of them emphasise the control, by some actors, 
of highly valued social resources (Huang, L. et. al., 2011 p.95). Conventionally, 
it is believed that hierarchical roles within an organisational structure are those 
which can naturally determine the results of the actions or thinking of others, 
for example, because they can reward and punish (Yukl & Falbe, 1991, cited in 
Huang, L. et. al., 2011 p.95). Nevertheless, there are situations in which the body 
expansiveness of an individual versus others, independently of the nominal role 
they possess, can influence the observable conduct or thinking of others (Huang, 
L. et. al., 2011, p.100). Hence, foreign policy instruments are the equivalent of the 
corporal extension of states (as constructed social “beings”), through which they 
make others “feel” their physical presence outwards. This extension may be inde-
pendent of the nominal or formal position a state possesses in any social structure.

Another approach suggests that leaders oriented towards specific tasks can in-
crease the efficiency of group actions and the optimism of participants, while 
“classical” leaders, or those oriented to defining hierarchies and formal positions, 
achieve a greater level of group cohesion but have less impact on outcomes (Tab-
ernero et al., 2009, p.1391). Thus, “coordinators” act more as motivators of par-
ticipation and guides of collective action to jointly establish strategies and tasks, 
while conventional leaders, “directors” or “commanders”, tend to formulate strate-
gies rigidly, assign the positions and tasks of each actor and supervise fulfilment 
(Durham, Knight & Locke, 1997, cited in Tabernero et al., 2009, p.1394). 
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Therefore, the search for issue-oriented or functional international leadership in 
the absence of conventional hegemony, dominant hierarchy or the conferral of a 
superior role by potential or actual recipients, can be verified in two ways. Firstly, 
finding a relation between the change of leaders’ national role conception and 
the expansion of the instruments with which a state secures its physical pres-
ence in the territory of others, for example, armed forces, diplomatic missions, 
exports, investment, cooperation, etc., and secondly, verifying the awareness of 
leaders about their possession of a social resource collectively valued or demanded 
by the potential or actual recipients of the social interaction. For instance, knowl-
edge or experience positively valued by others. These may be delivered thorough 
SSC and/or TrC, and they may evolve into recognised niche diplomacy practices. 
Hence, a secondary regional power may focus on the projection of its leadership 
in regional and sub-regional spheres in specific thematic issues, promoting and 
executing delimited cooperation programs or activities, based on a specific know-
how like public or homeland security, peace-building or institutional reform. 

Thus, the perception of positional improvement, the change in national role con-
ception, the attribution of new roles, and the consciousness of leaders about the 
expectation of valuable social resources demanded by other actors can be con-
nected to the search for international leadership. However, the self-restraint of 
decisionmakers, limitations of the international setting, and a modest position 
in material terms could incentivise the deployment of delimited projection roles, 
seeking a pragmatic and non-strategic, or non-power-oriented leadership.

Leadership can thus be based on the construction of diverse roles in an intersub-
jective process of various stages, of which three are highlighted: change in the dis-
tribution of material power or status, the emergence of role expectations between 
the aspirant leader and potential followers, and the eventual institutionalisation 
of practices associated to the role that emerges (Vu, 2017, p.2). Thus, leadership 
is a complex and relational process more than a result, but it has some indicatory 
uses that can be traced despite the inconsistencies or weaknesses of the emerging 
countries. With time, the social interaction facilitated by the offer of cooperation 
can have visible effects on the interests and identity of both parts (offeror-recipi-
ent), which is to say that a relationship of persuasion and intersubjective exchange 
can eventually become one of transformation and the emergence of followership 
(Nabers, 2010, p.55).

For a leadership under construction, like that of Colombia, it is plausible to asso-
ciate the projection of its new roles with the perception of a partial improvement 
in its capabilities and international status in an increasingly multipolar context 
and with the change in the expectations of national role conception of the Santos 
administration. Due to the incipient character of the roles projected by Colombia 
towards the sub-regions of CAC, referring to the specific expectations of the alter 
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or the degree of institutionalisation of the roles makes little sense, giving priority 
to the formulation by the ego and the (self-)attribution of sub-regional roles, mak-
ing it difficult to verify the existence of acquired or permanent roles.

Problem Representation and Role Expectations in the Foreign Policy of the 
Santos Administration

Colombia, is considered one of the three secondary regional powers in its region, 
along with Argentina and Chile (Flemes & Castro, 2015, p.2; Pastrana & Vera, 
2012a, p.189). It can´t be considered a middle power because of its weak or in-
constant global projection. Nor is it a primary regional power because it does 
not exercise predominance in its own geographical area, as Brazil does in South 
America. But Colombian foreign policy is committed to a greater international 
projection as a mechanism to transform its external image and alter expectations. 
The possibility of limited leadership, subregional and thematic, is coherent with 
Colombia’s limited capabilities and secondary position in the region. It allows 
Colombia to modify its traditional image as an economically and militarily de-
pendent country, a drug exporting country, a violent country submerged in armed 
conflict, and an underdeveloped country. 

Colombia has been improving its position and international image under Juan 
Manuel Santos (2010-2014, 2014-2018). In part, it has been benefited by the 
external bonanza of raw materials (2010-2013), by partial improvements in its 
internal security, and by the search for peace with the insurgent groups. Its foreign 
policy focus on the possibility of offering international cooperation. Although 
primarily localized, such offer supports the construction of new external images, 
such as a stable and safe country, a country that seeks peace, and a country in 
the process of modernization and development. This niche diplomacy geographi-
cally concentrates where Colombia can positively influence countries with similar 
or greater security and development problems, seeks a relative balance between 
limited capabilities, geographical proximity, costs, partial dependence on the re-
sources of strategic partners or funders of cooperation, and the search for a lead-
ership based on persuasion, positive interaction, and recognition of the country’s 
experience in specific topics.

South America, Central America and the Caribbean are conceived as neighbor-
hood zones or subregions of Latin America and priorities for Colombia. In par-
ticular, the Northern Triangle (Guatemala, El Salvador and Honduras) and the 
basin of the Caribbean have had security and development problems similar to 
those of Colombia or have submitted their interest in the knowledge and experi-
ence of the Andean country. Building leadership in South America is more diffi-
cult than in Central America and the Caribbean because of the predominant role 
of Brazil and the small relative distance between secondary powers, which does 
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not allow for positive asymmetry. This offer of cooperation in CAC also strength-
ens the diplomatic activism and the credibility of the country in the multilat-
eral organizations of the global level, such as the United Nations, and reinforces 
Colombia´s contribution to the achievement of the 2030 Agenda.1

The international initiatives of Santos reflect a worldview in which opportunities 
are perceived for Colombia to begin projecting itself as a leader based on the of-
fer of cooperation. PRs, as stimuli and frames of reference for executing foreign 
policy, can be related to the identity that states assume facing other actors in the 
international system, as this orients instrumentally and normatively the type of 
relations a state will have with others. In the case of Colombia, the search for in-
ternational leadership in the midst of post-conflict construction, and despite the 
necessary search for external support for peace-building, tends to be a recurring 
problem to solve in its policy stances and appears to be a method to transform the 
identity of the state.

In his inaugural speech in 2010, Santos stated that the country would “play a 
highly relevant role in new global spaces”, and would assume “the appropriate 
leadership role in international scenarios” (Presidencia, 2010). This global pro-
jection ambition appears to contradict the limits of the category of a secondary 
power, but Colombian foreign policy itself points to a concentration in the sub-
regional scenario. This is better explained by the adaptation of the new roles the 
country is seeking, sometimes surpassing the possibilities of its factual diplomacy 
in the leader’s discourses. Santos declared the commitment of Colombian diplo-
macy to the promotion of human rights for conviction, not for “external pressures 
or impositions” (Presidencia, 2010), thus affirming the principle of multilateral-
ism and a relatively autonomist stance facing the US or other leading powers. He 
also referred to the search for international recognition based on the achievement 
of “world-class” national economic, business and technological capabilities.

Applying role theory, the stage of attributing roles can include inconsistences and 
dualities because it deals with new functions that the state aspires to assume and 
not functions that are already acquired or are widely recognised by others. Thus, 
Colombia is “testing” options of global and regional projection, although it re-
mains a secondary power, and it will try to become an offeror of cooperation even 
though it still depends on international help as a recipient and is in the process of 
transformation towards stability and comprehensive development.

In his 2014 speech after re-election, Santos argued that Colombia had recovered 
a preeminent role in the world and showed willingness to contribute to regional 

1 See Colombia’s proposals regarding the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in the context of 
Río+20. In: http://www.cancilleria.gov.co/rio/abc  
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integration, coordination and cooperation despite differences, protecting the in-
terests and sovereignty of the state (Presidencia, 2014). This reflects his own per-
ception of the changed status of the country. He also clarified that some medium-
term goals, until 2025, would turn Colombia into a country of peace, equity and 
with the highest level of education in Latin America, achieving an image of the 
country as “prosperous. Admired. Respected. A leader” (Presidencia, 2014). There 
is not yet a clear role conception, but an expectation of emphasis on the ascent of 
the country’s status and a willingness to assume various, though limited, regional 
responsibilities.

In 2015, in the international presentation of advances in the peace process with 
the FARC, Santos commented that: “countries like Mexico and the Central 
American nations, where drug cartels affect the population more and more, would 
benefit from the achievement of peace in Colombia” (Presidencia, 2015). Addi-
tionally, he suggested that the external image of Colombia had changed from one 
of a “a violent and failed state” to a new and better one. Based on this, one can 
perceive the general political objectives of leadership and a changed international 
image. Thus, the presidential expectation of a new role conception is to begin 
contributing to countries of the region which have experienced similar difficulties 
– underdevelopment, armed conflict and narcotrafficking – based on the lessons 
learned in Colombia’s own processes of internal adjustment, although it has not 
yet fully overcome these issues. However, what is not clear are the strategies and 
instruments to achieve said objectives, which are required to fully construct the 
PR.

The “Foreign Policy Guidelines of Colombia” offer some clues. These establish, 
among other specific objectives, that: a) bilateral and multilateral agendas will 
be consolidated, prioritising the sustainable development of the country, and b) 
countries of Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) will receive “priority atten-
tion” (MRE, n.d. a). In this sense, two items are offered to build niche diplomacy: 
the theme – human development – and the geographical destination – LAC. 
Among other methods and instruments, it was prescribed in 2010 that Colombia 
would: 1) deepen integration with LAC to generate more opportunities in trade, 
investment and technology transfer, 2) seek to position itself internationally in 
diverse technical and scientific areas, 3) consolidate the receipt and offer of SSC 
and TrC as foreign policy instruments (MRE, 2010).

Regarding this dual role, the “Roadmap of International Cooperation 2015-2018” 
is a point of reference, mentioning two strategic objectives. First, to focus and 
stimulate the cooperation Colombia receives to: a) support the construction of 
peace, sustainable rural development and environmental conservation and sus-
tainability, and b) achieve the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) and enter the OECD (APC, 2015). Second, to share valuable knowledge 
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to contribute to foreign policy, the development of the country and the devel-
opment of partnerships in SSC and TrC, offered through bilateral mechanisms, 
regional strategies, strategic alliances and regional integration (APC, 2015). This 
willingness to “share” a valuable social resource (Huang, L. et. al., 2011 p.95) corre-
sponds to the concepts of “issue-oriented and functional” leadership. This preten-
tion of leadership may be based more on sharing know-how than on transferring 
material capabilities, and not necessarily on the aspiration to lead an ideational 
project trying to define a regional identity, or a common long-lasting regional or 
sub-regional project (Nolte, 2012, p.35). 

Additionally, in the PR of Colombian decisionmakers, lies the implicit question 
of how to build leadership relations within a position of duality as both a re-
cipient and offeror of cooperation. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs recognises 
that although the economic status of the country has changed to a “high-middle 
income country” meaning it is not a priority recipient of Official Development 
Assistance (ODA), it continues to require ODA. Although Colombia wants to be 
an OECD country offering cooperation, it does not try to – nor can it – assume 
the role of “emerging ODA donor” and, as such, will not become a member of the 
Development Assistance Committee of the OECD (MRE, s.f. b). In fact, despite 
the change in its status in 2010, Colombia has remained one of the countries in 
LAC that receives the most ODA: in 2013 it received ODA of 862 million USD, 
increasing to 1505 million USD in 2015 (Banco Mundial, 2017).

From the perspective of role theory, a country may try to assume incompatible 
roles, obliging it to choose, or to play a role which exceeds its available resources, 
leading to “overload” (Thies 2009, p.7). In the role conception of Colombian poli-
cymakers, attempts to resolve the dilemma have led to the offer of experience and 
knowledge rather than ODA, and the use of principles in SSC and TrC such 
as “horizontality, solidarity, interest and mutual benefit”, which prescribe shared 
responsibility in the formulation, financing, execution and evaluation of initiatives 
(APC, s.f.a, p.3). These are prescriptions of the alter internalised by Colombia, 
because they are part of the new, non-traditional cooperation methodologies en-
dorsed by the community of offerors and recipients, as reflected in the Declaration 
of Paris (2005) and the Accra Action Plan (2008). An intermediary role is defined 
between that of donor and recipient, a “partner” country, which takes responsi-
bility for the analysis and implementation of ODA, although OECD countries 
remain the main donors (OCDE, n.d., p.5). Consequentially, issue-oriented and 
functional leadership, with the backup of donors, seems preferable because of the 
constraints derived from modest material and ideational capabilities.

In the case of TrC, one can identify a relationship of three roles following the 
model of other countries which promote SSC, and not only those which are un-
derdeveloped or developing: the presence of a “facilitating partner” or a developed 
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country of the North which finances the project, the intervention of a “strategic 
partner” or a “pivot country”, like Colombia, and the acceptance of a “receiving 
partner” (APC, 2016a, p.15). This apparently allows a country of moderate capa-
bilities to lead, coordinate and distinguish itself by utilising the resources or back-
up of an actor with a superior position in the social structure. As a role, the “pivot” 
is equivalent to a “coordinator” and is a position which defies somewhat the role 
expectation traditionally attached to a leader, in which the autonomous use of 
material resources or the asymmetric aggregation of capabilities of others in fa-
vour of the leader is expected, or in which a normative superiority or capability to 
instil in others the leader’s rules, values and beliefs is supposed. In this triangular 
scheme, the functions assumed by the pivot are to offer their tested experience 
or good practice, lead network activities, meet with counterparts, coordinate re-
sources, and synchronise offers and requests for cooperation (APC, 2016a, p.16).

Such arguments are useful to interpret the new role conception of Colombia and 
the leadership it is starting to build in CAC via SSC and TrC. Such forms of co-
operation are formulated and implemented in the framework of flexible schemes 
of reciprocal exchange, oriented to specific tasks and projects in themes of human 
development and security, in which Colombia assumes a posture more of coor-
dinator and bridge between financers and recipients, than that of a directing and 
hierarchic role. The following section will deal with its offer of SSC and TrC in 
CAC to verify in practice this new role conception and role performance. 

Colombia in Central America and the Caribbean and its Role Performance in 
SSC and TrC

The data of the Ibero-American General Secretariat (SEGIB) exposes facts that 
are incomplete in the official pages of the Foreign Ministry and the Presidential 
Agency for Cooperation. SEGIB has an Integrated Ibero-American Data Sys-
tem on SSC and TrC with American States since 2015, based on the information 
and experience of more than ten years of cooperation between Spain and Latin 
America and the Caribbean (SEGIB, 2016, p.14). However, SEGIB recognizes 
that there is greater clarity in measuring traditional cooperation than SSC and 
CTR (p.33), so it depends on guides, surveys, and information provided by the 
agencies and cooperation offices.

Regarding Colombian SSC and TrC, a substantial increase in the role of CAC as 
recipients can be observed. From 2008, with the initiative of Uribe´s government 
to offer SSC to the Caribbean, and the 2010 decision to participate in the “Me-
soamerican Regional Cooperation Program” (PRCM with its Spanish acronym)2, 

2 This is directed to Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, 
Panama and the Dominican Republic.
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in the framework of the “Tuxtla Dialogue and Coordination Mechanism”3, Co-
lombia changed from being a passive member of the “Mesoamerican Project”4, 
trying to become a SSC manager, following the path of Mexico (SEGIB, 2012, 
p.117). There are two sub-regional strategies which represent the guidelines of the 
Colombian offer and which try to build cooperation networks between the public 
sector, the private sector and civil society organisations from both sides.

Firstly, between 2008 and 2009, the “Strategy of Colombian Cooperation with 
the Caribbean Basin” was formulated and its implementation started, promoting 
projects in bilingualism, technical education, natural disaster management, food 
security, academic mobility, culture and environment (APC, s.f.a, p.7).

Secondly, in 2010, the PRCM was formulated. The program promotes initiatives 
in issues of social mobility, quality management, public services, local govern-
ability, public security among others (APC, s.f.a, p.8). In 2016, greater coordina-
tion between the PRCM and the guidelines of the Central American Integration 
System was adopted, additionally promoting themes such as transport, energy, 
telecommunications, trade facilitation and health (APC, 2016b). Here one can 
note the effort to reconcile the role conception of Colombia based on the ego 
with the prescriptions of the alter, which allows the identification of the specific 
themes valued by the recipients to deploy niche diplomacy consistently through 
the role of “partner” or “pivot” in international cooperation.

As a complement to the two regional strategies, the Strategy of International 
Cooperation in Comprehensive Security of Colombia was formulated (ECISI 
with its Spanish acronym), emphasising the fight against transnational organised 
crime and directed at applicant countries from Central America, the Caribbean, 
South America and Africa, but prioritising the first three sub-regions (MRE, 
s.f.a, p.2). The four axes of the offer and its sub-themes are: a) homeland security, 
b) anticorruption, c) human rights and international humanitarian law, and d) 
strengthening operative capabilities (MRE, s.f.a, p.11).

Here, one can observe that decisionmakers do not appear fully conscious of the 
limitations of Colombia as a secondary regional power in their planning of its 
issue-oriented diplomacy beyond LAC, which could open geographic niches that 
are difficult to maintain. There is also a duality in the attributed role, because some 
of the themes in which Colombia seeks to transfer its expertise are weak areas in 
its own public management or are tied to the still unresolved causes of its armed 
conflict. For example, the weak territorial presence of the state, represented in the 

3 This forum has its origin in the 1991 Summit, where the Presidents of Costa Rica, El Salvador, Gua-
temala, Honduras, Nicaragua and Mexico participated, deliberating on the main issues linked to the 
development of Central America and Mexico. See: http://www.sela.org/es/cumbres-regionales/tuxtla/
4 Colombia was incorporated to this sub-regional integration mechanism in 2006. See: http://www.
proyectomesoamerica.org



127

The New Role Conception of Colombia and its Leadership Projection in Central America and the Caribbean in the Post-Conflict Context

precariousness of transparent public policies and police and justice institutions 
in many areas of the country. However, from role theory, this is understandable 
because the country is going through a stage of transformation of its self, and be-
cause several objectives derived from the new role conception will be corrected by 
trial and error. Concrete practices may allow attributed roles to become acquired 
ones.

In quantitative terms, the roles of partner and pivot played by Colombia can be 
shown in bilateral SSC by sub-region and the number of cooperation actions. 
First, it stands out that between 2008 and 2014, Central America tends to con-
centrate between 30% and 70% of the bilateral SSC activities offered by Colombia 
in Ibero-America, except for the harsh decline in the year 2012 (SEGIB, 2009, 
2010, 2011, 2012, 2013-2014, 2015, 2016). Second, within irregular patterns, the 
supply of bilateral SSC to Central America remained higher than that directed 
to South America and the Caribbean, with emphasis on the increase in supply to 
the three sub-regions between 2012 and 2013, which is partially explained by the 
creation of the APC in 2011-2012. In sum, in Central America appears to be a 
solid geographical niche strengthening, making the issue-oriented and functional 
leadership more sustainable than in other areas.

The following graphs help to identify the importance of the SSC for Colombia, 
but they do not allow solid comparative inferences between the Uribe and Santos 
administrations because of the only period available (2008-2014), except that it 
can be assumed that the highest point in number of SSC actions from Colombia 
has occurred during the Santos government.

Source: authors with data from SEGIB (2009, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013-2014, 2015, 
2016).

An even more revealing fact about the favourable asymmetry that Colombia tries 
to build in CAC can be perceived by calculating the balance of bilateral SSC 
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actions, when SSC actions received by Colombia from countries in the three sub-
regions are subtracted from the SSC actions Colombia supplies. It is assumed that 
SSC has a reciprocal and symmetric character, making it difficult to distinguish 
a “leader”, but the balance shows that while SSC with South America does not 
have a clear surplus, with the Caribbean there is a slight predominance, and with 
Central America there is a clear predominance of Colombian supply.

Source: authors with data from SEGIB (2009, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013-2014, 2015, 
2016).

Although the SSC data for the Caribbean appears low, it is worth remember-
ing that SEGIB considers the supply of pivots towards the non-Ibero-American 
Caribbean separately. There, Colombia improves its asymmetrical position, given 
that between 2012 and 2014, sixty-one further SSC actions were registered in this 
geographical zone.

Regarding TrC, it is noted that between 2011 and 2016, Colombia acted as a 
pivot in twenty-two projects with twenty-three beneficiary countries: three in 
2011, six in 2012, seven in 2013, six in 2014, one in 2015 and eight in 2016 (APC, 
n.d., p.6). Among the destinations were six countries in Central America5 and 
four in the Caribbean6. These individual TrC projects are added to other collective 
projects in CAC in the framework of the two sub-regional strategies of Colombia 
(p.7). It should be added that TrC with Central America increased slightly in 
the framework of the ECISI. To better understand what Colombia offers as a 
pivot, data from 2016 indicates that of eight projects approved by participants in 
that year, with a total value of 5.2 million euros, Colombia committed itself to 
contributing 800,000 euros (APC, n.d., p.9). Regarding donors, US support has 
represented backup for the SSC and TrC offered by Colombia, but it is not the 
only one. Between 2011 and 2016, the country reported that of twenty-two TrC 

5 Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Panama and Nicaragua.
6 Belize, Dominica, the Dominican Republic and Cuba.
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projects executed, one in development, ten approved and two in the call phase – 
thirty-five in total as a “pivot” – the US was the backup in only five, with Germany 
also taking this role in five cases (APC, 2016a, p.7).

Despite the growing importance of Colombian CSSC and TrC, it is worth em-
phasising that, in a comparative analysis, Colombia is not the main supplier in 
Latin America. There have been years in which, in numbers of coordinated ac-
tions, Colombia has been found among the top suppliers, for example, achieving 
first place in bilateral SSC in 2014, with eighty-five initiatives of a total of three 
hundred and thirty-three in Ibero-America (SEGIB, 2016, p.48). But in SSC in 
general, it remains behind the supply of Brazil, Argentina, Mexico and Chile, as 
the fifth partner in LAC (APC, s.f.a, p.10). In terms of TrC, in the period 2010-
2014, it was only in 2012 that Colombia arrived to the top three suppliers, behind 
Chile and Mexico (SEGIB, 2016, p.178).

However, the differentiating factor for Colombia, or its “added value” compared 
to other SSC and TrC offers, appears to be thematic. All pivot countries direct 
projects and initiatives in specific themes related to the promotion of sustainable 
development. In fact, the SEGIB (2015) groups all offers into four broad areas: 
economics, institutional strengthening, social issues, and environmental policies. 
Thus, there are two thematic issues in which Colombia wants to distinguish itself 
from the “regional portfolio”, based on what it considers its greatest expertise: 
public security and peace-building. They may be issues in which the country still 
has significant domestic challenges, but they are the axes of the projection dis-
course that is building the image of Colombia as an issue-oriented and functional 
leader.

Conclusions

This article used a simplified version of role theory based on authors such as Hol-
sti (1970) and Thies (2009) to try to explain the basis of the new international role 
conception of Colombia during the two terms of Santos and its foreign policy 
PR in terms of how to make the country an international leader in the midst of 
transition to the post-conflict period, and despite the material limitations its faces 
as a secondary power.

The concepts of issue-oriented and functional leadership (Vu, 2017) and niche 
diplomacy (Henrikson, 2005) were used to interpret the role conception and role 
performance of Colombia in CAC, in comparison to its cooperation in South 
America, with the aim of identifying the relevance of these areas. Additionally, 
the article incorporated the deployment of socially valued resources to examine 
the expansion of the foreign policy instruments of Colombia.

The first empirical section sought to reconstruct and understand the interaction 
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between the new national role conception of the Santos government and its ways 
of representing the problem of the search for Colombian leadership, based on 
the revision of presidential discourses and the analysis of official documents that 
orient foreign policy decision-making. Some objectives and strategies designed 
to promote that incipient leadership were identified, and the assumption that the 
perception of the main decisionmaker points to a positive meaning attributed to 
domestic and international changes, and to a change in status, was verified. 

Although the country has not resolved its internal problems, the presidential ex-
pectation of a new role conception is to begin contributing to countries of the 
region that have experienced similar difficulties, like underdevelopment, armed 
conflict and narcotrafficking, based on the lessons learned in its own internal 
adjustment processes. This pretention to leadership appears to be based more on 
sharing know-how than on transferring material incentives or capabilities, and 
seeks its development in non-hegemonic matrixes of cooperation. 

In the second empirical section, the “partner” and “pivot” roles of Colombia were 
identified as functions that approach the type of projection described by the con-
cepts of issue-oriented and functional leadership. It was verified that despite the 
prescription of reciprocity in the SSC it offers and receives, Colombia maintains a 
favourable asymmetry, above all in Central America, but also a growing asymme-
try in the Caribbean when the non-Spanish-speaking countries of the region are 
taken into account. The themes of peace promotion and citizen security appear 
as differential aspects facing other offers of SSC and TrC and with a geographi-
cal emphasis in the most vulnerable countries of Central America, becoming, 
for the moment, pillars of a niche diplomacy. Colombian participation in the 
“Mesoamerican Regional Cooperation Program” and the formulation of instru-
ments such as the “Strategy of Colombian Cooperation with the Caribbean Ba-
sin” and the “Strategy of International Cooperation in Comprehensive Security” 
are frameworks to define role expectations, both in the ego and the alter, although 
they tend to reflect more Colombian aspirations.

As the Colombian case shows, the stage of role attribution can include inconsis-
tencies and dualities, above all because this secondary power is “testing” options 
of global and regional projection in a process of trial and error. As the shared 
practices and concretisation of expectations, and evaluations, of the alter are con-
solidated, Colombia could pass from the second phase of leadership construction 
to the third, institutionalising what are currently short-term initiatives. That is, 
converting the attributed roles within the new national role conception into ac-
quired and externally legitimised ones.
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Abstract

Russia’s hard-power policy vis-à-vis Ukraine is not primarily and exclusively about 
regional power projection, but rather about reclaiming a prime rank in the social or-
der of international relations. My assumption rests on two observations: First, in its 
coercive attempts to maintain control over Ukraine, Russia is actually losing influ-
ence over the country – and the overall neighborhood. Secondly, while discursively 
putting the Ukraine issue in the context of global power shifts and the renegotia-
tion of world order, thereby advocating for classical principles like state sovereignty 
and non-intervention, Russia has woefully neglected these principles in Ukraine. I 
argue that Russia’s Ukraine policy is an attempt of the Russian elites to cope with 
the unresolved anger over earlier negative experiences of status deprivation in their 
relationship with the West. The socio-emotional logic is behaviorally traced via a 
cost-benefit analysis, and cognitively via a constructivist inspired analysis of the 
official Russian discourse. The socio-emotional perspective helps linking Russia’s 
regional policy conduct with its global status aspirations.  
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Introduction

One of the prominent narratives about the drivers of Russia’s current coercive 
policy vis-à-vis Ukraine describes Russian conduct as an attempt of a regional 
power to enhancing its geopolitical supremacy over the region as a means to de-
fend its traditional sphere of influence and, thus, the country’s leadership status in 
the post-Soviet region (e.g. Mearsheimer 2014).1 In fact, there is much evidence 
to this geopolitical interpretation: Russia’s economic, military and cultural influ-

1 For a discussion of the different explanations, see Götz 2016.



138

Regina Heller

ence in the region has been and – 25 years after the breakup of the Soviet Union – is 
still strong and one can therefore rightly argue that Russia has an interest to 
maintain control over the region’s resources. Projecting power onto the neighbor-
hood appeared quite easy in the 1990s, as Russia still appeared for its neighbors 
as the ‘natural’ force in the region, although the country underwent a severe phase 
of economic decline and political weakness. By 2000, as the economy and politics 
was recovering, Russia started to more actively adopt to evolving trends in the 
region by pushing economic and security integration projects – the Eurasian Eco-
nomic Community (EURASEC, entered into force 2001) and the Collective Se-
curity Treaty Organization (CSTO, founded in 2002) in particular. Subsequently, 
economic integration deepened. In 2010, EURASEC was complemented by a 
Customs Union between Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan, both of which were 
transferred and integrated into the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) in 2015 
(see also Wilson 2017). With the upgrade of the Shanghai Five into the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization (SCO) in 2001 and Russia’s inclusion into the BRICS 
forum (formalized in 2009),2 Russia was seen again as a “rising” hegemonical 
regional power (Macfarlane 2006; Stent 2006).

The nearly simultaneous appearance of Western integration projects, the Eu-
ropean Union (EU) and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in 
particular, as well as the emergence of democratic tendencies in the post-Soviet 
space, however, appeared to threaten Russia’s attempts to consolidate its regional 
leadership role. Russia was especially concerned that the revolutionary develop-
ments in Ukraine could spill over to Russia, destabilize the domestic political 
system, and trigger a regime change in Russia. Spinning this logic through, from 
the combination of external security and domestic power and stability concerns, 
Russia was forced to balance against EU’s and NATO’s eastward expansion more 
assertively in the wake of the ‘Euromaidan’ protests and once and for all to secure 
its sphere of influence around its borders. From a geopolitical interpretation, the 
conflict between Russia and Western actors seemed unavoidable, and an aggres-
sive move, supported by requirements to sustain power and legitimize authoritar-
ian rule domestically and to bring the countries of the region back into Russia’s 
orbit, pre-programmed (Mearsheimer 2014; Motyl 2014). Russian top officials 
have themselves rhetorically contributed to this geopolitical interpretation. They 
have recurrently underlined that Russia holds special and ‘exclusive’ rights in the 
region, and that any attempts to penetrate what is informally still termed the ‘near 
abroad’ will be pre-empted with adequate countermeasures (Medvedev 2008). All 
this is rhetorically embedded into a global context, namely the idea that Russia 
has to fight against Western and in particular U.S. American ‘imperialism’ or ‘co-
lonialism’ that creates instability in the world in favor of a new, ‘better’ and more 

2 BRICS is the acronym for a diplomatic forum on economic and financial questions established be-
tween Brazil, Russia, India, China and South-Africa. 



139

Defending Social Status – Why Russia’s Ukraine Policy is About More than Regional Leadership

stable global order, in which America is balanced by a multitude of regional poles, 
amidst them Russia.

However, this interpretation ignores a number of paradoxes: First, in its coer-
cive attempts to preserve regional primacy, Russia’s regional leadership status is 
more challenged than ever. Second, while in the global context Russia discursively 
promotes structures of international order in which there is no one dominating 
pole and Westphalian principles such as state sovereignty and non-intervention 
in domestic affairs as normative anchors of global stability, it has woefully vio-
lated Ukrainian sovereignty and deliberately created instability. These paradoxes 
require us to revise our thinking – both about Russia’s motives and about the 
logics of contemporary geopolitics. I suggest an alternative approach, which puts 
socio-emotional factors in the center of attention. I argue that Russian ‘geopoli-
tics’ is not primarily driven by the goal to securing regional leadership but by the 
objective to fulfil its global social status aspirations. From the perspective of social 
psychology, Russia’s policy has its origins in the country’s elites’ concern over in-
ternational social status, i.e. a positively distinctive identity in the international 
social order. In the neighborhood, it is a traditional understanding of power and 
influence that constitutes this positive collective identity. Social psychology and 
more recent findings from the International Relations (IR) research on emotions 
help to understand that Russian status concerns are embedded into negative ex-
periences of status deprivation and misrecognition by the West throughout the 
post-Cold War era.3 I hypothesize that these experiences shape Russian foreign 
policy conduct towards Ukraine in the following ways:

1. Risk assessments and judgements about the costs and gains of Russia’s 
policy towards Ukraine are made on subjective, namely socio-emotional, 
grounds that tend to impede absolute payoffs. We should therefore see a 
number of costs and unintended effects incurring to Russia that tend to 
undermine the goal of securing or enhancing regional leadership. 

2. The underlying socio-emotional experience turns into a strategic resource 
for Russia’s ruling elite to produce international social status as emotion-
based moralization offers effective ways to reinterpret the status-power 
hierarchy. We should therefore find strong evidences of moral argumenta-
tion in the official rhetoric justifying Russia’s behaviour towards Ukraine.  

In order to probe my claim, I will search for evidence of socio-emotionally in-
duced attempts of social status restoration in Russia’s Ukraine policy. I suggest the 
following path of investigation: In the article’s second part, I outline the theoreti-

3 In fact, a number of authors have highlighted Russian fixation with its social status, particularly 
vis-à-vis the West and pinpointed at increasing dissatisfaction with and complaints from Moscow over 
insufficient status recognition (Forsberg et al. 2014; Heller 2014; Larson & Shevchenko 2014).



140

Regina Heller

cal basis of my approach, drawn mainly from social psychology, emotions research 
in IR and the power transition literature. In the third section, I trace the roots 
of Russian social status concerns. In the fourth section, I analyze the emotion-
induced Russian strategy to restore a positively distinctive collective identity 
for Russia in international relations in the context of its ongoing conflict with 
Ukraine by a) weighing the gains of Russia’s aggressive status-seeking strategy 
vis-à-vis Ukraine against the costs, thereby assessing in how far Russia’s power-
politics enhances the country’s regional power and influence; and b) showing the 
strategic use of moral justifications in the official discourse that link back to and 
take up frames that are connected with past subjective experiences of Western 
status denial. In the fifth section, I summarize the findings and assess the added 
value of my perspective.

Failed Great Power Verification as Source for Russian Power-Politics in 
Ukraine 

Status, Identity and Emotions   

The status of major powers in international relations, as we know from the power-
transition theory, not only relies on and is measured along material capabilities 
(such as military and economic resources), but also needs to consider a num-
ber of other properties including the social recognition of major power status 
(attribution) by other countries (Volgy et al. 2011, 7; Levy 1983; Fordham & 
Asal 2007). The literature speaks of ‘status-consistent’ major powers when they 
are legitimately recognized as having both capabilities and willingness, as being 
independent to become involved in international politics, and are expected to do 
so. Status-inconsistent powers, on the contrary, face a mismatch between capa-
bilities, willingness and independence on the one hand and community-based 
status attribution on the other (Volgy et al. 2011, 10-12; Danilovic & Clare 2007, 
292). Status-inconsistent powers can be subdivided into ‘status-overachievers’ and 
‘status-underachievers’. Status-overachievers get status recognition, but lack the 
attributes to act as such. Status-underachievers are willing and have the power to 
act as major powers, but do not get the recognition from other states (ibid.). 

While status-overachievers are mainly interested in keeping things as they are 
and are assumed to defend their status in their neighborhood at low costs and 
risks, status-seeking strategies of underachievers are more dangerous as they are 
willing to “[...] resolve uncertainty around their status by competing more ag-
gressively than overachievers to create larger roles for themselves in international 
affairs” (Volgy et al. 2011, 11f.). Most importantly, it is stipulated that status-
underachievers evaluate the risks and costs of foreign policy action in a “non-
linear manner”. In line with Prospect Theory, a psychological theory that explains 
suboptimal choices of decision-makers, this means that under-achieving powers 
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“are likely to operate in the ‘domain of losses’ and will be willing to take greater 
risks and be willing to pay grater costs to achieve status-consistency” (ibid.). Two 
important substantiations stem from this psychological explanation: First, judg-
ments taken in the domain of loss are prone to errors and miscalculations, because 
under the condition of risk and uncertainty “it is difficult to foresee the conse-
quences and outcomes of events with clarity” (McDermott 1998, 15; Kahnemann 
2009). Second, decision-makers can interpret the domain they are operating in on 
the basis of either objective or subjective assessments and judgements (McDer-
mott 1998, 37). In the latter case, it is more important how an actor “feels” about 
the environment or a specific situation he/she faces.  

That the “feeling” of status recognition is relevant in international relations is also 
highlighted in many other branches of the psychologically inspired IR literature 
(e.g. Crawford 2000; Mercer 2006, 2017; Kemper 1987, 2007; Wohlforth 2009; 
Onea 2014; Paul et al. 2014; Renshon 2016). One strand that explicitly links 
status and emotions is the Social Identity Theory (SIT). According to SIT, it is 
an actor’s (i.e. decision-maker’s) social identification and emotional attachment 
with a specific group (or collective) identity that gives relevance to subjective 
assessments of status (Tajfel 1978). Larger collectives and their representatives 
(political decision-makers, people in high state functions) try to develop and pre-
serve a positively distinctive identity and want to be accepted as a valuable mem-
ber of their status-group or community (Larson 2017). While SIT assumes that 
status-seeking is primarily intrinsically motivated and directed at the approval of 
a certain social (collective) identity, it does not exclude that the intrinsic driver 
also co-constitutes external, material status-goals. It is clear that higher status in 
the social hierarchy of states provides for access to material assets such as special 
rights and powers. Vice-versa, when a collective identity is traditionally based 
on power and influence, a country will most likely define its social status exactly 
through these material status markers.

Being recognized in one’s (collective) self-identity is thus socially and emotionally 
important also for ‘states’ – or what should be rather defined as composite actors 
in official state positions. Perceptions of misrecognition, unfair or deliberately 
harmful treatment triggers negative emotional reactions and attitudes (Tiedens 
2001; Rosen 2005; Kelman 1965) – “affective energies” (Ross 2006) – that come 
close to what is described as ‘anger’ in psychological studies on individual behavior 
(Stets & Burke 2000; Tajfel 1978; Miller 2001). Anger is defined as a “negative 
phenomenological (or internal) feeling state associated with specific cognitive 
and perceptual distortions and deficiencies (for example misappraisals, errors, and 
attributions of blame, injustice, preventability, and/or intentionality), subjective 
labelling, physiological changes, and action tendencies to engage in socially con-
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structed and reinforced organized behavioral scripts.” (Kassinove 1995, 7).4 It is 
important to note that anger is not only and primarily about aggression (Averill 
1983), but a multitude of cognitive and behavioral short- and long-term reactions 
that aim at reverting the discrepancy between the ‘as-is’-situation and the desired 
and aspired status structure in a social relationship. Gerhards clusters these reac-
tions as behavioral and cognitive “coping strategies” (Gerhards 1988, 212-213). 
Behavioral coping consists of active attempts to intervene in the social environ-
ment with the goal to change the status-power structure and, this way, modu-
late the virulent emotion. Cognitive coping refers to changes in the mental state 
through a re-interpretation of ‘self ’ and ‘other’ representations, which is mainly 
based on moral categories. 

The Sources of Russian Status Concerns

Undoubtedly, post-Soviet Russia possesses attributes that fulfill the criteria for a 
major power in world politics. Russia holds the second largest arsenal of nuclear 
weapons after the U.S. Moreover, as the legal successor to the USSR, Russia is a 
permanent member of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) and thus 
continues to hold an influential position in world politics. Also regionally, as 
has been outlined earlier, Russia’s influence is still significant. However, Russia’s 
economic potential and resources have significantly lagged behind the conceded 
power attributes, and greater political influence in world politics had not materi-
alized for a long time. Therefore, in Western political as well as academic circles, 
Russia was perceived as a status-overachiever for most of the post-Soviet period 
(Freire 2011).

Within Russia, it was equally clear from the beginning that post-Soviet Russia 
should remain in a prominent position in world politics. After the dissolution 
of the Soviet Union and the end of the bipolar system the question of Russia’s 
national identity and role in world politics became a matter of an intensive do-
mestic debate among the political elites (e.g. Tsygankov 2006). As early as 1993, 
a common denominator emerged in the debate, namely that Russia has always 
been and must continue to be a great power. Yet, the view from the West that 
Russia lacked the capabilities to exert influence internationally was not shared 
among the political elites in the country. In fact, Russia deemed itself a ‘natural’ 
member of the elite club of powerful states after the Cold War. This ‘natural’ right 
of a prime position is frequently ascribed to Russia’s unbroken attitude towards its 
imperial history that is a driving force for this self-perception and role-definition 
as a major power (e.g. Light 2014, 215). As the old bipolar system had vanished, 
Russia had to define itself in a new systemic structure of international relations. 
Then-Foreign Minister Evgeniy Primakov was the first to establish the idea of 
an influential, powerful Russia in a multi-polar world in the second half of the 

4 On action tendencies see also Novaco 1986.
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1990s in Russia’s foreign policy strategy (Primakov 1996). This idea of Russia as 
a great power relied on traditional conceptions, as prescribed in the Russian secu-
rity culture, and has ever since been a constitutive component of Russia’s foreign 
policy concepts.

Three core signifiers in this conception constitute Russian great power status: 
centrality, equality and regional primacy (Heller 2017). Centrality refers to Rus-
sia’s role as a permanent member of the UNSC and its ability to disperse power 
and influence via this organization, traditionally through diplomacy and negotia-
tions. Equality refers to Russia’s perceived right to be consulted, especially when 
it comes to issues of European security. Regional primacy refers to the assumed 
right to claim an exclusive zone of influence in the post-Soviet region. However, 
this traditional approach to great power and international relations brought Rus-
sia increasingly in conflict with the West after 1991, which led to a situation in 
which Russian policy-makers perceived the country’s major power status to erode, 
thus developing a status-underachiever attitude.

Erosions to Russian centrality eventually began when Western actors started to 
introduce new understandings and approaches to security, thereby modifying 
constitutive norms of the traditional Westphalian structure of the international 
system. This in particular touched upon the sovereignty norm and put forward the 
idea that a state’s internal as well as external sovereignty can be restrained on the 
grounds of human security and through external intervention. Moscow was never 
enthusiastic about the concept of ‘human security’ and its application in interna-
tional conflict management at the expense of the valuation of more traditional 
principles such as state sovereignty and non-intervention. It particularly insisted 
on its application only in the context and with approval of the UNSC. NATO’s 
military intervention in Kosovo 1999, which was justified as a ‘humanitarian in-
tervention’ and took place without UN consent, reflected a preliminary culmina-
tion of a conflict that continued 2003 in the context of the U.S.-intervention in 
Iraq and was channeled into the discussion over the validity and interpretation of 
what by mid-2000 became institutionalized in the framework of the UN as the 
‘Responsibility to Protect’ (R2P) principle (Heller 2014).

Russia’s status as an equal player (on par with the U.S. and with equal right in 
European security) started to erode in Russian perception with NATO’s decision 
to enlarge to the countries of Eastern Europe. NATO’s enlargement towards the 
East has been criticized since the beginning of the process in the early 1990s 
(Black 2000). In the Russian view, the expansion of the Western regional security 
block cemented the division of security to the expense of Russia in Europe and 
marked the end of the goal that had been formulated after the end of the Cold 
War to search for a new, inclusive, pan-European security structure in which Rus-
sia and the countries of NATO meet on equal footing. The hope for an undivided 
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security architecture seemed unrealistic, as particularly the new Eastern European 
member states aimed for security ‘from’ and not ‘with’ Russia. Although Russia 
was granted a special status in the relations with NATO, it has always complained 
that Russia is not consulted on equal footing in decisions that affect security in 
Europe (and issues where NATO disperses its power beyond) (ibid.). Also in 
the context of American missile defence plans for Europe, Moscow continuously 
blamed the U.S. for not considering its concerns (e.g. Zadra 2014).

Given these developments, regional primacy appeared to remain the last social 
status marker for Russia. However, the erosion of centrality and equality also af-
fected Russia’s status in its neighborhood. Claims for more democracy and civil 
society participation such as in Georgia and Ukraine, manifest in the ‘rose revolu-
tion’ in Georgia 2003 and the ‘orange revolution’ in Ukraine 2004, heralded the 
dawn of more liberal ideas to take root in these countries. Deeper integration 
of these countries through EU-association in the framework of the European 
Neighborhood Policy (ENP) and later on the Eastern Partnership (EaP) initia-
tive of 2009, or discussion with and within NATO starting by 2005 on the out-
look of integrating Georgia and Ukraine into the Alliance in an undefined future, 
challenged Russia’s claim for exclusiveness and regional primacy. The fact that 
Western inclusive strategies have spurred more anger and resentment among the 
Russian political elites and its decision-makers becomes evident in the context of 
the Russian-Georgian war. A statement made by the then-Russian representative 
at NATO Dmitri Rogozin (2008) immediately after the Russian-Georgian war 
shows quite amply that maintaining social status became an important variable to 
Russian foreign policy in the neighborhood. In his statement, he underlined that 
the West “[…] has now started to look at Russia differently – namely with respect – 
and I consider this to be Russia’s key diplomatic achievement”.

Russia’s Status-Seeking Strategy in the Context of the Ukraine Conflict

Does Russia’s Ukraine policy tie up to the above outlined social status concerns? 
In how far does it expose typical elements of a socio-emotionally inspired strategy 
to revert an unfair status structure? In the following section, I assess the behav-
ioral and cognitive dimensions of anger coping on the official state (institutional) 
level. I assume that in the case of Russia, looking at official policy and state repre-
sentatives/decision-makers is more important in assessing the level of ‘emotional-
ization’ of foreign policy than for example looking at the Russian public, because 
pluralistic bargaining or negotiation with public opinion is not taking place in the 
relatively closed political environment. 
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Behavioral Coping: The Costs of Changing the Social Environment

As a result of its interference in Crimea and Eastern Ukraine in 2014,5 after 
the breakout of the ‘Euromaidan’ protests and the dismissal of the pro-Russian 
Yanukovich-government in Kiev,  Russia has changed the geopolitical landscape 
in a way that it now controls two Ukrainian territories – Crimea directly and the 
‘Donbas’ region. In summer 2014, observers speculated that Russia would try to 
expand the conflict to other regions in Ukraine, particularly to the South-West, 
known in nationalist circles as ‘Novorossiya’ (Robins-Early 2014).6 Since Russia 
entered the Minsk process in September 2014, expansion moves have stopped, 
but Russia has been accused of obstructing a peaceful settlement and of delib-
erately aiming at a ‘freezing’ of the conflict in order to keep indirect control over 
Ukraine and consolidate its geopolitical grip over the country. 

Material Costs

However, keeping further control of these territories comes with significant long-
term as well as unintended costs, supporting the assumption that Moscow strong-
ly underestimated Ukrainian resistance and resilience to Russia’s hybrid warfare. 
Although Russia invested comparably little financial resources for its immediate 
operations both in Eastern Ukraine and in Crimea ( Jonson & Seely 2015), Russia 
has faced considerable additional expenditures. As has been calculated by politi-
cal analysts from data taken from the Russian federal budget for 2017, “[…] the 
costs of the military involvement in Ukraine are estimated to amount to over $40 
billion on military personnel and equipment, on refugees and on subsidies for 
Crimea” (The Moscow Times 2016). Moscow quite unwillingly also took over 
financial responsibility for the separatist entities in Donbas after a year of violent 
conflict. In 2016, Russia started to bankroll pensions and social benefits as well as 
salaries to local employees in the public sphere and to the armed separatists. The 
ICG calculated that “[i]f consistently maintained, this will cost [Russia] over $1 
billion a year, a substantial sum for the Russian treasury in straitened economic 
times” (International Crisis Group 2016, 2).

Information about the human costs of the military intervention vary and are con-
tradictory (Demirjian 2015): Estimates from 2016 based on information from the 
well-known non-governmental organization Russian Soldiers Mothers Associa-
tions point to over 2,000 casualties (Shakov 2016). With regard to Crimea, Rus-
sia has strengthened the integration of the peninsula into the Russian Federation, 
mainly by providing subsidies for economic development and modernization. 
Here, Moscow equally faces long-term costs of modernization and social benefit 

5 For a detailed assessment, see International Crisis Group 2016; for a description of how the process 
developed, see Splidsboel-Hansen 2015.
6 It was speculated that the pro-Russian separatists wanted to create a corridor between Donbas and 
the separatist region Transnistria (Kramer & Gordon 2014). 
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transfers. These subsidies and investments already now are estimated to make up 
to $4.5-7 billion annually (Berman 2015). Potential economic gains either can-
not fully outweigh these investments, for instance through the cancellation of 
the Kharkiv Agreement (Ukraina & Rossiiskaia Federatsiia 2010), securing the 
presence of the Russian Black Sea Fleet in Sevastopol until 2042 in exchange for 
“a $100 discount per thousand cubic meters for Ukraine’s imports of Russian gas” 
(Bush 2014), or are highly uncertain without the help of Western technology, 
e.g. through future assets from natural gas exploitation in the Crimea shoreline.7

The EU’s and U.S. decision to impose sanctions on Russia as a reaction to its 
coercive policy towards Ukraine again took the leadership in Moscow by surprise, 
although all in all, their impact on Russia’s overall economy is assumed to be 
rather moderate (Russel 2016).8 The most serious and long-term effect is pre-
sumably the disintegration of Russian firms from Western capital markets and a 
general worsening of the investment climate. Yet, both President Putin and Prime 
Minister Medvedev keep insisting that the economic repercussions of the sanc-
tions rather help stabilizing Russia’s economy than putting pressure on it (Med-
vedev 2016). They argue that the country is increasingly facing hostility from its 
geopolitical environment, which legitimizes the turn away from macro-economic 
development towards a militarized economy (Connolly 2016, 1). This strategic 
subordination of the economy to short-term concerns of national security will 
make the overall costs of Russia’s power-politics particularly difficult to absorb 
and keeps Russia’s geopolitical control over Ukraine unstable.

More Legitimacy as a Regional Leader?

With its power-politics vis-à-vis Ukraine, Russia was able to prevent the country 
from moving closer to NATO, but it could not stop Kiev from rapprochement 
towards the EU. On the contrary: Ukraine was even more determined to sign the 
Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA). Political as well as public 
resistance against any kind of Russian interference in the political processes in 
the country has strongly increased (Toal 2017, 281). But Russia faces a legiti-
macy problem well beyond Ukraine. Its severe economic problems in combina-
tion with the ‘big brother’ attitude of its political elites with regard to the post-
Soviet neighbors have resulted in a situation where not only the more critical and 
Western-oriented countries such as Ukraine and Georgia have further distanced 

7 The Black Sea is [..] considered to be rich in terms of gas hydrates. There is “reportedly 45-75 trillion 
cubic meters of natural gas under the Black Sea, and by some estimates 45 trillion cubic meters” (Petrov 
2016), but these gas hydrates are presumably difficult to exploit (Merey & Sinayuc 2016).  
8 The dramatic recession that Russia underwent in 2014 and 2015 started already in 2013 and was 
triggered by a combination of internal institutional problems (lack of property rights, high corruption, 
etc.) and the fall of global commodity prices. The situation has somewhat stabilized in 2016, although 
on a low level. On the current economic situation in Russia, see The Bank of Finland Institute for 
Economies in Transition (BOFIT) 2017.
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themselves from Russia, but also those that had so far been loyal to Russia and 
willing to cooperate. The latter have embarked on a more cautious positioning or 
started to more independently renegotiate their relations with Russia. Russia’s 
overall weak economic performance since 2013, its conflict with Ukraine and the 
subsequent Western sanctions, as well as the uncoordinated counter-sanctions 
against the EU or the temporary sanctioning of Turkey following the diplomatic 
conflict from 2015 caused significant drawbacks for Russia’s economic partners in 
the neighborhood, particularly those cooperating in the EAEU.9

Kazakhstan, for example, is one of Russia’s biggest partners in military, economic 
and political terms in the region. It is member of the EAEU and the CSTO. It 
has been highly interested in regional economic integration from the very outset 
and keeps principally committed. At the same time it fears Russian attempts to 
transform the EAEU into a political instrument and to constrain the sovereignty 
of other participating states. Moreover the free trade arrangement with Russia and 
Belarus has negatively impacted the ability of Kazakh products to compete with 
the increased dominance of Russian goods. Russian counter-sanctions against 
the EU were imposed without consent from the EAEU member states. Politi-
cally, Kazakhstan has to some extent openly distanced itself from Russian foreign 
policy behaviour vis-à-vis Ukraine and other rhetoric from Russia that seemingly 
put the history of the independent CIS states in question. In 2014, President 
Putin for instance claimed that Kazakhstan “never had a state” and that “Kazakhs 
never had any statehood” – a view he had expressed in relation to Ukraine already 
in 2008 (cit. in Dolgov 2014). The Kazakh authorities reacted by amending the 
country’s penal code in a way that punishes the threatening of the country’s ter-
ritorial integrity and calls for secession (Laruelle 2016, 2). Kazakh nervousness 
is driven by the fact that 23.7% of ethnic Russians live in the country’s northern 
territories and could potentially become a source of separatism. In August 2014, 
President Nazarbayev therefore publicly recalled the country’s right to withdraw 
from the EAEU in case its sovereignty is threatened (Tengrinews 2014).

While Russia’s relations with Belarus had occasionally been ambivalent and prob-
lematic already before the Ukraine crisis, dissonances have considerably increased 
thereafter. Belarus has used Moscow’s conflict with Ukraine strategically since its 
outbreak to enhance the country’s own political and economic standing vis-à-vis 
Moscow. While Minsk joined Russia in March 2014 in voting against the UN 
declaration calling the Crimea referendum invalid, in 2017 President Lukash-
enka put on a nationalistic and “fraternization” rhetoric claiming solidarity with 
Ukraine (Sedova 2017). This more critical rhetoric toward Russia evolved in the 
context of an ongoing economic dispute, mainly about Russian energy delivery 
and prices for Belarus. Belarus, economically highly dependent on Russia, seem-

9 On the functioning of the EAEU, see also Libman 2017.
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ingly tries to push for better conditions in the relationship. Lukashenka intensi-
fied his pressure arguing that the EAEU favors the economic interests of Russia 
(Lavnikevich 2017; Tamkin 2017).

Part of this dynamic is also that especially the Central Asian countries started 
to balance more between Russia and its main competitor in that region, China. 
In order to compensate economic losses caused by the ongoing crisis in Rus-
sia, they have willfully intensified cooperation with China, e.g. for investment 
or diminished Russian presence (Schenkkan 2015; Radnitz 2016). Chinese-led 
models of cooperation, such as the ‘One Belt, One Road Initiative’ (OBOR), gain 
more ground in Central Asia and could be perceived as a direct challenge to the 
EAEU’s norms and integration attempts. China’s initiative appears to be a “more 
attractive alternative in practically all industrial, trade, and financial dimensions” 
(Kobrinskaya 2016). With regard to Armenia, another Russian ally in the region 
and equally dependent on Russia as Belarus, governmental relations did not sig-
nificantly deteriorate. Both countries still profit more from cooperation than from 
conflict. However, the Ukraine crisis amplified the ideological split that exists 
between pro-Russian and more pro-Western segments of the Armenian society 
(Minasyan 2015). All this has weakened Russia’s position as a regional power 
center and reinforced centrifugal tendencies in the post-Soviet space rather than 
tying it together.

Cognitive Coping: Discursive Status Transformation through Moral Devaluation 
of the West 

The geopolitical containment narrative that blames the West of aggressive be-
haviour and depicts Russia’s policy towards Ukraine as a means of defending its 
security in the neighborhood is only the tip of an iceberg of arguments and frames 
that, on closer examination, are mainly constructed on moral grounds and are 
more deeply attached to Russian identity and status-markers. In the Ukrainian 
context, these arguments and frames are used to re-claim the country’s self-de-
fined status as a major power in the international social hierarchy and to discur-
sively transforming the perceived status asymmetry between Russia and the West. 
They intimately connect with earlier negative experiences and episodes of anger 
over perceived Western status deprivation. 

Re-claiming Centrality: On ‘Right’ and ‘Wrong’ Behaviour in International Relations

The international community condemned Russia’s Crimea annexation as a viola-
tion of Ukraine’s territorial integrity and referred to assurances that were given by 
Russia to its neighbor after the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991 to respect 
and guarantee the borders agreed upon in the dissolution process. Likewise, Rus-
sia’s military and political support to the pro-Russian separatists in Donbas was 
sharply criticized as violations of Ukraine’s sovereignty (United Nations General 
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Assembly 2014). Moscow put forward at least two justifications for its policy: 
First, the Russian government argued that there has been no annexation what-
soever, but that the Crimean people decided themselves via a referendum to exit 
the Ukrainian state and to seek integration into the Russian Federation. Russia 
only followed the Crimean application and allowed it to enter Russia in a legal 
process. Second, Moscow put forward a humanitarian argument. It argued that 
Russia feels responsible for the protection of its ‘compatriot’ people – ethnic mi-
norities – in Crimea (and later in Eastern Ukraine) from a “criminal”, “fascist” 
and therefore “illegitimate” regime in Kiev (Putin 2014a). However, there is a 
strong contradiction between Russia’s justification on the normative grounds of 
humanitarian intervention on the one hand and its previous attitude towards hu-
manitarian intervention on the other. 

Both of the above arguments make a strong normative-ethical point, constructing 
the justification for the intervention along a security logic that takes on a non-
state centric perspective. This is interesting because Moscow had become more 
and more critical about ‘human security’ and the application of R2P in the global 
context – especially its military dimension. Russia stood at the forefront of scan-
dalizing the way it was applied by Western powers in the past: “Events such as 
Kosovo, Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, and Syria have, for Russia, become precedents 
by which Western powers have ‘instrumentalized’ the principle of humanitarian 
intervention, and later R2P, to further their own agendas internationally” (Snet-
kov & Lanteigne 2014, 122). In Kosovo, Russia accused the West of sidelining 
the UN (Primakov 1999). In Iraq, Moscow pointed to the false pretenses on 
which the military intervention was justified. In Libya, where the international 
military intervention was officially legitimized as an R2P operation by the UN 
and led to a regime change in the country, it more sharply blamed the West for 
misusing the international mandate for its own purposes (Putin 2014b).

This moral blaming along the argument that the West acts selfishly and abuses 
international norms was taken up again in Ukraine. It was applied in particular 
with regard to insinuated Western ‘orchestration’ of the Euromaidan protests in 
Kiev. The West in the Russian interpretation not only supported the “uncon-
stitutional” regime change in Ukraine, but actively engineered the civil society 
forces that finally enacted the revolution (Lavrov 2014; Churkin 2014; Putin 
2014a; Peskov 2014). The Russian framing suggests that the West displayed an 
interventionist practice that again misrecognizes the internationally formulated 
limits of ethically-grounded external intervention, that it operates beyond inter-
national law and that it instead follows the logic reminiscent of the formulation 
used by former U.S. President George W. Bush: “You are either with us, or against 
us” (Shoigu 2015). This is also supported by the formulation chosen by Vladi-
mir Churkin (2014), Russia’s representative to the UN, who underlined that the 
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Western policy towards Ukraine resembles a “game without rules”. Hence, rather 
than justifying its Ukraine policy as objectively ‘correct’, Russian representatives 
sought to present their behaviour as morally ‘right’, compared to a morally ‘wrong’ 
Western approach. With this attitude of a ‘good’ Russian vs. a ‘bad’ Western in-
terventionist practice, Putin (2014a) sarcastically comments Western protest to 
the Crimea annexation and reference to international law in the following way:

“[…] it is a good thing that they [the West] finally called to their minds that 
there is something like international law. Thank you very much. Better late than 
never.”

Re-claiming Equality: On (Dis-)respect and Moral Emancipation in the Relationship 
with the West

A second important morality-based argument is constructed around Western 
unfairness, unequal treatment and humiliation of Russia in its relationship with 
the West. Not only is the West blamed for ignoring (and violating) the rules of 
the international system, as has been explained above, but also for ignoring and 
refusing Russia’s equal ‘right’ to be consulted and considered on its policy to-
wards Ukraine. This right is on the one hand justified on historicism and historic 
re-interpretation, i.e. Russia-Ukraine relations constructed as being “inseparable” 
(Putin 2014a). On the other hand, there is also an emotionally inspired moral line 
of argumentation, which takes up the ruminating feeling of Russia being ignored 
by the West, blindsided, and put on a second-rank position in the international 
social order. This becomes obvious in official statements that reflect on the way 
in which Western integration models were introduced in the post-Soviet space. 
Officially, the cause for contention in Ukraine appeared to be the EU’s association 
policy and the alleged fact that Russia had not been consulted on equal footing 
on these plans (Medvedev 2014). However, in a relatively high number of state-
ments, various speakers from Russia also refer to their wish of being consulted 
and their former negative experiences with NATO and NATO enlargement as a 
proof for Western ignorance, as the following passage from Putin’s Crimea speech 
demonstrates (2014a): 

“We are constantly suggesting cooperation on all key questions, we try to increase 
the level of mutual trust; we want that our relationship is an equal, open and 
honest one. But we never saw reciprocal moves. On the contrary: They cheated us 
over and over again, took decisions behind our back, they presented us with faits 
accomplis. This happened with NATO enlargement towards the East, and with 
the rapprochement of military infrastructure towards our borders.”

In fact, many of the emotion-inspired rhetoric figures that emerged in the Rus-
sian discourse in the context of NATO and NATO enlargement and embarked 
on felt humiliation re-appear prominently in the anti-Western discourse over the 
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Ukraine conflict again. One of them is the ‘Western dictate’ image. Putin regu-
larly criticized the West for its ‘dictate’ vis-à-vis Russia and blamed the U.S. to 
treat Russia as a ‘vassal’. The dictate-vassal-image is not new: The first time it ap-
peared was after NATO’s military intervention in Kosovo. Vladimir Lukin, then 
chairman of the foreign relations committee in the State Duma, stated that the 
West must not treat Russia „like some vassal“ (Charodeev 1999). The image was 
taken up again at many occasions by Vladimir Putin in the context of EMDS.10 
In the Ukraine context it is again broadened from the initial context of NATO 
to the U.S.’s and the EU’s policy towards Ukraine. Russian officials argue that the 
EU forced Ukraine to cooperate and to stop collaborating with Russia within the 
EAEU (Medvedev 2014). Again, the economic terms of cooperation between 
Ukraine and the EU in the eyes of the Russian speakers will lead to a situation in 
which the relations between Russia and Ukraine are “dictated by Brussels” (ibid.).

As much as the Russian speakers discursively discredit Western intervention 
practices on moral grounds thereby ‘undoing’ Russian mistakes, they also at-
tempt to discursively fight against the perceived Western humiliation by turn-
ing the tables and rhetorically humiliating the West. In the following statement, 
for instance, Putin (2014b) in a bitter tone suggests that the troubles Western 
countries experience after ‘meddling’ into Ukraine’s domestic affairs and ignoring 
Russia, serve the West right: “The West would have been well advised to consider 
the consequences of its influencing the situation in Ukraine before.” The nega-
tive emotional attitude of Schadenfreude, i.e. open displays of satisfaction about 
Ukrainian and Western political setbacks, is equally expressed in the direction of 
Ukraine: Ukraine does not deserve Russia’s help; it did not listen when Moscow 
warned Kiev, and it must therefore now pay the price of its decisions which will 
lead to “very hard times” for the country. Prime Minister Medvedev (2014), for 
instance, prophesizes:

“I feel honestly sorry that the representatives of the Ukrainian elite were not able 
to neither present nor implement another strategic program for the development 
of the country. As the head of a government, I can see this every day in the figures, 
confirming: unfortunately, the hardest part still lies in front of our neighbors 
[…].”

Via open expressions of satisfaction about the setbacks and political damages of 
the West and Ukraine, the Russian officials discursively reject to cooperate with 
the West on the solution of the Ukraine conflict.

10 E.g. in an interview in the TV-documentary „Kholodnaia Politika” (Cold Politics) broadcasted on 
Russian television 2012, where he stated that “America does not want partners, but vassals” (Putin 
2012). 
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Conclusion

Prominent explanations see Russia’s policy in the Ukraine crisis and the follow-
ing geopolitical confrontation with the West as a proof for Russia’s power-driven 
strive for regional leadership. This article demonstrated that this explanation car-
ries in itself a number of paradoxes which needed further explanation. I argued 
that Russian geopolitics is primarily a function to increasing its social status as a 
major power globally, and not to securing regional leadership in the first place. We 
need to understand Russia’s aggressive stance as an attempt to cope with unre-
solved anger over earlier incidences of Western status deprivation and to restore a 
positively distinctive identity for the country. I based my assumptions on theoreti-
cal strands in IR that highlight the socio-emotional foundations of foreign policy 
and the relevance of social status. I argued that the state’s political elite over the 
years developed an underachiever perspective that is firmly rooted in negative ex-
periences and perceptions of misrecognition of its traditional international status 
by the West. Russia’s past experiences and the unresolved status conflict strongly 
inform Moscow’s current Ukraine policy, as the assessment of its behavioral and 
cognitive dimensions shows.

Behaviorally, Russia clearly acts out of the subjective assessment of a position of 
loss and pursues a highly risky and costly policy, which has limited geopolitical 
gains and neglects or miscalculates its immediate and long-term costs and effects. 
While preventing Ukraine from future rapprochement with NATO seems re-
warding at first sight, it might turn out as highly counter-productive in the long-
term. Moscow will have to provide subsidies to Eastern Ukraine and Crimea for 
years to come and find ways of pacifying these regions to prevent the emergence 
of spaces of insecurity and instability. Ukrainian resistance and resilience as well 
as Western responses to Russia’s policies seem to have been under-estimated by 
the status-fixated policy conduct of the Russian elite. Neglecting Russia’s do-
mestic modernization in favor of promoting a militarized economy will likely 
have even more serious long-term implications for Russia’s economic and politi-
cal leadership claim. Moreover, traditional Russian allies have started to act more 
along their own strategic interests than on the basis of accepting Russia as the 
legitimate power center in the region. If this path is continued, Russia will most 
likely fail to substantially enhance its material power- and status resources in the 
post-Soviet space in the future.

On the cognitive level, the analysis revealed a second layer of meaning underneath 
the dominating geopolitical narrative. Analyzing the official rhetoric put forward 
in defence of Russia’s aggressive stance highlighted the argumentative lines that 
are based on moral categories and invoke earlier negative experiences of status 
denial from the West. Putting into question Western practices of intervention, 
Russia has created highly negative images of the West while depicting Russia in 
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a positive light and reclaiming centrality. Second, equality is reclaimed through a 
re-activation of earlier experiences of disrespect and sidelining as well as through 
a moral rejection of cooperation in the solution of the Ukrainian conflict. In sum, 
both dimensions constitute a strategic attempt to discursively transform the pow-
er-status relationship between Russia and the West with Russia de-legitimizing 
Western superiority in the global social order and re-claiming a prime rank in a 
multi-polar world order.

Russian policy conduct towards Ukraine and the neighborhood in general is often 
described in an all too simplistic manner in categories of ‘status quo’ or ‘revision-
ism’. My analytical focus on the socio-emotional foundations of Russian power 
projection vis-à-vis Ukraine shows that it is not primarily about external security 
or domestic stability, but about forcing the West to accept a new status-power 
structure and producing a new global narrative, in which Russia’s traditional so-
cial status – and identity – as a major, influential power is guaranteed. However, 
I do not seek to undervalue the role played by external security considerations or 
domestic interests of powerful groups. Rather, I show how strongly earlier socio-
emotional experiences can shape present expectations, influence risk assessments 
and form strategic resources for domestic and international debates in a time 
when the structure of the international system is being re-negotiated. In the Rus-
sian case, social recognition as a regional leader seems more important than real 
material influence. From this perspective, the gap between Russia’s high global 
power aspirations and its poor regional power performance is most obvious. This 
gap will grow should external and internal pressures on the country increase in 
the future. Under these conditions, Russia is likely to remain a highly ambitious, 
but weak and unstable part in an emerging multi-polar system. 
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Abstract

Vinicius Rodrigues Vieira asserts that the definition of a country’s national interest 
is influenced by the institutional design of this country’s diplomatic and negotiat-
ing authority. In this review, I find his conclusion worth of supporting new research 
agendas. Yet, I also present what I believe to be limitations of the particular case 
chosen by Vieira to prove his point. Even if we accept the two ideal types used by 
the author (e.g., economic-centred versus “blended” trade negotiating authorities), 
it seems over-simplifying to say that between 2003 and 2008 Brazilian negotiators 
favoured WTO in lieu of regional or bilateral agreements for reasons linked to 
international prestige.
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Introduction

In Volume 2, Issue 2 of this ‘Rising Powers Quarterly’, Vinicius Rodrigues Vieira 
published “Blended Diplomacy: Institutional Design and Brazil’s National Inter-
est in Trade” (2017, pp. 31-35). In this critical review, I intend to firstly present 
a summary of the points in which we both agree and the reasons why I find his 
article worth paying attention to. In the second and main session, I attempt to 
show the shortcomings of the particular case-study chosen by Vieira to prove his 
point, which, at least in my opinion, suffer from over-simplification. The third, 
final session brings suggestions for the future research agenda on the topic.

I start with one important caveat. In his article, Vieira recalls the Miles law (1978) 
according to which ‘where you stand depends on where you sit’. Thus, I should 
disclose where I am sitting. Vieira seeks to concentrate his analysis in the time 
span between 2003 and 2008 (p. 32). In 2005, I found myself at the Hong Kong 
Ministerial Meeting of the World Trade Organization (WTO) as a civil soci-
ety representative advocating for the Brazilian Institute for Consumers Defence 
(IDEC). In 2007, I joined the Brazilian Foreign Service. I worked at the India, 
Brazil and South Africa (IBSA) Forum Division and at the Permanent Mission 
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of Brazil to the UN Offices in Geneva. I was never an official trade negotiator 
myself, having dealt more with the International Labour Organization (ILO). I 
could hardly be one of the interviewees in Rodrigues Vieira notable list – a posi-
tion which I find to be positive in order to write this article. Trade talks, however, 
were never far from my desk. 

I should also clarify I am not writing this review on my official capacity. The 
views expressed here are my personal opinion and should not be taken neither 
as the position of Brazil nor of the Brazilian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MRE) 
on the matter. In other words, I must recognize that my observation is certainly 
influenced by the institution that employs me, but this does not fully explain this 
article nor my opinions, which are offered in an individual capacity.

One more comment is important at this point: this is a review mainly based on 
lived observations. This is not the conclusion of a standalone research. Vieira’s ar-
guments are built on the top an ample study conducted throughout the years. This 
text engages critically with his ideas but cannot pretend to scientifically challenge 
every and each of his affirmations.

Where We Agree: Institutional Design Does Matter

Vieira judiciously articulates the contemporary literature on institutional studies, 
being innovative while acknowledging contributions from a vast array of authors. 
He shows that the executive power is hardly never a unitary actor; that not all bu-
reaucracies that function as access points for lobbying groups are equal in terms of 
power; and that the control of information plays a key role in power distribution.

Vieira also presents, and in my view correctly, two other important and related 
lessons: on the one hand, that institutional designs are usually inherited from past 
decisions; on the other, that institutional changes may open room for unintended 
consequences. I correspondingly hold to his remark that what is usually called 
‘national interest’ can be in practice dissected, since ‘national interest’ is in itself a 
product of multiple interactions, shaped by pre-existing factors.

From this departure point, Vieira’s article calls attention to the influence of insti-
tutional design, a factor he believes has not been looked at with the desirable care 
in international political analysis. I respect his choice for trade negotiations as the 
initial case study for his examination. I note he construe domestic institutions as 
a standalone, independent variable (a definition he avoids, however, for reasons 
beyond my knowledge of contemporary epistemology).

Moving to the outcomes of Vieira’s study, I agree with the author, moreover, that 
the inclusion of the Brazilian Ministry of Agrarian Development (known as 
MDA) in the Council of Ministers of the Chamber of Foreign Trade is a reflec-
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tion of the country’s political left’s close relationship with, in his words, “peasant 
organisations and landless movements” (p.42). Neither have I any criticism, ab 
initio, with Vieira’s proposition of two ideal-type categories for his study: the 
diplomatic bureaucracy that sees market-related concerns as part of international 
politics (which he calls ‘blended diplomacy’); and the economic-focused nego-
tiating model, which he exemplifies with a reference to the United States Trade 
Representative (USTR) and, to some extent, to India.

Furthermore, I do not pretend to deny that, in Brazil, following a pre-existing 
practice already in place when the WTO Doha Round began, the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs (MRE) has been the final voice delivering Brazilian positions 
in most of the official international microphones. This has thus allowed MRE 
to revendicate, at least officially, a sort of ‘coordinating role’ between the techni-
cal areas growingly affected by and involved with international agreements. As 
Vieira explains, this alleged prominence of MRE was at least partially affected 
by the particular dynamics taken by Brazilian domestic politics during the ruling 
of President Dilma Rousseff (2011-2016), which sits after his main period of 
analysis.

Once my standing point has been disclosed, and having taken care of my con-
siderable level of agreement with the author, let me now turn to my dissent with 
Vieira’s article in the next session.

Did MRE Defend Liberalizing Agriculture for Prestige?

According to Vieira’s main line of argument, had Brazilian negotiators not blend-
ed so much of their political consideration into the national trade positions, the 
country would have ended up being more attentive to defensive interests of its 
domestic industry in the WTO Doha Round. Brazil would have also balanced 
better between WTO negotiations and regional and bilateral alternatives. This 
comes under the assumption that MDIC is more open than MRE for listening 
domestic actors interested in trade negotiations (p. 32).

Consequently, the author sees the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as having espoused 
an excessive agriculture-led liberalism. In page 46, Vieira suggests that this may 
have been a choice made for the benefit of the country’s international prestige. 
This particular word ‘prestige’, borrowed from an interview (p. 44), epitomizes 
what would seem to reveal a misguided way of conducting business within trade 
negotiations.

Even though Vieira carefully avoids blatant side-taking (we should respect and 
praise the author for trying at most to distance himself from pre-conceived pref-
erences), this understanding leads him to conclude that a better balance between 
opposing domestic interests could have been stroke had MDIC been at the driver 
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seat of negotiations (p. 46).

Vieira’s article suggests that there were concrete reasons for Brazil to be more 
defensive in Non-Agricultural Market Access (NAMA) at the Doha Round, and 
that the deal almost stroke in the WTO would have damaged the national in-
dustry, against the wish of MDIC. I tend to believe that the exchange rate and 
the monetary policy have been much more decisive for the direction taken by 
Brazilian partial des-industrialization, but this matter is beyond the scope of our 
direct exam here.

Vieira also proposes that, differently from the WTO, regional or bilateral solu-
tions could have helped to better balance the defensive interests of the national 
industry. One should consider, however, that negotiations based on consolidated 
NAMA tariffs (such as WTO’s) by definition have less direct impact than nego-
tiation that start from applied tariffs (such as the one that were on the table, for 
example, in the context of the Free Trade Agreement of the Americas, FTAA).

Vieira’s main argument, nevertheless, is precisely that diplomats consider too 
much the international scene and overlook their own domestic state-of-play. I 
am concious that if I delve too much on considerations about the structure of 
the negotiations, I may end up confirming the very point I am trying to oppose. 
I should also note that Vieira interviewed an impressive number of important 
people. If the author did not pursue on this consideration, I can believe he had 
reasons not to do so.

So, let me turn this critical review into another direction. I hold as hypothesis that 
Vieira’s study ends up attributing more weight to the business organized lobby 
(partially averse to the risk of opening the economy, partially interested in better 
accessing other markets) than this (legitimate, albeit limited) interest group con-
cretely holds in the formation of the national preferences. When assuming that 
an economic-centred institutional design would have balanced better between 
domestic interest groups, it seems that the author slightly overlapped the concept 
of “domestic interest group” with the concept of “market actor” (p. 32).

The first sign what seems to be an over-sensitiveness of the study to the industry 
federations is the affirmative that MRE had a liberalizing impetus at the Doha 
Round. The second sign is a tendency to assume that 21st Century international 
trade negotiations to be in essence a trade-off between opportunities of market 
access (a reality that may have existed, but before, in the 20th Century, under 
the General Agreement on Trade and Tariffs, through tariff reductions in non-
agricultural sectors). The third sign is the limited consideration given to inputs 
received from domestic interest groups that are not necessary market actors, such 
as trade unions, environmentalist groups, representatives of federative units (states 
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and cities) and, not to be taken lightly, other bureaucracies within the state.

Starting with point number three, business federations could not be seen as a 
summary of industry positions, let alone of the actors in domestic politics with 
legitimate motivation to follow trade negotiations. In the interviews quoted in the 
article, Vieira enlists the National Industry Confederation (CNI) and the Fed-
eration of Industries of Sao Paulo (FIESP). I believe the author himself would 
accept that these two also do not always share the same views and, therefore, even 
if we limit the analysis to their inputs, room would be left for any state bureau-
cracy (be it MRE or MDIC) to ponder their demands in light of other inputs 
and considerations.

Running the risk, myself, of oversimplification, I would also like to recall that a 
relevant number of business associations outside Sao Paulo, while being members 
of CNI (but not of FIESP), are known to be very much linked to food manufac-
ture. As Vieira himself suggests, there is a grey zone in which it becomes hard to 
differentiate agribusiness from industry, and this can be where this grey zone is to 
be of concern. In terms of access point for the food transformation lobby in the 
government, Vieira sees both the Ministry of Agriculture (MAPA) and MDIC 
relating to representatives of this sector. Therefore, inasmuch as not all state bu-
reaucracies are the same, not all interest groups are designed in the same manner; 
not all have the same core views; neither can a perfect line be drawn between 
Brazilian industry and Brazilian agriculture.

I believe the article shows that the author would agree with my comments until 
here, even if considering that a certain level of ideal-type approach becomes in-
dispensable for apprehending the matter under study. Vieira does not ignore that 
agroindustry sectors in Brazil have been trying to lobby not only on behalf of “de-
fensive”, but also of some “liberalizing” positions, although with limited impact, 
since the Uruguay Round (for this, it is also worth looking at Veiga and Iglesias, 
2002, p. 56; Zancan Bonomo, 2006, p. 74). A black-and-white separation between 
“agro” and “industry”, Vieira recognizes, involves a certain level of simplification, 
for the sake of the study.

In any case, the interviewees cited show that Vieira’s study have been particularly 
attentive to “non-agro” industry inputs, where he finds legitimate defensive con-
siderations. Secondarily, the author also devotes space to considerations emanat-
ing from the big agribusiness sector and from small farmers.

I believe that additional account at least for the position of industrial labour 
unions could be worth considering. In the chosen time span (2003 to 2008), a 
closer look at the positions held by the Brazilian Network for People’s Integra-
tion (REBRIP), in which a variety of civil society organizations, including unions, 
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participate, could be of particular help to inject some fresh hypothesis into the 
discussion. Given the high capacity of articulation showed by Vieira in his article, 
I am convinced that the author would have no issues with the additional com-
plexity this would entail.

REBRIP proposals can be framed as yet much less liberal than the ones of FIESP 
or CNI. REBRIP has been a relevant and legitimate coalition that also dedicated 
part of its work to advocacy (or lobbying, as Vieira perhaps would prefer to define 
this), and part of its domestic concerns seem to have been heard by Brazilian 
negotiators on specific occasions. REBRIP and others in the civil society also 
showed a high capacity of finding common ground with institutions in other 
countries, thereby working with the so-called “variable geometry” in favour of the 
consideration of their inputs in the negotiation table.

Having suggested some of the non-state actors with positions at stake, I still have 
to show why other bureaucracies within the state also had interests in the Doha 
Round. Before examining to that, however, let me turn to the second sign I iden-
tified above of over-sensitiveness of Vieira’s study to market actors: the difference 
between 20th century and 21st century trade negotiations. 

We should see that Vieira himself dedicates an attentive look for inheritance from 
past decisions. WTO, as we can agree, was not created in the vacuum. “Unfinished 
businesses” were recognized at the end of the Uruguay Round. A simple look at 
tariffs can show that trade distortions were (and still are) much more prevalent in 
agriculture than in Non-Agricultural Market Access (NAMA).

Throughout the second half of the 20th century, at every succeeding GATT 
round, with less to be traded-off in terms of tariffs in NAMA, and while still 
being cautious about their domestic agricultural practices and sensitiveness, de-
veloped countries growingly turned their negotiation appetite to topics once seen 
as mere accessories to GATT: services, intellectual propriety, public procurement, 
investments and (the least controversial of them) trade facilitation.

In the Uruguay Round, the last round before the creation of the WTO (the 
WTO being, in itself, a negotiated result of the Uruguay Round), all these topics 
were recognized as being on the table, one way or another. The TRIPS and the 
TRIMS agreements came to be part of the WTO scope, partially in exchange for 
the creation of a mechanism for settling controversies.

We jump to 2001 and a quick look at the Doha Ministerial Declaration that 
inaugurated the so-called “Development Round” can show that two things – the 
understanding that agriculture had fell behind other tariff reductions and that any 
new trade-offs might need to involve some of the “new” non-tariff and regulatory 
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sectors – were clearly transported into and accepted as the basis for the negotia-
tion (WTO, 2001).

A higher concentration of liberalizing attention in agriculture, in this case, can 
be seen not necessarily as the result of the manner by which MRE shaped the 
definition of the national interest, but as an expected result of the mandate created 
for the Doha Round itself, lately reflected in the country’s negotiating position, 
having regards to costs and opportunities. The mandate favoured an approach by 
which meaningful results in agriculture were expected. 

But Vieira could certainly call a foul here, arguing that, once again, I am turning 
myself too much into systemic considerations, against a look at the Brazilian do-
mestic actors. In order to avoid that, let us look at the examples, in the literature, 
about domestic impacts generated by economic agreements (I am calling them 
economic and not trade agreements, since trade and tariffs became just a part 
of them). In Ha-Joon Chang, we can find one among other examples of why 
investor-against-state clauses in investment chapters, international public pro-
curement measures, intellectual propriety additional restrictions and service lib-
eralization agendas could limit the space for national states to regulate economic 
activity. At the end of the day, to quote Chang, these new topics had even more 
potential to “kick away” the ladder of development than industry liberalization.

All of these “non-trade” issues – or, as we could perhaps call them, regulatory 
trade-offs – were (and still are) equally present in the negotiation of regional and 
bilateral preferential trade agreements and free trade areas. In most of them, if not 
all of those that involve developed countries, proposals for commitments in these 
areas were (and still are) much more stringent than what was at the table in WTO 
when the Doha Round mandate was still alive and kicking. I am not saying they 
are necessarily to be avoided; the point is that they are high in the consideration 
of any trade-off mix.

“The game” in the Doha Round was never just about balancing between liberal-
izing and protectionists segments in tariff trade reductions. The examination of 
options taken by participants cannot ignore how both NAMA and Agriculture 
topics were interacting, both in Doha and at the regional/bilateral level, with the 
so-called Singapore issues cited above.

In Brazil, for example, service liberalization positive lists under the Free Trade 
Agreement of the Americas (FTAA) would have an impact in the interests of 
the Health Ministry and of the movements in favour of the implementation of 
the health policy embedded in the Brazilian constitution. One can argue if a 
positive or negative impact, but it is hard to deny it would tilt the balances stroke 
in the regulation of private health plans. The same can be said of additional com-
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mitments in services and the current regulation applied to the provision of wa-
ter through consortiums at the metropolitan level. Or yet of agreements with 
‘TRIPS+’ commitments and their impact to universities, local clusters of economy 
based on culture, as well as to the pharmaceutical industry. Changes to public 
procurement and investor-state clauses, in turn, would oppose interests of the 
Judiciary, of the Ministry of Budget and Planning (MPOG) and of federations 
representing city mayors.

Truth be told, the entry points of these other interest groups in trade talks was 
much more subtle are hard to capture – but not necessarily less important. In view 
of this, contrary to what the author affirms, when we go back to 2003 and try to 
wear the negotiator shoes, we can see that a preference for Doha as opposed to 
a preference for bilateral and regional PTAs can hardly be taken a preference for 
the most liberalized impetus. Just the contrary: a look at PTAs and FTAs will 
show that most, if not all of them, would go much beyond the WTO, in terms of 
liberalization agenda, in sensitive areas within Brazil. 

Let us take a look, for example, at the bargain stroke by the participants of the 
Trans Pacific Partnership (TPP), of which Brazil was not a part. On the one hand, 
it incorporated the “TRIPS plus” and investment commitments that were not 
possible in WTO. On the other hand, it excluded pork, beef and sugar, to quote 
only three products, of almost any liberalizing commitment.

All this considered, there are at least another important element to be taken into 
account: as a member of MERCOSUR, the opportunities for PTAs and FTAs 
for Brazil between 2003 and 2008 cannot be looked at without some reference 
to the spaces and constrains created by its regional partners. Furthermore, no re-
gional or bilateral trade-off would include commitments in the so-called systemic 
trade distorting issues: export subsidies and excessive domestic support.

Export subsidies, domestic support and other vexing trade-distorting practices, 
by definition, no actor would be willing to compromise in negotiations with only 
a part of its potential markets (Amorim, 2011, p. 126-131; 154-155; 164-167; 
362-363; 510-511). Comparison between opportunities presented by multilateral 
versus regional trade negotiations during the last decade should consider that 
these systemic issues could only be tackled when all or most actors (EU, US, de-
veloping countries, “emerging  economies” for those that like this definition) were 
on the table at the same time. The nature of the trade-off is therefore different in 
multilateral negotiations. A choice between Doha and regional/bilateral alterna-
tives could not be seen as equivalently uniform.

Compared to regional and bilateral trade negotiations that were possible between 
2003 and 2008, which is the period examined by Vieira, the WTO brought a 
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clear advantage for Brazil: it presented itself as the only place where these sys-
temic issues, and export subsidies in particular, could be discussed. No country 
will negotiate systemic issues in a bilateral agreement with a partner. And if we 
look at what are the conditions of the economic situation of Brazil vis-a-vis the 
world, we can see Brazil is one of the countries that tends to gain the most from 
the resolution of systemic issues.

This could explain, albeit only partially, the choice for multilateralism as opposed 
to non-systemic negotiations. To quote someone keen and close to some of the 
positions exposed by Vieira, Bonomo (2006) sees the liberalization of agriculture 
as only the third reason for the Brazilian government bet on the WTO and on the 
Doha round. According to Bonomo, the very construction of a multilateral system 
was the first priority for Brazil.

Without forgetting, once again, that Vieira suggests that a politically-motivated 
institution tends to tilt the balance in the direction of international consider-
ations, and that I am part an institution with such deficiency, it is important to 
note that the country chosen for his case-study – Brazil – is often considered a 
“middle-power” in global trade, with economic relations distributed across diverse 
regions and continents. A multilateral, consensus-based decision-taking arena 
was, according to Bonomo, a priority in itself for Brazil. It would allow for bar-
gaining space acting under what has been described as a variable geometry. 

Coming back to the domestic considerations, I shall note that Vieira sees the 
existence of a left-leaning lobby within the state and the then-ruling Workers’ 
Party (PT). The MRE choice of betting in the WTO, in what it looked like to 
Vieira as a liberalizing agriculture impetus, is seemed in his article as a possible 
contradiction to PT. From here the author develops an explanation for this ap-
parent contradiction, precisely recurring to the particular institutional design of 
our negotiating diplomacy.

However, as it stems from the other considerations proposed above (systemic 
versus non-systemic opportunities; the departure point in NAMA; the non-tariff 
nature of other topics under discussion, which affect other domestic actors; influ-
ence of non-market interest groups), the choice for prioritizing the WTO in lieu 
of regional and bilateral arrangements, in the period examined by Vieira, can be 
seen from a different angle: the WTO was perhaps the arena where the naturally 
occurring “liberalizing pressures” of part the Brazilian society could be discharged, 
with less harm to the more defensive standing of many.

The effort to create the G20 for WTO negotiations, seen from this perspective, 
cannot be considered a mere investment in prestige. It can be seen as a legitimate 
investment in bargaining power. In theory, as in any coalition-building, the need 
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to construct a common view may create limits to autonomous voicing of indi-
vidual concerns. But, in this case, it is possible to argue, as interviews conducted 
by Vieira suggest, that the G20 coalition contradictions and diversities were also 
found and reproduced within Brazil. The limitations of G20 partially coincided 
with the domestic constrains for the country’s positions.

If it seems correct to say that Brazil started to look again with more attention to 
bilateral alternatives to the systemic WTO negotiations since the early 2010’s, the 
causal relationship between this fact and the growingly MDIC prominence under 
President Dilma Rousseff does not seem to be as direct as Vieira proposes. Even 
without the change in the relative positions of MRE and MDIC under Rousseff, 
which have been noted by the author, more attention to bilateral and bi-regional 
FTAs could have been inevitable. The reason being that the “systemic promise”, 
in which Brazil concentrated its bet up to 2008, started to prove itself insufficient 
and disappointing. But this is known now – after –not before the events took 
place.

My final comment, henceforth, has to do with the importance of a look into the 
development literature and the impact that the so-called Singapore issues could 
have had on Brazil. I am convinced this could help explain some of the choices 
made by Brazilian negotiators in the name of the national interest in the period 
of interest for Vieira. To defend myself from Vieira argument against excessive 
systemic considerations, I should signal that not all development studies are inter-
nationally-focused. Domestic considerations for policy choices are also available. 

Suggestions for the Future Research Agenda

Having shown the reasons where I find the case-study oversimplified, I come 
back to be in agreement with Vieira that other cases looking at how institutional 
designs influence diplomatic decision-making would be most welcomed.

In any negotiation, it is not easy to combine technical knowledge and power 
considerations. In any given issue-area, a lot of inter-ministerial coordination is 
required for that to happen. It is not within the scope of this article to single out 
which model works best, and in which case it does. For the time being, I consider 
lacking data and knowledge to risk definitive answers in this regard.

Having said that, and without arriving at final conclusions, it can be suggested 
that the following often happens in such situations: firstly, technical bureaucracies 
that are equally present in different countries agree among themselves. Secondly, 
they see value in getting more attention at the national level to their internation-
ally-reached consensus. Thirdly, for that, they seek to better bind their consensus 
through internationally assumed commitments or agreements. This leads to el-
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evating the invited political heads of delegations to the international meetings in 
the particular issue-area (‘summitization’).

For the disappointment of the technical bureaucracies that were originally in 
agreement, however, summitization often leads to the blending of political con-
siderations, and of considerations of other bureaucracies, into their issue-area.

Before summitization happens, when discussions are kept at the technical level, 
the correlation of forces prevailing on the particular issue-area are usually taken 
as a given. This often happens because, for technical people, technical information 
is a definitive asset. At the political level, however, there is a tendency for actors 
to show more agency to put to test the correlations of force, employing negotiat-
ing tactics that challenge the fact that uneven access to information is a constant 
constraint to decision-making.

In this sense, I suggest three possibilities as particularly worth for future study: 
the interaction between technical and political bureaucracies in negotiations un-
der the Basel Convention on the Control of Transboundary Movements of Haz-
ardous Wastes and Their Disposal; the complex interaction between the knowl-
edge of accountants and of political diplomats in the UN Budgetary Process; 
and the negotiations of the concept of “green jobs” at the International Labour 
Organization, involving a unexpected melting of environmentalist, unionists and 
businessmen preoccupations.

Vieira himself presents, at the conclusion of his article, some other possibilities. I 
find at least one of them tricky and uncertain for the future study of the influence 
of institutional design: the relationship between Brazil, OECD and development 
aid.

Firstly, because the Brazilian official position in this matter seems to be evolv-
ing fast. Secondly, because according to Vieira, the “problem” of Brazil with the 
OECD used to be that the Organization demanded more transparency than 
what Brazil was willing to practice. The matter here, however, as I would like to 
suggest, was not one of transparency, but of forms of measurement.

Furthermore, keeping ourselves at the technical bay, traditionally the main reason 
given for Brazil not to accede to the OECD was understood to be the commit-
ments on investments, not on aid. From the systemic point of view, the question 
has had to do with the effects of the OECD accession in the participation of 
Brazil at the global-south decision-making coalitions, such as the G-77. But, as 
said before, the context changed once the current government is favourable to 
accession, and this discussion should be conducted with more care than this con-
clusion would allow.
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In order to comment yet another issue tackled by Vieira in his article, it is also 
worth noting that the US does not seem to be the best possible comparison on 
executive-legislative interaction on international negotiations. Washington seems 
to be more an exception than a rule in this field. I would suggest a rather broader 
look at the formation of interests in other countries, opening up the scope of the 
issue rather than limiting it to a dual approach Brazil-US. I find comfort in know-
ing that Vieira himself could bring to the discussions his experiences with Indian 
foreign trade policy. 

In the case of trade, specifically, further comparative studies looking at a broad 
range of countries’ participation in the WTO from the division between the two 
ideal-types of diplomacy proposed (the ‘blended’/general and the economic-cen-
tred) would also be most welcomed. One should recognize that this discussion 
has already become a common cocktail soft-talk in Geneva circles (“are you from 
the Chancery or from the Trade Department?”). But studies as Vieira’s, going way 
beyond the stereotype, could certainly help better understanding how this really 
affects decision-making.
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