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Abstract 

 
Russian foreign policy from the mid-1960s has vacillated between periods of 
expansion and retrenchment in which the military and diplomatic reach of the state 
has extended to continents or been retracted to very modest conceptions of national 
defense. During this period, the financial centrality of energy exports has come to 
dominate the Russian economy, leading scholars and observers to draw a causal link 
between the two: as energy revenues go up, expansionism does as well, while declines 
in revenues lead Russia to behave less assertively.  
 
This dissertation outlines an alternative argument for petrostate foreign policy in 
which positive or negative revenue environments determine the menu of policy 
options available to policymakers, but that internal politics determine the content of 
those foreign policy choices. I argue that foreign policy choices are conditional on the 
mediating political institutions and circumstances existing at the time of booms and 
busts, namely that how energy revenue shocks affect foreign policy decision-making 
in a petrostate after a revenue shock depends on the political environment before the 
shock. The petropolitics foreign policy theory thus provides insight as to when the 
expansionism might occur. By focusing on revenue yet allowing politicians to retain 
agency, this “petropolitics” foreign policy theory links structural theories of foreign 
policy to leadership-driven models of political decision-making.  
 
This petropolitics theory then reassesses Russian foreign policy by analyzing 
leadership tenures from Leonid Brezhnev to Vladimir Putin. I show that Soviet 
expansionism in the Third World in the 1970s was not simply because of a positive 
revenue shock, but because of Brezhnev’s political weakness after his installation in a 
palace coup. Similarly, I show that Mikhail Gorbachev’s retrenchment of foreign 
policy commitments arose not solely from a lack of energy revenues, but from his 
political strength in light of the poor performance of his predecessors. Finally, I show 
that Vladimir Putin’s selective expansionism and retrenchment emerges in a skillful 
consolidation of domestic political strength, a fortuitous influx of energy revenues, 
and a willingness to change foreign policy strategies to serve a single preference of 
maintaining power.  
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Chapter 1: Oil and war is only part of the story: Windfalls and 
foreign policy in petrostates 

 

The economics of a petrostate are clear as increases in energy revenues 

provide greater policy potential while decreases in revenues restrict the menu of 

options. What is less clear for petrostates is how they formulate foreign policy when 

their financial capabilities are subject to positive and negative revenue shocks. Extant 

attempts to theorize revenue shocks and foreign policy choice have been unbalanced, 

focusing too heavily either on the revenues themselves causing foreign policy 

outcomes or on leadership-driven arguments that elide the capacity different revenue 

environments provide. I outline an alternative argument in which revenue shocks 

create revenue environments that determine the menu of policy options available to 

policymakers, but that internal politics determine the content of those foreign policy 

choices. I argue that foreign policy choices are conditional on the mediating political 

institutions and circumstances that exist at the time of change of revenues (boom or 

bust). By focusing on state revenue and allowing politicians to retain agency, the 

petrostate foreign policy theory identifies a shortcoming in the debate on war 

financing – namely, the assumption that state leaders are bound by difficult trade-offs 

in the decisions on when, and to what extent, to challenge other states. The section 

previews the dissertation, including how petrostate foreign policy theory developed to 

reassess Soviet and Russian foreign policy from 1964 through the present. 

 

 Energy revenues have been the central financial variable of Russian economic 

life since the first oilfields in Tyumen, Central Siberia went online in the mid-1960s, 

but can they explain the ebbs and flows of Russian foreign policy?1 Do the positive 

and negative revenue shocks, colloquially known as booms and busts, explain Soviet 

Third World expansionism in the 1970s, the use of force in Georgia and Ukraine in 

the contemporary era, and retrenchment of the late Soviet era and early post-Soviet 

period? While the Russian economy since that time has grown highly dependent on 

                                                
1 Högselius (2013) describes how these resources produced a positive revenue shock that augmented 
and then definitively surpassed historical production in Western Ukraine and in the Black Sea around 
Azerbaijan. 
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energy revenues,2 I argue here that the relationship between energy revenues and 

foreign policy decision-making has not been causal, as argued by structurally oriented 

“war chest” scholars nor leadership-oriented scholars who focus on personality as a 

driving factor.3 Instead, I argue that foreign policy decision-making relies on the 

internal politics governing the relations between Russian leaders and their political 

supporters and rivals. 

The general economic story of a commodity-reliant economy is relatively 

clear to understand. Yet the empirical and theoretical puzzles remain over the 

relationship between variation of energy revenues and foreign policy decision-

making. Two leading schools of thought, the war chest versus personality-driven 

accounts, have tried to theorize a causal relationship when applied to the Russian 

case, alternately focusing on one side of the equation over the other. While each 

provides an important way to think about energy revenues and foreign policy 

decision-making, neither satisfactorily and consistently theorizes the relationship. 

The war chest logic holds changes in energy revenues cause foreign policy 

outcomes. An increase in revenues and capabilities leads states to demand more from 

their adversaries, which for petrostates is reflected in the conventional wisdom that 

energy revenues cause civil and international conflict.4 A decrease in revenues has the 

reverse effect: states are more willing to use diplomacy to settle disputes as well as to 

demand less from adversaries. The application of the war chest logic to Russia then 

tells a neat story: expansionism in the Third World during the 1970s, a pullback from 

the Third World and Eastern Europe in the 1980s, abdication of much of an 

international role during the 1990s, and finally a resurgence of sorts during the past 

ten years. 

The war chest falls short theoretically as well as empirically. Theoretically, it 

implies that capabilities cause outcomes in that foreign policy preferences are 

endogenous to capabilities themselves. The argument holds that having more money 

causes more expansive foreign policy behavior, which strips away agency from 

policymakers and leads to a conclusion that any arbitrary executive will behave 

roughly identically to any other. Empirically the expansionism or retrenchment of 

Russian foreign policy has not upheld the war chest story. Expansionism to the Third 
                                                
2 Ahrend (2005), Kim (2003), and Tompson (2005, 2006) chart Russia’s contemporary economic 
dependence on energy revenues. 
3 Rutland (2008) provides a typical “oil weapon”-styled argument. 
4 Blainey (1988 [1973], Ch. 7) assesses the general argument. 
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World existed alongside détente efforts to reduce international tension. An aggressive 

military posture by the Soviet Union continued well into the 1980s past liquidity 

crunches brought on by energy revenue shortfalls. Expansion of Russian reach into 

Georgia and Ukraine in 2008 and 2014 occurred after specific challenges to the 

regional status quo and not upon a positive revenue shock. 

The war chest directly emphasizes the independent power of revenues. A 

competing approach attempts to theorize energy revenues and foreign policy decision-

making from the other side to emphasize leaders as individuals. This approach argues 

that leaders at the helm of organizations drive decisions. The drawbacks to such 

explanations are that they focus attention on colorful individuals and unnecessarily 

diminish the cut and thrust of internal politics that leading politicians must master to 

achieve their positions. An executive cannot execute a foreign policy decision by 

herself, but must rely upon the support of political subordinates, acquiescence of 

political rivals, existing political and economic institutions, public opinion, the 

military or economic capabilities available to them, and extant extra-state alliances 

and rivalries. With particular reference to Russia, the variation in regime type and the 

shallowness of formal political institutions have meant that the most successful 

politicians are the ones that can exploit the weakness of their rivals and build their 

own networks. That is more easily accomplished when there is an abundance of 

revenues to redistribute as the leaders sees fit.  

The war chest and personality-driven arguments both made valuable 

contributions on how to theorize the connection between energy revenues and foreign 

policy decision-making. But the overreliance on revenues and diminishment of 

politics for the war chest and the reverse problem for personality-driven arguments 

leave both explanations incomplete and unbalanced. This dissertation aims to 

augment and link both explanations. I take from the war chest the importance of 

revenues and from the leadership school the importance of politicians to argue that the 

menu of choices available to policymakers is determined by the revenue environment, 

but that the content of those choices is driven by the internal politics between the 

leader, the selectorate, and society.  

This work theorizes a connection between energy revenues and foreign policy 

decision-making. Positive or negative revenue shocks create a revenue environment in 

which policymakers have greater or fewer policy options available to them. The 

content of those policy options is determined by the foreign policy preferences of the 
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executive, her selectorate, and society at large. The mode by which decisions are 

made is determined by the political strength of the executive relative to her selectorate 

and society. A weaker executive is subject to greater pressure to accede to the 

preferences of others in determining which strategies to follow while a stronger 

executive is more able to shape policy closer to her preferences. The revenue 

environments determine the menu of choices, but internal politics drive which 

decisions are made and how. Political institutions are thus central to the story as 

democratic and inclusive political institutions serve to inhibit the executive and 

selectorate by constraining the choices available. Similarly, narrow and exclusive 

political institutions, such as those found in authoritarian or competitive authoritarian 

regime types, facilitate but do not determine easier decision-making by the executive 

and selectorate.  

The theory presented here does not predict or address when a state seeks to 

challenge the international status quo or not, but to link together actor preferences, 

state capacity, and political autonomy. The revenues brought on by energy have little 

to do per se with foreign policy choice, but instead money becomes the neutral 

multiplier that exacerbates and accelerates decisions and trends already in place. The 

neutral multiplier is drawn from Berman (1997), which argued contra to the neo-

Toquevillian position of Putnam (1993 and 1995) on social capital that dense 

associational life, meaning a vigorous civil society, strengthens democratic 

governance. Absent a strong and responsive national government and political parties 

devoted to democracy, German civil society in Weimar Germany served to fragment 

rather than unite the German polity. The Nazi Party benefited from rich associational 

life by having its activists infiltrate pre-existing groups, spreading their message that 

much more quickly and eviscerating independent civil society. Democracy broke 

down in Germany and led to an authoritarian government not because of a lack of 

civil society, but because ‘so much’ civil society in a particular political context did 

not contribute to republican virtues. In this work, we see that money itself, like civil 

society in Weimar Germany, can enable dangerous choices depending on the political 

context. 

The attempt to bring together existing efforts on energy revenues and foreign 

policy decision-making via internal politics for Russia also speaks to the divide within 

political science on how to treat energy itself. Whereas Comparative Politics scholars 

have treated energy as money and not commodities over the past generation, scholars 
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within International Relations continue to address energy more as the commodity 

necessary for war and commerce. Adolf Hitler’s plaintive remark to Field Marshal 

Erich von Manstein in late 1942 reflects the dominating image of energy resources as 

the lifeblood of armies and economies, “It is a question of the possession of Baku. 

Unless we get the Baku oil, the war is lost.”5 That statement to a top officer by Hitler 

defined the pressing challenge to the German war machine. The Nazi strategy for 

defeating the Soviet Union relied greatly on oil. The Germans planned to capture 

Moscow, and then push through the Caucasus to Azerbaijan where the great oil fields 

in the Caspian could fuel the rest of the conflict.6 Hitler stuck with Operation Blue, as 

he called it, even at the expense of resupplying forces in Western Russia under the 

rationale that Baku’s oil held the key to ultimate victory. The Soviets held the line in 

the Caucasus and in Western Russian battles like Stalingrad, which ultimately turned 

the tide of war.7  

 The German experience of pursuing a physical commodity in World War II 

continues to dominate International Relations (IR) scholarship on the interaction 

between energy and international affairs. This conception of a commodity required 

for present and potential conflict is at best limited and at worst misleading in 

considering energy resources and international affairs. It is limited because energy 

resources are not only physical commodities, but also the source of potentially 

massive influxes – and equally devastating shortfalls – of wealth for those who rely 

on its export.8 International relations scholars have unevenly studied how leaders 

experience the closest analogy nature has to a lottery: the discovery, exploitation, and 

export of energy resources, the fastest and largest form of nontax revenue available to 

a state.9 I seek to correct the lack of focus on leaders and the political pressures they 

                                                
5 Kleveman (2004: 19). 
6 Yergin (1991: 336). 
7 At Stalingrad oil made the critical difference: “the Germans were often handicapped by fuel shortages 
that limited their mobility, constrained their re-supply abilities and reduced their overall fighting 
effectiveness … Soviet material superiority meant that the Germans were unceasingly pushed back 
until they were driven out of the Soviet Union and ultimately defeated.” Considine and Kerr (2002: 
42). 
8 The traditional IR perception of energy resources is also misleading because it generates theory 
explicitly from the perspective of energy importers, which correlates to the traditional dominance of IR 
theory from the American, and more broadly Western perspective, which misses a great number of 
energy exporters. On the national American dominance of an international discipline, see Waever 
(1998), Schmidt (2002), and Smith (2002). 
9 Morrison (2009). Although the term "natural resources" can colloquially refer to oil and gas, I largely 
avoid using it in this dissertation. I wish to focus the analysis on energy resources and not all natural 
resources as the universe of natural resources may contain elements lacking the properties of oil and 
gas relevant to foreign policy under consideration: price volatility, often immense profit margins, 
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face in the war chest literature without ignoring that revenue shocks determine the 

revenue environment and menu of choices available to policymakers.10  

I introduce instead a conditional argument in which revenues determine the 

menu of foreign policy choice but that the choice is determined by internal politics: 

strength of the leader relative to selectorate and society. This aims to augment and 

connect the war chest logic in which preferences are endogenous to revenues and the 

leadership literature in which preferences are largely independent of revenues. Key to 

this argument and to solving the theoretical puzzle within International Relations of 

how to link energy revenues to foreign policy choice is to adopt the Comparative 

Politics definition of energy more abstractly but powerfully as revenue fungible for 

any purpose. By treating energy as revenue, the dissertation seeks to accomplish three 

goals. First, develop a theory of foreign policy specific to petrostates that has been 

lacking within IR.11 Second, show that such a theory has greater and more consistent 

explanatory power than the war chest theorizing that currently dominates the field. 

Finally, demonstrate that just such a theory explains Russian foreign policy much 

more efficiently and parsimoniously than existing theory. 

 The theoretical puzzle also has clear empirical relevance. The argument 

presented here identifies the challenge of war financing in petrostates and stands in 

contrast to the war chest theory that argues that as the war chest (revenue base) 

expands or contracts, the state’s ambitions expand or contract.12 The resource version 

of the argument, as presented by Brown (2011), Klare (2002, 2005), Kelanic (2012) 
                                                                                                                                      
inelasticity of demand, massive capital and technological requirements for exploitation, large 
transportation infrastructure, ubiquity of use and diversity of sources. For those reasons, energy in the 
form of oil and gas has different political effects than other resources, such as diamonds and rare earth 
minerals.  
10 Leaders have the ultimate responsibility for maintaining domestic harmony, consumption, and 
national security and relations with foreign allies and adversaries. They take credit for what goes well 
and suffer the consequences of ignominy, removal, or death when events do not turn out well. 
Moreover, the leader acts in two critical capacities: as the leading politician within a political 
establishment in which he or she must consult the policy preferences of subordinates, and as the 
representative of the political establishment towards society at large. Trubowitz (2010), Bueno de 
Mesquita et al. (2004). 
11 Karl (1999) appears to have popularized the term “petrostate” itself, while Goldman (2010) uses this 
term to describe contemporary Russia. Karl uses the term as early as her Ph.D. dissertation (1982). 
Explained in greater detail below, I employ existing literature to define petrostates are countries 
fiscally reliant on the export of energy resources and defined as satisfying two conditions: exporting 
2m barrels of oil daily or 10b cubic meters of natural gas annually and having such fuel exports 
comprise 5% or more of GDP. 
12 Early uses of the term in the International Relations literature include Hansen (1932) and Bergsten 
(1972). Within the study of American politics, the same concept has also been in circulation for many 
years, usually in reference to a candidate that amasses a large sum of donations early in a campaign 
that effectively deters other candidates from entering the race. For examples of such, see Box-
Steffensmeier (1996) and Goodliffe (2001). 
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and Gholz and Press (2010), among others, points to the massive influx of revenues as 

determinant outcomes.13 These theorists argue that petrostates are particularly prone 

to foreign policy expansionism. Unlike typical states that must make difficult fiscal 

trade-offs in choosing when, and to what extent, to challenge other states, petrostates 

enjoy financial windfalls from energy resource exports and can withstand greater 

costs of conflict. The possession of a critical commodity and the greater financial 

power brought on by its export defines the “oil weapon” that makes petrostates so 

dangerous.14 The conditional petrostate foreign policy theory in this dissertation 

points out that foreign policy choice is endogenous not just to the revenue 

environment determining the menu of choices available to policymakers, but to the 

internal politics determining how those choices are made. This approach expands the 

study of petrostate foreign policy beyond those states that challenge the U.S. foreign 

policy agenda. 

 The political strength of a leader relative to her public and selectorate prior to 

revenue shocks mediates the effect of oil shocks on foreign policy choice. Foreign 

policy choice is conditional on the political institutions and circumstances existing at 

the time of changing revenues. I explain foreign policy choice not by reference solely 

to energy revenues that expand or contract the menu of options available, but also to 

the political strength a leader enjoys at the time of a revenue shock. By looking at 

how political “pressure” besets a leader, I link the independent variable of energy 

                                                
13 Hirschman (1945) represents one of the earliest and still leading works on how political and 
economic freedom of a country can be reduced and even eliminated by a monopsonist. In that work, 
Hirschman describes the ways in which Nazi Germany came to dominate the economies of its smaller 
neighbors in Central Europe and the Balkans through purchasing majority or complete export 
production amounts of agricultural commodities from the latter. By the time World War II began in 
earnest, Germany was able to control or influence heavily the foreign policies of these countries 
through its ability to wreck their economies. 
14 Yergin (1991) examines the oil weapon hypothesis, esp. pp 563-614. While certainly not an 
academic work, the most popular and active proponent of this idea has been Friedman (2006) on the 
hypothesis of a causal relationship between oil prices and the “pace of freedom” writ large. Townsend 
(2009) and Wacziarg (2012) have directly addressed the shortcomings in that piece. The policy debate 
in general has followed what The Economist has deemed the “axis of diesel” (The Economist 2008) to 
characterize challenges to the foreign policy agenda of Western nations. Such opponents of Western 
foreign policy are depicted to inhibit access to the physical commodities or only at exorbitant prices to 
force policy concessions. The focus on only a narrow band of observable outcomes risks not capturing 
the full variation of foreign policy expansionism and retrenchment, akin to the debate on the debate on 
if and when economic sanctions are effective when success itself should make sanctions unnecessary 
(Drezner 1997, 1999). In regards to the championing of the oil weapon in the popular literature on 
Russia, Lucas (2009) and Sixsmith (2010) fit this categorization. The earliest uses of the term appear to 
have followed the oil embargo of the Arab states after 1973 in the economic coercion literature of 
international law journals, such as Paust and Blaustein (1974), Boorman III (1974) and Maull and 
Maull (1975). Within IR, Licklider (1982) and (1988) was an early scholar on the subject.  
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revenue shocks to the dependent variable of foreign policy choice without arguing the 

former directly and automatically predicts the latter. 

 The study below thus rejects the causality argument of the war chest 

hypothesis and the limited leadership-oriented arguments. It pursues the intuitive 

understanding that responses to shock events rely upon whatever qualities or 

institutions a person or state possess prior to the shock event, much like how 

outcomes of lottery winners reflect their pre-lottery qualities.15 How energy revenue 

shocks affect foreign policy decision-making in a petrostate after a revenue shock 

depends on the political environment before the shock. Going beyond what war chest 

theorizing is able to provide, the petrostate foreign policy theory also provides insight 

as to when the expansionism (that is, its timing) might occur.  

 Chapter Two presents the theory and places the argument in relation to 

existing literature on foreign policy analysis, international security and energy, and 

petropolitics, and extant explanations of Russian foreign policy such as personality, 

regime type, and ideology. It also introduces the reasoning and benefits of selecting 

Russia from the early days of Leonid Brezhnev to the present as a case study. Russia 

is the largest and most diplomatically and militarily active petrostate in the world, so a 

theory which purports to explain the foreign policy of a petrostate, should examine 

this “crucial,” or “most likely case.” 16  Moreover, the leadership cases provide 

                                                
15 One can analogize to lottery winners. The relevant finance and psychology literature on lottery 
winners makes several claims that taken together make the case that lottery winners’ ex ante happiness 
and experience dealing with revenue helped explain their ex post retention of wealth and happiness. 
Assuming a non- occurrence of winning the lottery, those in good social shape would continue 
enjoying their positions in society whereas those in poor social shape would continue to struggle. 
Winning the lottery pointedly exacerbated the initial conditions, causing non-surprising outcomes. 
People who are already wealthy, well organized financially, and have satisfactory occupations report 
gains in happiness and retention of wealth years after their lottery win. People who are poor, have had 
previous financial difficulties, and are unemployed or under-employed, report far greater unhappiness 
and exacerbation of financial difficulties. See Kaplan (1987), Arvey (2004), and Hankins et al. (2011) 
for the academic literature. Glass (1998) and Chen (2011) provide anecdotal tales of how lottery 
winners of diverse socioeconomic status handle lottery wins. 
16 Levy (2008: 12) summarizes the rationale: “Crucial case studies, based on most-likely or least-likely 
designs, can be useful for the purposes of testing certain types of theoretical arguments, as long as the 
theory provides relatively precise predictions and measurement error is low (Eckstein, 1975: 113–123). 
Most/least likely designs are based on the assumption that some cases are more important than others 
for the purposes of testing a theory. They are implicitly based on a Bayesian perspective in which the 
weight of the evidence is evaluated relative to prior theoretical expectations (McKeown, 1999; Bennett 
and George, 2005). If one’s theoretical priors suggest that a particular case is unlikely to be consistent 
with a theory’s predictions—either because the theory’s assumptions and scope conditions are not fully 
satisfied or because the values of many of the theory’s key variables point in the other direction—and 
if the data supports the theory, then the evidence from the case provides a great deal of leverage for 
increasing our confidence in the validity of the theory. Similarly, if one’s priors suggest that a case is 
likely to fit a theory, and if the data confound our expectations, that result can be damaging to the 
theory. The inferential logic of least likely case design is based on the “Sinatra inference”—if I can 
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considerable variation on the independent, intervening, and dependent variables of 

energy revenues, political strength, and foreign policy expansionism or retrenchment 

shown through the following three chapters.  

 Chapter Three and the first empirical case study assesses the expansionism 

observed during the Brezhnev period (1964-1982). I interpret the dependent variable 

not as an automatic consequence of positive change in energy revenues, but 

conditioned from Brezhnev’s political weakness: Brezhnev failed to control foreign 

policy and allowed subordinates to pursue a second, non-détente foreign policy course 

in the Third World. This interaction produced overexpansion by separating 

responsible actors from the consequences of their actions. 

 Chapter Four assesses the ongoing tenure of Vladimir Putin, from 2000 until 

the present with a brief interregnum by Dmitri Medvedev from 2008-2012, as an 

example of highly selective expansion after a revenue shock. The Putin era resembles 

the Brezhnev era in that both experienced a positive revenue shock. Yet the key 

difference is that Brezhnev came in through a palace coup and had to spend years 

gaining informal power to match his formal position, while Putin created his own 

personalist network prior to the revenue coming into state coffers. Thus, Putin can 

redistribute energy revenues more effectively and has greater control over foreign 

policy decisions. Unlike predictions of the war chest theory, under Putin 

expansionism has lagged well behind revenue shocks and has been selective in its 

application. The actual expansion observed – supporting autocrats at risk of regime 

change and support for “co-ethnics” and “co-nationals” abroad – reveals the relatively 

limited and selective extent of expansionism under Putin. 

 Chapter Five, the final case study, focuses on the retrenchment observed 

during the Mikhail Gorbachev period. Unlike his two predecessors, Gorbachev 

enjoyed great political strength relative to the political establishment and society at 

large. Although he faced the same negative revenue environment as Yuri Andropov 

and Konstantin Chernenko, Gorbachev embarked on a radical grand strategy 

retrenchment to pursue domestic political and economic objectives because he was 

politically strong enough to do so. The reforms turned out to reveal the extent of the 

negative revenue environment facing the country to ordinary citizens and led to 

political challenges against Gorbachev. The political weakening of Gorbachev and the 
                                                                                                                                      
make it there I can make it anywhere. The logic of most likely case design is based on the inverse 
Sinatra inference—if I cannot make it there, I cannot make it anywhere (Levy, 2002: 442).” 
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collapse of the USSR remain outside the parameters of the theory, however. 

Following Gorbachev, Boris Yeltsin employed his political strength to confirm the 

“right-sized” foreign policy commitments established under Gorbachev’s rule and to 

avoid diversionary conflict. 

 Chapter Six concludes by reviewing the dissertation and assessing the next 

steps of the project, leading into an evaluation of future Russian foreign policy after 

the recent annexation of Crimea. Putin’s contention that the annexation of a 

neighboring country’s province is restoration instead of expansionism reflects 

petropolitics logic. Putin’s test is that previous successes in the contemporary era have 

been due to skillful diplomacy and selective expansion along national borders. Yet the 

current crisis challenges the post-Cold War security order. I contend that as long as 

Putin can insulate his country from the financial consequences of annexation, he will 

be able to maintain political power over the public and his selectorate, and reorder 

international politics. The next steps of the project include construction of a data set to 

measure political pressure and quantitative analysis to improve the internal validity of 

the petrostate foreign policy theory. It then extends to case studies of other countries 

to improve the external validity of the theory. 
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 Chapter 2: Theory, Hypotheses, Place in Literature   
 

 This chapter explains how energy affects international security by theorizing 

the effect of energy resource revenue variation on the decision-making of petrostate 

political leaders subject to various forms of political pressure. This chapter begins by 

outlining the unique subset of petrostates themselves and their poor fit in the 

international security literature on financial origins of grand strategy. I then present 

the theory and its microfoundations. I continue by outlining the relevant International 

Relations and Comparative Politics literature on energy. After showing the various 

limitations and promises of the existing general literature, I compare this 

petropolitics explanation against the leading competing theories of Russian foreign 

policy that focus on personality, ideology, regime type, and structure. The chapter 

concludes by outlining the study’s empirical mechanics. 

2.0 What Energy Means for Petrostates 
 

 Petrostates comprise a unique subset of states that have been unevenly studied 

within the context of international security. This chapter builds a theory of petrostate 

foreign policy, generates hypotheses for historical inquiry, places such a theory within 

existing and competing approaches, and describes the mechanics of the study. This 

subsection begins the process by outlining the challenges to studying petrostates 

within the existing IR framework. I argue that the most theoretically fruitful method 

of answering an international security question is through petropolitics in 

Comparative Politics. That literature emphasizes the understanding of energy as 

revenue fungible for any purpose and deemphasizes its literal use as a physical 

commodity. 

 The existing international security literature relevant to petrostates is that of 

war financing in general and the war chest specifically.17 While the question of how 

and when states should allocate peacetime revenue to diplomacy and the military has 

long existed,18 its contemporary theoretical framing reflects tremendous social and 

                                                
17 The question of how and to what extent a “state could make peace-time increases in the level of 
extraction or the flexibility with which the executive could allocate revenue in support of foreign and 
defense policies” (Lamborn 1983: 125). On the war chest, see more below. 
18 Thucydides, Sun Tzu, Hobbes, Machiavelli, and many others have long reflected on war financing 
given what burdens they place on the underlying population. 
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warfare changes in the age of modernity, nationalism, and industrialization.19 The 

societal revolutions across industrial and industrializing societies alongside the 

uneven entry of the public into domestic politics created new questions about what 

national governments could and should extract from their populations as the 

international order was shaken over two world wars and the Cold War.20  

 The rich theoretical literature of the twentieth century on war financing 

focuses, appropriately enough, on how states and their leaders make allocation 

decisions over scarce resources with considerable attention on how citizens of a 

country influenced the political process and economic capabilities of states. Yet this 

line of research poorly understands a state, regardless of regime type, when its leaders 

are poorly constricted by fiscal trade-offs and essentially enjoy random fiscal 

surpluses.21 

The cleavage between the corpus of war financing literature and the relative 

lack of attention it pays to petrostates leads me to a different approach. Whereas 

extant IR and diplomatic history scholarship treats energy from petrostates as physical 

commodities whose supply needs to be maintained during peacetime or protected 

                                                
19 The Enlightenment developed notions of individuals as unique beings with J.S. Mill articulating an 
early defense of citizenship for all persons, while nationalism created ethnic, linguistic, and religious 
identity shareable across individuals without personal knowledge of each other and with loyalty to 
leaders as representative of larger communities. Heater (2004, 157) cites Mill’s (1859) argument that 
both men and women were capable of citizenship as a key turning point. Anderson (1983[2006]), 
Gellner (1983), and Marx (2003) are critical works on the development of nationalism. Porter (2002), 
Parker (2005), and Deudney (2007) have reflected on the technological changes in warfare. 
20 Frieden (2006: chapter 6-8). 
21 A key area of this literature examines whether a democratic state can overcome domestic opposition 
from the opposition party or the population to maintain credibility. Scholars generally explain the 
success of democratic states versus authoritarian counterparts in conflict via specific institutional 
differences to extract more spending from national legislatures, signal adversaries of their resolve, and 
devote more resources to fighting opponents, especially autocracies. North and Weingast (1989) point 
to an earlier era, England after the Glorious Revolution of 1688, to note how leaders restricting their 
own autonomy could generate the credible commitments necessary to raise significant new funds on 
capital markets for use in waging conflict. See Schultz (1998) and (1999) on audience costs and 
signaling democratic resolve. See Lake (1992) on the devotion of more resources to fighting from 
democracies than autocracies. Moreover, the same difficulty to understand countries that receive 
random bursts of financial resources also complicates the basic parameters of research into arms 
racing. As Kydd (2000a, 2000b, 2005) has noted, arms racing results when there is a basic conflict of 
interest and uncertainty that at least one side can bear the strains of increased military spending. In 
turn, uncertainty can be resolved when the uncertain side can observe costly signals that separate 
trustworthy actors from untrustworthy ones. Yet, what is peculiar about a petrostate is that if it is the 
side about whom uncertainty exists, yet does not know for itself its own financial capabilities into the 
future but can openly ramp up spending, then it becomes impossible in the short-term to send costly 
signals and be capable of the trust necessary to reduce the likelihood of an arms race or conflict. In 
combination, the relevant literatures on war financing and arms racing only dimly theorize petrostates 
and their leaders because of the (not unreasonable) assumption that leaders are constricted by fiscal 
trade-offs and do not enjoy essentially random fiscal surpluses. 
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during war, such an interpretation limits analytical insight.22 I adopt a different 

approach by treating energy resources not as physical commodities, but instead as the 

revenue they represent as political resources. I keep the analytical focus on revenue 

itself and its effect on specific individuals in specific political environments, to show 

it is not solely a revenue shock that causes foreign policy outcomes. By treating 

energy as revenue but focusing on the politics and negotiations binding leaders and 

their selectorates, I show below that the timing and extent of changes in petrostate 

foreign policy reach rely on revenues – but that revenue itself is underdetermining.23 

 The shift towards treating energy resources as the revenue they represent 

rather than as the commodities they are reflects current research on energy resources. 

The past two decades of research on the subject have bypassed International Relations 

as a discipline. Theoretical innovation on energy is now in the realm of Comparative 

Politics scholars who were not satisfied by the largely economic explanations for the 

“resource curse” and sought to explain the wide range of development outcomes 

through institutional pathways existing prior to oil shocks. They theorized that such 

institutional pathways shaped political decisions by leaders that exacerbated existing 

modes of redistribution in the countries experiencing revenue shocks. My aim is to 

apply those petropolitics insights – which argue that economic and political outcomes 

stem from the relevant institutions that exist in a country prior to energy resources 

dominating export profiles – to foreign policy analysis and international security 

outcomes. This application explicates the microfoundations of decision-making and 

uncertain institutional strength under conditions of rapid gains and losses of wealth. 

 Using petropolitics to explain international security outcomes is thus useful 

and novel for two reasons. First, petropolitics scholars have studied and theorized 

from the point of view of exporters and not importers, which corrects a deficiency of 

International Relations scholarship that oversamples cases of threatened energy 

importation. Second, petropolitics scholars focus on the politics of a state before and 

after revenue shocks, which permits analysis on both the role of revenue and the 

                                                
22 Smith (2007), Ch. 2. 
23 As the empirical chapters will show, Russia has experienced two great positive revenue shocks in its 
petrostate history, the mid-1960s and the mid-2000s. The first led to massive overexpansion due to a 
chronically weak leader (Brezhnev) relative to his political supporters while the second did not, largely, 
I argue, because he (Putin) had already created a durable political coalition prior to the boom. In this, 
Brezhnev most closely resembles his contemporary, the Shah of Iran and Putin most closely resembles 
Suharto of Indonesia. See Smith (2007) for that comparison, and Winters (1996) for a finer-grained 
examination of how Suharto built his power base without energy revenues and maintained it under the 
pressure of demands for redistribution. 
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contingent nature of policy-making under conditions of essentially self-imposed 

duress. Scholars of petropolitics look explicitly to actual political environments to 

determine whether executives are able to overcome the policy demands of their 

political supporters when times are good or bad. The approach may be more 

idiographic relative to general foreign policy analysis, but it does make petrostates 

roughly comparable and permits consistent analysis of petrostate foreign policy. The 

following subsections flesh out these suppositions from theory generation to 

placement within the existing literatures. 

 

2.1 PETROSTATE FOREIGN POLICY THEORY 
 

This subsection creates a novel theoretical contribution to the formulation and 

execution of foreign policy for petrostates by defining the variables under 

examination, then explicating the relationship of politics and politicians to energy 

revenues and foreign policy decision-making. We focus on the political strength of 

leaders prior to the revenue shock to evaluate foreign policy change afterwards. The 

takeaway for petrostate foreign policy is that revenue enters a political environment 

without conscious regard for the strength of the governmental leader. The leader is 

either strong enough to handle a revenue shock without conceding to her selectorate’s 

foreign policy preferences or must accede to the demands of the selectorate to 

maintain her position. 

 The variables for the theory section reflect the positive and negative revenue 

shocks that determine the revenue environment, the foreign policy choices made, and 

the internal politics that condition the foreign policy choices.  

I capture the independent variable – revenue shock –by the amount and 

change of energy revenues coded as an interval measured as export amounts less costs 

multiplied by world prices. The revenue shock encapsulates the positive or negative 

revenue environment in which the political actors (leader, selectorate, society) 

operate. Appendix 2 details when energy-exporting states become petrostates and 

provides novel calculations for the Soviet Union. 

The dependent variable – foreign policy behavior – is a continuous ordinal 

variable. I operationalize “expansionism” as the propensity to use force in a dispute or 

assume new or deeper foreign commitments. For this variable, I ask of each case: Did 
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the state try to expand or reduce foreign commitments? How often did the state use 

military force to settle disputes or challenges adversaries, or extend material and 

diplomatic support to new or existing allies abroad? Similarly, how often did the state 

abjure the use military force to settle disputes or challenge adversaries, or cut back on 

material and diplomatic support to allies abroad? In this dependent variable, I attempt 

to capture the changes in behavior induced by changes in the independent variable 

(the revenue environment) and the intervening variable (the internal politics). 

The dependent variable is measured through the incidence of militarized 

interstate disputes (MIDS), arms exports to allies and clients, and extension of 

diplomatic and aid commitments to same. I use Council of Mutual Economic 

Assistance (COMECON) membership for the Soviet period and Russia alone 

thereafter. During the Cold War, COMECON members enjoyed Soviet economic aid 

but simultaneously relinquished independent foreign policy prerogatives, which leads 

me to aggregate group MIDS, arms exports, and diplomatic and aid commitments. I 

use COMECON membership and not solely Warsaw Pact collective defense treaty 

membership since the Soviet Union heavily controlled the foreign policy courses of 

COMECON and Warsaw Pact members even as each member of the latter group was 

part of the former. For the Soviet period, this decision to use aggregated COMECON 

figures reflects the historical record in which decisions taken in Moscow were foisted 

upon allies in the socialist world. The decision to use MIDS, arms exports, and 

diplomatic and aid commitments reflects the needs to identify costly actions that serve 

as evidence of strategy change – preferences being put into action.. 

The intervening variable – political strength – is a continuous ordinal variable 

upon the political leader running from low to high. Political pressure can come from 

two sources: society or direct political supporters and rivals, who are elsewhere called 

the selectorate and are identified throughout the case studies. When assessing political 

pressure from society, the underlying question is to what extent society’s preferences 

are imposed on the leader or on direct political supporters and rivals. This implies a 

measure of democratization, to which I use Freedom House scores, one of the few 

data sources extending back in time enough for study of the Soviet Union. When 

assessing political pressure from the selectorate, the data is more qualitative and 

drawn from primary and secondary sources but follows simple logic: do formal or 

informal policy initiatives come from the leader or are they imposed by those whose 

political support she needs to maintain her position? From those who make demands 
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upon the leader, to what extent do they support more or less expansive foreign 

policies?  

The content of those foreign policy preferences for individuals within the 

selectorate varies with whether the person serves within the winning coalition or 

merely within the “real selectorate.” Those individuals in the winning coalition are 

individuals whose support the executive depends upon to maintain power. Their 

particular foreign policy views as “essentials” are thus clearly more important than 

the people who are merely “influential” in terms of the executive maintaining 

power.24 Throughout the text, named individuals are drawn from the “essential” ranks 

of the winning coalition and may be hawkish or dovish relative to the leader, whom I 

assume to be neither the most hawkish nor most dovish member of the top elite.25  

When “essentials” participate in foreign policy decision-making, I note their 

specific foreign policy preferences and their ability to shape the decision-making 

process. Foreign policy preferences refer to desired foreign policy outcomes that 

obtain ‘national security’ for the state, even as the conception of what determines that 

goal varies among policymakers. They are separate from the strategies undertaken to 

affect them via the distribution of financial and political capital to guns, butter and 

potential diplomatic commitments.26  

While preferences are not directly observable, we can observe in different 

instances what “essentials” advocate, especially when equals in the same strategic 

environment advocate for different outcomes. Frieden (1999) also notes the 

difficulties in distinguishing between preferences and strategies, which I treat 

carefully in the case studies so as not to tautologize strategies from preferences. In the 

empirical sections, I emphasize that strategies may change over time as the strategic 

environment changes, but I did not find any instances in which individuals had 

                                                
24 The “selectorate” is a term introduced by introduced by Shirk (1993) and popularized by Bueno de 
Mesquita et al. (2004). Bueno de Mesquita and his coauthors promoted the term to note that not 
everyone within an electorate has an equal influence on choosing and influencing the executive. In 
their theory, they divide society into three groups: the nominal selectorate, the real selectorate, and the 
winning coalition. The nominal selectorate, whom the authors also refer to as the “interchangeables,” 
includes every person who has some say in choosing the leader. The real selectorate (also called the 
“influentials”) are those who really choose the leaders. The winning coalition (the “essentials”) 
encompasses those whose support translates into victory. 
25 Being too far to one side can induce challengers to contest the leader over the direction of public 
policy. Members of the winning coalition on the losing side of public policy debates might also 
challenge the leader if they believe that such decisions will unfavorably alter future private good 
provision.  
26 I thank Kimberly Marten for pointing out a common rhetorical mistake: foreign policy and guns are 
not equivalent terms. See also Lamborn (1983) on trade-offs in this context. 
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significant “Road to Damascus-like” conversions in their foreign policy preferences. 

Deducing the preferences of “essentials” from their bureaucratic or occupational 

positions is necessary but not sufficient, as leaders consistently used appointment 

powers to reduce the policy space between themselves and other policymakers 

through replacing or co-opting recalcitrant “essentials” and “influential.” 

 The description of the different groups occurs in each of the case studies, but 

the winning coalition, real selectorate, and nominal selectorate for each leadership 

period can be summarized to preview the findings. The winning coalition from the 

Brezhnev through Chernenko eras comprised the majority of members of the 

Politburo, the central decision-making body of the Communist Party as well as 

leading individuals within the armed forces and security services. The real selectorate 

broadened into the Central Committee as well as the republican leadership. The 

nominal selectorate again broadened to members of the Communist Party. The public 

at large did not figure into political decision-making. 

The Gorbachev era marked a political push by the reformist leader to broaden 

the nominal selectorate to the public through organized interest groups that could later 

become part of the real selectorate. That “loss” of even nominal control over the 

political process combined with foreign policy changes deemed threatening by the old 

guard catalyzed the coup d’état attempt against Gorbachev and eventually the 

dissolution of the country.  

During the Yeltsin period, the winning coalition changed membership as the 

new president brought in supporters personally loyal to him. The winning coalition 

did not widen, however, as Yeltsin maintained a strong hold on political power even 

as the real selectorate widened considerably to encompass a far more diverse set of 

political voices. This caused the showdown between Yeltsin and the Duma in 1993, 

which resulted in Yeltsin’s victory and subsequent reduction of the real selectorate. 

The public at large entered politics as the nominal selectorate, but the later entry of 

“oligarchs” and business interests into politics broadened the real selectorate and 

winning coalition.  

The subsequent transfer of power from Yeltsin to Putin changed the 

composition of the winning coalition without widening it, as Yeltsin had done to 

Gorbachev. Putin during this period also reduced the influence of the existing 

oligarchs while creating his own and diluting the influence of business interest by 

supplementing the real selectorate with those representing the security services. The 
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nominal selectorate remained the public at large. 

2.1.1. Microfoundations of Petrostate Foreign Policy 
 

 In the subsections that follow, I argue that structural war chest and leader-

driven theories have suspect explanatory and predictive powers for petrostate foreign 

policy. I provide here an alternative by looking at the political strength of a leader at 

the time of a revenue shock. My focus on the revenue shock of an exogenous 

treatment is to theorize the effect of fiscal influxes or shortfalls that change the nature 

of political negotiations on the foreign policy a leader undertakes. The 

microfoundations below in which I describe the model, define political strength, and 

move through how choice is made collectively explicate the intervening variable 

described above. 

To apply these insights from petropolitics into foreign policy analysis, I adopt 

a basic model of foreign policy formulation and execution in which the chief 

executive is ultimately responsible for foreign policy behavior. I assume: 1) that the 

executive is not omnipotent but relies on political supporters to exercise policy 

decisions;27 2) that the executive not only wishes to remain in office or help affect her 

choice of successor but is the only official responsible for both national security and 

domestic harmony and consumption;28 and finally, 3) that trade-offs exist between 

guns, butter, and potential diplomatic commitments.29 The first and last assumptions 

should be uncontroversial as the first is the basic assumption of political inquiry and 

the last is the basis of neoclassical economics and thus much of contemporary non-

critical economic inquiry. 30  The second assumption emerges from anecdotal 

impressions numerous political observers relate to instances in which candidates for 

                                                
27 Dahl (1958) remains one of the earliest works that introduced pluralism into political science and 
helped break the conception of politics being decisions from the top carried out by a conveyor belt of 
bureaucracy. Moravcsik (1997) stands as one of the key works in the “liberalism” paradigm, which 
argues for policy being the outcome of aggregation of preferences from the bottom up. 
28 Machiavelli (1995), which was reformulated by Trubowitz (2010) as leaders being “Janus-faced.” 
Trubowitz also broadens Machiavelli’s conception of remaining in office not only to encompass 
personal occupancy of the executive position, but also to include running for reelection or helping the 
candidate of one’s own party gain office to increase the chances of one’s own policies being 
maintained. 
29 I thank Kimberly Marten for pointing out a common rhetorical mistake: foreign policy and guns are 
not equivalent terms. See also Lamborn (1983) on trade-offs in this context. 
30 Lasswell (1936) formulated the give and take of politics of “who gets what, when, and how.” 
Samuelson (1947) and Mankiw (2014) place the concept of trade-offs in the first chapters of their 
textbooks, which are the most widely used economics textbooks in the world. Both are inspired by 
Adam Smith’s 1776 landmark work, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations.  
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power moderate their positions after ascending to power.31 Even leaders who head 

extremely narrow selectorates understand that their ability to stay in power and 

increase their wealth requires some provision of public good that distinguishes them 

from mere “roving bandits.”32  

Political strength can be defined as the ability to face down pressure for 

changing public policy and maintaining the ability to stay in power or otherwise 

govern without facing exceptional political pressure. The sources of political strength 

are the leader’s autonomy from the political pressures of society and the selectorate. 

The scope of the executive to dictate foreign policy orientation is determined by her 

ability to prevent leadership change, which can be understood as her autonomy from 

her political supporters. “Autonomy” in this context exists if she is relatively sanguine 

about the potential for being replaced by another candidate for the top position. 

 

Figure 1. Political strength of leader 

 
The figure shows that the leader is strongest when she enjoys autonomy from 

the public as well as the real selectorate and winning coalition. She is at her weakest 

                                                
31 For example, Anatoly Dobrynin, Soviet Ambassador to the Soviet Union for much of the Cold War, 
related the following exchange with Gerald Ford the day the latter succeeded Richard Nixon: “As we 
were about to leave the office, Ford stopped for a moment and said that he wanted to let Moscow know 
one more thing on the first day of his presidency. He was well known in the country for his sharply 
uncompromising statements as a congressman about the Soviet Union. He could not find the "accurate 
and elegant wording" for what he wanted to say, but speaking straightforwardly, he said that as 
president he now would be much more discreet in his public statements: he had now to approach 
foreign policy with greater responsibility” (Dobrynin 1995: 325.) 
32 Olson 2000, ch. 1. All actors want more in general. That “more” is consumption for an arbitrary 
citizen but for politicians it might be consumption for their constituents or satisfaction of policy 
preferences. Certainly, there are “rally around the flag” moments for societies in which patriotism 
surges and citizens become more willing to endure privation for the common good, but those are 
episodes defined by their rarity. For the top leader, however, she must be cognizant that, on average, 
citizens want more consumption. That runs orthogonal to increased military spending and diplomatic 
commitments unless that particular citizen directly benefits from those decisions. Domestic 
beneficiaries of military spending are those people and their dependents who rely upon the military for 
their income, or who require the military for defense of their business interests abroad. While these 
segments of society can be numerous enough or geographically concentrated to the extent of forming 
distinct representative blocs, that's a far bolder assumption than required or useful here. See Trubowitz 
(1998) and Narizny (2003, 2007). 
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politically when the selectorate is strong and society is weak because then she faces a 

group of organized insiders without any countervailing pressures from the public at 

large. Enjoying political strength allows the leader to direct foreign policy with 

relatively lesser input from her selectorate and the public, while not enjoying political 

strength leaves the leader with fewer and tougher choices.  

The theory here predicts more extreme foreign policy choice when the 

political strength of a leader is high or low, in contrast to when political strength is 

“mixed.” In the situations described as “mixed,” we should expect more unstable 

political interaction between politicians and the public that cause more pressing 

political concerns for the leader than foreign policy. Where the leader enjoys 

autonomy from the selectorate but not from society, we should observe a situation in 

which a leader may set policy but is worried about popular revolution. Where the 

leader does not enjoy autonomy from the selectorate or from society, we should 

observe a leader who is imminently facing replacement. Neither scenario implies 

undertaking potentially time-consuming or expensive strategies to affect preferred 

foreign policy outcomes when political pressures are acute, no matter the foreign 

policy preferences of policymakers. 

What occurs at a moment of a positive revenue shock, an exogenous event I 

treat as an independent variable, is that the leader is either able to control the flow of 

new revenue according to her preferences. The influx of revenues can go towards 

private benefits, public goods, or to change foreign policy strategies. The leader, the 

political insiders, and the public have varying preferences on the usage of those 

revenues. The balance of power between political insiders and the public determines 

the public versus private distribution of revenues, should there be pressure on the 

leader. The same balance of power between political insiders and the public 

determines the extent of foreign policy expansionism.33  
If the leader is unable to control the flow of new revenue, then she must 

redistribute more closely to the preferences of those exerting political pressure upon 

her. This means that at the moment of a positive revenue shock, the more or less the 

leader is able to direct the revenue as she sees fits, she displays correspondingly more 

or less political strength. A similar process occurs for a negative revenue shock. In the 

                                                
33 The extent of expansionism could be positive, negative, or neutral, meaning preference to maintain 
the status quo. 
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case of a negative revenue shock, the leader is either able to adjust the distribution of 

private goods, public goods, and foreign commitments or not. 
The dependent variable, foreign policy choice, varies depending on the 

political strength of the leader. In the case of a positive revenue shock the leader has a 

broader menu of options and should she enjoy political strength, the leader can set the 

course of the state’s foreign policy in an orderly fashion, allowing selective expansion 

or retrenchment alongside engaging in selective redistribution. If the leader does not 

enjoy political strength during a positive revenue shock, then she is at the mercy of 

her selectorate’s preferences for private consumption or change of foreign 

commitments. In a negative revenue environment, the leader’s options are much more 

constrained, but the same logic holds.  
The leader’s challenge is to execute her preferred foreign policy course upon a 

positive or negative revenue shock.34 Her ability to do so is contingent upon the 

preexisting pressures bearing down on her now that resources for redistribution or for 

foreign commitments are newly available or not. Unlike the war chest theory’s view 

that energy revenues link directly to changes in foreign policy choice, this 

petropolitics view places the politics front and center. Applying this concept of 

preexisting political strength at the time of a positive energy revenue shock to foreign 

policy choice, we see the following figure:  

 

                                                
34 The leader’s own foreign policy preferences can be derived from the previous assumptions. Since the 
leader is the only official responsible for both national security and domestic harmony and 
consumption, and trade-offs exist between guns, butter and potential diplomatic commitments, there 
must be members of the selectorate whose preferences differ from the leader. Some prefer more 
expansive diplomatic commitments and others greater redistribution to themselves and political 
supporters. The leader need only be in between the extremes. The more pressing imperative for the 
leader is to maintain power. 
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Figure 2. Foreign policy choice given variation in leader’s political strength and 
a positive revenue environment 

 
 The general model can be made much more specific to highlight the more 

extreme choices observed in the case studies, as seen below: 

Figure 3. Foreign policy choice given variation in leader's political strength and a 
positive revenue environment in a weakly or non-democratic regime 
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The outcome of foreign policy choice above comes from the interaction of the 

positive revenue shock with the leader’s political strength as the increased capacity 

gives the government a greater menu of foreign policy options. If the leader is strong, 

then she is able to control redistribution in case of a revenue shock as well as the 

state’s foreign policy orientation. Political strength thus allows foreign policy choice. 

Such choice is not limited to just selective expansion and retrenchment but also to 

maintaining the status quo. However, if she is weak, then she has less ability to 

control redistribution and foreign policy orientation and is subject to the foreign 

policy preferences of her supporters or is subject to leadership removal.  

The outcome of foreign policy choice in a negative revenue environment 

follows the same logic but the key difference is that capacity is constrained, leading to 

different potential decisions. If the leader is strong, then she is able to control 

redistribution of reduced revenues as well as the state’s foreign policy orientation. 

Political strength still permits foreign policy choice even if maintaining the status quo 

denotes the maximal such extent. However, if the leader is weak in a negative revenue 

environment, then her abilities to control redistribution and foreign policy orientation 

are weakened and she is subject to a greater threat of leadership removal. 

 

Figure 4. Foreign policy choice given variation in leader's political strength and a 
negative revenue environment 
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Again, the general model can be made much more specific to highlight the 

more extreme choices observed in the case studies, as seen below: 

 

Figure 5. Foreign policy choice given variation in leader's political strength and a 
negative revenue environment in a weakly or non-democratic regime 

 

  

The model sketched above employs a long tradition of positivist, domestically 

oriented International Relations literature. 35  In generating hypotheses from the 

models, I not only seek to describe the political environments leaders find themselves 

in, but also to lay out logically what occurs when a petrostate experiences the 

catalyzing positive or negative revenue shock. I therefore outline where expansionism 

may occur, and then explain why it does without having to rely upon additional 

variables such as regime type, ideology, or international structure.36 

                                                
35 Hudson (1995, 2013) and Hudson & Vore (2005) provide exhaustive literature review and “state of 
the field” pieces in line with the model.  
36 An interesting point is whether the model simply captures regime type as the intervening variable. 
The models presented above have been fine-tuned to illustrate the extremities of the cases to follow. In 
states where the regime type is not authoritarian or competitive authoritarian, the effect of political 
insider preferences would be weakened but not absent as the leader would have to contend with 
popular foreign policy preferences as well. A reasonable assumption is that public would be more 
pacific than any collection of insiders to maximize their take from the energy wealth, so the logic of 
petropolitics would hold but the foreign policy choices would simply be less extreme. Thanks to 
Patrick McDonald for pushing me to elaborate this point. 
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 The difference and novelty of petrostates relative to other states is that from 

this basic model of foreign policy formulation and grand strategy orientation, the 

leader must confront exogenous revenue shocks, bringing in huge amounts of revenue 

or tremendous shortfalls relative to previous periods.37 Expansionism, retrenchment, 

or careful maintenance of the status quo may occur in any state for any number of 

reasons. The importance here is how a leader is able to handle far more or less 

revenue than she anticipated in determining her country’s foreign policy course. Not 

only does the revenue shock vary but so does the permissiveness of the leader’s 

political environment. 

2.1.2. Preview of case studies 
 

The theoretical presentation rejects the causality argument of the war chest 

hypothesis and pursues the intuitive understanding that withstanding shock relies 

upon whatever qualities or institutions a person or state possesses prior to the shock 

event.38 The subsequent research design of this study follows the basic tenets of a 

counterfactual study through the methodological framework provided by George and 

Bennett.39 Cases are selected for structured, focused comparison using the congruence 

method and process tracing to identify what lies inside and outside the scope of the 

project.  

 This project uses structured, focused comparison to accumulate comparable 

data on the cases under study. George and Bennett define this method as one in which 

the researcher writes general questions reflecting the research objective and asks them 

of each case. This process guides and standardizes data collection, making systematic 

comparison and accumulation of findings possible. These questions deal only with 

aspects of the historical case relevant to the overarching theoretical framework.  

                                                
37 A petrostate cannot “start” from a period of shortfall or comparative privation because there needs to 
be an initial entry into petrostate status, which relies upon enough unearned income coming into the 
political environment that policymakers take notice and incorporate that revenue into their strategic 
decision-making. 
38 Largely, this mirrors the finance and psychology literatures on lottery winners. In those fields 
scholars have developed theory and presented evidence that lottery winners’ ex ante happiness and 
experience dealing with revenue helped explain their ex post retention of wealth and happiness. Thus, 
people who are already wealthy, well organized financially, and have satisfactory occupations report 
gains in happiness and retention of wealth years after their lottery win. People who are poor, have had 
previous financial difficulties, and are unemployed or under-employed report far greater unhappiness 
and exacerbation of financial difficulties. The basic point is that outcomes based on objective influxes 
of cash to individuals were contingent on how ready they were for an essentially random windfall. 
39 George and Bennett (2005). 
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Since the overall research objective of this project is to identify the 

hypothesized role of energy resource revenues on the formulation and implementation 

of foreign policy, it is important to examine the leadership periods of each Soviet and 

Russian leader since 1964 – when Brezhnev ascended to the position of General 

Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, the de facto leader of the 

country prior to the initial positive revenue shock from the production and sale of 

energy resources.40 

I have elected to divide the period under analysis into leadership periods to 

maximize variation on the intervening variable. Variation on internal politics – the 

autonomy that the leader enjoys relative to her supporters and to society at large 

causing different amounts of political pressure – demonstrates that variation on the 

independent variable does not cause predictable outcomes. This is central to 

differentiating this study from the structural war chest theories of energy and foreign 

policy. Variation on the independent variable comes from the general booms and 

busts afflicting energy prices. Variation on the dependent variable connects to the 

reason to study Russia as a petrostate. Russia is the largest and most diplomatically 

and militarily active petrostate in the world, so a theory which purports to explain the 

foreign policy of a petrostate should examine this “crucial” or “most likely case.”41  

For the individual case studies, I use a combination of the congruence method 

and process tracing. George and Bennett recommend this approach when a project 

does not compare specified variables across a universe of cases. In such cases, a 

method of difference or similarity might be a more useful approach. The congruence 

method and process tracing are appropriate when the project seeks to identify the 

causal path in a single case by defining the values of independent and dependent 

variables and then comparing whether the value of the dependent is well-predicted by 

the value of the observed independent variable. George and Bennett note, “If the 

outcome of the dependent variable is consistent with the theory’s prediction, then the 

possibility of a causal relationship is strengthened.”42  

This project intends to assess cases over a number of years so that iteratively 

they provide a more likely confirmation of a causal connection between energy 

                                                
40 The cases are intended only to measure foreign policy behavior, commenting upon but not 
investigating interesting but secondary questions such as the inefficiency of the command economic 
system or why exactly the Soviet Union collapsed. 
41 Cf. footnote 14. 
42 George and Bennett (2005: 179). 
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resource exports and foreign policy behavior. To buttress the congruence method, I 

also intend to use process tracing within the case analysis to investigate the 

hypothesized causal mechanisms alongside alternative mechanisms.43 To preview the 

findings of the case studies, I apply this model to the political record of Russia from 

the introduction of energy revenues in the mid-1960s until the present day: 

 

Figure 6. Political strength of leader, 1964 until the present day 

 
The strongest leaders are the ones in the upper left quadrant and the weakest 

ones in the lower left quadrant. The leaders in the lower right quadrant are also weak 

in the sense of enjoying little autonomy from their selectorates and the public, but 

recall that the selectorates are themselves under pressure from popular pressure. Note 

that Putin and Gorbachev essentially travel in opposite directions over their tenures, 

which would comport with standard analyses of Russian politics. As detailed in the 

case studies to follow and Figure 7 directly below, revenue shocks during the tenures 

of Brezhnev and Putin resulted in appreciable but not identical increases of 

expansionist behavior. During the Brezhnev era, the lack of autonomy from his 

hawkish selectorate and the tremendous autonomy it enjoyed relative to society 

during the Soviet period pushed Brezhnev to follow his hawks. In contrast, Putin was 

able to build his political coalition prior to the revenue shock and populated his 

selectorate with individuals whose primary political interest is re-establishment of 

state control over the economy and public life. Their foreign policy interests have 

been roughly limited to maintaining capital openness and reestablishing Russia’s 

ability to participate in international politics. Thus, the expansionism observed during 

                                                
43  Ibid: “[T]he congruence and process-tracing methods for making causal inferences provide 
alternatives to controlled comparison, and therefore constitute the basis for a different type of 
comparative method. The results of individual case studies, each of which employs within-case 
analysis, can be compared by drawing them together within a common theoretical framework without 
having to find two or more cases that similar in every respect but one.” 
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Putin’s extended period at the top, including the four years when he served as prime 

minister under the presidency of his erstwhile and future prime minister Dmitri 

Medvedev, has been highly selective and opportunistic, reflecting his great autonomy 

from his selectorate and, over time, greater autonomy from society at large. 

 

Figure 7. Political strength and revenue shocks: USSR/Russia, 1964-2012 

 
Figure 7 highlights the historical outcomes detailed in the case studies below: 

revenue shocks make expansionism or retrenchment possible, but are contingent upon 

political weakness of the leader. Both Brezhnev and Putin receive positive exogenous 

shocks that seem like bounties from nature, but the foreign policy outcomes differ due 

to variation in the domestic political pressures they face. Gorbachev’s ascension 

recognized the reality of the negative revenue shock the USSR was in and the need 

for far-reaching reform, which had existed since the end of Brezhnev’s tenure through 

Andropov and Chernenko but which had been studiously ignored. Yeltsin’s time in 

office notes the weakening of his political position over the eight years between 

Gorbachev’s ouster and Putin’s installation in which he confirmed Gorbachev’s 

restrained foreign policy but allowed an acquisitive selectorate (the “oligarchs”) to 

gain political power. 

 

2.2 EXISTING LITERATURE IN INTERNATIONAL SECURITY AND PETROPOLITICS 
 

The previous chapter made a claim on the relative poverty in the war financing 

literature as applied to petrostates. This subsection reviews that literature, particularly 

the war chest theory that stands as the most direct investigation of revenue volatility 

in state foreign policy planning. This subsection also reviews the extant international 

security literature on energy and conflict, and the Comparativist petropolitics 

literature. After the general literature review shows what has been in the previous 
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study of energy, revenues, and foreign policy, I conclude the subsection by comparing 

this theoretical approach to those of prevailing interpretations of Soviet and Russian 

foreign policy. Those traditions have focused on personality, group-level politics, 

geography, and ideology. I outline the deficiencies of each argument and argue that a 

petropolitics-derived theory of foreign policy is a more efficient explanation of the 

existing Soviet and Russian foreign policy record.  

2.2.1. The War Chest: revenue volatility and foreign policy 
 

The war chest hypothesis emerges from the study of geopolitics and attempts 

by scholars to locate the source of state expansionism.44 It holds that expansionism 

results from economic growth that provides states with resources in excess of regular 

consumption. Unlike other non-rationalist explanations such as fear, anxiety, or 

domestic turbulence pushing for diversionary conflict in which leaders respond to 

threats from abroad or within, the war chest holds that an influx of revenue allows 

states to increase their international ambitions accordingly.45 Since wars require 

revenue and states exist in a dangerous, anarchic environment, a surplus of revenue is 

central to achieving greater security.46  

                                                
44 This tradition existed long before the rationalist program focused on bargaining in conflict situations 
and more specifically the sources of bargaining failures as identified most succinctly by Fearon (1995) 
– problems of commitment, information, and issue indivisibility – and extended by many others, 
including Powell (2006). While the rationalist tradition can certainly be employed to assess revenue 
volatility, its focus on crisis bargaining makes it a less than ideal method by which to investigate how 
politicians assess long-term changes in foreign policy outlooks. For instance, an influx of revenue 
could generate a commitment problem because it becomes more difficult to commit not to using those 
resources for demanding more from an adversary, but that requires an object of negotiation and an 
adversary. The case studies will show that choice of foreign policy direction is not necessarily taken in 
response to specific events or controversies, but as the result of internal political dynamics. In the 
Conclusion, I employ a rationalist approach in assessing contemporary and future Russian foreign 
policy tactics and strategy. 
45 Castillo et al. (2001), Pollins and Schweller (1999), Goldstein (1988), Blainey (1988 [1973]). 
46 Clearly, the war chest relies on the basic assumptions of structural realism: anarchy at the 
international level without a central governing authority; states cannot discern the intentions of other 
states with complete certainty and thus must remain prudent to potentially malign intentions of others; 
states retain some positive amount of military capabilities; power as defined as economic and military 
capabilities comprises the main goal of state action; and, power shapes a state’s foreign policy 
ambitions. The world is a dangerous, self-help environment, and the more revenue a state has is the 
better able it is to secure itself against the predations of others. Moreover, anything less than 
maximizing power is an imprudent course of action for a state if it is interested in self-reproduction. 
(See Morgenthau 1978, Waltz 1979, Mearsheimer 1990, 1994, and 2001, among many other 
contributions to the Realist canon. The later neorealist-neoliberal debate and rationalist-constructivist 
turn in International Relations clarified and challenged this research agenda (see, inter alia, Keohane 
1986, Baldwin 1993, Powell 1994, Fearon 1995, Katzenstein 1996, Waever 1996 and 1998, Checkel 
1998, Fearon and Wendt 2002,). However, for my purposes here I have to address what exists as the 
source of theorizing about the “oil weapon,” which is the energy equivalent of the war chest. 
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The war chest hypothesis relies on the basic assumptions and outlook of 

classical and structural realism in which the next conflict is inevitable and the most 

successful states are ones that plan prudently ahead to fight at the most propitious 

moments. Pollins and Schweller (1999) summarized “Contrary to the diversionary 

theory of war, the 'war chest' hypothesis maintains that wars are most likely to occur 

in prosperous times. This is because armed conflict among nations requires adequate 

finance, complex organization, and domestic unity.” 47 Hansen (1932) reflected on the 

constant warfare afflicting Europe: "Nations do not fight wars after prolonged periods 

of depression. Following long periods of predominantly good times, in periods of the 

long-wave up swing, war chests are accumulated, navies are built, and armies are 

equipped and trained.” Goldstein (1988) held that long-term economic growth was 

also at the root of bigger and longer wars: “The biggest wars occur only when the 

core countries can afford them, which is after a sustained period of stable economic 

growth. When treasuries are full, countries are willing and able to wage big wars; 

when they are empty, countries are not able to undertake such wars. Thus when the 

growth of production in the core of the world system accelerates, the war-supporting 

capacity of the system increases as well, and bigger wars ensue.”48 Blainey (1973) 

moves along the same ground and notes the undercurrent of hubris common to war 

chest explanations:  

It would be surprising if most wars broke out when or where economic 
pressures and needs were most compelling, for those are the times and places 
which are less capable of financing a war. Since international war is armed 
violence on a large scale rather than an episode of pickpocketing, arms as well 
as motives are essential. When trade is deteriorating and when unemployment 
is increasing, the mood of governments tends to be cautious or apprehensive. 
Dwindling revenue and soaring claims for the state's aid aggravate the mood. 
By contrast, when prosperity is high—and this is the time most dangerous to 
peace—there comes a sense of mastery of the environment.49  
The logic behind the war chest hypothesis is that power considerations shape 

state interests. Expansion occurs when states perceive increases in national power, 

measured in terms of material resources and political influence, relative to rivals such 

that changes in relative costs and benefits of expansion make it profitable for them to 

                                                
47 Pollins and Schweller (1999: 446). 
48 Goldstein (1988: 261). 
49 Blainey (1988 [1973]: 87- 88, 93) 
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consider military expansion.50 Analysts have challenged these suppositions in terms 

of evidence and logic. Castillo et al. (2001) tested the war chest hypothesis for the 

period 1870-1939 for five ‘great powers’ (Germany, United States, Soviet Union, 

France, Japan) and found that military expenditures of the main great powers in this 

period did not follow automatically increases in output levels and growth. The authors 

also found that for the countries and period under consideration, the statistical 

relationship between output levels or growth and military expenditures is not 

uniformly positive.  

Instead, they find that, in statistical terms, for any given country during any 

given year in the sample period, the best predictor of military expenditures is the level 

of military expenditures in the previous year. The statistical evidence does not support 

generalizations about a positive relationship between output levels or output growth 

and military expenditures. This is still the case when they allow for lags of several 

years between changes in output and military spending decisions. Further, other 

measures they use to proxy for other factors possibly influencing military decision-

makers—such as the number of military personnel in rival states—also do not appear 

to be consistently related to changes in military expenditures over time.51 

Beyond statistical inquiry, scholars have challenged the war chest hypothesis 

in its logic, as in whether states necessarily behave as anomic units, have other 

considerations besides power, or are more concerned over absolute versus relative 

gains.52 An additional and more troubling weakness of the war chest hypothesis is that 

it fails to predict when expansionism might occur as the result of increased revenues. 

Pollins and Schweller also note “from the realist perspective, the connection between 

ample war chests and interstate conflict is timeless-forever with us. Independent of 

large wars themselves, realists make no claims regarding when the level of such 

resources will be high or low (i.e., they claim only that full war chests precede large 

                                                
50 Adapted from Pollins and Schweller (1999), who additionally cite Zakaria (1998) and Gilpin (1981) 
on the last two points. 
51 Castillo et al. (2001: iii, xii). Their literature view of the statistical inquiries into the war chest 
hypothesis over chapters 1-3 similarly finds weak or contradictory findings 
52 Powell (1999) notes that states are not prevented from using large proportions of increased gains on 
security versus consumption so that even a smaller relative gain can be spent more exhaustively on 
security. In such fashion states can ameliorate concerns over relative gains. The Realist framework of 
the war chest hypothesis also fails to note the potential for international institutions or state-led 
hierarchies to address security concerns. (Keohane 1984 remains the early, seminal contribution on the 
former and Lake 2007 and 2009 has made contributions on the latter. Mercer 1995 explores the 
different identities and desires of states beyond the anarchically generated struggle for survival.) 
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wars and are depleted by them).”53 This failure to have falsifiable claims means that 

any expansion or retrenchment following an influx or shortfall of revenue can be 

attributable to the influx, creating a conflation between correlation and causation 

when intervening variables or conditioning steps are ignored. The petrostate foreign 

policy theory outlined below specifically attends to the political environment existing 

prior to an appreciable change in energy revenues and outlines the political processes 

by which the leader makes the decision to when and to what extent to expand his or 

her state’s diplomatic and military commitment. 

The war chest hypothesis of foreign policy expansion contends that foreign 

policy expansionism follows the swelling of coffers. It fails to consider alternative 

conceptions of security for states and takes away agency from decision-makers. It 

makes a single prediction that revenue change can predict the direction of a country’s 

foreign policy outlook, but fails to predict when or to what extent that foreign policy 

change will occur. The following subsection notes that in the prevailing literature on 

energy and International Relations literature, the “oil weapon” is essentially an 

applied version of the “war chest.” 

2.2.2. Energy resources and International Relations literature 
 

 The prevailing literature within International Relations views energy resources 

as a physical prize to be captured during time of war, denied to the enemy during the 

same time, or as the physical commodity whose production and export needs to be 

guaranteed to avoid damage to the economies of oil-importing countries.54 This 

conventional wisdom emerged from the basic parameters of energy and International 

Relations in the era of the world wars and culminated in the OPEC oil embargo in the 

mid-1970s. I review here this literature to illustrate that its main concerns of state-to-

state relations and foreign policy failed to develop beyond the policy needs of the 

Western, oil-importing countries. Moreover, I show that contemporary theoretical 

investigation in energy and international security by Jeff Colgan has made incredible 

strides in bringing petropolitics into International Relations, but has relied exclusively 

on revolutionary states to drive theorizing, leaving out the foreign policy formulation 

of stable states. The next section shows how oil-exporting countries then had to 

                                                
53 Pollins and Schweller, (ibid: 449; emphasis authors’). 
54 Penrose (1976) is an early work settling on this interpretation. 
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handle sudden influxes of energy wealth for their internal development and external 

relations.  

 The first serious consideration about energy and conflict originated in the 

decisions prior to World War I by Winston Churchill to switch the power source of 

the British Royal Navy from coal to oil. Until then the Royal Navy relied on vast 

sources of domestic coal to power its ships, but Churchill grew concerned that coal 

was not a long-term solution to naval defense. The thermal capacity of coal was half 

of oil, which inhibited naval innovations in making larger and faster ships, while the 

difficulty of refueling meant that up to a quarter of ships were always in port and 

personnel requirements of loading coal and stoking fires presented a perennial strain 

on naval manpower. As Churchill understood it, “providing the fleet with coal was the 

greatest logistical headache of the age” and oil provided qualitative advantages in 

storage, ease of refueling at port and sea, reduction of service personnel, and, most 

importantly, speed and travel capacity of ships.55   

Churchill’s decision to switch to oil from coal first had domestic political and 

economic consequences and then international ones. Traditionalists in the Navy and 

the coal miners in Wales whose economic interests suffered from this decision 

protested,56 but what followed provided the basis for how energy is commonly 

understood to fit into foreign policy and conflict. Without domestic oil resources 

(discoveries in the North Sea were decades away), the British government moved to 

obtain sources of oil from abroad. The government sent a delegation to the Persian 

Gulf where oil the Royal Dutch Shell Group had already commenced production, but 

it made the decision to forego investment in the larger, more established company in 

favor of creating the Anglo-Persian Oil Company to secure long-term supplies.57 The 

United Kingdom transitioned its military to run on oil, creating a predictable scramble 

for the physical resource as military planners of the major European states were 

unclear as to whether existing supplies would be sufficient for all nations.58 In the 

absence of an international organization or agreement to regulate access to oil, this 

uncertainly prompted fear that energy resource shortcomings would be a catastrophic 

strategic liability, inviting aggression by others.59  

                                                
55 Dahl (2001). 
56 Narizny (2007), chapter 5.  
57 Yergin (1991).  
58 Yergin, ibid.  
59 This was the era of zero-sum thinking captured by Jervis (1978) and Van Evera (1984). 
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The scramble around WWI for oil as a physical resource to be secured for 

oneself and denied to others during wartime influenced no less a figure than Adolf 

Hitler. Nazi Germany was unable to supply its own energy needs and its negotiators 

to the prewar Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact placed prime importance on more secure 

access to oil.60 By 1940, the USSR was supplying 30% of Germany’s annual oil needs 

(675,000 tons) but under its own interpretation of the Molotov-Ribbentrop seized 

northeastern Romania in June 1940, within striking distance of the Ploesti oil fields 

that supplied 58% of German fuel needs. Hitler thereafter ordered preparations for 

Operation Barbarossa in December 1940, and while the Soviet Union might have 

been surprised by the date of actual invasion, it was seemingly aware of the threat, 

reducing oil exports to Germany by nearly 75% (0.9 tons) by the end of 1940 

compared to the 1935 high of 3.4 tons.61 As noted in the first chapter, the German 

strategy for defeating the Soviet Union relied greatly on oil and eventually floundered 

both in the Caucasus and in Western Russia.  

Wartime experience of oil as the key physical commodity created the postwar 

certainty among the major powers that access to oil was to be controlled at all costs.62 

The clear implication to contemporary decision-makers was that Western oil 

companies would have to dominate economic relations with countries in the 

developing world to continue the export of cheap oil, and would be backed by either 

explicit or implicit support from their own governments.  

Conventional wisdom transformed itself into policy practice and thereafter the 

literature within International Relations settled into a fairly coherent if ultimately 

limited and policy-oriented set of questions in relation to the foreign policy agenda of 

the West: How much oil is available and what are the export possibilities in case of 

conflict? What would happen to key export outlets such as the Strait of Hormuz and 

transport corridors such as the Strait of Malacca; and what were the general effects of 

oil on geopolitics given various scenarios of peak oil and climate change?63 The bulk 

of International Relations scholarship on energy and international security thus views 

oil as a scarce physical resource or as a foil for developing theory in other issue areas: 

                                                
60 Shirer (1959), Book III, Ch. 15; Preda (2013). 
61 Considine and Kerr (2008: 40-41). 
62 This interpretation follows that Yergin (1991). 
63 Gholz and Press (2010) provide a literature review of this policy-oriented literature. 
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political outcomes of environmental degradation or on cooperation in international 

organizations as a coercive resource.64  

An exception to these approaches has been the work of Jeff Colgan, who 

addresses energy and international security by viewing the former as financial 

resources, as does the petropolitics tradition. Colgan (2009) argues that extant 

analysis can be divided into three types of “resource war:” resource competition, 

resource conflict, and resource-backed aggression. The first type of resource war, 

“resource competition,” roughly equates to the corpus of IR literature described above 

as:  

[I]nternational conflicts based on the pursuit of scarce resources. Scholars 
have argued that increasing global demand for energy makes the conquest of 
major oil-exporting regions likely (Westing 1986; Klare 1999, 2001). Yet as 
skeptics have pointed out, there is little systematic evidence available in 
support of this claim (Victor 2007). In the postwar era, competition over 
resources has been managed largely by international markets rather than war 
between states. 
 

The second type, “resource conflicts” is familiar to students of civil war, in 

which oil or other natural resources cause or exacerbate violent intra-state conflicts. 

Work in this tradition describes resources as relatively fungible commodities that can 

be sold relatively easily to fund ongoing or catalyze new conflicts.65 

It is in Colgan’s third type of resource war, “resource-backed aggression,” that 

he makes the closest attempt to deduce a foreign policy theory of petrostates, but 

draws his universe of cases from revolutionary states and thus comes up with a 

restatement of theory on why revolutionary states fight.66 Colgan’s “resource-backed 

aggression” compares the foreign policy records of post-revolutionary petrostates to 

their corresponding ancien régimes to isolate the effect of regime-type change on the 

aggressiveness of the new states. 67  This set of cases means that at the time 

                                                
64 See, inter alia, Homer-Dixon (1999), Keohane (1984), and Kelanic (2012), respectively. To be fair, 
some empirical work does exist with Colgan (2008) finding a positive statistical effect between energy 
resources and conflict and Basedau and Lay (2009) arguing against. 
65 Ibid. Colgan cites Collier and Hoeffler (2004) and Fearon and Laitin (2003) as seminal pieces that 
highlight the ability or desire of warring parties to sell natural resources, including but not limited to 
“blood” diamonds, to outside parties to fund ongoing conflicts and insurgencies.  
66 Snyder, etc. 
67 Colgan notes that the impact of energy revenues is ambiguous: “Rather than having a single, uniform 
effect, oil has multiple effects on the domestic politics of a petrostate, some of which create incentives 
for foreign policy aggressiveness and some of which do the opposite. For instance, oil income can be 
used to finance military capabilities and campaigns, which expands the state’s opportunities for 
aggression. On the other hand, oil income also generates an enormous financial incentive to avoid any 
international conflict that would interrupt the state’s oil export sales. The net effect on a petrostate’s 
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revolutionary movements take over the government, their leaders oversee domestic 

political environments of significant political, economic, and cultural changes that 

cause serious domestic and even international opposition to the revisions of the status 

quo. 68  Instead of fighting for reasons of territorial revision, resource-backed 

aggression is the desire by ambitious, risk-acceptant leaders to change a country’s 

institutions. That drives aggressive, risk-acceptant behavior, not the energy resources 

themselves.69 The revenue that hydrocarbons represent offers increased autonomy 

from domestic opponents and provides the ability to fund conflict against neighbors. 

Those two developments pose a commitment problem to finding peaceful outcomes 

as well as making them more demanding at domestic and international levels by 

altering perceived payoffs to victory versus defeat, risk tolerance, and perceived costs 

of fighting.70  

The work is useful for providing a clear way to think about the mechanism by 

which revolutionary government exploit a ready source of income to carry out their 

campaigns to take and maintain power. Yet, by looking at revolutionary petrostates, it 

is also clear that the case selection – particularly the case studies in the 2012 book of 

Iraq, Libya, Iran, Venezuela, and Saudi Arabia and his explicit exclusion of both the 

Soviet Union and post-Soviet Russia as laying outside his theory – skews towards 

political situations that would require tremendous outside intervention not to become 

violent. The political institutions that exist are either in flux or completely instituted 

de novo, meaning there is no regular way for aggregated political actors to influence 

foreign policy decision-making or for any political force to inhibit the decisions of the 

leader. Thus, Colgan can explain changes in militarized interstate disputes well, but 

                                                                                                                                      
foreign policy and its propensity for international conflict depends on how the oil income interacts with 
the domestic politics of the petrostate” (Colgan 2011: 1669). 
68 Colgan explicates this causal mechanism as one in which the independent variable is “domestic 
politics shape the state’s propensity for international conflict” (Colgan 2012: 17). The key intervening 
variables (i.e. positive values which lead to increase in probability of conflict) are cost of fighting (i.e. 
decrease leads to increase in conflict) and risk tolerance (i.e. increase leads to increase in conflict), in 
which a) domestic revolution leads to both values (positive and decrease) and b) oil income amplifies 
the effect of a domestic revolution. In the second step “revolutionary leadership makes a state more 
likely to instigate international conflict” with revolutions and not simply regime or leadership changes 
selecting leaders with particular characteristics that extend beyond maintaining office that make their 
states more prone to instigate international conflict (Ibid: 20). When energy resources interact with 
revolutionary politics, the costs of fighting decrease as more ambitious leaders are there to direct 
conflicts, leading to Colgan’s dependent variable: “the state's aggressiveness and propensity to instigate 
international conflict … [meaning] a propensity to try and revise the status quo in ways that are 
contrary to the preferences of other actors” (Ibid: 42-43.) 
69 Colgan (2011): 1670, citing Goldstone (1997), Walt (1997), Maoz (1996), Skocpol (1988) and Gurr 
(1988).  
70 Fearon (1995) and Putnam (1988). 
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even he notes that his theory is less able to explain other aspects of foreign policy, 

especially the ones associated with mature or stable states: military expenditures, 

“foreign aid and commercial relationships to accomplish foreign policy objectives 

(sometimes known as “checkbook diplomacy”)… [and] to use the state’s finances to 

fund foreign insurgencies. All of these tendencies derive from the ease with which oil 

revenues can be centralized and controlled by the state’s leadership, and thus spent on 

foreign policy.”71 Colgan’s research design does not capture the totality of foreign 

policy behavior available to states as it largely leaves out how stable states formulate 

and execute foreign policy. It relies on already volatile revolutionary situations and 

not deliberative foreign policy processes.  

To the contrary, some scholars deem efforts to see energy as an object of 

inquiry for International Relations largely failed to survive the transition away from 

Western control, effectively “ceding” the issue to Comparativists. In the next 

subsection, I chart out how scholars in the latter tradition evolved their own 

understanding of what energy resources represent. What started with a basic empirical 

observation of what became known as the “resource curse” eventually honed in on the 

true impact of energy resources: institutionally corrosive amounts of revenue.  

2.2.3. Energy Resources and Comparative Politics Literature 
 

 The previous section showed that the subject of energy resources as a field of 

inquiry in International Relations has largely stagnated, mainly as the role of energy 

resources moved into different areas of the discipline and occupied a different role 

within the foreign policy agenda of the West. Outside of International Relations, 

energy and its effect on politics has taken off as a subject of intense debate. After 

control of oil resources transitioned back to the exporting countries in the 1970s, 

scholars within Comparative Politics took up the story thereafter on what has now 

become a familiar inquiry under the name of the “resource curse,” the observation 

that states with natural resources often perform less well on a number of economic, 

social, and political indicators than originally anticipated and certainly less well than 

similar states without natural resources.72 That observation led to research that began 

                                                
71 Ibid, p. 38. 
72 The name itself is from Auty (1993: 1): “Resource-rich countries fail to benefit from a favourable 
endowment, [and] they may actually perform worse than less well-endowed countries. This 
counterintuitive outcome is the basis of the resource curse thesis.” 
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with purely economic explanations, turned to the deleterious effects of energy 

resources themselves on political institutions, and then finally to the insight that what 

oil and gas do is magnify the effects, positive or negative, of the political institutions 

already in place at the time of discovery and exploitation. That last point is where this 

paper interprets the effect of natural resources on foreign policy: the revenue from the 

oil and gas magnifies the positive or negative aspects of the foreign policy 

formulation process already in place. 

Regarding the “resource curse,” Sachs and Warner (1995) provided evidence 

that “states with a high ratio of natural resource exports to GDP in 1971 had 

abnormally slow growth rates between 1971 and 1989.”73 This result was all the more 

surprising because in the period in between the beginning of post-World War II 

decolonization and the resource nationalism of the 1970s, many thought that abundant 

natural resources would be a boon to development as states could export valuable 

commodities to make up for a shortfall of domestic investable capital while also 

attracting foreign direct investment. 

The reality that resource-exporting governments seemed to manage their 

economies so poorly was apparent to scholars of the “rentier state.” These scholars 

began by investigating why the regime of Shah Reza Pehlavi in Iran could be so rich 

yet fall so quickly.74  While those scholars focused on political outcomes in a 

particularly interesting case, the initial general explanations for the poor development 

outcomes originated in the economics community, which focused on issues such as 

Dutch Disease, revenue volatility, excessive borrowing, and other monetary and fiscal 

maladies.75 Explanations for this unhappy phenomenon as purely economic failed to 

explain the divergent development outcomes of resource-rich countries, in which 

countries such as Indonesia and the Gulf states seemed to be stable and others such as 

Norway demonstrably benefitted from natural resource exports.  

Scholars began to look inside the state for clues on what was going wrong. 

Karl (1997) provided an early, clear argument that energy resources corroded state 

institutions by quickly and seemingly durably generating fiscal reliance by specific 

social groups on the available rents. Fiscal reliance reduces state capacity, or 

‘statecraft’ as she called it, by eroding state regulatory and extractive capacities 

                                                
73 Ross (1999: 300). 
74 Beblawi and Luciani (1987). 
75 Karl (1997) provides a full review. 



39 
	  

through cozy relationships and self-dealing by members of the government. 

Politicians instead substitute externally obtained oil rents to steadily more powerful 

organized interests that are also their bureaucratic and private sector allies. As each 

organized interest (leader, bureaucratic organization, armed forces, etc.), as well as 

the general public, demands more simply not to defect from the state and seek control 

for itself (or even greater control in the case of the leader), the state becomes less of a 

vehicle to drive development goals and more of a milk cow to be sucked dry.76  

Karl argued that degradation of political institutions associated with and 

responsible for successful development outcomes 77  in petrostates had several 

extremely adverse consequences. Petrostates sorely lacked the mechanisms to protect 

their economies and political institutions from the outsized revenues of oil exports. 

This lack of protection is the underlying cause behind disappointing outcomes: 

revenue met weak institutions, individuals could organize to overwhelm public 

institutions for private gain, and ultimately public institutions failed to provide public 

goods. 

Karl provided a state-centered explanation that looked at what energy 

resources do to political institutions. Ross (1999) took up this state-centered 

explanation in his review of political economy scholarship on the resource curse, 

which separated the extant explanations into cognitive, societal and state-centered 

accounts. Ross largely dismissed “cognitive explanations, which contend that 

resource booms produce a type of short-sightedness among policymakers [and] 

societal explanations, which argue that resource exports tend to empower sectors, 

classes, or interest groups that favor growth-impeding policies” as they violated the 

basic rationality assumption of leadership.78 Societal explanations also failed to hold 

up because they imputed an implausible level of influence by non-state actors over the 

state given that the latter generally control commodities. Such control would 

ostensibly give it a nontax revenue base to cushion it from interest-group pressures 

and finance payoffs to opponents and supporters. Ross’s review left state-centered 

explanations as the main viable route to understanding the political effects of energy 

                                                
76 Karl (1997: 91). 
77  Robust taxation and redistribution systems, transparent and effective bureaucracies, political 
decisions made on behalf of a universal electorate, etc. 
78 Ross (1999: 297). 
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resources, which eventually ended up defining energy resources as political, less as a 

“black, viscous liquid” but as fungible revenue.79  

The literature of the field after Ross (1999) turned to deeper investigation of 

the role played by political institutions. In particular, governments seemed to waste 

their good fortunes through profligacy but were not too negatively affected in terms of 

regime stability, even as the societies around them failed to develop.80 This next 

generation of petrostate scholars changed the focus of inquiry to look at the state of 

institutions a country possesses at the time the revenue started flooding in. Rosser 

(2006) and Jones Luoug and Weinthal (2006) offered review articles that explicitly 

challenged the transformative value of energy resources and expressly provided 

institutional accounts of political and economic capacity at the time of discovery. 

Smith (2007) stated directly: “oil rents have effects on institutions that vary 

systematically according to the circumstances of oil’s entry as a major export 

commodity. Where rentier state/resource curse theorists have asked whether a country 

is oil-rich, I ask when.”81 Smith's work marked a turning point by labeling energy 

resources as explicitly political resources, that is, as revenue or the promise of 

revenue by politicians to current or potential supporters. At such a point, Jones Luong 

and Weinthal (2010) published a book boldly titled “Oil Is Not A Curse” that 

demonstrated wide variation in selection of ownership structure of oil and gas 

properties by several post-Soviet governments in response to political incentives.  

Where the literature on the “resource curse” started by examining economic 

explanations of unfortunate development outcomes, it ended up defining the actual oil 

and gas not as hydrocarbons but as the revenue from their sale. As scholars began to 

think of hydrocarbons as revenue, their utility to politicians became clearer, as what 

can and is used by governments (and usually individual, nameable leaders) to achieve, 

maintain and expand political power. Smith (2007) and others have shown that the 

exogenous impact of energy revenues is endogenous to the strength or durability of 

the political institutions relative to the leader.  

The more general point Comparativist scholars have made is that energy as a 

commodity is not the most useful path of inquiry for studying energy as a topic. The 

field has made a turn towards treating energy as revenue that becomes political 

                                                
79 Karl (1997: 6). 
80 Bueno de Mesquita (1981) and Bueno de Mesquita and Siverson (1995) had the same insight. 
81 Smith (2007: 1). Emphasis in original. 
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resources fungible for any purpose. When revenue enters politics, revenues alone are 

underdetermining; politics matters as the neutral multiplier in the distribution of 

benefits and the variation of policy outcomes. The theory section to follow will 

consider energy resources not as physical resources but as unearned income that 

enters into a real political and economic institutional environment. Political 

relationships between the leader, his or her direct supporters, and the general public 

determine the outcome of how revenue surpluses or shortfalls are handled in terms of 

policy variation.  

  

2.3. EXISTING INTERPRETATIONS OF RUSSIAN FOREIGN POLICY THEORY 
 

The previous subsections reviewed the existing International Relations and 

Comparative Politics literature on energy and political outcomes and provided a 

theory of foreign policy-making in a petrostate. The International Relations literature 

is limited in its outlook, having failed to evolve theoretically since ownership of 

energy resources largely transitioned from major oil companies to the states and 

national companies where the resources are actually located. The war chest 

hypothesis ignores the role of politics and politicians. The petropolitics literature is 

more promising through its interpretation of energy as revenue but, given the division 

of labor within political science, does not address foreign policy. The petrostate 

foreign policy theory is a step towards bridging those literatures, but it also has to be 

empirically useful in at least explaining some cases better than existing alternatives. 

The following case study sections lay out how the petrostate foreign policy can be 

used to explain Soviet and Russian leadership tenure foreign policy more efficiently 

than extant explanations.  

The petrostate theory outlined above relies on a conception of politics taken 

from the general political economy literature viewing governance domestically as the 

distribution of wealth and opportunity. The petrostate theory views the leader’s 

responsibility to maintain domestic tranquility and national security so as to propagate 

the system for successors. This fairly general approach to political understanding – 

and ultimately looking at how any petrostate handles revenue variation – makes one 

of the chief aims of this dissertation to view Russia outside of the specific area studies 

approach that has generated a tremendous body of knowledge about the country, but 



42 
	  

which often separates Russia from general political investigation. By viewing Russia 

as a petrostate, and thus a type of state that can be found somewhere else, it is my 

hope to use the uniqueness of the country to find clear, if extreme, outcomes to 

petrostate foreign policy. 

This underlying conception differs from the prevailing interpretations of 

Russian foreign policy, which are largely nestled within the venerable but dated levels 

of analysis approach, alongside an additional interpretation referring to Russian 

culture and ideology favored by humanities and sociology scholars.82 Depending on 

the particular leader or the era in which outside observers have tried explain policy 

decisions and orientations, the major bodies of interpretation have looked towards 

various explanations. These include leader personality as the agential factor of 

explanation, group-level explanations such as interest groups or patronage networks, 

structural/geopolitical explanations, 83 many ideological movements, and references to 

Russia’s Eurasian and Slavic national character. 84  Although each provides an 

important part of the story, individually these arguments fall short of providing an 

explanation that does not rely on idiographic details.  

2.3.1. “Energy Impact Theory”: The War Chest and Petrostate Foreign Policy 
 

I begin the Russia-oriented literature review section by evaluating an excellent 

treatment of energy and Russian foreign policy and the closest to this study in terms 

of cases and underlying research question. The “energy impact theory of foreign 

policy” developed by James D. J. Brown (2011) preserves war chest logic in a 

Russian energy context but diminishes the importance of politics and politicians.  

In his avowedly neoclassical realist study, Brown largely excludes politics and 

politicians from an account of petrostate foreign policy so that the revenue shock 

determines the foreign policy outcomes. Brown considers energy as a structural factor 

so energy capabilities have a mechanistic effect on grand strategy orientation: more 

capabilities cause unilateralist policies and fewer cause the opposite. He does not 

break from the geopolitical and zero-sum nature of oil as a causal and somewhat 

mystical factor. “It seems that wealth derived from the sale of oil (to a much greater 

                                                
82 Waltz (1954). The overlap between culture and ideology is explored below. 
83 Mackinder (1904). 
84 Many excellent and similar summaries and histories of Russian foreign policy exist. I have relied 
upon Brown (2011), whose structure I roughly follow here, as well as Mankoff (2009), Lo (2002), and 
Lynch (2005). 
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extent than that generated from other sources) leads to fundamental and often 

surprising changes in the nature and activities of large hydrocarbon producers. It is 

this unusual and compelling attribute of petroleum that is the core focus of this 

thesis.”85 He continues:  

[T]he degree to which states’ external behaviour is determined by national 
capabilities … draws upon a framework of neoclassical realism, energy 
capabilities function as a significant structural determinant of the foreign 
policies of major energy-producing states. Although the effect is assumed to 
be filtered through a series of intervening variables, it is hypothesised that, as 
a general tendency, increases in energy capabilities will amplify the scale and 
scope of a state’s external activity, promote boldness, ambition, and 
aggression, and encourage the adoption of unilateralist approaches to 
international engagement. Conversely, the theory holds that reductions in 
energy capabilities will result in a smaller and narrower range of activity, 
more caution and conciliation in the conduct of foreign policy, and a greater 
respect for multilateralism and international law. 86  

 

Brown’s essential argument is that energy capabilities, ostensibly but not 

explicitly defined as volume of energy exports multiplied by international price, 

largely determine foreign policy ambition. The empirical cases generally bear this 

supposition out. In two cases during the Brezhnev and Putin eras, where energy 

revenues increase, he observes foreign policy expansion, and in the two other cases 

where energy revenues decline, during the Gorbachev and Yeltsin eras, we observe 

retrenchment. It might then be plausible to conclude that increased energy revenues 

encourage greater foreign policy ambition as well as the reverse. However, the 

plausibility of this “energy impact theory” is belied by its inherent vagueness as to 

when expansion or retrenchment might occur and to what extent. Moreover, without 

allowing politics and politicians to operate, when expansion or retrenchment will 

occur remains unpredictable. The petropolitics theory here reviews the same history 

as Brown but uses a fundamentally different explanatory logic to make more precise 

predictions: foreign policy decision-making is contingent on the politics surrounding 

the leader and her selectorate; there is no justification for assuming that more energy 

capabilities will always result in more aggressive actions abroad. 

                                                
85 Brown (2011, 3). 
86 Brown (2011, 8). Emphases my own. Rose (1998) and Rathbun (2008) on neoclassical realism. 
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2.3.2. Personality 
 

 The most striking Russian foreign policy interpretations draw outcomes from 

the personality of the leader at the helm. Long traditions and colorful stories of tsars 

and strongmen combined with poor and uneven understanding of the country have led 

observers to conclude that the external relations of the Russian state reflect the 

personality of the individual at the top.87 Whereas war chest logic draws outcomes 

from capabilities and leaves foreign policy preferences endogenous to energy 

revenues, personality-driven approaches take the opposite tack by fixing outcomes 

invariantly to individuals. Bobo Lo states at the beginning of his textbook that 

Russian foreign policy is “flavoured by human personality to an uncommon 

degree.”88 

The personality-driven explanation of Russian foreign policy originated from 

the difficulties in understanding the cut and thrust of Kremlin politics and attributing 

the outcomes and decisions to what, or rather who, remains. As the single most 

identifiable aspect of the country at any given point, the leader reemerges whenever 

politics in the country become opaque. In the early years of the Soviet Union, 

diplomatic personnel noted declining access to members of the Soviet government 

from the installation of the Bolshevik regime through the Russian Civil War and the 

death of Vladimir Lenin.89 Purges during the 1930s alongside the cult of personality 

                                                
87 Winston Churchill famously remarked, “I cannot forecast to you the action of Russia. It is a riddle 
wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma.” Scholars of such great-man theories of foreign policy 
essentially argue that the leader defines the national interest. 
88 Lo (2002: 1). The book, one of the standard works on post-Soviet foreign policy, begins: “The tale 
narrated in the coming pages is a messy one, beset by innumerable contradictions and flavoured by 
human personality to an uncommon degree. When Winston Churchill speculated that the key to 
understanding Russia might be ‘national interest’, he could little have imagined the extent to which, 
more than half a century later, the foreign policy of the largest of the post-Soviet successor states 
would so reflect the perversity of human nature. Far from exhibiting an underlying if specific 
pragmatism, Moscow’s relations with the outside world have been liberally streaked with irrationality – 
at least as we might understand it in the West – and dominated by fundamental dichotomies: continuity 
and change, consensus and conflict. Easy assumptions about a broader ‘national interest’ and common 
priorities have been challenged by the politics of sectionalism and personalities, with rationality and 
logic acquiring multiple, contradictory forms. We enter a realm of smoke and mirrors in which little is 
as it seems, and where illusion and mythmaking are as much a part of reality as ‘reality’ itself.” 
89 Mawdsley and White (2000: v) quote Hayter (1974: 103), a British diplomat, on this era: “In Stalin's 
time they had been distantly visible, squat, flat-capped figures, on Lenin's tomb during ceremonial 
parades, and at wartime banquets they had been glimpsed rather more closely, muttering to each other 
and obediently drinking toasts when the Leader proposed them. But they could hardly be distinguished 
except by the presence or absence of moustaches or spectacles; they were approximately the same size 
and shape, short, powerful men, whom no one could really tell apart.” 
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surrounding Joseph Stalin led observers to claim that it was his will as leader that 

defined foreign policy.90  

In turn, scholars applied psychological and cognitive principles to develop 

“operational codes” for leaders with the underlying conceit being that only the top 

strata of leaders mattered for policy purposes. All those beneath would just fall into 

line to maintain their lives or careers.91 Most often during the tenures of Stalin, but 

also Gorbachev and Putin, scholars explicitly or implicitly considered the personality, 

background, and political outlook of the occupant of the Kremlin as the principal 

determinant of foreign policy.92 In general terms, changes foreign policy orientation 

are leadership changes that bring in new individuals who create policy in their own 

(caricatured) image: Khrushchev leads an impetuous and high-risk foreign policy 

course, Brezhnev creates conservative and predictable foreign policy that degenerates 

into stagnation; Andropov and Chernenko, aged and unwell, cannot break the ruts laid 

down under Brezhnev; an activist and reformist foreign policy under Gorbachev was 

a result of his relative youth and formative experiences during the mild thaw of 

Khrushchev; Yeltsin, was a man of solid democratic intentions but erratic in office; 

Putin, was a muscular conservative through and through but pragmatic to work with 

the West when it suits and goes it alone when it does not; and finally Medvedev, the 

benchwarmer president.  

Central to critiques of these agential accounts is how to account for continuity 

between leaders and when the same individual makes seemingly orthogonal decisions 

that belie large policy shifts. For example, how was détente and expansion to the 

Third World possible under Brezhnev? Why was the war with Georgia undertaken by 

Dmitry Medvedev when his predecessor Putin had taken a much tougher line? Why 

did Gorbachev not change the foreign policy orientation of the USSR immediately 

when he was made aware of the grievous financial situation? Why did Putin actively 

seek cooperation with the West from in his first term in office, but then turn more 

confrontational? 

                                                
90 Brown (2007, 147) citing Gati 1980; Spielmann 1978; Tucker 1972a: 205-39. 
91 Leites (1951 and 1953), George (1969), Holsti (1970), Walker (1990). 
92 Brown (2007, 147) citing Donaldson & Nogee 2009: 11-15; Kelly & Fleron 1980; Lo 2002: 34-6; 
2003: 42-4; Saivetz 1992; Shearman 2001; Tucker 1962; 1972: 205-225. The reasoning during the 
Soviet period was that absence of formal procedures for removing leaders meant that problems could 
only be solved or reforms introduced by the death or ouster of a leader (Zwick 1990, Roeder 1993). 
After communism, scholars in this tradition have pointed to the weakness of countervailing institutions 
as allowing for greater influence from the top (Lo 2002, Lynch 2005, Shevtsova 2007). 
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The chief weakness of this approach is that it makes preferences and outcomes 

identical, wherein what a leader ostensibly wanted is what happened. As the war chest 

logic made preferences endogenous to capabilities, the personality-driven approach 

makes outcomes endogenous to individual-level characteristics. For a petrostate the 

personality-driven approach also negates the variation of revenues available to the 

state when the menu of options available to the leader has contracted or expanded at 

different times. Another weakness of this approach is that it privileges ease and 

interest of analysis and leads practitioners to rely on explanations that expect an 

individual to be an avatar of his generation yet have personal life experiences clear-

cut in their ability to influence behavior later in life.93 Agential explanations of 

foreign policy make tangential reference to the country’s political institutions, 

competing politicians, economic capabilities, and constraints. However, they 

ultimately leave change of policy and foreign policy orientation subject to an 

individual’s character and biography, specific portions of which may or may not be 

important depending on change and context. The identity of the leader likely makes a 

difference to foreign policy for certain decisions when that leader has specific 

preparation or experience, or lack thereof, relevant to the position.94 Yet personality 

or identity is unlikely to be the sole explanatory factor in explaining foreign policy 

outcomes when individuals still have to rely upon political subordinates, existing 

political and economic institutions, public opinion, the military or economic 

capabilities available to them, and extant alliances and rivalries.95  

2.3.3. Groups 
 

War chests, personality, and identity cannot be the sole explanatory factors 

when poor political institutionalization endemic to Russian governance has existed for 

a long time.96 Poor institutionalization makes the individual at the top important, but 

also subject to the patronage networks he must construct and the disputes he must 

arbitrate within the Sistema; together they restrict his abilities to govern as arbitrarily 
                                                
93 Moreover, any aspect of biography or life experience can be employed to interpret an outcome. 
94 http://thecaucus.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/12/01/bush-i-was-unprepared-for-war/?_r=0 
95 Yet those aspects are central to foreign policy decision-making over the medium to long-term, even 
if de-emphasis of such details might make crisis modeling more tractable. Moreover, telling details 
shared by the individual in question or related by journalists and confidantes appear to provide insight 
into behavior that can be linked to decisions and thus outcomes. While certainly intriguing, these sorts 
of accounts have been questioned for their appropriateness. Brown (2011, 151) cites Fofanova and 
Morozov (2009, 15) and Hill (2003, 70).  
96 Pipes (1974) remains a classic work. 
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as the personality-driven argument would suggest.97 Moreover, the explicit set of 

pressures that accompany the infusion or unexpected absence of nontax revenues that 

energy resources represent belies the underlying great man theory. As highlighted 

above, Brezhnev oversaw two completely countervailing grand strategy courses; the 

third chapter shows that his political choices were limited and even though he 

preferred détente over expansion, he had to allow the latter to maintain political 

support among his minimum winning coalition.  

The leader as tsar interpretation gains greatest traction during times when the 

General Secretary or President appears to have settled the internecine combat known 

but invisible to the public.98 An interpretation that gained greater favor during the 

Brezhnev and Yeltsin years relied on group-level politics or, alternatively, disputes 

between interest groups, oligarchies, or clans. Without the image of an iron-willed 

vozhd bending others to his will, the alternative trope of Russian politics and foreign 

policy is groups fighting for influence and favor from the leader, as recalled by the 

Kremlinologists who studied public photos of Politburo members gathered en masse 

to discern political or policy trends.99  

After Stalin’s death and the ouster of Khrushchev, a new leadership collective 

emerged and analysts assumed Soviet leaders would not want to centralize as much 

power in one person, particularly after Khrushchev had attacked Stalin’s cult of 

personality. Thus, scholars looked at the most powerful individuals in the Politburo 

and concluded they brought their bureaucratic weight to policy battles among each 

other with Brezhnev to bring consensus and settle disagreements. By the 1970s and 

1980s, the secondary literature on Soviet foreign policy moved towards pluralistic 

explanations. Spechler (1978:6) claimed, “It is no longer possible to assume that 

Soviet foreign affairs are directed by a single mind, operating in isolation from and 

without regard for the opinions of others in high positions.” Gelman (1984) 

characterized Brezhnev’s Politburo as an arena of intense discussion and horse-

trading, Anderson (1990) described various Politburo members advocating for their 

policies to public audiences across the selectorate, and accounts such as those of 

                                                
97 Ledeneva (2006, 2013); Gaddy and Hill (2013); Hale et al. (2014), Shearman (2001). 
98 The ever-quotable Churchill: “In reference to the succession struggle after Stalin’s death, Winston 
Churchill famously compared the opaqueness of Kremlin politics to a ‘bulldog fight under a rug’ where 
‘an outsider only hears the growling and when he sees the bones fly out from beneath it is obvious who 
has won.’” (Sean Guillory, Read Russia, “Putin’s Bulldogs and Their Bones,” 5/23/2013, 
http://readrussia.com/2013/05/23/putins-bulldogs-and-their-bones/) 
99 http://www.nytimes.com/1982/11/05/us/kremlinology-new-sense-of-urgency.html 
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Dobrynin (2001) and Chernyaev (2006) illustrate and often lament the myriad 

pressures and requests heaped upon Brezhnev. 

 The post-Soviet period revived the oligarchic interpretation of policy-making. 

McFaul (1997), Shevtsova (1999), Freeland (2001), and Remington (2001) all depict 

the uneven tenure of Yeltsin and the emergence of various groupings vying for power 

and assets in the aftermath of the Soviet Union’s collapse. McFaul argues it was the 

military that sought war in Chechnya to burnish their reputation and bring attention 

and resources to the larger institution of the armed forces. Shevtsova and Remington 

both point to the efforts of businessmen (“oligarchs”) in gaining political access to 

Yeltsin to advocate for greater financial integration with the global economy – so as 

to gain sources of funding from abroad and mechanisms of spiriting funds abroad.100 

Freeland adds the oligarchs exploited the capitalist-ideological origins of reformers to 

deny the political comeback of the Communists in the 1996 election.  

The Putin era has seen many scholars moving towards a view of the current 

leader as a sort of dispute-resolver-in-chief, adjudicating between various factions 

over policy issues and distributional questions among the elite. 101  The groups 

surrounding Putin include those from security services backgrounds – siloviki – and 

those from professional backgrounds – economists, lawyers, and entrepreneurs. As in 

previous eras, the policy difference between these groups pertained to lesser or greater 

cooperation with the West, and whether to advocate for more assertive foreign policy 

whenever possible or to seek accommodation with international opinion.102 

The benefit to the group-level explanation is that it introduces elite politics 

and some notion of competition for the spoils of state. Yet, as agential explanations 

overemphasize the leader at the expense of those who organize around him, the group 

level explanation reduces the leader to being merely the main prize of a financial 

                                                
100 Kotkin (2001) and Freeland (2001) not only serve as some of the best reviews of the transfer of 
assets from the state to its former managers and others who happened to be well-placed ambitious at 
the right place and time, but also make the general point that at a time of low commodity prices and 
industrial collapse the largest source of income was foreign aid. 
101 The various contributions to the edited volume by Lipman and Petrov (2013) take this as a general 
framework, especially Grozovsky (2013), Makarenko (2013), Hale (2013), Gel’man (2013). 
102 Kryshtanovskaya and White (2004; 2005), Gaddy and Hill (2013). All of these arguments also note 
that the groupings around Putin are far more interested in personal enrichment than previous 
generations, not least because this is the first generation since before the Revolution that could actually 
become wealthy in office and enjoy that wealth more or less openly as well as having the opportunity 
to move that capital abroad. Capital mobility has thus become a constant in Putin’s Russia (Hale et al. 
2014), which has limited the possible extent of status quo-changing foreign policy. 
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bazaar and denies the leader the critical role afforded to any chief in national security 

debates. 

2.3.4. Structure and Geography 
 

From the agency to groups, the next level of analysis from which scholars of 

Russian foreign policy have sought to explain foreign policy outcomes is the systemic 

(international) level. While this area of the debate has been dominated by realist 

theory, particularly on polarity,103 the first tradition to examine the influence of the 

outside world on Russia, and which has been revived in Russian writing, was that of 

geography. Although it has long fallen out of use in contemporary IR scholarship, the 

idea that geography is a determining factor in Russian foreign policy has existed since 

Mackinder (1904) theorized that wide-open Eurasia represented the Heartland, key to 

domination of the World Island and thus of world domination. In addition to the lack 

of natural barriers to the east and west that could prevent invasion, but with ice to the 

north, the geography of Russia thus caused insecurity on its borders and a desire to 

gain access to warm-water ports.104 

The concept of geography itself has fallen out of favor because, as a constant, 

it fails to explain variation and nuclear weapons render distance irrelevant in terms of 

existential threat.105 Nevertheless, the notion of long and exposed borders while 

surrounded by hostile or unstable neighbors remains a central tenet of Russian foreign 

policy as expressed by Russians scholars and policymakers themselves, particularly 

after the break-up of the Soviet Union.106 Trenin (2002) addresses the post-Soviet 

challenge of size, unwieldiness, and instability of neighbors to argue that Russia 

should integrate with the European Union and build an alliance with the United States 

as a way to organize its strategic relationships given the drastic change in its 

geopolitical objectives. LeVine (2009) held that the inability of Russia to fulfill those 

objectives was the result of Bill Clinton, Madeline Albright, and Samuel Berger 

rejecting Putin’s entreaty to join NATO as it was expanding eastward.  Thus, this 

                                                
103 Waltz 1979. 
104 Mearsheimer’s “stopping power of water” as explanation for US foreign policy behavior displays 
the same logic (2001). Brown (2011: 169) unearths Kerner (1946) on “Russia’s geographically 
determined ‘urge to the sea’” and Cressey (1945:242) declaring that “The Russian bear will not be 
content until it finds warm water, and this is equally true regardless of whether the government be a 
czarist autarchy or Soviet socialism.”  
105 Waltz (1981) and Waltz and Sagan (1995) both rely on this assumption. 
106 Suny (2010) and Tsygankov (2013) review these claims. 
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became a cause of instability rather than a platform for integration, leading Trenin 

(2006) to claim that Russia was leaving the West’s orbit. In his metaphor, post-Soviet 

Russia was Pluto, within the system but distant from the center. Consequently, the 

failure of the West to allow Russia to come closer signaled the latter’s departure. The 

outcome, as Trenin (2011) put it, was Russia again constrained by a need to reinvent 

itself as a post-Eurasian, post-imperial country but beset by the same long, unwieldy 

and unstable borders as before. Whereas scholars from previous generations would 

have used these borders as the explanation for Russia’s pursuit of secure defensive 

buffers through expansionist foreign policy no matter which political regime was in 

control,107 this interpretation not only uses a constant to explain variation, but also 

relies on a realist assumption of consistently aggressive rivals on the borders of the 

country. It is not only theoretically possible for Russia or any other country to come 

to peaceful resolutions of specific disputes or reduce tensions through binding 

agreements and institutions, but this also occurred throughout the Soviet and post-

Soviet periods.108 

2.3.5. Ideology and Culture 
 

Finally, the last major body of scholarship on Russian foreign policy has 

focused on ideology and national culture as determinants. Although, in contemporary 

language, culture and ideology do not overlap perfectly, both explanations rely on 

foreign policy decision-making to be driven by something immutable or at odds with 

realpolitik or innenpolitik explanations. The explanations contend, roughly, that 

ideology and culture make Russia (or the Soviet Union and Tsarist Empire before it) 

qualitatively different compared to other countries and make it behave in predictable 

                                                
107 Brown (2011: 170) cites Aspaturian (1971: 329): “Exposed frontiers leave the Soviet Union/Russia 
vulnerable to invasion, forcing the country to equate land with security and to seek a buffer zone 
between potential enemies and its open frontiers; this defensive aspiration imposes an enduring, 
expansionist logic on the country’s foreign policy. As Zwick[1990:59] summarizes: ‘The common 
theme is that Russia was compelled by its geography to become an empire and that the Soviet Union is 
compelled by the same geography to preserve and extend that imperial system.’”  
108 COMECON was designed not only to maintain Soviet economic dominance in Eastern Europe after 
the war and counterbalance the appeals of the Marshall Plan, but also to reduce tensions between 
socialist allies that were erstwhile belligerents against each other: East Germany and Poland, Hungary 
and Romania, Yugoslavia and Bulgaria (see Kaser 1967, and the efforts of Brezhnev to maintain this 
alliance on a political level at great economic cost is detailed in Bunce 1983.) Moreover, Russia under 
Gorbachev, Yeltsin and Putin has been able to come to territorial agreements with China over disputes 
going back to border conflicts in the 1960s that accede to Chinese claims (Fravel 2005, Trenin and 
Weber 2012). 
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ways that cannot be generalized to other cases.109 The challenges to such explanations 

instead maintain that ideology or culture, at best, provide context for foreign policy 

outcomes, and, at worst, fig leaf explanations.  

At minimum, each one of the explanations below is highly idiographic and 

exclusive to Russia. While they reveal much about Russia and its history and political 

culture, they cannot be transported to other time periods or cases. In that sense, they 

are furthest away from the petropolitics explanation. I present them here because, in 

the contemporary era, arguments for altering grand strategy orientation are sometimes 

made using these ideological or cultural points of view; implicitly or explicitly the 

arguments rely on exploiting the influx of energy revenue resources to accomplish 

this or that end for Russian foreign policy interests. I shall argue that petropolitics 

explains post-Soviet foreign policy as a system for maintaining and expanding central 

power and opportunities for self-enrichment of the selectorate that requires far more 

flexibility and judiciousness than any one ideological or cultural viewpoint provides. 

In the earliest part of the time period under consideration in this dissertation, 

the question of ideology and national culture inquired into whether Marxism-

Leninism constituted the basis of Soviet foreign policy or whether leaders were 

motivated by national interest and simply employed rhetorical fealty to Marxism-

Leninism. After the Soviet period, scholars and policymakers have expressed three 

separate notions of Russian culture as bases for grand strategy orientation: towards 

the West; Slavic-centered Eurasianism; and, nineteenth century-styled “great power 

nationalism”110 combining a realpolitik view of international politics that seeks not to 

be a part of Europe or Asia, but astride each. 

A central question throughout the duration of the Soviet Union was to what 

extent Marxism-Leninism drove grand strategy or to what extent Soviet national 

interest drove grand strategy. The arguments for the former relied upon the evidence 

of the Russia-Poland war of 1919-1921 and the rhetoric of Soviet leaders until the end 

of the country. On the former, the earliest international conflict helmed by Bolshevik 

                                                
109 Both culture and ideology in this context mean the same thing: what is the organizing principle of 
the state, what should the state do and how should it behave? Prior to the advent of socialist thought, 
the Bolshevik Revolution and its promotion of internationalist ideology, these questions were 
considered to be cultural, whereas thereafter such civilizational questions either became that of 
redistribution or of ethnicity and thus more “ideological.” Early treatments of this distinction with 
reference to Russia exist in Berlin (1979; 1978, 186-237) and in Moore (1968) and Skocpol (1979) 
within the political science literature more broadly.  
110 Mankoff (2009). 
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leaders was war with Poland from 1919 through 1921, in which conflict abroad was 

linked as the next step to victories at home by Red armies over their White rivals in 

the Russian Civil War. Lenin expected revolution in Europe, particularly Germany, 

was imminent and he wanted the Red Army in place to assist establishment of the 

dictatorship of the proletariat there and elsewhere in Western Europe. Between Russia 

and Western Europe lay Poland, where a reactionary regime stood in the way of 

history and lay claim to the areas ceded to now-defeated Germany in the Brest-

Litovsk Treaty.111  

To defeat Poland would be to safeguard the revolution in contemporary 

Ukraine and Belarus and spread the revolution westwards.112 Yet that war failed, 

falsifying to the Bolshevik leaders the ability of ideology itself to affect outcomes. 

One of the preeminent historians of the era, A. J. P. Taylor, concluded that the 

outcomes of this war “largely determined the course of European history for the next 

twenty years or more. [...] Unavowedly and almost unconsciously, Soviet leaders 

abandoned the cause of international revolution.”113  

Throughout the rest of the Soviet period, notwithstanding evidence to the 

contrary, such as an alliance with Nazi Germany, the Sino-Soviet split, and support to 

Third World strongmen over less organized but more grassroots communist guerilla 

groups, many in the Western security community continued to take revolutionary 

socialist rhetoric at face value,114 fear the worst from Soviet secrecy, and derive 

appropriately hawkish foreign policy advice to Western governments.115 Even at 

instances when ideology was used rhetorically to justify actions, such as extending 

                                                
111 Boettke (1990: 92-93), citing Heller and Nekrich (1986: 50-110). 
112 Suny (1998:106). 
113 Patterson (2010:82) 
114 Fundamental Marxist-Leninist tenets included prioritization of class interests, a conception of the 
international realm as an arena of historically determined class conflict, and prediction of the historical 
inevitability of the triumph of communism (Tucker 1972b: xix-xxx). 
115 For example, Wohlstetter (1974) catalyzed an attack on the CIA for systematically underestimating 
Soviet nuclear missile capabilities, which eventually led to Team B. This group of outside experts 
concluded that the CIA’s annual National Intelligence Estimates were continually and consistently 
incorrect in interpreting Soviet strategic intentions and underestimating Soviet military power (Pipes 
1986). Cahn and Prados (1993) of the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency later argued that this 
ideologically-charged interpretation of the Soviets helped create the intellectual conditions for the arms 
buildup of the late Jimmy Carter era – not least by priming policymakers to interpret Soviet Third 
World policy as part of its relations with the West – and for the “window of vulnerability” concept that 
undergirded Ronald Reagan’s grand strategy thinking (Gaddis in Kreisler 1989). Later on, Warnke 
(1999), Zakaria (2003), Barry (2004), and Rovner (2011) all examine the circumstances leading to 
Team B, its ideologically oriented analysis, and its success in altering security strategy thinking in the 
United States even as its charges were dubious at the time and later proved to be false. 
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support to Third World movements during the 1970s, those decisions existed 

alongside ideologically countervailing ones, such as pursuing détente simultaneously. 

After the conclusion of the Cold War, Russia’s foreign policy shed all remains 

of Marxism-Leninism. However, but given the change of borders, rapid and massive 

decline of military capabilities, political bedlam, and an erratic leader in Yeltsin, 

attempts to redefine Russia’s place in the world centered on three distinct notions of 

Russian national culture. The post-1991 debate within Russia itself recalls the cultural 

wars that rent Russia in the eighteenth and nineteenth century from the time of Peter 

and Catherine through the end of the Romanov dynasty. Was Russia to be a European 

power and integrated into the wider world? Should Russia stay centered on itself as a 

Slavic culture, neither solely European nor Asian but Eurasian, separate from both? 

Or, should Russia approach both areas as an outside power?116  

In contemporary terms, these notions are usually termed “Westernism,” 

“Eurasianism,” or “Great Power Nationalism.”117 The first two of these cultural 

traditions revived the old debates in new language. The first emphasized the European 

heritage of Russia and particularly the achievements of the Enlightenment: universal 

values, rational public institutions, and the protection of the individual from the state. 

The “New Thinking” (novoye myshleniye) introduced by Gorbachev was his attempt 

to cooperate and integrate with the West so as to introduce the political practices and 

institutions to Russia that could turn it into a liberal, democratic state and a 

responsible member of the international community.118 Thus, to become like the West 

would mean to behave like it and to contribute to a stable international environment 

along the institutional lines of the West. Upon the decline of the economy and the 

feeling of being sold out by the Americans, this line of thinking fell out of favor 

within official circles in the 1990s to the extent that its main proponent, Andrei 

Kozyrev, the first post-Soviet foreign minister, had to repudiate it himself and accede 

                                                
116 Kassianova (2001), Zimmerman (2005), and Tsygankov (2008) provide contemporary views. 
Massie (2011) and (2012) describes the ambitions and travails of Peter and Catherine. 
117 I paraphrased the latter from Mankoff (2009), from which this section is adapted. The latter strain of 
foreign policy analysis has also been termed “pragmatism” and “conservative nationalism.” 
118 See Brown (1996) for a positive portrayal of Gorbachev. Sarotte (2009) provides a more nuanced 
interpretation. She paints Gorbachev in this era as an individual motivated by a desire to reinvent the 
position and direction of the Soviet Union in a positive manner, something shared by Risse-Kappen 
(1994), Hopf (1996), English (2002), Suri (2005) and others who contend that the origins of the Cold 
War’s conclusion were ideational. Yet Sarotte also notes the explicit financial constraints faced by the 
Soviets and Gorbachev’s pressing need to reduce foreign policy commitments, which is the material 
argument advanced by Brooks (2001) and Brooks and Wohlforth (2001, 2002). It is not a stretch of the 
imagination to imagine Gorbachev as trying to make virtue out of necessity.  
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to the “conservative” shift in foreign policy thinking under his successor, Evgenii 

Primakov.119 This grand strategy orientation was pursued in times of penury, which 

meant its concepts and proponents are associated with weakness and poverty, with the 

key exception of international financial integration.120  

The second cultural tradition revived after the Soviet collapse was the opposite 

of “Westernism” – “Eurasianism,” or an inward turn towards the idealized Slavic 

past. Proponents of Eurasianism as a grand strategy orientation responded to the same 

epoch-defining end of the Soviet Union as those advocating greater integration with 

the West by turning away from integration as a whole. Mankoff defined: “At the most 

literal and basic level, Eurasianism simply means the belief that Russia’s fundamental 

identity, and hence foreign policy priorities, are linked to its geographical position at 

the crossroads between Europe and Asia.”121 Advocates of this view of Russia argue 

that size and conflict with other cultures define Russia, creating the need for a strong 

central state and the needs of the collective over the needs of the individual. 

Furthermore, cooperation with other powers should be limited to breaking the power 

of whichever dominant power threatens Russia through counterbalancing. 122 

Preoccupied adversaries would provide the opportunity for Russia to reestablish its 

domination over the closest neighbors and traditional clients.123 

The final ideology that is said to drive Russian foreign policy in the 

contemporary era is what Mankoff (2009) has called “great power nationalism” which 

relies on Russian nationalism without the Slavic chauvinism and exploits Russia’s 

size and existing international institutional capacities to intervene in international 

issues without the messianic drive of the past. While Brown (2011) divides this 

ideology into separate nationalist and “pragmatic” strands, I combine them here as 

they define a sense of Russia’s national purpose as participating in great power 

                                                
119 Lynch (2001, 2002) reflects the Russian disappointment with the West while Levine (2008) reports 
the failure of the West to accommodate Russia. Chapter Five details this shift. 
120 The key exception has been openness to international investment and global financial integration, a 
key demand of the selectorate under Putin. Gilman (2010) outlines the financial story of Russia from 
the end of the Soviet period through the collapse in 1998 through the nascent recovery in the early 
2000s. His underlying thesis is that Putin’s team recognized the need to join the international financial 
community, but wanted to do so on its own terms. Thus, the decision to use energy revenues to pay off 
foreign debts first is applauded as a first step towards regaining financial sovereignty. 
121 Mankoff 2009, 65. 
122 Kerr (1995), Ingram (2001) and Rangsimaporn (2006) have all examined Eurasianism as grand 
strategy orientation. Their work and the resurgence of Eurasianism reflect the contemporary era of 
American unipolarity, to which Eurasianists have advocated cooperation with China and opponents of 
the United States to tie down the superpower. 
123 Mankoff (2009: 65-69). 
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politics without seeking to alter international relations at every turn. For the former, 

scholars define Russian nationalism as reestablishing Russian strength (derzhavnost’) 

commensurate to its size, which means reentering international politics after a 

breathing spell (perediyshka), articulating interests and defending those interests 

whenever necessary to demonstrate to the Russian citizenry the necessity of a strong 

state. Central to this great power nationalism is the ability to define the “near abroad” 

(former Soviet republics) as a zone of special interest analogous to Latin America for 

the United States under the Monroe Doctrine.124 For the latter, the pragmatism of 

great power nationalism is to recognize the limits of Russian interests. Abstracting 

away from Russian vocabulary, pragmatism is classical realism or realpolitik in 

contemporary language. As Brown (2011) defines it: 

Those who subscribe to this position take the view that the core organizing 
principle of Russia’s foreign policy is self-interest and that all other 
considerations must be secondary to the goal of upholding sovereignty, 
safeguarding national security, and maximizing the country’s standing in 
international affairs. In order to pursue these objectives effectively, Russia 
must refrain from committing itself to any particular foreign-policy orientation 
but should remain flexible, selecting its course of action on the basis of 
objective, cost-benefit analysis. The country should therefore engage along 
multiple vectors, deciding upon which states to befriend and which to confront 
according to the exigencies of each situation.125  
 
Pragmatism is thus defined as amoral judgment of situations, viewed 

discretely or linked to desired resolutions of other problems. Pragmatism thus 

explicitly permits any tactic that pushes national self-interest and increases the state’s 

power relative to current and potential adversaries. In combination, great power 

nationalism is the promotion of Russian power to the maximum extent that does not 

provoke counterbalancing reaction. 

Ideological methods of interpreting Russian foreign policy can help identify 

potential vectors for foreign policy decisions, but the central drawbacks to them 

remain their idiographic connections to specific periods in history, and, in the case of 

great power nationalism or pragmatism, the inability to falsify predictions. Any action 

in the short-term that seems successful in terms of maximizing power can be 

                                                
124 Kolerov (2008). 
125 Brown (2011: 176). 
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attributed to pragmatism, while any action that does not seem to be successful in those 

terms can be explained away as a move in the longer game.126  

Previous scholarship on Russian foreign policy has illustrated many aspects of 

the country’s history and culture, and revealed an immense amount of data about 

Russian politics and foreign policy decisions. Yet the strands of the extant literature – 

agency, groups, geography, and ideology – each overemphasize one aspect of politics 

without considering the whole of foreign policy decision-making, public opinion, and 

the wider context of those decisions.  

 

 

  

                                                
126 The difference to the wider latitude given to the leader in the petropolitics model is when the leader 
enjoys autonomy from her selectorate and when they together enjoy autonomy from society, the 
foreign policy decisions of the leader are taken with a view towards burnishing power internally for 
maintenance and reproduction of the political regime for her own benefit. Whereas scholars such as 
Mankoff would argue that the reestablishment of a Russia to its heights of the nineteenth century 
(powerful in two regions but not a global power) is the end-goal for Putin in the contemporary era, I 
argue throughout this dissertation that such a goal is an intermediate one. The true end-goal is instead 
the maintenance and reproduction of the political regime and its power into the indefinite future. 
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Chapter 3: Petropolitics and Overexpansion in the Brezhnev Era 
 

The first of three empirical chapters reviews the historical record of Soviet 

foreign policy under conditions that predict and demonstrate high expansionism. 

Brezhnev faced a political configuration that generated tremendous pressure on his 

position at the time of a positive revenue shock. His political weakness led to an 

expansionist foreign policy course for the Soviet Union at odds with his own 

preferences. The General Secretary faced no political pressure from the general 

public but had a weak position relative to his selectorate because he credibly feared 

replacement given the coup-like manner in which he gained power. When the influx of 

energy resource revenues interacted with Brezhnev’s political weakness relative to 

his hawkish Politburo colleagues, the latter forced Brezhnev into acceding to a 

foreign policy course far more expansionist than his own. This situation led to two 

countervailing policies: détente with the United States and Third World 

expansionism. The latter confounded the former and left a difficult legacy for 

Brezhnev’s successors. 

What remains here is to show how energy resource revenues connect to 

foreign policy outcomes. I begin by assessing the political environment of the Soviet 

Politburo at the beginning of Brezhnev’s period in office and prior to a revenue 

boom.127 The aim is to assess the extent of his political strength, and I review the 

contemporary and scholarly views of Brezhnev’s power in this environment. The 

evidence shows he was relatively weak, derided by rivals, and only selectively 

engaged in foreign policy matters, especially as compared to Joseph Stalin and Nikita 

Khrushchev.128 I then assess the evidence that the model shown above makes correct 

predictions after the energy revenues start coming in during the mid-to-late 1960s. 

Specifically, the theory predicts that a revenue boom and weak leadership will interact 

to produce foreign policy orientation further away from the preferences of the leader 

and closer to the preferences of the selectorate.  

                                                
127 Colgan (2012) does not examine the Soviet Union as a case study and even excludes post-Soviet 
Russia because it does not fit the theory (53-54). Karl (1997) provides a history of Venezuela before, 
during, and after resource booms to show the degradation of “statecraft.” Smith (2007) carefully 
delineates the weak political coalition and institutions assembled by the Reza Shah Pehlavi in Iran built 
on the back of almost endless energy resource revenues from the durable political coalition and spoils 
system of Suharto in Indonesia, who did not have access to such wealth at the beginning of his tenure. 
128 The Soviet state was not terrorizing the population as it did in the 1930s, but control by the Party 
over society was certainly still strong enough to hold the political establishment’s autonomy from 
society constant over this period. 
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Among the challenges for analysis is that Soviet leaders did not discuss 

spending decisions or make their approval or disapproval known in the same way 

Western politicians do by voting. The made decisions were made by consensus, so 

dissenters shared their disapproval informally. This means clean data suitable for 

statistical analysis are simply not available.129 The evidence includes contemporary 

and retrospective statements of policymakers; a summary of the evolution of strategic 

military thought where the possibility of expansion could be telegraphed; 

contemporaneous expenditure data demonstrating how large influxes of energy 

resource revenues obviated tough policy choices by allowing for increased military 

expenditures and foreign policy reach; and, an explanation of the secondary foreign 

policy line towards the Third World through the Communist Party apparatus instead 

of the Soviet government’s Foreign Ministry, which Brezhnev could not control. The 

weakness of Brezhnev meant that other officials could increase the projection of 

national power abroad, leading to conflict with the United States even as he 

personally preferred a more peaceful course. When energy revenues dried up in the 

1980s, Mikhail Gorbachev eventually – after timeserving tenures of Yuri Andropov 

and Konstantin Chernenko – inherited the aftermath. 

 

                                                
129 As Dobrynin (1995) puts it: “As a rule decisions were taken by consensus, and voting was 
extremely rare. If there was a strong division of opinion, the general secretary usually postponed the 
decision for the next meeting, which was a signal for him to meet privately in the interim behind the 
scenes with each of his colleagues to work out a compromise” (219). 
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Figure 8. Foreign policy choice: Leonid Brezhnev, Yuri Andropov, and 
Konstantin Chernenko, 1964-1985   

 

3.1 INSTITUTIONS AND POLITICAL POSITION OF BREZHNEV PRIOR TO REVENUE 
SHOCK 
 

Central to the theory of petrostate foreign policy is an assessment of leader 

strength at the time a resource boom occurs. Brezhnev came to his position as the 

result of a palace coup that deposed Khrushchev, so I begin with the underlying 

motivation for the coup: Khrushchev’s attempt to reform political institutions 

threatening Stalinist political institutions and norms. I then turn to how officials at the 

time assessed Brezhnev. Finally, I turn to the peculiar dual sources of Soviet foreign 

policy: one that went through the government of the USSR and another that went 

through the Communist Party. While the difference may seem academic, the pressures 

on Brezhnev actually resulted in two contradictory and ultimately countervailing 

grand strategies when détente with the West was pursued simultaneously to Third 

World expansionism. Brezhnev’s weakness relative to his colleagues permitted the 

expansion that the Soviet Union’s clients and adversaries observed and manipulate. 

After the death of Stalin, Khrushchev defeated his direct rivals to take not only 

the General Secretary’s position but also key military and governmental positions. 
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Yet many Stalinists remained and Khrushchev attempted to break their power. 

Markevich and Zhuravskaya (2011) refer to Khrushchev’s efforts as trying to 

transform the Soviet Union from a traditional unitary-form (U-form) hierarchy to a 

multidivisional-form (M-form) organization. The final outcome of such an effort 

would have been to break the power of both economic ministries and regional Party 

secretaries, the previously dominant bureaucratic hierarchies. 130  In response, 

conservative elements throughout the upper echelons of the Politburo and regional 

Party bodies plotted to remove Khrushchev and reverse those reforms. The 

conspirators selected Brezhnev as the compromise candidate. 131 After removing 

Khrushchev, Brezhnev worked to implement their collective policy objectives, 

reversing the so-called sovnarkhoz reforms and reestablishing the traditional 

Bolshevik institutions and norms.132  

The reestablishment of those traditional institutions and norms under 

Brezhnev created an institutional paradox. The political establishment was strong 

relative to society and Brezhnev faced little public pressure,133 but Brezhnev himself 

                                                
130 Khrushchev’s basic motivation was to break the power of Stalinist supporters around him in the 
bureaucracies at various levels by diffusing power and then reorganizing it through bureaucrats and 
Party members loyal to him. 
131 Tompson (1991). 
132 Sandle and Bacon (2002). 
133 While it should not be a stretch to state that the Communist Party of the Soviet Union was 
autonomous from society, meaning that it was not a democratic or representative country, the Freedom 
House rankings from the latter part of Brezhnev’s tenure as well as his two successors, Andropov and 
Chernenko received abysmal scores on Political Rights and Civil Liberties. The Freedom House 
Freedom in the World Country Ratings for the USSR from January 1973 through November 1985 
(Gorbachev comes into office in March 1985) bear out this statement, where 1 equals Most Free and 7 
Least Free on 1-7 scale: 

 
Data from Freedom House, Freedom in the World, Country Ratings and status by Region, FIW 1973-
2014. Retrieved from http://www.freedomhouse.org/report-types/freedom-world#.U0QBftzlduZ. 
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was demonstrably weaker in relation to the Politburo members around him; they 

compromised the minimum winning coalition of his selectorate. Both Brezhnev and 

the Politburo members knew that the way he came in, deposing the previous leader, 

could be the way he could go out.134 As long-time Soviet Ambassador to the United 

States Anatoly Dobrynin put it: “A general secretary of course had many ways of 

persuasion to carry his ideas through the Politburo, but he was always careful not to 

antagonize the other members unnecessarily. After all, they could always revolt and 

replace him, as they did with Khrushchev.”135  

Brezhnev’s political weakness derived from being unable to control his 

subordinates nor being able to use the public to counterbalance those subordinates. 

The institutional paradox observed during this period reflected a return to the mean of 

traditional Russian politics in which veto points proliferated to protect the system 

against autocratic seizure. The landmark work on Russian political culture, Keenan 

(1986) argued that peasant, court, and bureaucratic origins of Russian politics from 

the pre-Peter I era through the Soviet period did not provide for a set number of veto 

points with individuals and corporate entities defining themselves solely through 

hierarchy to an executive. Keenan instead held that the modal Russian state is a 

collegial oligarchy in which members of the winning coalition preferred to maintain a 

nominal autocrat in a weakened position and maintained close links with the real 

selectorate as a check on executive power.136  

The actions to reverse the policies of Khrushchev and the necessity of 

maintaining consensus among the Politburo members made the Party stronger but 

Brezhnev weaker because he was enforcing norms that made the General Secretary 

too weak to overcome organized disapproval by producing a proliferation of veto 

points. An attempt to reduce the number of veto points and control the remainder 
                                                
134 Brezhnev was only able to consolidate power by 1971 (Breslauer 1982; Roeder 1993). Those two 
accounts among others show Brezhnev’s painstaking efforts to signal his collegiality and to reassure 
potential rivals that he was not another leader who would or would try to amass too much power too 
quickly, as Stalin did and Khrushchev tried. 
135 Dobrynin (1995): 219. 
136 Keenan wrote, “Similarly, in embracing the view that Muscovite (here specifically pre-Petrine) 
society first articulated generative and fundamental features of a political culture that in essential 
respects persists to this day we need not accept the specific contents of other “continuity theories,” 
such as, for example, the view that the Russian political culture is inherently predisposed to autocracy, 
prone to embrace tyrants, etc. As I shall attempt to demonstrate, the Muscovite, and later Russian, 
systems tended to prefer oligarchic and collegial rule, to avoid the single leader, and to function best 
when the nominal autocrat was politically weak. There were periods-they seem to be typically 
associated with rapid socio-economic change and followed by political turbulence-when the monarch 
did “overpower” the essentially oligarchic system, but these seem to be exceptional” (Keenan 1986: 
118).  
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would signal to the larger selectorate that the executive is seeking dictatorial rule, and 

catalyze a counter-effort. Roeder (1993) noted this distinction between greater state 

strength relative to society and weaker executive strength by arguing the political 

system relied on reciprocal bureaucratic accountability from the General Secretary 

downwards to the lowest levels of governance. Reciprocity reassured agents down the 

line of future participation in politics and provided principals up the line with loyal 

members of their own hierarchies, reducing the chances of usurpation from below, 

generating a strong system relative to outsiders but a sclerotic one within. 137 This 

puzzling position – strong relative to society but weak relative to supporters – meant 

that the hawkish preferences of the military and the hardline ideologues of the 

International Department of the Communist Party could push for higher military 

expenditures and a more aggressive role abroad in the Third World even as Brezhnev 

pursued détente with the United States in Europe.138 

Beyond the institutional setting that limited the freedom of the General 

Secretary to maneuver, key policymakers limited Brezhnev personally yet sought to 

maintain him as a largely unobjectionable company man who could keep the peace at 

the top. These policymakers included Alexei Kosygin, Nikolai Podgorny (bitter rivals 
                                                
137 Roeder (1993: 6-7) captures the essential trade-off: “A primary obstacle to reform, particularly 
during the last thirty-eight years of Communist Party rule, was the constitution of Bolshevism. This 
established a stable political equilibrium among empowered political actors, but the institutionalization 
of this political system made it increasingly difficult to innovate or adapt. During the last four decades 
of the Soviet Union this equilibrium encouraged periodic attempts at reform, but defeated change, and 
with almost gyroscopic stability righted itself after these disturbances ... [This constitutional order, 
meaning the rules of the game, was one] in which policymakers built their power on bureaucratic 
constituencies… creating a constitutional order of bureaucratic reciprocal accountability in which 
policymakers needed the sustaining support of their bureaucratic constituencies, but bureaucrats in turn 
needed continuing confidence of their patrons to remain in office. Institutionalization of reciprocal 
accountability and balanced leadership increased the stability of the polity, but it also had a most 
perverse effect -- it limited the polity’s ability to innovate in policy and to adapt its institutions to social 
change. The institutionalization of the constitution of Bolshevism brought policy dysfunction and 
institutional stagnation.” 
138 Brezhnev’s pursuit of détente was by all accounts sincere and reflected his political life’s work to 
advance Soviet interests via cooperation with the United States. See “Brezhnev Attempted to Advance 
Soviet Goals Through Detente; Soviet Leader Used Consensus in Politburo on Domestic Issues” (New 
York Times, November 11, 1982) for an obituary summarizing Brezhnev’s attempts over the course of 
his career to define non-confrontation as the foreign policy preference of the Soviet Union and détente 
as its strategy. Yanov (1977), years before Brezhnev’s death, argued that as soon as the General 
Secretary left the scene by death or forced replacement Soviet foreign policy would return to a 
paranoid, aggressive, and isolationist method of dealing with the outside world. Garthoff (1985) 
narrates Brezhnev’s slow diplomacy that reduced tension not least by focus on procedure. Carter 
(2010) records in his White House Diaries Brezhnev’s enthusiasm for détente as a preference and 
eagerness to differentiate between issues so as not to allow difficulties in one area of the bilateral 
relationship to slow down cooperation in others. Blight and Lang (2011) draw upon post-Soviet 
“critical oral history” conferences to argue that lack of empathy between both sides helped accelerate 
the collapse of détente, not least because of Brezhnev’s declining ability to marshal internal pro-détente 
forces.  
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from the government), Andrei Gromyko (the undisputed master of foreign policy), 

Yuri Andropov (avatar of the secret services) and Mikhail Suslov (chief ideologist of 

the CPSU).139 Bacon and Sandle (2002) spin Brezhnev positively in that he had: 

[T]he ability to know what to prioritize; the avoidance of extremism; a 
predisposition for teamwork and consultation; a populist touch, for example in 
the introduction of the five-day  working week and the reduction of the 
pension age; and the projection of a strong image abroad where, in contrast to 
the erratic behavior of his predecessor Khrushchev, Brezhnev was perceived 
as a shrewd but reliable interlocutor.140  

 
The negative view of Brezhnev was that he “was an organization man rather 

than a policy man. He was no great theorist, and indeed was described by his former 

Politburo colleague Petro Shelest as ‘a dim-witted fellow’ … The General Secretary’s 

vanity was legendary, and in particular he liked to receive decorations.”141 Brezhnev 

provided the stability of cadres, balancing interests and paling in comparison to 

Stalin: “In other words, although Brezhnev’s hold on power increased through his 

term in office, the way in which this power was exercised did not approach a one-

person dictatorship owing to factors such as his leadership style, the existence of 

networks of political patrons and their clients, and the physical and mental decline of 

Brezhnev particularly from around 1977 onwards.”142  

                                                
139 Dobrynin (1995) clearly describes Brezhnev as a simple man with grand tastes touching on the 
absurd who cared more for pomp than policy negotiations; a person who ceded foreign policy 
management to Gromyko and whose only desire openly stated was peace with the US (128). Dobrynin 
relates his antipathy for Kosygin (133-135) and a drunken tirade in front of Richard Nixon about 
Kosygin and Podgorny (281-282). Dobrynin also relates an astonishing episode where Brezhnev 
sought explicitly to participate in peace negotiations in the Middle East by moderating the Soviet anti-
Israel position. As the Ambassador puts it: “But none of this concealed the fact that in the years to 
come the Soviet Union had been effectively frozen out of Middle East diplomacy. Brezhnev gradually 
came to realize that our one-sided policy had swung too far. 1 spoke to him privately several times and 
tried to convince him that the Soviet Union had made a mistake in breaking relations with Israel in 
1967. What is not widely known is that late in the 1970s Brezhnev proposed a gradual restoration of 
relations with Israel, starting with reopening our consulates. The Politburo agreed to instruct the 
Foreign Ministry to examine the question. But Gromyko and Suslov were on vacation and on their 
return strongly protested against any change in our policy until there was a complete peace settlement 
in the Middle East. Brezhnev had to give in. For some time, Gromyko was angry with me for my role. 
Only in the mid-1980s did the situation begin to normalize when diplomatic relations with Israel were 
restored, which essentially amounted to admitting that the Soviet Union made a mistake by breaking 
them in 1967” (162). 
140 Bacon and Sandle (2002): 207. 
141 Ibid. 8. 
142 Ibid. 11-14. A contemporary, Vladimir Burlatsky: “having lauded Brezhnev for the absence of 
catastrophe during his time in office, continued, ‘and the people immediately surrounding him desired 
only one thing – that this man live for ever, so good was he to them.’ Indeed the contribution of the 
policy of ‘stability of cadres’ to the development of stagnation is undeniable. The Politburo grew old 
together, the younger generation of leaders was held back, and corruption was encouraged by the job 
security enjoyed by high-ranking officials, most infamously in the veritable fiefdoms of a number of 
regional leaders” (11). 
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In addition to the institutions and norms preventing the maneuverability of the 

General Secretary, as well as the personal limitations of Brezhnev, there also existed 

two autonomous sources of foreign policy formulation and execution for the Soviet 

Union. The first, most well-known to the West, was the government’s Foreign 

Ministry that conducted the actual diplomatic relations of the country. The second 

was the International Department of the Party itself, which managed relations with 

foreign communist parties and movements of national liberation. Andrei Gromyko 

controlled the former, but Boris Ponomarev, protégé of chief ideologist Mikhail 

Suslov, oversaw the latter. Ponomarev treated the Third World as a growth 

opportunity regardless of relations with the United States. Dobrynin described the 

policy rivalry:  

To understand our sometimes bizarre policy in the Third World, it is important 
to know how the decision-making mechanism in foreign affairs operated in the 
Kremlin. On a day-to-day basis it was the Foreign Ministry who gave 
recommendations for dealing with current problems. In practice that mainly 
meant Gromyko himself, and as a rule all his suggestions were accepted. He 
was a recognized authority, especially in dealing with the West and the United 
States in particular, and he stubbornly defended his position in this field 
during Politburo meetings. Overall he was a cautious man who opposed any 
serious confrontation with the United States if the vital interests of the Soviet 
Union were not involved. But the Third World was not his prime domain. He 
believed that events there could not in the final analysis decisively influence 
our fundamental relations with the United States; that turned out to be a factor 
he definitely underestimated. 143 
 
Brezhnev served at the head of dominant party autonomous from society, but 

only as a first among equals in the country’s true decision-making body. The leading 

individuals kept Brezhnev’s power in check to prevent his taking dictatorial control as 

Stalin did and Khrushchev tried. Many of those individuals represented bureaucratic 

and ideological interests much more hawkish than Brezhnev’s preferences and 

interests, who was a believer in détente and peaceful coexistence without the constant 

challenges of his predecessors. The other individuals formed a decisive portion of the 

selectorate and pursued an additional and largely autonomous foreign policy they 

could conduct outside the formal government’s control. This group would prove 

decisive once the energy revenues started to roll into the state coffers. 

 

                                                
143 Dobrynin (1995: 401-405). 
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3.2 THE REVENUE SHOCK  
 

As outlined in Appendix 2, the data show the USSR becoming a petrostate 

prior to the 1973 OPEC oil crisis, which only exacerbated the process. Although the 

term “petrostate” does not have a set definition, as previously mentioned, I adapt the 

definitions from Demikiv (2012) and Kennedy (2008) of a state that produces two 

million or more barrels of oil per day and where fuel exports are 5% or more of GDP. 

The second criterion in the definition suggests that the country is not economically 

diversified and depends heavily on oil revenues for its budget. The first part of the 

definition suggests a benchmark for the amount of oil production vital in the global 

energy market.  

The Soviet Union irrevocably became a petrostate no later than 1974 but more 

likely the impact of energy revenues was apparent to policymakers sometime in the 

period between 1967 and 1971, as oil production doubled by 1967 relative to 1960, 

exports were two and a half times larger, and energy export revenues rose year over 

year by more than 20-30%, beginning as early as 1969. The data show that energy 

was a serious source of revenue to Soviet policymakers earlier than the OPEC oil 

crisis and prior to Brezhnev consolidating his political power in 1971 and his 

institutional power in 1977.144 Hewett (1984, 1) noted 70% of Soviet hard currency 

exports by the beginning of the 1980s were in the form of energy exports, and this 

revenue went to pay for grain and advanced technology.145 Klinghoffer (1977), 

Goldman (1980), Jentleson (1986), Gustafson (1989), and Högselius (2013) all detail 

the increasing measures Soviet authorities took to maximize exports of oil and then 

natural gas as other industries began to falter.  

 

                                                
144 Fainsod and Hough (1979): 461-463. 
145 Brooks (2001) and Brooks and Wohlforth (2003) argue that this was the beginning of the end of the 
Soviet Union when it failed to keep pace with international standards of cybernetics, automation, and 
information technology. While not the topic of this dissertation, I would go a step further and argue 
that the end of the Soviet Union began with the failure to use the energy revenue influx in the 1960s-
1970s to pay for reforms in the economy that later proved so expensive during the era of glasnost and 
perestroika. Ellman and Kontorovich (1998), Spechler (2004), and Gaidar (2007) identify this failure 
of the Soviet system to pursue the Kosygin/Liberman reforms when the country was roughly at the 
height of its postwar wealth and stability as the singular missed opportunity of the Soviet Union to 
survive. It was also this need to import grain that eventually led to the Jackson-Vanik Amendment 
critical to getting the Soviet Union to fulfill (or pointedly not fulfill) its Helsinki Accords obligations 
that severely curtailed its soft power in the 1970s and 1980s. 
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3.3 EXPANSIONISM: POLICY, STRATEGIC THOUGHT, EXPENDITURES 
 

During his tenure as General Secretary, Brezhnev aimed to reduce tension 

with the United States after the high-wire act of Khrushchev.146 Ouimet (2003) even 

argues that Brezhnev’s objective in sanctioning the invasion of Czechoslovakia was 

chiefly to reduce potential conflicts with the West by removing the possibility of 

Czechoslovak defection from the communist bloc.147 Yet during the years following 

his unusual entrance to the top position with his personal weakness and the influx of 

revenues from energy, Brezhnev faced an onslaught from Politburo members. None 

were shy about pressing demands through direct lobbying, indirectly by changing the 

course of debate regarding the proper role of Soviet military and economic power to 

catalyze communist revolution abroad, and even conducting their own foreign policy. 

The results were increased spending at home and abroad on military and foreign 

policy, particularly in the Third World, as well as expansion of diplomatic 

commitments. The expansion in the Third World was not automatic as the war chest 

hypothesis would imply, and only occurred after Brezhnev failed to stop military 

involvement in the Third World and the reestablishment of alternative foreign policy 

institutions.  

This subsection highlights the political failures of Brezhnev. He proved unable 

to control subordinates, unable to stop a revisionist ideological trend in the military 

that advocated for conflict in the Third World, and unable to control foreign policy by 

allowing an alternative foreign policy. Brezhnev by all accounts was a sincere devotee 

of détente, but he ultimately sanctioned, through political and physical weakness, a 

move away from peaceful coexistence through vast increases in foreign economic and 

military aid across the Third World. The expansion amounted to tactics that prized 

quantity and diversity of aid relative over any central strategy about what the Soviet 

Union was supposed to accomplish through the proliferation of alliance 

arrangements.148  

                                                
146 Dobrynin (1995) makes this argument most strongly. Contemporaneous and freshly retrospective 
accounts of Soviet foreign policy such as Bialer (1982) and Edmonds (1983) struggled to address this 
seeming contradiction of a relatively mild individual at the head of an expanding power. 
147 Theoretical explanations and anecdotal descriptions of the era portray Brezhnev’s USSR as a 
country tired of the vicissitudes of revolution, civil war, mass terror, war, victory, and ideological 
confrontation. A great number of critics inside and outside Russia have condemned Brezhnev himself, 
but, as a politician, he appeared to have grasped the demand for normalcy. 
148 Westad (2005). Georgy Arbatov, an opponent of expansionism and later foreign policy advisor to 
Gorbachev, noted the lack of strategy: “Most dangerous of all was the fact that, having given aid to 
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3.3.1. Failure to rein in subordinates 
 

Energy revenues did not cause any greater expansionism but funded whatever 

Soviet politicians wanted. 149 The political and bureaucratic pressure on Brezhnev 

proved intense as the revenue came in.150 Of course, not only was the revenue critical 

to expansion, but so was Brezhnev’s harried time in office. Anatoly Chernyaev, later 

the foreign policy advisor to Gorbachev, describes how this occurred in practice. 

Meeting with Brezhnev in the latter’s office, a series of the highest-ranked officials 

call Brezhnev throughout a meeting:  

the issue was that … [Defense Minister Dmitry] Ustinov demanded from 
Brezhnev a new, large infusion for the military-industrial complex. Brezhnev, 
oriented toward détente and forced to take into account the situation in the 
economy and ‘people's needs,’ hesitated. But other pressures, blackmail, as 
always, the priority of the defense, took all. Much to Chernyaev’s surprise, 
Brezhnev says to [Chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the 
Soviet Union and head of state] Nikolai Podgorny: “unlike my predecessors in 
this place [i.e. the leadership] I don't lead, but instead I work.”151 
 

When the energy revenues rolled in, the strength of the Soviet establishment 

and the weakness of its leader led to foreign policy actions further away from the 

preferences of the leader to those of the Soviet establishment. Historian Vladislav 

Zubok noted, “During the 1970s, Soviet annual hard currency revenues from selling 

oil and natural gas increased by 2250 percent and reached $20 billion. The rapid 

growth of this financial surplus enabled the Kremlin to pay the price for imperial 

                                                                                                                                      
liberation movements, we allowed ourselves to be drawn into competition with the Americans 
throughout the Third World, thus helping to internationalize regional crises and making them part of 
the Cold War. None of this benefited international relations or the true interests of the Third World 
countries. We got particularly vivid proof of this in the second half of the 1970s and at the beginning of 
the 1980s” Arbatov (1993: 171). Throughout the late 1960 and 1970s, the USSR catalyzed, funded, and 
maintained new and existing conflicts and pretenders in Angola, Cambodia, Ethiopia, Guinea-Bissau, 
Benin, Cape Verde, Madagascar, Mozambique, Nicaragua, Somalia, Congo, Grenada, North and South 
Vietnam, Yemen, and particular Afghanistan while trying to achieve peace with the United States 
(Andrew and Mitrokhin, 2005). 
149. The role of energy revenues did not cause any greater expansionism but funded whatever Soviet 
politicians wanted, such as increased urban housing (Anderson 1993). Common explanations for 
expansionism during this period such as strategic nuclear parity, the “opportunities” afforded by 
decolonization, Chinese competition, American weakness and so forth were all factors that may have 
motivated policy change but which were epiphenomenal to increased amounts of unearned income. It 
would be appropriate to ask a counterfactual: would any of these by themselves cause the outcomes 
described? 
150 Wolf and Poppers (1992), Wolf (1992), Rowen and Wolf (1990) all chronicle the bureaucratic and 
fiscal power of the military-industrial complex. 
151 Chernyaev (2008: 8-9). 
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expansion in Africa.”152 Arbatov attacked the energy revenues directly: “At the same 

time, of course, a new factor came into play, which allowed Brezhnev and the whole 

leadership to file reforms away in the bottom drawer. That factor was the rise in oil 

prices as a result of the Yom Kippur War of 1973. Suddenly we inherited a large and 

unearned fortune—and nothing spoils people more than unearned riches. The wealth 

that rained down on use from heaven retarded economic reform.”153  

The impossibility of separating those different policies created confusion in 

the assessment of Soviet grand strategy by the United States, as the Americans were 

obliged to counter “military adventurism.”154 Brezhnev’s political weakness undid the 

chief foreign policy aim of his tenure, to reduce tension with the United States. 

Defense and military-industrial spending rose throughout this era, not only to compete 

with the United States in missile defense, but on expenditures related to proxy 

conflicts, even as economic growth showed signs of slacking.155  

In Brezhnev’s first two years, 1964-1965, he followed the domestic price and 

market-oriented reforms developed by Evsei Liberman and advocated by Alexei 

Kosygin that would later be reinvented and reintroduced during the time of 

perestroika.156 Although the country would not be definitively a petrostate until 1974, 

the energy influx began in earnest around 1965 and was undeniable by 1967. The 

following years’ budget figures exhibited the largest increases in military 

expenditures, which would continue until the worldwide energy revenue crash in 

1980. Table 8 displays how the increases in military expenditures even outpaced 

growth in gross national product and military expenditures on a per capita basis, 

growing through 1977, when Brezhnev achieved the height of his political powers and 

irrevocably declined physically, leaving him unable to govern effectively. Figures 9-

12 show not only were military expenditures rising on absolute and per capita bases, 

but also expansionism moved into the Third World. 

 

                                                
152 Zubok (2007: 249). 
153 Arbatov (1993: 161-162). Arbatov (1993) rued the missed opportunity: “We abandoned the idea of 
an inevitable—and armed and violent—path to revolution, and embarked on a policy based on peaceful 
coexistence; we made the first realistic attempts at arms reductions; and so on. But immediately we got 
scared of our own courage and developed a number of theoretical and political gimmicks that we hoped 
would allow us to continue on a realistic course in politics while preserving our ideological virginity, 
demonstrating our revolutionary faith and fervor that undermined our later credibility” (170). 
154 Gelman (1984); Jackson (2010). 
155 Firth and Noren (1998); Harrison (2003). 
156 Pejovich (1969); Marangos (2013). 
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Table 1. Estimated Soviet Military Expenditures Data, 1963-1991157 

 

 

3.3.2. Failure to rein in revisionist ideological thought in the military 
 

The move away from peaceful coexistence and later even détente tracked the 

evolution of the debate on strategic thought and the possibility of revolution in the 

Third World. The military was in a position to advocate a more expansionist role for 

itself in Soviet foreign policy not because of the increased revenues available but 

through articulating a larger role for itself outside of Europe, which was subject to far 

more dense institutional arrangements on nuclear and conventional forces.158 

The Soviet military originally looked to Leninist theory of conflict that 

emphasized conflict among developed and semi-developed states. Lenin’s writings on 

                                                
157 Sources: Arms Control and Disarmament Agency, various years. Financial data prior to 1975 data 
are the Consumer Price Index statistics from Historical Statistics of the United States (USGPO, 1975). 
All data after 1975 are from the annual Statistical Abstracts of the United States. I used the Consumer 
Price Inflation calculator at http://www.bls.gov/cpi/cpicalc.htm. 
158 On the latter note, see Trachtenberg (1999). 
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Hobson argued that imperialism was the highest stage of capitalism, which led Lenin 

to encourage revolutions in imperialist colonies for local bourgeois to lead and 

thereafter be taken over by the local proletariat. The victorious local proletariat would 

then take its new state into the larger communist movement, and thus Lenin did not 

anticipate local leadership in the Third World.159 Stalin did not pay much attention to 

the Third World outside of China and its relevance to the Soviet Union’s rivalry with 

Japan,160 while Khrushchev’s initial enthusiasm about revolutions in the Third World 

was only in the context of successful national liberation the USSR could support after 

the fact. His unhappy experience with Patrice Lumumba and the downfalls of other 

allies in Indonesia (1965), Ghana (1966), and Mali (1968) during the earliest years of 

Brezhnev’s tenure had demonstrated the limits of Soviet power projection.161 

 The increase in energy revenues did not spur the military’s larger view of 

potential action; it had been building since the Khrushchev period. The military had 

been held in check during that era as Khrushchev pushed “peaceful coexistence” with 

the Western powers. In the early Brezhnev years (1964-1968), the military began to 

advocate enthusiasm about Third World conflicts via pessimistic attitudes about 

peaceful coexistence and desire to support radical military regimes. The military 

became less sure that local war would lead to world war, and pushed for greater 

military support to Marxist and radical regimes as, in nearly every situation, radical 

regimes were unable to come to power and remain there on their own.162 

In the middle Brezhnev years (1969-1975), the military turned the 

conversation. Nuclear settlements and relative peace in Europe led Soviet officers to 

engage in revisionist ideology to justify new great power concerns and power 

projection capabilities. They argued “change in the balance of forces in the 

international arena in favor of socialism, another possibility is also increasing more 

and more -- that of preventing the development of local wars into an enormous clash 

                                                
159 Hobson (1965[1902]), Lenin (1999[1917]), McDonough (1995). 
160 Chen (2001). 
161 Westad (2005), Iandolo (2012). 
162 As Limberg (1990: 76) puts it, “Soviet military writings in the late 1960s and early 1970s suggested 
a greater readiness to use military power in the third world. The 1968 edition of [Marshall of the Soviet 
Union Vasily] Sokolovskiy’s Military Strategy, for example, promised that the USSR would ‘when 
necessary, render military support to peoples subjected to imperialist aggression.’ A 1972 military 
study claimed that ‘greater importance is being attached to Soviet military presence in various regions’ 
and that the USSR required ‘mobile forces that are suitably trained and equipped to provide military 
support to peoples fighting the forces of internal reaction and imperialist intervention’ (Hosmer and 
Wolfe, 1983: 34).” 
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on a worldwide scale.”163 General of the Army Shavrov, commandant of the General 

Staff Army, could even claim that the Soviet military was now able to control whether 

local wars could turn to world wars or not, breaking with previous orthodoxy. This 

change of thinking from the military meant that the military and their advocates in the 

Party believed that the USSR could now control the size of conflict abroad and make 

foreign policy gains for itself without fear of world war.164  

In turn, theoreticians continued to make ideological contortions to include 

non-ideological factors in their assessment of conflict, determination of foreign policy 

interests, and ultimately the ability to increase action abroad.165 The subsequent 

increase in arms deals, “training of revolutionary forces by Soviet military advisors,” 

buildup of the Soviet Navy to gain and hold military bases abroad, and transport and 

support of allied troops comprised the real expansion of Soviet power abroad and the 

greater potential for interventionism, thereby challenging US power abroad.166 

3.3.3. Alternative foreign policy via the International Department of the CPSU 
 

 Increased spending on the military and increased hawkishness from the 

military found an outlet through the alternative foreign policy line available outside 

the government in the International Department of the Communist Party. In the early 

days of the revolution, two foreign policy operations emerged. The first was the 

preexisting Foreign Ministry that interacted with other governments in traditional 

diplomacy, but the second was a Party body responsible for coordinating relations 

with foreign communist parties and national liberation movements. This International 

Department of the Communist Party had declined in importance with the dissolution 

of the Comintern and Cominform bodies, but in the permissive political environment 

of Brezhnev’s CPSU, it made a comeback to project national power abroad in the 

Third World. This subsection notes the emergence of a foreign policy course separate 

from the one preferred by Brezhnev and the manner in which it pulled the Soviet 

Union into deeper confrontation with the United States as the leader of the 

Communist Party declined in health. 

                                                
163 Katz (1982: 68). 
164 Katz (1982: 69). 
165 Limberg (1990: 76). 
166 Katz (1982: 85, fns. 39, 41-42). 
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During the Brezhnev era, new militarized dispute initiation beyond those 

regarding wayward Warsaw Pact members occurred in the Third World, particularly 

from 1967 onwards. 167 Dobrynin, a détente supporter, lamented this alternative 

foreign policy line for the marginal importance of the areas and clients being 

supported, and the blowback it engendered: 

Our Foreign Ministry traditionally was not really involved with the leaders of 
the liberation movements in the Third World, who were dealt with through the 
International Department of the party, headed by Secretary Boris Ponomarev. 
He despised Gromyko; the feeling was mutual… Under the slogan of 
solidarity, [Suslov] and his zealous followers in the party managed to involve 
the Politburo in many Third World adventures. The KGB supported him in 
this because many of the party contacts in that area were handled through their 
agents. Many professional Soviet diplomats opposed our deep involvement in 
these remote areas, but who would openly object when all this was done in the 
name of the party? Some diplomats, myself included, tried on their own in 
informal conversations to minimize the damage in the West. We explained to 
our Western colleagues that all these actions were spontaneous and not 
necessarily part of any Soviet grand plan to deliberately undermine the world 
positions of the West. But this was hardly persuasive when viewed against our 
adventurous involvement in remote regions, and it raised a negative reaction 
in the United States.168 
 

 The figures below illustrate through a bar graph the number of new Soviet and 

COMECON militarized interstate disputes by year from 1946 to 1991. The data in 

Figure 9 only show general support for the argument in terms of a spike in new MIDs 

following the pressure on Brezhnev from his hawks, which itself follows a solid 

period of military activity in the Khrushchev era. Figures 10 to 12 show the same data 

points of new MID initiation but by location and displayed through Google Fusion 

tables. The data are split by leadership tenure from the post-WWII period through the 

end of the Brezhnev period. They display the outcomes of the argument more clearly 

that MID initiation during the Brezhnev period moved much further away from the 

borders of the Soviet Union towards Africa and other areas of the Third World. MID 

initiation during the Stalin period occurred in Europe as the Soviets and their 

adversaries established the borders of the emerging rivalry. During the era of 

collective leadership and Khrushchev, the MIDs moved towards the contours of the 

Sino-Soviet dispute and the regions bordering the Soviet Union. 

 

                                                
167 (Braithwaite 2010). 
168 Dobrynin, ibid: 401-405. 
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Figure 9. Number of New COMECON MIDS by Year, 1946-1991 

 
 

Figure 10. New COMECON MIDS by Location, 1946-1953 (Stalin) 
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Figure 11. New COMECON MIDS by Location, 1953-1964 (Collective and 
Khrushchev) 

 
 

Figure 12. New COMECON MIDS by Location, 1964-1982 (Brezhnev) 

 
 

Brezhnev’s desire to maintain harmony within the political establishment with 

himself at the top allowed the pursuit of countervailing policies. The Soviet Union 



75 
	  

found itself simultaneously pursuing détente as an outgrowth of the peaceful 

coexistence line begun under Khrushchev while at the same supporting anti-colonial 

wars of liberation and specific sides in civil wars across the Third World. The 

profusion of foreign policy tools and desired outcomes permitted but not caused by 

energy revenues resulted in an increased set of diplomatic commitments across the 

world that generated an American response across the Third World.  

Crowning these unfortunate achievements for Soviet security was the decision 

to invade Afghanistan to support a local client against political rivals in the capital 

and across the country as a result of having established a socialist, secular 

government. That decision was taken with Brezhnev, the least coherent of a small 

circle of decision-makers. “A former aide to Konstantin Chernenko, Vadim Pechenev, 

[noted] that strategic decisions in the Soviet Union during Brezhnev's last years were 

taken by six senior members of the Politburo—Suslov, Ustinov, Gromyko, Andropov, 

Chernenko, and Brezhnev (with Brezhnev himself, for health reasons, playing the 

least active part of the six).”169  

The decision regarding Afghanistan solidified US fears that the Soviet Union 

was attempting to increase its power in the Middle East and that Soviet presence in 

places as far afield as Mozambique was tied to its actions in Afghanistan, giving 

credence to then-National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski’s characterization of 

an “arc of crisis.”170 In his diary of the era, Jimmy Carter laments the turn that he sees 

the Soviets making that confirmed the hawkish viewpoint of Brzezinski and led to 

undesirable outcomes such as delaying SALT II and boycotting the 1980 Summer 

Olympics to be held in Moscow.171 Gorbachev inherited the aftermath.  

3.4. CONCLUSION 
 

From the 1960s through the end of the Soviet period, the Soviet economy 

became more heavily dependent on the export of energy resources. A coup-like event 

deposed a leader, Khrushchev, impetuous in leadership style but relatively liberal in 

policy preferences both in economic and foreign policies. The coup plotters selected a 

compromise candidate, Brezhnev, who complied with the more conservative 

preferences of his political coalition and had to rely on consensus to avoid the same 

                                                
169 Brown (1996, 56) citing Pechenev (1991).  
170 Lenczowski (1979). 
171 Carter (2010, 282, 382-84, 486). 
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outcome as his predecessor. When an oil boom entered the economy, the combination 

of weakened leader relative to his strong supporters and autonomy from society led to 

countervailing policies: Brezhnev advocated for détente with the United States yet 

could not and did not stop greater expansion of Soviet support to the Third World. 

Brezhnev worked to increase his informal power to match his formal responsibilities 

throughout his leadership tenure, but his serious and irreversible physical decline 

began around the same time his political powers peaked in 1977. 

The alternative explanations to Brezhnev’s decision-making leave serious 

questions unresolved. A war chest explanation would point to the correlation between 

a positive revenue shock and the increase in foreign policy expansionism, and hold 

that the war chest caused the expansion; as the revenue came, the ambition increased 

accordingly. Yet the war chest explanation would have a difficult time accounting for 

Brezhnev’s peculiar entry to the top position and subsequent inability to rein in 

subordinates and the military that preceded the revenue shock. The revenue 

exacerbated the political weakness of Brezhnev by obliging him to accept an 

alternative and counterproductive foreign policy strategy in the Third World that 

challenged the United States and helped end détente. Brezhnev’s physical decline by 

1977 prevented him from challenging his rivals after spending years accruing the 

informal power necessary to do so. As the subordinates in the selectorates benefited 

from the status quo, the expansionism in the Third World continued throughout the 

end of Brezhnev’s life. While the war chest hypothesis can explain the correlation, it 

is weaker on the causation. 

For established scholars of Russian foreign policy, explanations derived from 

levels-of-analysis scholarship have traditionally held sway. Personality as an agential 

factor, interest groups, patronage networks, international systemic perspectives, and, 

finally, ideology all act as explanatory factors in foreign policy decision-making, but 

they do not account for all aspects of foreign policy during the Brezhnev period.  

Brezhnev personally advocated for peaceful relations with the United States 

and did not wish to pursue the expansionism in the Third World that others in the 

International Department executed. The group-level and ideological explanations are 

roughly similar in this case. An ideological explanation for foreign policy change is 

that a group of hardliners moved policy to challenge the regime’s adversaries 

wherever they could. Yet the historical record shows that the hardliners existed 

alongside the opposing group of moderates, and it was Brezhnev who tried to 
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accommodate both foreign policy courses. While group-level explanations provide 

some guidance on how elite politics play out between competing groups with 

different policy preferences, in this period the groups of supporters and expansionists 

did not win or lose. 

The systemic explanation provides a context for foreign policy – the Cold War 

competition between the blocs – but it is unclear why the international system as a 

constant would provide for change and additional conflict between the two blocs 

when simultaneously the blocs were coming to agreement to reduce the sources of 

tension in Europe. All of the extant explanations for Soviet foreign policy during this 

period can illuminate aspects of the context and motivations for change in grand 

strategy orientation, but they fail to provide a complete and parsimonious account of 

why and how the Soviet Union could pursue two countervailing and ultimately 

counterproductive foreign policies.172 

I turn now to a chapter sketch of contemporary Russia during the broadly 

considered leadership tenure of Putin.173 Post-Soviet Russia has been a petrostate in 

                                                
172 An interesting thought experiment would the counterfactual in the Soviet Union did not experience 
a positive revenue shock in the late 1960s. The stated foreign policy preferences of Brezhnev, 
Gromyko, Dobrynin and others who supported détente does not imply that absent Suslov and 
Ponomarev the Cold War would have ended or international relations would have become more 
peaceful in light of increased energy revenues. Without the foreign policy entrepreneurship of Suslov 
and Ponomarev, and their ability to pursue a more expansionist and hardline foreign policy line in the 
Third World, it would appear more likely that the Soviet Union and the United States could have 
pursued great power accommodation with each other in regions around the world, as what had 
happened in Europe. It is also likely that without greater amounts of revenue to spend, the Soviet 
Union would have kept to domestic economic and institutional (“Liberman”) reforms that were later 
revived and reinvented as perestroika. The combination of domestic economic and institutional 
reforms alongside a strong but conservative grand strategy would have prevented the stagnation that 
created the selectorate’s non-trivial demand for a credible reformist candidate such as Gorbachev. 
Without such a dire political, economic and diplomatic environment, and thus a future General 
Secretary who could credibly propose and seek to execute tremendously far-reaching reforms, the 
Soviet Union could have lasted a lot longer and perhaps even reformed itself gradually towards a state-
dominated economy that was nevertheless open to the international economy. The counterfactual to an 
energy resource revenue boom in the late 1960s through the mid 1970s could very well have been the 
continuation of the country. It is possible that the beginning of the end of the Soviet Union lay in the 
influx of revenue into a political environment that ultimately could not handle it. Many years later, the 
leading executive of the post-Soviet Russian oil industry would lament the ‘late start’ his sector had 
relative to international competitors. Vagit Alekperov, “the astute Azeri who created Lukoil, Russia’s 
largest oil company, out of the pell-mell privatization of the oil sector, predicted in 1994. ‘The seven 
sisters should look out, because in ten years they will have a brother. If only we had begun in 1978, 
before things went to pieces in Russia, by now we would be the biggest oil company in the world’” 
(Freeland, 2001: 15).  
173 I do not treat Dmitri Medvedev’s presidential term as a significant departure from the rule of Putin. 
Medvedev pledged to maintain the status quo from his predecessor and Putin served as Medvedev’s 
prime minister in what the duo termed a “tandemocracy”. Hale and Colton (2009) presented survey 
evidence that Russian public opinion did not expect much policy innovation from Medvedev. Petrov 
(2009) and Rutland (2009) noted that not only did the two leaders vow to work together, Putin 
continued to meet with foreign leaders and enjoy blanket domestic television coverage. 
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definition for all but the briefest period after the end of communism. At this time, 

energy exports fell even faster than the economy in general; production and revenues 

crashed during the 1990s and hit a low unseen since the early 1970s by 1998. Putin 

entered the highest levels of power at the turn of the millennium prior to the latest 

energy resource boom.   
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Chapter 4: Petropolitics and Selective Expansionism, 2000-2014 
 

This chapter addresses the contemporary record of Russian foreign policy, 

which belies the war chest prediction that increased energy revenues soon lead to 

foreign policy expansionism. Putin entered office an unknown to the general public 

dissatisfied with the malaise experienced under his predecessor, Yeltsin. As an 

appointed successor, Putin appeared, like Brezhnev, to be a compromise candidate 

between Yeltsin’s ruling clique and the oligarchs who had grown wealthy and 

powerful in the preceding decade. In addition, the economy still suffered not only 

from fiscal dependence on still-low energy revenues, but also from the aftermath of 

the previous decade’s currency collapse. Like the Brezhnev period, Russia 

experienced an energy revenue boom during Putin’s tenure. Unlike the Brezhnev 

period, Putin had created a new and relatively docile selectorate while possessing a 

deft populist touch that diminished political pressure prior to the positive revenue 

shock. Thus, Putin was then and continues to be in a much stronger political position 

relative to subordinates. In turn, he has been able to conduct a foreign policy that 

varies expansion and accommodation to outside powers conducive to the goal of 

retaining domestic political power. Selective expansionism has challenged the post-

Cold War security architecture, but has been far less extensive than during the 

Brezhnev period. Putin has used his nearly decade and a half at the apex of Russian 

politics to reduce domestic political competition and inhibit sources of replacement, 

thereby freezing political pressure. In contrast to the war chest explanation, Russian 

foreign policy expansion in the Putin era has not directly followed positive revenue 

shocks, but arose in response to perceived threats to domestic political control.  

  

As the world prepared for the opening ceremonies of the 2008 Summer 

Olympic Games in Beijing, China, a small war broke out in the Caucasus. The 

organizers of the Olympics had selected the auspicious date of August 8 to begin 

China’s “coming out party”174 but in the middle of the night between August 7 and 8, 

Georgia sought to reassert control over two breakaway provinces, Abkhazia and 

South Ossetia, which were under de facto protection of the Russian Federation. The 

Georgian strategy had been to neutralize the armed opposition to government rule and 

cut off the separatists from their larger patron, and to do so quickly enough to deter 
                                                
174 http://www.economist.com/node/8130602 
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Russia from invading to support their clients.175 The execution did not follow plans 

and Abkhaz and South Ossetian fighters withstood the initial assault long enough for 

Russian reinforcements to come over the border and, in five days, push Georgian 

forces back beyond the pre-war lines. As Georgian forces retreated and faced a rout, 

Russian advance units held up; the United States and European Union, Georgia’s 

primary diplomatic allies, intervened to apply diplomatic pressure on Russia to 

prevent an assault on the capital and a widened conflict. No matter – Russia had 

successfully expanded its foreign policy reach by using force abroad, defending 

clients, handing an assured defeat to a country it considered a pesky irritant, and 

making a geopolitical statement that it would not countenance the expansion of 

NATO further into its borderlands.176  

 This small and successful war achieved its short and medium-term goals of 

defeating a regional challenger and obstructing the advance of an opposing security 

bloc. Yet, in this chapter, I show the use of force abroad by Russia during the 

leadership tenure of Putin has been selective. I argue that the selective expansion has 

been the result of Putin’s strong hold on power at the time of a positive revenue shock 

around 2003-2004, and his active efforts to curtail democratic competition thereafter.  

This petrostate foreign policy theory implies Russia’s selectively 

expansionistic grand strategy has to date been successful, even considering the events 

of 2013-2014 in Crimea and throughout Ukraine.177 The goal of this grand strategy 

has not been to restore contemporary Russia to the power and reach of the Soviet 

Union at its height, but to return Russia to what Putin and others have referred to as 

its “historical role.” While this includes sufficient hard power capabilities to project 

force and influence politics regionally, the diplomatic reach to have itself included in 

international negotiations of problems along its periphery, ultimately, it is a grand 

strategy seeking to insulate the Russian state from changes wrought from abroad.178 

                                                
175 Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia, European Union, Report 
(Brussels, Sept. 2009). 
176 Asmus (2010). 
177 While I do not claim that annexing Crimea and menacing Ukraine in general does not count as 
expansionism, I will argue below that – even if misguided – this tactic was meant to deter further 
conflict over Ukrainian foreign policy and the status of Russian military bases in Crimea. By annexing 
Crimea and maintaining the ability to project force in the Black Sea instead of creating a frozen 
conflict like the ones observed in Transdnestria, South Ossetia, and Abkhazia, Putin reduced the 
chances of larger state-to-state conflict with Ukraine that might have brought in neighboring Poland, 
Romania, Hungary, and, thus, NATO. 
178 Putin (2000), Brown (2001a), Balzer (2005), Ignatius (2007), Kissinger (2007), Mankoff (2009), 
Tsygankov (2013), Hill and Gaddy (2013). 
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The difference between this grand strategy and the actions of the Soviet Union is the 

recognition of limits to Russian hard and soft power: it has neither the capabilities to 

dictate outcomes far from its territory nor an ideology of much attraction to others.179 

The strategy of providing assistance to co-ethnics and co-nationals (those given 

Russian passports to justify potential intervention) reveals the limited extent of what 

Russian expansionism can accomplish. 

 This inward-looking grand strategy of protecting Russia from change allows 

Putin to employ inconsistent tactics and alternations of expansion and retrenchment of 

Russian foreign policy as opportunities and challenges arise. Russian actions 

regarding Iraq, Georgia, Syria, Ukraine, and elsewhere have not made Putin popular 

among his adversaries and rivals, but they exist simultaneously to complementary 

positions on other issues relevant to the US-led policy agenda, such as containing 

violence in Afghanistan and trying to resolve the dispute over the Iranian nuclear 

energy program. The result has increased his personal standing internationally; for 

example, TIME magazine named him Person of the Year in 2007.  As well, the 

diplomatic reach of the Russian Federation has extended without a corresponding 

expansion of military capabilities to date.180  

 Putin is able to articulate and execute such a successful grand strategy 

consistent with his stated personal preferences over the years because his political 

skills enabled him to exploit the opportunity afforded by the positive revenue shock in 

his first term around 2003-2004. From the time Putin achieved top office in 1999, he 

exploited popular dissatisfaction with the existing political establishment to remove or 

coopt extant political and financial competitors, leading to reduction of political 

pressure from inside and outside government.181 Putin also used the influx of revenues 

from 2004 to raise living standards across the country, achieving a tremendous level 

of personal popularity and distinguishing himself from his widely despised 
                                                
179 Tsygankov (2006) articulates the limits of Russian soft power. 
180 Ignatius (2007). Gvosdev (2013) and Weiss (2013) both describe the increase of military spending 
within the current Russian budget cycle, but neither finds that Russia’s military capabilities will be 
sufficient to balance or even challenge any of the conventional forces surrounding it in the short or 
even medium-term. They, along with Tsygankov (2013) and others, however, argue that Russian 
strategy is not to try and catch up with NATO, Chinese, or South Asian militaries, but to supplement 
nuclear capabilities while modernizing forces to the extent of bringing overwhelming conventional 
force to asymmetric conflicts, such as separatist conflicts, tipping the scales in regional wars, and anti-
terrorist missions, broadly defined. This chapter argues that such strategy would allow Russia (beyond 
what it already has done so) to balance military capabilities regionally and extend diplomatic reach 
much further afield than military capabilities alone would dictate. It is the strategy of a resurgent 
middle power. 
181 Charap (2004), Hill and Gaddy (2013). 
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predecessor.182 As for every leadership period under analysis, the important issue to 

explain change of foreign policy orientation and decision-making after a revenue 

shock is the leader’s political strength before the resource boom. Like the previous 

chapter, this chapter sketch outlines the political institutions and political position of 

the leader prior to the resource boom, quantifies the fiscal shock, and traces how the 

flow of revenue into a political environment altered foreign policy decision-making 

and the grand strategy orientation of the country. 

Vladimir Putin, a man plucked from relative obscurity and sent on a rocket 

ride to the top of Russian power, initially found himself the subject of intense political 

pressure from his ostensible subordinates and a quizzical public. He was installed as a 

quasi-internal candidate to bring order but to be controlled by others.183 Putin instead 

pursued an aggressive campaign to rid himself of the political control of oligarchs and 

previous insiders by exploiting public weariness and the inability of elite opposition 

to coordinate successfully. He cleared out his rivals and built massive public support, 

reducing political pressure to manageable levels.  

The resource boom followed serendipitously and the country’s leadership 

substituted increased living standards for public accountability. Putin and his 

subordinates have since pursued a nimble grand strategy stripped of ideology and 

global ambition, but almost exclusively to stymie further potential threats to the 

continuance of his domestic regime. Instead of expanding as extensively and 

automatically as the war chest explanation would predict, the selective expansion 

serves internal state building. Foreign policy becomes a tool of domestic politics and 

subject to the same sorts of micromanagement others have argued exists in Russian 

domestic affairs.184 Actual instances of foreign policy expansionism are rare and have 

occurred years after the actual energy revenue booms.  

 

  

                                                
182 Triesman (2011). 
183 As discussed in the next subsection, Yeltsin and those around him viewed Putin as a sort of podestà. 
In medieval Genoa and other Italian city-states, local oligarchs would hire an outsider to enforce rules 
and cooperation by maintaining the balance of power via the implicit threat of allying with those who 
would be threatened. As Greif (1994, 1998) and others have argued, this was an early attempt to create 
a self-sustaining political institution to commitment problem. The key element to the self-sustaining 
aspect of the political institution was that the podestà had a fixed term and was supposed to leave the 
commune once his services were no longer required. 
184 Lipman, Petrov, Hale (2013). As will become clearer, this is a foreign policy without threats. 
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Figure 13. Foreign policy choice: Vladimir Putin, 2000-2014 

 

4.1 INSTITUTIONS AND POLITICAL POSITION OF PUTIN PRIOR TO REVENUE SHOCK 
  

 The political rise of Putin from a mid-level KGB operative in Dresden in the 

German Democratic Republic days to the head of Forbes’ 2013 list of the world’s 

most powerful people ranks as one of the remarkable political stories of the twenty-

first century.185 Those personal heights have been fueled by the economic recovery 

during his time at the top of Russian politics and stand in contrast to the weak and 

fragmented state of the political and economic institutions that Putin inherited.186 This 

subsection summarizes that story within the petropolitics model. First, I depict the 

sources of political pressure from the existing Yeltsin-era selectorate and from the 

general public given his peculiar entry into the top strata of Russian politics as the 

sudden president. Second, Putin then worked quickly to exploit his leadership position 

                                                
185 http://www.forbes.com/sites/carolinehoward/2013/10/30/the-worlds-most-powerful-people-2013/.  
As noted above, Putin was also 2007 Time Person of the Year.  
186 This very contrast forms the basis of his popular and electoral appeal. For references to the latter 
and Putin running against the 1990s during his 2011 presidential election campaign, see "Putin Warns 
'Mistakes' Could Bring Back '90s Woes." This section relies most heavily on Hill and Gaddy (2013), a 
rather remarkable political biography of Vladimir Putin that eschews a chronological review of his life 
and career. The authors instead look at his personal and professional experiences as the sources for the 
different personae he draws upon to set strategic goals for the country: the Statist, the History Man, the 
Survivalist, the Outsider, the Free Marketeer, and the Case Officer.  
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and certain institutional prerogatives to neutralize or coopt the various oligarchs and 

government personnel who had enjoyed wealth and power under Yeltsin. By 

attacking an unpopular class of individuals, Putin reduced pressure from society and 

within government. His foreign policy accommodated international interlocutors 

while he worked to reduce political pressure on himself, while his “foreign” policy in 

Chechnya and elsewhere in the Caucasus followed the same path of defeating or 

coopting challenges to federal rule. Putin ended up in a much stronger political 

position by the time the revenue shock entered the system. The following subsection 

details the revenue shock itself, and the final subsection relates foreign policymaking 

and grand strategy formulation under conditions of fiscal plenty and a leader enjoying 

the ability to set policy closer to his personal preferences. 

4.1.1 Yeltsin’s ‘90s 
 

 To understand the political environment for Putin at the beginning of his 

official tenure we must realize what he inherited in terms of institutions, what the 

acute political pressures were at the time of that inheritance, and from which 

direction. Putin inherited an already weakly authoritarian set of political institutions 

Fish (2005) described as “democracy derailed.”187 I argue that these weak political 

institutions defining the Yeltsin era generated mass public opposition to a nearly 

unaccountable political and economic establishment. This subsection highlights 

elements of Yeltsin’s political travails and the next subsection illustrates how Putin’s 

post-Soviet career in St. Petersburg city politics “qualified” him for service in the 

presidential administration. The latter portion shows that Putin moved to challenge 

political opposition even before he moved into the top position. 

 Many sources recount the collapse of the Soviet Union and the dismantling of 

Communist Party institutions that began in the 1980s and accelerated in the early 

1990s.188 The next chapter tells in greater detail that story and how petropolitics 

                                                
187 Shevtsova (1999, 2007a, 2007b) has argued that Russian democratization lasted solely from 
Gorbachev’s introduction of perestroika and glasnost in 1987 to Yeltsin’s shelling of the Russian 
parliament in 1993. 
188 Roeder (1993) highlights the ultimate failure of Soviet politics. Kotkin (2001) argues that this 
relative peaceful collapse was due to insiders recognizing the upcoming transition, and choosing to 
strip available assets for life in a post-Communist Russia instead of fighting to restore the old system. 
Remnick (1994) is a wonderful journalistic account of the end days and Traill (2010) provides a much 
more wide-ranging and colorful account. Brown (1996) provides an account sympathetic to Gorbachev. 
Matlock (1995), Primakov (2004), and Talbott (2007) recount their diplomatic experiences of the era. 
Sarotte (2009) captures the regional and international politics surrounding the end of the Cold War. 
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affected foreign policy outcomes. Nevertheless, in short, with Gorbachev losing 

authority within the country, Yeltsin pulled his Russian republic out of the Union of 

Soviet Socialist Republics, as did the leaders representing Ukraine and Belarus on 

December 8, 1991.189 The USSR ceased to exist on December 25, and Yeltsin 

immediately moved to implement radical economic reforms to undo the socialist 

planned economy.  

The reforms (“shock therapy”) proved extremely painful and what was left of 

the Soviet inheritance collapsed by early 1993, leading to a degeneration of political 

relationships between Yeltsin the president and both houses of the Russian 

parliament. The crisis deepened until it culminated in a narrowly failed impeachment 

attempt by the legislature, a declaration of impeachment by the legislature, mass 

unrest in Moscow and over 100 deaths. Then Yeltsin called on the military and 

internal security forces to shell the parliament building (the “White House”) until his 

opponents conceded defeat. The subsequent elections to a newly established 

parliament, called the State Duma, brought in a fiercely anti-Yeltsin body, but the 

elections also approved a Yeltsin-favored constitution. That document tremendously 

expanded the powers of the president over the Duma. The president could now 

dismiss the prime minister, appoint members of government, and obtain lower 

thresholds for dismissing the Duma altogether.  

 The showdown between executive and legislative power benefitted Yeltsin 

personally by establishing a superpresidential system without significant legislative 

oversight. Even as Yeltsin grew personally unpopular, the powers embedded in the 

office of the president prevented much of the need to compromise. Opposition to 

Yeltsin from the Duma grew and opinion polling showed the president facing 

approval ratings around 10 percent by the time he faced re-election in 1996.190 

Yeltsin’s team realized the dire political straits they were traveling through and 
                                                                                                                                      
Gaddy and Ickes (1998, 2002) illustrate how the destruction of the previous system and the failure to 
establish a market economy immediately – perhaps an impossible task – led to full economic collapse 
and the emergence of a barter economy, even as domestic and international reformers worked hard to 
do so (Gilman 2010, Gaidar 2003, Åslund 1995 present various accounts as insiders of the immense 
political and institutional challenges they faced, while Arbatov 1994 and Goldman 1994 provide early, 
pointed critiques of the pace and timing of reforms. Sachs et al. 1995 gives a friendly but more holistic 
view to the reform process.)  
189 The Belazheva Accords, as the agreement became known, rendered the USSR de facto defunct; the 
dissolution of the country and its replacement by the Commonwealth of Independent States was made 
official through the agreement signed by all other republics (save Georgia) on December 22 known as 
the Alma-Ata Protocols. Gorbachev handed over the prerogative of his office on December 25 to 
Yeltsin. 
190 Triesman (2011), 596. 



86 
	  

appealed to the nation’s industrialists to contribute their financial, media, and 

organizational resources to Yeltsin’s re-election campaign. They did so, but not out of 

the goodness of their hearts; Yeltsin appointed Anatoly Chubais as his election 

manager at their request after Chubais had served as the head of the privatization of 

state resources commission. Their explicit interest was to maintain Yeltsin in power to 

safeguard their financial and political positions from what they feared would be 

revision of privatization in case of Communist victory.  

The resulting “loans-for-shares” episode involved these wealthy individuals 

loaning cash and in-kind donations such as favorable television and print coverage to 

the Yeltsin campaign. With their help, the public reelected a still unpopular Yeltsin as 

president, mainly by painting his rival, Gennady Zyuganov of the Communist Party as 

even worse. President Yeltsin soon was unable to pay off the debts of Candidate 

Yeltsin, and the oligarchs became even wealthier and more powerful.191 

 The rest of Yeltsin’s time in office confirmed extreme antipathy from other 

political voices and the public. His tenure witnessed the continued empowerment of a 

class of super-wealthy individuals (“oligarchs”) who possessed massive financial 

assets in a still cash-poor economy, control of the commanding heights of the 

economy, and political access. Putin inherited an unpopular and weakened 

superpresidential system buffeted by political pressure from inside and outside 

government.  

4.1.2 Putin’s ‘90s 
 

Whereas Putin would eventually have to confront the political structures 

created by Yeltsin’s seemingly Pyrrhic victory, his own path to the presidency 

resembled that of a podestà in a medieval Italian city-state who went rogue. Instead of 

popular acclaim or an explicit policy agenda, his previous experience solving 

problems and bringing order to bedlam brought him to the center of politics and then 

the top, where he altered the plans set out by others. 

The podestà noted above reflects one of the first known institutional 

mechanisms to solve the problem of credible commitment and endogenously 

                                                
191 The “loans-for-shares” scandal, its political origins and outcomes, and the greater story of the 
transfer of wealth from public ownership to private control is described and analyzed, inter alia, in 
Freeland (2001), Guriev and Rachinsky (2005), Leitzel et al. (1995), Leitzel (1995), Alexeev et al. 
(1992), Shleifer and Treisman (2003), and Volkov (2002). 
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sustained versus exogenously-enforced cooperation. In medieval Genoa, Venice, and 

other Italian city-states, the small size of the communes and vibrant commercial 

competition created a need for cooperation between factions to maximize chances of 

success versus the factions of other city-states in the lucrative trade in the 

Mediterranean and Asia. The heads of factions, known as oligarchs, did not, however, 

want a king to rule over them, so they brought in an outsider to enforce rules and 

cooperation by maintaining the balance of power internally. The podestà maintained 

the implicit threat of allying with those threatened by the oligarch who sought 

revision of the distribution of power or benefits. The Genoese oligarchs, however, 

knew that the podestà himself had to be constrained by rules and limited his freedom 

by placing fixed term limits on his rule, compelling him to leave the city upon the 

completion of his term, and forbidding him to join any of the local factions.192 

Moscow called Vladimir Putin and slated him to be just such a podestà based 

on his experiences in St. Petersburg politics. Prior to entering politics, Putin served as 

a KGB officer in Dresden, German Democratic Republic, from 1985 to 1990, where 

he learned spycraft and returned to the Soviet Union a representative of a losing 

empire who experienced the trauma of having his position overrun by an angry 

crowd.193 The KGB then tasked him to Leningrad State University, where he served 

as vice-rector and reacquainted himself with his former law professor Anatoly 

Sobchak, an early democratic supporter of perestroika. After the collapse of the 

Soviet Union, Sobchak was elected as the first mayor of St. Petersburg. Sobchak 

proved to be an ardent advocate of integrating Russia into European and Western 

                                                
192 Olson (2000, 39) put it: “Sometimes, when leading families or merchants organized a government 
for their city, they not only provided for some power sharing through voting but took pains to reduce 
the probability that the government's chief executive could assume autocratic power. For a time in 
Genoa, for example, the chief administrator of the government had to be an outsider -- and thus 
someone with no membership in any of the powerful families in the city. Moreover, he was constrained 
to a fixed term of office, forced to leave the city after the end of his term, and forbidden from marrying 
into any of the local families. In Venice, after a doge who attempted to make himself autocrat was 
beheaded for his offense, subsequent doges were followed in official processions by a sword-bearing 
symbolic executioner as a reminder of the punishment intended for any leader who attempted to 
assume dictatorial power.” 
193 As related by Sarotte (2009) and Hill and Gaddy (2013), as the regime in East Germany was quickly 
dissolving, an angry crowd in Dresden surrounded what was officially a Soviet cultural center but in 
actuality a KGB office. Inside Putin and his colleagues were trying to burn sensitive documents as 
quickly possible, particularly the records of East German informants and agents. When the most 
sensitive documents had been destroyed and the pressure from the street became too great, Putin finally 
decided to abandon his position. He went outside where, predictably, he was confronted by an angry 
crowd that was curious to find out why he spoke such fluent German; he lied and said that he was a 
mere translator before slipping into the crowd. 
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political and economic institutions to modernize the country and safeguard it from 

further authoritarianism.  

Putin resigned from the KGB and helped run the successful campaign. In 

office Sobchak appointed Putin as the head of the crucial Committee for External 

Relations of the St. Petersburg mayor’s office. In that role he received exposure to 

foreign firms and high-level politicians who wished to invest in St. Petersburg and 

conduct relations with the city. Putin served as the administrative conduit for St. 

Petersburg firms that wished to export abroad, and registered businesses in the city. It 

was an important position given the mayor’s interests, and while Putin overcame a 

major scandal,194 he survived and was promoted in 1994 to First Deputy Head (vice-

mayor) of the city administration and from 1995 through June 1997 led the St. 

Petersburg branch of the pro-government Our Home is Russia political party.  

In 1996, however, Anatoly Sobchak lost a mayoral re-election bid for which 

Putin served as the campaign manager. It turned out to be Putin’s big chance. The 

tenure in St. Petersburg politics uniquely qualified Putin to rise up, not in electoral 

politics but in administration. He had gained experience with foreign business and 

politicians, knew how to catalogue and distribute property including business 

licenses, overcame severe shocks to the food supply of the city, and had learned 

costly but valuable lessons in dealing with business people and the black market. 

Upon the recommendation of his fellow St. Petersburg deputy mayor, Anatoly 

Kudrin, Putin was hired as the Deputy Head of the Presidential Property Management 

Department and moved to Moscow. He was responsible for cataloguing foreign 

property and other state assets of the Soviet Union and Communist Party and 

transferring them to the Russian Federation as its legal successor. It was this 

confluence of an individual with a highly specific skill set and a group of individuals 

who did not possess them that marked the move: 

Vladimir Putin was not sent into Moscow by the so-called siloviki of the KGB 
secret police or the other power ministries. Nor was he dispatched by his 
friends and neighbors from the Ozero group—the men with their dachas on a 
lake. The KGB may have instructed Putin to work for Anatoly Sobchak in St. 
Petersburg in the early 1990s, but it was a different group from St. Petersburg, 

                                                
194 Putin had, as the head of the foreign relations committee, granted export licenses of raw materials 
(timber, oil and precious metals) to companies during a time of acute food shortages in which goods 
exported abroad would be bartered for food and imported in the city. While the raw materials left St. 
Petersburg, the food never arrived. The subsequent investigation claimed that while Putin did not 
benefit personally from the deal, it did question his oversight. Mayor Sobchak quashed the 
investigation to protect his deputy. See Kramer (2012). 
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from within the circles of the Yeltsin-era liberal economic reformers, who 
then summoned Mr. Putin to Moscow. They knew who he was, even if few 
others did. They had a mission for Putin, a very specific task. Putin was not 
brought in because he somehow had proved himself to be a good organizer of 
the local economy in St. Petersburg. Rather, he was expected to use on their 
behalf the skills he had acquired as an active officer of the KGB in Leningrad 
and Dresden and which he then personally adapted to the peculiar new market 
economy in Banditskiy Piterburg.195 
 

Putin moved through the ranks steadily. In March 1997 Yeltsin appointed him 

the Deputy Chief of the Presidential Staff and Chief of the Main Control Directorate 

of the Presidential Property Management Department. In June 1998, Putin assumed a 

position as the First Deputy Chief of the Presidential Staff for regions, where he 

headed a commission to prepare agreements on the delimitation of power between the 

regions and the federal center. Putin was only in that position for a short period, as in 

July of that year he was appointed head of the Federal Security Service (known by its 

Russian initials FSB – Federalnaya Sluzhba Bezopastnosti – and the main successor 

agency to the KGB). Putin held that position until 8 August 1999, when he was 

appointed First Deputy Prime Minister and then Acting Prime Minister the same day 

with the appointment confirmed by the Duma just barely over the required 

majority.196 Sakwa (2008) noted that many did not expect this relative unknown to 

last long, nor did Putin have even the informal political power to choose his own 

ministers, instead accepting the cabinet proposed by Yeltsin. Yeltsin’s unexpected 

resignation on 31 December 1999 surprised opponents who had been expecting a June 

election. Putin subsequently ran, and won, in March 2000 with the institutional 

benefits of incumbency.197  

 

                                                
195 Hill and Gaddy (2013), 167-168.  
196 It was on this day that Putin was asked by the Yeltsin team to run for president – to which he 
obviously agreed – to ward off electoral challenges from Yuri Luzhkov and Yevgeny Primakov, two 
major, name-brand politicians who both could have been expected not to slow down or reverse 
Yeltsin’s reforms, but to investigate corruption at the level of the president and in regards to the loans-
for-shares episode. As the Yeltsin selectorate clearly feared this outcome for their personal careers and 
fortunes, they chose an individual that had proved he could be a trustworthy, team player (Darden 
2008, 2010). Upon becoming Acting President, Putin’s first decree was "On guarantees for former 
president of the Russian Federation and members of his family," which ensured that "corruption 
charges against the outgoing President and his relatives" would not be pursued. A federal law replaced 
this decree in February 2001 to the same effect. Putin's only later comment on the matter was Gerald 
Ford-like in that he explained this decision as one to concentrate his energies and attention to current 
and future problems instead of the past (Ignatius 2007, 4). 
197 Biographical notes from Vladimir Putin’s personal website. http://eng.putin.kremlin.ru/bio. 
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4.1.3 The President Prior to the Shock 
 

 The nature of a positive energy revenue shock is that it is unexpected, and 

what matters in terms of policy outcomes is the existing state of the political 

environment at the time of the shock. Formal political institutions may not fully 

explain outcomes, which then oblige the researcher to assess the political environment 

as a whole to assess how an influx of revenue might reorder political relationships 

that could bias outcomes. Neither Putin nor anyone else in March 2000 would know 

that within two or three years a sustained energy resource boom would flood huge 

amounts of wealth into the Russian political environment. But from his first moments 

in charge, Putin acted as if his tenure would not last long unless he moved to take real 

control from those who had placed him in office.  

 By the time Putin became the president of the country in early 2000, political 

control was vested in a superpresidential system but with a weak president who was 

the object of hate and disapproval from a population that saw its international position 

and living conditions decline at first slowly and then rapidly.198 Economic assets had 

variously disappeared, plummeted in value, or were taken over by a tiny elite known 

as “oligarchs.”199 The murky nature of how many of these oligarchs obtained and 

maintained their wealth alongside their common desire not to be dispossessed as a 

class led them to seek, essentially, a podestà: someone in whose presence they could 

conduct their business without fear from each other.  

 Scholarly analysis of the transition from Yeltsin to Putin initially assessed the 

Putin as a caretaker of the system.200 Scholars reasoned that without any independent 

source of authority and without any natural constituencies or explicit political views, 

Putin would rule at the pleasure of those with the informal, but real, political power, 

and the real, but poorly understood, economic power. After all, throughout the 

preceding period, Putin had accomplished each role assigned to him without drawing 

any undue attention or articulating any independent policy positions. Unbeknownst to 

the selectorate that brought him into power, Putin was a “survivalist” who had seen in 
                                                
198 Treisman (1996, 2011) on Yeltsin's public opinion travails. Meier (2005) for an emotionally 
insightful travelogue and memoir of the era. 
199 They were known as oligarchs for the factional nature of their organization, in which they were 
united by roughly common economic origins but with otherwise disparate economic interests (for 
instance, lobbying the federal government for greater or lesser openness to the international market 
varied by the nature of the underlying economic asset). 
200 Shevtsova (1999) provides one of the better literature reviews of the first wave of secondary 
literature. See also Herspring (2005) for reviewing Yeltsin’s tenure in relation to Putin’s first term. 
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Dresden and in the St. Petersburg food crisis what happens to individuals and systems 

unprepared for worst-case contingencies.201  

 When in office, Putin revealed what he had been doing in addition to fulfilling 

his official duties. He had been gathering compromising information on the oligarchs 

individually and as a group during his various positions in the presidential 

administration dealing with state property and as the head of the security services.202 

Armed with this information, he then presented the oligarchs individually and as a 

group with a revision of the expected contractual relationship:203 Putin was not to 

serve as their podestà at their discretion; he was now the ruler. In exchange for them 

granting legitimacy to his authority, he would not look into financial affairs of the 

previous decade. Those who acceded to the offer and paid their taxes would be part of 

the system, but those who defied him could expect criminal tax investigations up to an 

including dispossession, prison, and exile. 204  The threat was credible; surprise 

investigations by machine-gun wielding tax police had already begun.205 On its face, 

the threat was also reasonable, given the uncertainty and insecurity oligarchs had in 

their dealings with each other. So, Putin coopted this critical elite group. Alongside 

the Yeltsin family whom he protected from prosecution through decree, and the 

public who observed at least one individual bringing order to government, Putin 

addressed the three sources of political pressure and potential opposition.206  

                                                
201 Herspring (2005), Hill and Gaddy (2013, ch. 5), Sakwa (2008). 
202 Gaddy & Ickes (2005, 2011). 
203 Putin's behavior mirrors, to an extent, the logic of the obsolescing bargain first explored by Vernon 
(1971 and 1981). The oligarchs resemble the multinational enterprises that make investments in a host 
county, i.e. President Putin. As the oligarchs came to depend on Putin to protect their fixed assets, the 
bargaining power shifted to Putin and the original bargain obsolesced into irrelevancy. Williamson 
(1979) is a standard work on transaction costs in governance relations that noted the differences 
between types of contractual relations, specificity of assets, and frequency of interaction. Cooley 
(2005) and Lake (2009) are deeper studies of hierarchy in international relations and the pitfalls and 
opportunities of revising expected behavior from hierarchs to subordinates. 
204 Maura Reynolds, “Putin Reaches Out to Oligarchs,” Los Angeles Times. Published July 29, 2000. 
Accessed at http://articles.latimes.com/print/2000/jul/29/news/mn-61087. This was truly an astonishing 
meeting that defined the critical junction at which Putin increased his political control over the still-
powerful oligarch class. A commentator noted the shift: “Mikhail G. Delyagin, director of the Institute 
for Globalization Problems, noted that the conciliatory noises coming out of the Kremlin on Friday 
contrasted sharply with the implicit threat in the wave of tax raids. ‘What Putin and his administration 
did was a primitive two-step move. First the authorities showed that they were sort of crazy and ready 
to rub out anyone,’ Delyagin said. ‘Then they backed off and said: “Well, maybe we overdid it a bit, 
but at least you have seen what we are capable of. So why don't you guys start playing by our rules and 
pay as much in taxes as we tell you. Or else. . . .”’ I provide the entire text of this article as an 
Appendix. 
205 Bowen (2013). 
206 In Chechnya, the toughest security challenge to the Russian state, Putin “solved” the problem by 
coopting one of the opposing warlords, Akhmad Kadyrov, and providing Kadyrov with military 
resources to defeat the latter’s rivals. Lapidus (2002) relates the early story. Later scholarship analyzed 
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 By exploiting the insecurity and uncertainty of the political and economic 

elite, and the exasperation and frustrations of the public, Putin did not create any new 

political structures but instead generated his own legitimacy to fulfill the capacity of a 

superpresidential system. That is how he created autonomy from the selectorate and 

from the public, which he seeks to maintain as the mechanism to keep political 

pressure low.207 The Freedom House rankings through Putin’s tenure demonstrate the 

movement away from democracy and transparency towards the consolidation of 

authoritarianism. On Political Rights and Civil Liberties, the Freedom House 

Freedom in the World Country Ratings for Russia over Yeltsin’s and Putin’s eras 

have declined to levels unseen since Gorbachev’s nascent attempts to undo the neo-

Stalinist system. 

                                                                                                                                      
the difficult patron-client relationship between Putin and Ramzan Kadyrov, the son of Akhmad, who 
took over from his father when the latter was assassinated (Sharafutdinova 2010). Dannreuther and 
March (2010) argue that Kadyrov’s centrality to peace in the Caucasus and credible ability to turn an 
unreconstructed fighting force back into a rebel army means that Chechnya ultimately won its struggle 
against the Russian Federation, particularly in its funding levels from the central government and 
greater than average autonomy from central rule. Slider (2008) reviews the essential bargain from the 
standpoint of Putin’s desire to recentralize power in the Northern Caucasus through ceding local 
control in return for federal fealty. 
207 Tompson (2004). 
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Table 2. Freedom House Freedom in the World Country Ratings for Russia, 
1991-2013208 

 

 
 

 For Putin, the subsequent revenue shock represented manna from heaven, 

alleviating the exact fiscal crunch that had beset his predecessor and, given Putin’s far 

greater personal political authority, afforded him the ability to distribute funds and set 

policy as he saw fit. Putin not only had the revenues to distribute to those inside of 

government in building his personalist political system, but he also moved to 

distribute great sums throughout the economy, bolstering his popular appeal. In the 

decade following the 2003-2004 revenue shock, the Russian state spent tens of 

billions increasing pensions and welfare payments, rebuilding urban infrastructure, 

and redeveloping entire regions under the guise of modernization. The increase in 

living standards and conspicuous development alongside his public subjugation of a 

very unpopular class increased his popularity with the public, leading to an increase in 

                                                
208 Freedom House, Freedom in the World, Country Ratings and status by Region, FIW 1973-2014. 
Retrieved from http://www.freedomhouse.org/report-types/freedom-world#.U0QBftzlduZ. 
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political autonomy that lasted for nearly a decade.209 Some have compared this 

popularity to a cult of personality unseen since the days of Khrushchev and Stalin, 

which explains the relative quiescence of much of the Russian population to the 

undermining of press and political freedoms.210 Putin publicly humbled the oligarchs, 

making him popular with the public, and then distributed oil revenues throughout 

society, removing the public from political deliberations by positioning himself as the 

only person able to make life better for the ordinary citizen. That two-step procedure 

increased the political autonomy from society and the selectorate. 

 

4.2 THE REVENUE SHOCK 
 

Underlying the basis of petropolitics is whether a positive or negative oil 

shock occurs. The data representing the positive revenue shock are presented here and 

demonstrate the inflow to the Russian coffers was considerable, particularly from 

2002-2003 onwards and well after Putin created the framework of his political rule. 

As predicted by theory, revenue undergirded by authority allowed for the greater 

foreign policy choice, as predicted by the theory. We know that Putin used 

administrative resources to drive out political rivals and begin the process of 

centralization of authority that included declines in democratic practice, increasing the 

autonomy of the political establishment from society, and bolstering his own 

autonomy from his political supporters.  

As outlined in the next subsection, the revenue shock under conditions of 

limited political pressure permitted wider latitude in foreign policy decision-making. 

The greater assertiveness in grand strategy orientation followed the revenue shock 

that started around 2002. More specifically, the data from the Russian Central Bank 

and other sources in show the increase in volume and value of exports of crude oil, oil 

products, and natural gas in the first, third and fifth tables, respectively, and the 

                                                
209 Dimitrov (2009) evaluates the social and financial populism of Putin in tandem with the increasing 
autocratic behavior of the Russian president. Koesel and Bunce (2012) highlight the problem with such 
a strategy: time and distance from the bedlam of the 1990s weakened one plank of Putin’s appeal while 
massive corruption and increasing per capita wealth in cities eroded the impact of marginal spending.  
210 White and McAllister (2008) and Cassiday and Johnson (2010) delve into the cult of personality 
that emerged around Putin during this era, and the manner in which public performance shaped 
political possibilities. Kolesnichenko (2008) argued that the success of Putin’s cult of personality has 
been due to a lack of discernible personality, permitting his persona to be shaped to the audience. 
Gaddy and Hill (2013) take up a similar argument.  
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increase in growth rates and average export prices in the second, fourth, and sixth. 

The value shown subtracts production costs.  

The energy-induced economic recovery began in 2002-2003 culminated in 

June 2006, when Russia paid its entire international debt to the Paris Club of 

sovereign creditors stemming from its bond default of 1998.211 Putin and Russian now 

had room to maneuver on the international state. Putin had a much stronger hold on 

power relative to his selectorate – having put them in himself by expelling or coopting 

the previously politically powerful individuals from his predecessor Yeltsin. He also 

had a public largely grateful for a return to normalcy and nascent economic recovery 

after the 1998 currency crash. By the time the revenue started rolling in, Putin could 

chart a foreign policy that adhered much more closely to personal preferences than 

Brezhnev could, and Putin could sustain that foreign policy much better than 

Gorbachev could. 

 

Table 3. Total Oil Exports And Value Received By Russian Central Bank, 2000-
2012212 

 
 

                                                
211 http://www.nytimes.com/2006/08/21/business/worldbusiness/21iht-russdebt.2549983.html 
212 Russian Central Bank data. 
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Table 4. Average Export Prices Per Barrel And Growth Rate Of Crude Oil 
Exports And Value Received By Russian Central Bank, 2000-2012213 

 
 

Table 5. Oil products exports and value received by Russian Central Bank, 2000-
2012214 

 
 

                                                
213 Russian Central Bank data. 
214 Russian Central Bank data. 
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Table 6. Average export prices per barrel and growth rate of oil products 
exports and value received by Russian Central Bank, 2000-2012215 

 
 

 The data here show that tremendous amounts of revenue rolled into a domestic 

political environment far more dominated by a single person than at any time since 

the tenure of Stalin. In a positive revenue environment without significant political 

and economic opposition, Putin could pursue selective expansionism to revive 

Russian foreign policy capabilities. The energy revenues were central not only to 

Putin gaining control of domestic politics through the aforementioned processes. The 

revenues were also key to selective expansionism not only through the early pay-off 

of Soviet-era debt, but through the establishment of a Stabilization Fund and the 

establishment of a Pension Fund. Those institutional innovations provided the fiscal 

cushion that allowed for strategies and tactics to vary as often and as drastically as 

necessary to fulfill Putin’s overriding foreign policy preference of consolidating 

Russia’s position relative to other powers. 

 

4.3 SELECTIVE EXPANSIONISM: EXPENDITURES, POLICY CHANGE, AND OUTCOMES 
 

 The foreign policy expansionism observed during the period following Putin’s 

informal reorganization of Russian politics and the exogenous revenue shock that 

followed has been limited, given the resources available. During the nearly decade 
                                                
215 Russian Central Bank data. 
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and a half of personalized rule, Russia has only deployed force abroad twice,216 

keeping military expenditures at the same levels as percentage of GDP as in the 

Yeltsin period, although expenditure levels have gone up in absolute terms in 

accordance with the general economic recovery.217  

In this subsection, I argue that unlike the past, this surface expansionism does 

not require arms racing or much use of force abroad because it does not rest on 

military posture, but on slowing or reversing changes in the international environment 

that may harm Putin’s domestic hold on power. Insofar as the main objectives of 

Putin are to restore the functioning of the Russian state and maintain the constructed 

personalist system, foreign policy then becomes a series of tactical maneuvers 

designed to maintain the ability of Russia to participate in international negotiations 

on issues deemed relevant to those goals. 

 The common image of Putin during his time as president and prime minister 

of Russia has been one of a powerful leader able to use diplomatic, military, and 

economic assets as levers to influence the politics of other countries in a seemingly 

singular quest to frustrate the foreign policy ambitions of other states, mainly the 

United States and its allies.218 While the use of diplomatic and economic levers has 

been in considerable evidence, the military ambitions of Russia during this period 

have been limited at its greatest extent. During Putin’s time in office Russia has given 

                                                
216 Russia deployed peacekeepers to Tajikistan in 1994 and supports a pro-Russian military force in 
Transdnestria already stationed there at the end of the Soviet period. During the time of Putin, uses of 
military assets abroad include Georgia in 2008 and Ukraine in 2014.  
217 In many respects, the Russian military has not modernized since the end of the Soviet period, 
maintaining nationwide conscription for male students leaving high school and a large officer corps 
that has resisted reductions in size. In addition, and far more critical, monocities, places in which there 
is a single or dominant employer, is a chronic economic problem in Russia. According to Trudolyubov 
and Aptekar (2009), more than 400 towns in Russia are monocities, with more than 25 million people 
representing one-quarter of the urban population and one-sixth of the total population of the country. In 
such towns, of which many are connected to the military or military-industrial complex, the 
government faces the dilemma afflicting all states that must retrench or redeploy nonfunctioning or 
redundant assets. It can close the factory or base for strategic or rationalization reasons and confront 
the social and fiscal reality of unemployment and lack of opportunities, or keep unnecessary or 
unproductive factories or bases open. For monocities, see Gimpelson (2001) and Pit (2011). Gaddy and 
Ickes (2010) and Teague (2011) review the evidence for, and make an argument, particularly Teague, 
that state policy towards monocities is to maintain state orders as necessary to keep the factories or 
bases minimally functional as to prevent social dislocation that would include huge numbers of people 
flooding major cities across the country. Spending levels that may seem high may have a functional 
welfare component to it. 
218 Aron (2007) is a typically scorching example. 
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up Soviet-era naval bases in Cuba and Vietnam and conceded on territorial issues to 

Norway and China.219  

Figures 14 through 17 show military spending dropped considerably during 

Gorbachev’s last years in office as he executed his strategic retrenchment, declined 

less dramatically during Yeltsin’s time in office, and has remained relatively constant 

as a percentage of GDP thereafter.220 In absolute terms, the increases observed during 

the Putin period has not been dramatically higher, as would be expected in a war chest 

explanation, but has steadily gone up to reflect the improving economy. 

 

                                                
219 According to Trenin and Weber (2012): “The China deal sealed the 4,355 kilometer-long Sino-
Russian border in its entirety. Russia agreed to the border following the main channel of the Amur and 
Ussuri Rivers, not their Chinese bank, as had been the case since 1929. Roughly half of the territory of 
the river islands was thus handed over to China. The Norway settlement fixed the maritime border in 
the Barents Sea, with Russia agreeing to divide the disputed area on a 50–50 basis” (17). Katz (2006) 
notes that Putin decided to close the Cuban and Vietnamese naval bases within the first two years of his 
first term to reflect the substantial costs of maintaining now-isolated military installations without local 
support as previously enjoyed.  
220 The first increase, from 1997-2001 and seen more clearly in Figure 17, reflects increased spending 
to conduct and terminate the Second Chechen War. The second increase, from 2008-2009, reflects first 
the global economic recession but perhaps has a more political explanation in line with the 
petropolitics argument. As Cooper (2012), writing for SIPRI, “despite experiencing a severe recession 
in 2009, Russia has increased military spending by 16 per cent in real terms since 2008, including a 9.3 
per cent increase in 2011. Russia is now the third largest military spender worldwide, overtaking the 
UK and France. Further increases in military spending are planned, with draft budget plans showing a 
53 per cent increase in real terms of funds allocated to ‘National Defence’ up to 2014.” He continues 
by citing press developments in Defense News, “In the longer term, Russia plans to spend 23 trillion 
roubles ($749 billion) on equipment, research and development (R&D) and support for the Russian 
arms and military services industry over the period 2011–2020, with plans to replace 70 per cent of 
Russia’s mostly Soviet-era military equipment with modern weaponry by 2020. However, many 
analysts are doubtful as to whether the industry will be able to deliver on such ambitious plans after 
decades of stagnation following the collapse of the Soviet Union.” Analysts at the time noted that the 
increase came at the time of the Arab Spring, and inferred that the top Russian leadership wanted to 
ensure that military forces would not interfere in politics, not least by continuing to support the 
leadership instead of articulating its own institutional prerogatives by abandoning the leader in case of 
popular uprising as what happened in Egypt. Alexei Kudrin directly cited this insertion of increased 
military spending as the reason for his resignation from government. For examples and assessments of 
this argument see Shevtsova (2012) and Baev (2011). 
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Figure 14. Military Expenditures by USSR and Russia as Percentage of GDP, 
1988-2012 

 
 

Figure 15. Military Expenditures by Russia as Percentage of GDP, 1992-2012  
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Figure 16. Military Expenditures by Russia in ‘000 constant 2011 dollars, 1988-
2012 

 

Figure 17. Military Expenditures by Russia in ‘000 constant 2011 dollars, 1992-
2012  

 
 

We have not observed the ostensible expansionism that a war chest 

explanation would provide during this time.221 As the following three figures show, 

militarized interstate disputes have declined over Putin’s time in office. They also 

                                                
221 None of the MIDS reported in Figure 18 reach hostility level 5, the highest state of conflict. 
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relate to the post-Soviet Yeltsin period, but put Russia’s foreign policy under Putin in 

context. The conflict in Chechnya has slowed down,222 US presence in Afghanistan 

has reduced Russian need to intervene in Central Asia, and relations with Ukraine 

stabilized for long periods until 2014.223 What does remains is violence related to the 

ongoing conflicts in the Caucasus, including spillover from the civil war in Chechnya: 

Abkhazia and South Ossetia versus Georgia, and Russian intervention in the ongoing 

conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan over Nagorno-Karabagh. Data from the 

ongoing conflict with Ukraine has not yet been compiled by Correlates of War, but I 

address it in further detail in the Conclusion. Locational data from the Correlates of 

War Project that follows in Figure 13 only goes to 2001, but the raw data confirms 

that the remainder of militarized interstate disputes relates to those two conflicts.224 

 

Figure 18. Militarized Interstate Disputes for Russia by Year, 1992-2009 

 
 

  

                                                
222 Refer to the sources in footnote 227 for the outlines of the political settlement and patron-client 
relationship between Putin and Kadyrov.  
223 I address this more broadly in the Conclusion. 
224 A single MID along the Belarus-Lithuania border between those two countries brought in a nearby 
Russian unit to settle a localized dispute. 
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Figure 19. New Russian MIDS Initiated Per Year by location, 2000-2001 (Putin) 

 

 

Figure 20. High Act in militarized interstate disputes for Russia by year, 1992-
2009 
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 Although Russia’s foreign policy has not observed much in the way of actual 

conflict or use of force abroad, it still retains the popular image of being expansionist. 

The review of actual foreign policy actions held to represent Russian expansionism 

shows Russia acts abroad only selectively: to confront actual or perceived threats to 

domestic power in Russia,225 and to assail outside interference whenever a popular 

uprising against an unpopular local leader occurs. In the latter instance, Russian 

leaders argue that the principle of non-intervention in domestic affairs of other 

countries trumps humanitarian concerns because encouraging regime change will only 

cause further destabilization within weak countries and thus greater humanitarian 

disasters later. The highlights of Russian foreign policy then can be organized into a 

dual-pronged grand strategy of nineteenth century conservatism that seeks to keep the 

world at bay and inhibits the practice of regime change while the leader decides on 

what blend of modernity and tradition it needs to improve living standards and 

maintain the system.226  

 The attempts to reduce the pace and extent of change on Russia’s borders and 

across the neighboring region include a collection of policies that have often run up 

against the foreign policy agenda of the United States and its allies. Foremost, these 

policies include reviving antipathy towards NATO as a security organization. NATO 

causes insecurity within Russia because it has not, to Russian satisfaction, given a 

credible commitment towards not admitting more and more members.227 Russia has 

additionally articulated positions that lambast unipolarity: participation in the anti-

Iraq War junta in 2002 with France and Germany; a vociferous anti-U.S. foreign 

policy speech at the 2007 Munich security conference; and, attempts to create 

alternative political and economic organizations such as BRICS.228 

                                                
225 The ongoing challenge from Ukraine after the ouster of Viktor Yanukovych to Russia devolves 
around two commitment problems posed by Ukraine and by the United States and its allies; the former 
cannot commit not to seek NATO membership in the future to protect itself against Russia, and the 
latter cannot commit not to offer it in the future. Hence, the attempts by Russia to threaten significant 
costs for the Ukrainian state for the government in Kiev to reach a bargain that would prevent 
economic blackmail, a frozen conflict within the country, aid to violent separatists, or outright 
invasion. The fear of any Russian leader is not only another NATO country on its border constricting 
its power projection abilities, but also for Putin directly in paying the audience costs of being unable to 
prevent something which he has strenuously opposed for years. On the last point, see Peter Finn, “Putin 
Threatens Ukraine on NATO,” Washington Post Foreign Service, February 13, 2008. 
226 Mankoff, ibid. 
227 Antonenko (1999) and Antonenko & Giegerich (2009). 
228 Macfarlane (2006) and Roberts (2010) assess the Russian responses to the U.S. unipolar advantage 
as understood by Wohlforth (1999). Neither author views Russia’s “rise” as great power conflict-
inducing, as feared by Wohlforth (2009). 
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More dramatically, Russia has also exploited the precedent of Kosovo to 

support separatism in Abkhazia and South Ossetia as a pretext to conduct the 2008 

Georgia War and answer the challenge posed by Georgia, which openly sought 

NATO membership.229 The same Kosovo precedent was more flimsily used to justify 

annexation of Crimea when the change of government in Ukraine posed a 

commitment problem by the new authorities after the ouster of Viktor Yankovych 

related to the maintenance of Russian naval power in the Black Sea. Russia has also 

used or threatened to use natural gas and funding cut-offs as leverage in bargaining 

situations with nearly all the post-Soviet countries.230  

This strategy to reduce the pace and extent of change elsewhere has seen the 

non-Russian press dub Putin’s foreign minister, Sergei Lavrov, as Minister No, a play 

on the moniker given to the long-serving Soviet foreign minister Andrei Gromyko, 

Mister Nyet. 231  This conservatism has seen Russia oppose “uncontrolled” 

democratization, which is democratization without elite pacts. This includes not only 

the color revolutions but also opposition to the movements of the Arab Spring.232 An 

extension of this opposition in evidenced in the support to Bashar al-Assad. In the 

crisis surrounding Libya, humanitarian intervention with Russian support morphed 

into regime change under international support. From the Russian perspective, the 

support for al-Assad is not simply support for an ally, but an effort to highlight the 

norm of obtaining explicit authorization from international bodies to pursue regime 

change. By forcing political action towards the United Nations Security Council, 

where it possesses a veto, the preferred outcome is to hinder anything resembling 

international approval for regime change.233 

In seeking to resist regime change close and far, Putin has articulated a grand 

strategy of conservatism and stability abroad. Both he and Brezhnev had the “good 

fortune” to be presiding over Russia at a time of energy resource shocks. The clear 

difference between Brezhnev and Putin has been that Putin has largely been able to 

create a political coalition free of those who put him in his position, making him 

much stronger than Brezhnev relative to those around him while Brezhnev was the 

                                                
229 Asmus (2010). 
230 For an example, see Stern (2006). 
231 Glasser (2013).  
232 Zibikayeva et al. (2011) and Malashenko (2013) assess Russia’s fears and policy responses to the 
Arab Spring. 
233 Charap (2013). 



106 
	  

weaker leader of a stronger system.234 In addition, though Putin and his hegemonic 

United Russia party are not as strong relative to society as Brezhnev and the CPSU, 

declining democracy scores during his time in office indicate the executive’s 

increasing autonomy from society.235  

The bountiful revenues from energy resource exports and the lack of serious 

institutional opposition from within the coalition, or from society at large, means 

Putin is much better able to settle questions of redistribution and control foreign 

policy preferences, choosing the grand strategy best suited to regime stability and 

reproduction.236 The 2008 establishment of a sovereign wealth fund, known as the 

Russian National Wealth Fund, provides fiscal hedges against the downfall in 

revenues that plagued Soviet leaders from the early 1980s until the end days. The 

fund is used to reinvest excess energy revenues, support the pension system, fund 

national projects, and increase the Reserve Fund invested abroad in low-yield 

securities.237  

In turn, the freer hand permits the ability to use foreign policy issues 

selectively either to garner diplomatic benefits from other countries or to rail against 

other countries to rally public support.238 Putin’s control over his coalition members, 

who themselves display more enthusiasm for redistribution and integration with the 

outside economy than actively revising the status quo,239 explains the seemingly 

inconsistent nature of contemporary Russian foreign policy oriented less towards 

general outcomes and instead evaluated on a case-by-case basis on how it can 

promote domestic regime stability.240 It appears that Putin works towards the single 

goal of maintaining the system he has built with foreign policy a tool to slow down 

changes abroad rather than alter them towards new outcomes or solve problems of 

                                                
234 Shevtsova (2005). 
235 Sartori and Mair (2005: 204-205) for definition of hegemonic party.  
236 The end of the Cold War reduced the maximum extent of Russian foreign policy interests and 
capability of action. 
237 Hille (2013). 
238 Trenin (2005). 
239 Hill and Gaddy (2013). 
240 This follows the micromanagement model developed by Lipman, Petrov and Hale (forthcoming). In 
their model, Putin and the system around him cannot rule with complete impunity but they also do not 
want to surrender any effective control over political life. The ostensible goal is to maintain power in 
order to keep enjoying the financial fruits of governance while also preventing opposing political 
forces from taking those perks away. Indeed, the longer Putin and company are in power, the less they 
are able to negotiate real power-sharing or change of regime. 
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international governance, as was attempted in the Third World during the 1970s and 

1980s.241 

The alternative explanations to Putin’s decision-making again leave serious 

questions unresolved. Most critically, the war chest explanation falls short. While 

proponents look at struggle with Georgia that created a frozen conflict and the 

annexation of Crimea from Ukraine as prima facie evidence of expansionism writ 

large, the data does not support such a conclusion. Military expenditures did not rise 

up suddenly after a positive revenue shock, nor have there been a spate of militarized 

interstate disputes; on the contrary, Russia has even settled long-standing territorial 

disputes with neighboring countries like China and Norway. Most tellingly in the 

challenge to the war chest hypothesis is that the two major instances of expansion, 

Georgia and Ukraine, followed years after the revenue shock and were in response to 

fairly explicit warnings from Russia that potential expansion to NATO would be not 

be accepted. The war chest hypothesis provides no prediction as to when an 

expansion might take place, and poor understanding of the context of events.  

For the traditional scholars of Russian foreign policy, the classic explanations 

derived from levels-of-analysis scholarship, can, like in the Brezhnev period, explain 

some but not all aspects of foreign policy during the Putin period. The foreign policy 

record of Russia during this time belies these explanations. On the level of 

personality, though many critics and defenders of Putin exist, the president of Russia 

has pursued foreign policy courses that have accommodated and blocked the interests 

of other countries, particularly the United States and its allies: extending support in 

Central Asia after the 9/11 attacks and excoriating the country as a threat to peace in 

2007. Like in the Brezhnev period, the systemic explanation also provides context but 

a constant cannot explain change. The collapse of the Soviet Union revealed severely 

circumscribed Russian capabilities and left the United States as the only superpower, 

but then the same international system cannot explain change of Russian grand 

strategy. The group-level explanation is an important component of the petrostate 

explanation, but is insufficient – this explanation implies that the networks and 

interest groups control the president and are dictating policy, which the evidence does 

not support. Finally, national character seems to be a popular argument among 

                                                
241 Mankoff (2010) has called this a return to a deeply conservative nineteenth century-style foreign 
policy that seeks only to have its “interests” respected, largely in terms of freedom of action 
domestically and around its periphery with less interest in remote affairs. 
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contemporary scholars, particularly Mankoff (2011), in which “great power 

conservatism” is advanced as a unifying principle or ideology to Russian foreign 

policy. This argument holds that Putin and his advisors are trying to replicate the 

foreign policy position of the nineteenth century tsars: at the edge of Europe and 

intervening in European and borderland affairs when necessary to maintain the 

balance of power. Yet even this seemingly attractive idea – essentially act as an 

offshore balancer in Europe and in the Middle East – implies a ‘correct’ foreign 

policy and not the simpler assumption of politicians trying to maintain power. 

In the conclusion, I lay out more broadly how various political and fiscal 

scenarios would affect the grand strategy orientation of Putin, but the petropolitics 

theory here argues that he conducts a grand strategy oriented towards maintaining the 

domestic political system. This grand strategy leads to foreign policies aimed at 

reducing the pace and extent of political change along Russia’s borders and working 

against the concept of regime change and popular rejection of autocracy anywhere. 

Putin is able to conduct a flexible foreign policy owing to his cultivation of low 

political pressure from within the political establishment, as he protects them from 

competition among themselves and serves as the guarantor of the system from which 

they benefit. Putin also faces little political pressure from the public at large, as a 

result of a mix of repression and rentier policies. Anything that inhibits the 

government’s ability to spread revenue throughout the economy would cause an 

increase in political pressure from the public and result in greater public disapproval 

of government policies. Members of the selectorate would become more sensitive to 

public disapproval and the government’s ability to maintain the status quo, and would 

question whether their own privileged positions as members of the selectorate is 

worth as much going forward.242 Maintenance of the ultimately conservative grand 

strategy would then rely on continued access to the National Wealth and Reserve 

Funds, which may cause distressing signals to the Russian public and to international 

investors.243  

The next chapter examines the fate that befell Gorbachev and Yeltsin, who 

had to negotiate domestic politics, articulate grand strategy, and conduct foreign 

policy under conditions of negative revenue shocks.   

                                                
242 Weber (2012). 
243 Reinhart and Rogoff (2009) review the negative market signals a country dipping into its own 
reserves sends out.  
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Chapter 5: Petropolitics and Selective Foreign Policy Contraction 
from Gorbachev to Yeltsin 

 

The previous two chapters connected configurations of political pressure to 

positive variation of the dependent variable, foreign policy expansionism. This 

chapter displays a negative value on foreign policy expansionism: retrenchment. It 

assesses how the poor record of his predecessors led Gorbachev to gain a reform 

mandate and use the relative lack of political pressure to choose a radically 

circumscribed grand strategy. His immediate predecessors Andropov and Chernenko 

faced the same economic circumstances, but their relative political weakness as part 

of the establishment led them to maintain the status quo set by the gerontocratic 

oligopoly. Gorbachev used his political strength to do something different, and the 

theory only predicts that Gorbachev would exploit his political position to choose and 

execute a retrenchment strategy for the Soviet Union. The actual pace, sequencing, 

and success of the strategy and effects on domestic politics remain outside of the 

theory. After Gorbachev’s ouster and the collapse of the Soviet Union, the model 

helps illuminate why Yeltsin maintained the same foreign policy course. He entered 

office with sufficient political capital to concentrate on domestic political and 

economic reforms, and directed his two foreign ministers to maintain a roughly 

similar foreign policy course as Gorbachev.   

5.1 INSTITUTIONS AND POLITICAL POSITION OF GORBACHEV PRIOR TO REVENUE 
SHOCK 
 

The death of Brezhnev offered an opportunity for the Soviet leadership to 

recognize that surface conditions appeared good, but that conditions underneath the 

waterline posed grave risks. This is not simply retrospective judgment. Reform 

elements in the party and from those with foreign experience, particularly those of the 

generation that had experienced the thaw of the Khrushchev period, had identified the 

structural economic problems and dangers of strategic overexpansion. The declines in 

energy revenues began in 1980, but no changes to economic or foreign policy 

occurred, as would be expected by the war chest hypothesis. Instead, the political 

environment in the early 1980s looked similar to the mid-1960s and not far off from 

the time of Stalin’s death and Khrushchev’s attempted reforms. The system was much 
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stronger than any individual and Brezhnev’s death did not impel the leadership to 

make significant changes.  

Following Brezhnev was Andropov, who was senior and already terminally ill 

at the time at his selection. Andropov foreshadowed his protégé Gorbachev with some 

attempts to reform, mainly through internal discipline and anti-corruption efforts,244 

but his death a little over a year later put an end to that. His successor, Chernenko, 

also senior and frail, was an ardent supporter of maintaining the status quo. Their 

short tenures and lack of significant reform created a “stalemate in the leadership” 

between those who wished for reform, mainly in the Central Committee, and others 

who wanted to maintain the status quo, those higher in the Politburo.245 

After three successive deaths, Gorbachev inherited a difficult economic 

situation with a stable political environment that had recognized the need for different 

leadership.246 The lack of domestic reforms during the previous period of plenty 

created severe productivity declines across the board. Many economic sectors 

experienced negative value added, meaning that finished products were worth less 

than the components and consumed great amounts of energy. Energy prices 

themselves had crashed in the early 1980s, leaving political and economic institutions 

Balkanized to the point that ministries and Party units were battling each other for 

resources.247 Foreign policy issues included nuclear tension with the United States,248 

commitments to unpopular regimes in Eastern Europe, 249  an endless war in 

Afghanistan,250 and a series of expensive commitments throughout the rest of the 

Third World.251 Gaidar (2007) argued forcefully that the Soviet Union by this point 

                                                
244 Grant (1994) and Patterson (2013) on the Rashidov affair and its anti-corruption implications. 
Galeotti (2007, ch. 2) on Andropov’s larger campaign to renew discipline within the Communist Party. 
245 Brown (1996, chapter 3).  
246 Prospect theory provides some insight on the decision-making environment (Kahneman and 
Tversky (1979), McDermott (2001) and Mercer (2006) explain the logic of seeking to avoid losing 
even more than seeking to win. The cleavage within the Soviet establishment was whether the system 
was in the domain of losses or not, from which Gorbachev’s ascension after years of stagnation 
signaled the political elite’s admission that indeed the economic situation was unsustainable. The later 
conservative coup plotters were trying to restore the status quo ex ante, but after the end of the Cold 
War in 1989-1990 that was no longer possible. 
247 Kotkin, ibid and Ellman and Kontorovich, ibid for the macro-picture. See also Miller (1985) and 
Derluguian (2000) for microanalyses. Gaddy and Ickes (2002) on negative value. 
248 Fischer (1997) presents an overview of the 1983 nuclear war scare and Suri (2002) connects the 
episode to Gorbachev’s foreign policy thinking and nuclear weapons abolitionism. 
249 Hewett; others. 
250 Bennett (1996). 
251 Katz (1982), Fukuyama (1986a and 1986b). 
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was not viable as a going concern, but politically the country maintained domestic 

quiescence and international superpower status.  

As a Soviet leader, Gorbachev enjoyed autonomy from the public, and his 

political opponents were chastened by their lack of economic success.252 Gorbachev's 

selection in March 1985 to lead the Communist Party and thus become de facto head 

of the country put him in the unique position of enjoying far less political pressure 

than any of his immediate predecessors.253 The relative lack of political pressure from 

the chastened political establishment and quiescent public allowed Gorbachev to have 

a free hand in choosing his preferred foreign policy, which, given the domestic 

economic problems, was retrenchment of the foreign policy course of the Soviet 

Union.254  

It was from this mixed position that defined the reform efforts under 

conditions of overextended penury, which characterized Gorbachev’s tenure and the 

grand strategy reorientation that began in earnest in 1987. Employing the power of 

appointment to shuffle out old guard bureaucrats and bring in new, more radical 

advisors, the first two years of Gorbachev’s time in office set up the gradual reveal of 

the domestic reorientation of public policy. Yet because he came in as a serious 

reformer without the ability to define what the end stage of reform would be – as that 

would tip off conservative opposition – he continually sought bolder and more far-

reaching goals until realizing that piecemeal reform was insufficient, at which stage 

he moved to transform and then replace the system altogether.255 

The political story of the sequence and pace of reforms has been told 

elsewhere, but Brown (1996) remains a classic work on the three phases to 

                                                
252 As in the previous footnote, the internal policy debates during the period following Brezhnev’s 
death revolved around the extent of reform necessary. The more radical reformers (relative to the 
political establishment) and eventually represented by Gorbachev wished to introduce greater 
openness, restructuring, and elements of markets into the economy. The more conservative reformers 
wished to rejuvenate the economy through application of traditional methods: greater investment and 
administrative pressure (Ellman and Kontorovich 1998). 
253 It is a debatable point, but perhaps he enjoyed the least political pressure of any Soviet leader since 
Lenin. Andropov and Chernenko were the products of a sclerotic system, Brezhnev was the 
compromise candidate of a group of coup-plotters, and Khrushchev and Stalin had to face down rivals 
for power in leadership collectives. 
254 Without revenue from energy exports, the political environment turned on Gorbachev when policies 
such as glasnost (openness) and perestroika (restructuring) came to alienate nearly all elements of the 
political establishment. Conflict between Gorbachev and the establishment over economic reforms and 
retrenchment created political pressure internally while the uneven pace of reforms exposed problems 
without solving them, leading to greater pressure from society. 
255 Essentially, had he made changes too quickly, he would have likely been ejected from the corridors 
of power just like Khrushchev before him. 
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Gorbachev’s tenure as General Secretary of the CPSU. The first phase from 1985 

through 1986 reforms were introduced as technocratic in the sense of solving 

problems within the framework of the existing system. The next phase from 1987 to 

1989 was a high phase in which January 1987 plenary session of the Central 

Committee put political reform on the country’s agenda, the June 1987 plenary 

session added economic reform, and by 1989 Gorbachev pushed a new representative 

assembly through competitive elections to the First Congress of People's Deputies.256 

From that point onwards Gorbachev’s decline began and then picked up pace. 

He weakened the Communist Party to reduce the power of conservative rivals, but 

thus eroded the only nationwide institution capable of implementing reforms. He 

introduced political pluralism, but not fast enough to satisfy democrats on one side 

nor slow enough to mollify conservatives on the other. Economic reforms removed 

central planning but could not introduce the market quickly enough.257 He empowered 

                                                
256 The Freedom House rankings from 1973 through 1990 demonstrate the remarkable democratization 
undertaken during Gorbachev’s years, even if, as shown below, the reforms got away from Gorbachev 
as surely as the spells from the sorcerer’s apprentice. On Political Rights and Civil Liberties, the 
Freedom House Freedom in the World Country Ratings for the USSR from January 1973 through the 
end of 1991 show what Gorbachev inherited upon ascension to the chairmanship of the Communist 
Party in March 1985, and what his reforms from 1987 onwards actually accomplished. 
 

 
257 Perestroika and glasnost revealed the extent of inefficiency in the economy but without revenue to 
solve those problems from a central position, lack of confidence cascaded until essentially there was a 



113 
	  

national bodies of power to take responsibility for economic reforms, but grew uneasy 

at the centrifugal forces while he himself was the head of the Union. Gorbachev’s 

reform efforts did not succeed as he wished, and the failure to improve the economy 

meant his autonomy from political supporters and the public both declined over the 

few years he was in office. Whereas Gorbachev once enjoyed public support from the 

public once he let it into politics as a buffer against conservative opponents, it 

declined when economic performance failed to pick up. 258  As Gorbachev also 

exposed the political system to greater pluralism and individual politicians to 

competition, he also lost support from the establishment. Gorbachev and his 

selectorate catalyzed internal opposition from their desire to retrench, causing a coup 

effort that failed but led to Yeltsin’s political victory and the eventual dissolution of 

the Soviet state.259 By the end, Gorbachev had been powerful enough to put in a new 

set of supporters and push through a bold reform program, but not strong enough to 

replace fully those who opposed him and helped bring about the end of the regime.  

 

                                                                                                                                      
run on the economy. In the command economy or market economy, there are millions of decisions that 
need to be made, whether few or many make those decisions, but here Gorbachev ran into many, many 
entrenched interests while at the same time removing the coercion the Communist Party employed that 
underpinned the policy implementation in a command economy. Reform at a macro level exposed 
“The tension between two contradictory aims—improving the system and constructing the system on 
different principles—was especially acute in the economic sphere. … The economic system went from 
bad to worse under the weight of this contradiction. The resultant shortages and frustrations 
[production declines, hoarding, black markets] contributed substantially to Gorbachev's rapidly 
declining support during the greater part of his last two years as Soviet leader” (Brown 1996, 130). 
258 As Brown (1996, 7) described the public disillusionment in a newly non-coercive environment 
when the economy failed to pick up: “No one, though, really needed to be an economist to see that the 
Soviet economy was going from bad to worse. The man and woman on the street anywhere between 
Minsk and Khabarovsk could have said the same. And since this was neither Stalin's or Brezhnev's 
time but an era of Soviet history of unprecedented freedom, they frequently did.”  
259 In the Figure 21 that follows, Gorbachev’s retrenchment was at odds with the conservative 
establishment that sought to maintain the foreign policy position of the Soviet Union. 



114 
	  

Figure 21. Foreign policy choice: Mikhail Gorbachev, 1985-1991 

 

5.2 THE NEGATIVE REVENUE SHOCK 
 

 Simply put, Gorbachev received a poisoned chalice. Fuel exports as a portion 

of the economy began to decline after 1981-1982 and by the time Gorbachev took 

office, the financial position of the country was acutely dangerous. The negative 

revenue environment relative to the previous period encouraged the retrenchment of 

diplomatic commitments even if it would have been easier politically for Gorbachev 

to maintain the status quo. Yet they ironically wrecked the efforts of Gorbachev and 

whose own policies inadvertently hastened the very event he sought to avoid.260 

 The table below is an excerpt of Table 2 above, and, in regards to what 

Gorbachev inherited, displays the profligacy of those who came before him. From 

1960 until 1982, revenues in dollar terms increased every single year, with a slight 

exception from 1971 to 1972, and experienced true jumps at several junctures. 

Revenues tripled from 1960 to 1967, doubled from 1970 to 1971, quadrupled from 

1972 to 1975, and from a larger base tripled again from 1978 to 1982. Data from 1990 

                                                
260 Hewett (1984), Gustafson (1989), Stone (1996), Campbell (1992), and Högselius (2012) are all 
important entries on the political economy of late Soviet Union. 
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and 1991 remain classified, but can be estimated in domestic ruble terms to 27,186 

and 15,825 million rubles, respectively.261 

 

Table 7. Petroleum Revenues, 1973-1991 

 
  

The ‘negative’ adjective to a revenue shock means only that a shortfall to 

previously enjoyed amounts is experienced. The peak enjoyed by the Soviet Union in 

energy revenues occurred in 1985 and declined thereafter, first slowly and then more 

quickly. The profligacy is that many of these increases in energy revenues went to 

military spending and diplomatic commitments marginal to Soviet security. 

                                                
261 Data from sources in this dissertation imply that OECD and CMEA revenues in 1990 were 6,146 
and 6,502 million nominal dollars, respectively, for a total of 12,648 million. The official ruble 
exchange rate in 1990 was .6072 rubles to the dollar for a sum of 7,680 million foreign rubles. Tarr and 
Mundial (1993) calculate the conversion coefficient of 1990 foreign to domestic rubles in the energy 
sector to be 3.54, which means a reasonable estimate of domestic rubles from the energy trade to be 
27,186 million. For 1991, the data imply that OECD and CMEA revenues in 1990 were 5,185 and 
2,324 million nominal dollars, respectively, for a total of 7,509 million. The official ruble exchange 
rate in 1991 was .5605 rubles to the dollar for a sum of 4,209 million foreign rubles. Tarr and Mundial 
(1993) calculate the conversion coefficient of 1990 foreign to domestic rubles in the energy sector to be 
3.76, which means a reasonable estimate of domestic rubles from the energy trade to be 15,825 million. 
Clearly, revenues were going down and price signals were not effectively at work. 
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5.3 RETRENCHMENT: POLICY, EXPENDITURES AND THE BALANCE BETWEEN ENDS 
AND MEANS 
 

Gorbachev sought to exploit his political autonomy and lack of political 

pressure from the establishment and society to solve several problems at once, but 

mixing political, economic, and diplomatic reform efforts brought them all down.262 

Retrenchment reduced the commitments incurred by previous leaders, and held hope 

of making the world safer for the Soviet Union, reducing the size and power of the 

military-industrial complex and transforming it into the basis for a consumption-

oriented economy, propelling domestic political reform. Over time, the political 

autonomy from the selectorate and the greater autonomy from society both declined. 

The political permissiveness that allowed him around 1987 to begin a serious effort to 

make a virtue out of necessity and “right-size” Soviet security interests turned into the 

actual cause of the attempted coup. To his opponents, Gorbachev’s foreign policy 

appeared to be giving away too much too quickly, while outside the government he 

failed to explain how the long-standing rationale to safeguard the gains of World War 

II, which had justified privation at home, was no longer necessary.  

The grand strategy reorientation outlined below followed the logic of 

petropolitics in that Gorbachev explicitly used political autonomy at a time of energy 

revenue shortfalls to retrench the diplomatic commitments of the Soviet Union to 

focus on internal development. Gorbachev moved to retrench the foreign policy 

course of the Soviet Union by moving forward on nuclear weapons negotiations, 

reducing support to Third World armed movements, removing Soviet troop presence 

in the Warsaw Pact, and allowing those populations to choose their own political 

systems. His goal was to make a virtue out of necessity and use the power of ideas to 

tide the Soviet Union through a difficult economic period, not least by allowing the 

industrial manufacturing base of the country to turn away from the military-industrial 

complex and to civilian consumption.263  

Unlike the stark material versus ideational debate within the international 

security circles, the petropolitics argument is that Gorbachev deliberately chose 

                                                
262 Gorbachev (1987a). 
263 Again, it is outside the parameters of the theory to judge wisdom of a particular policy, Gorbachev 
argued that the status quo was unsustainable, the attempt to shift financial and political resources 
towards domestic policy eventually proved fatal to the system. 
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retrenchment to cast off the non-essential commitments incurred by his predecessors 

because he had the political maneuvering room to do so; the country was in bad 

economic shape and he argued retrenchment was good for national security.264 In 

Gorbachev’s contemporaneous and retrospective writings, memoirs by aides, and 

scholarly analysis, it is clear and consistent that Gorbachev did not want to repeat the 

policy decisions of the past, that he eventually understood the depth of the financial 

circumstances facing the country, and that he truly wanted to live in a safer world.265 

After all, Gorbachev was only in the top position because extant policies were not 

working, and his talent as a politician had allowed essentially a confirmed anti-

Stalinist to rise to the top of a neo-Stalinist system.  

Towards the end of his tenure and in the current period, Gorbachev has 

received criticism for many reasons, but no serious scholar doubts his sincerity. The 

argument thus squares the circle: “New Thinking” and the “Common European 

Home” are the ideas borne out of a desire to find a low-cost mechanism of aligning 

ends and means. By learning from experience, Gorbachev and his aides could come 

up with new ideas that recognized their financial situation. As Archie Brown put it: 

Gorbachev and his closest colleagues [assessed] past Soviet failures and the 
extent to which the Soviet Union was lagging economically, technologically, 
and in terms of the everyday life-style of its citizens as compared with the 
West (and, so far as technology was concerned, even with the newly 
industrialized countries of Asia). Such evaluations of the seriousness of the 
Soviet Union's domestic problems led to an emphasis on the need for radical 
domestic change, which in Gorbachev's view necessitated a very different 
international climate from that in which he came to power.266 

 

The grand strategy reorientation of reducing commitments for domestic 

purposes via nonproliferation efforts with the United States and promulgating a new 
                                                
264 The key debate within the international security literature on Gorbachev’s foreign policy and why 
he chose to retrench has revolved on whether he was motivated by material concerns or by ideational 
factors. Brooks and Wohlforth (2001) and Brooks and Wohlforth (2002) provide a material explanation 
in which financial considerations drove predictable declines in power capabilities, leading Gorbachev 
to retrench out of necessity. Checkel (1993), English (2000), Evangelista (2002), and others argue that 
material concerns were secondary, and that it was instead ideational change within Gorbachev to 
conceive of a world in which the Cold War did not define the totality of policies pursued by the Soviet 
Union.  
265 Gorbachev (1987b) and (2000), Gorbachev and Mlynář (2013), and Chernyaev (2008). Brown 
(1996, 222) notes: “As early as 1985, when the new edition of the Communist Party Programme was 
being prepared for adoption at the Twenty-Seventh Party Congress in early 1986, a conscious decision 
was taken by Gorbachev to abandon the definition of peaceful coexistence between states with 
different social systems as a ‘specific form of class struggle.’ Gorbachev's emphasis on 
interdependence, universal values, and ‘all-human’ interests was different from that old formulation 
and genuinely new so far as the top leadership was concerned.” 
266 Brown 1996, 226. 
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doctrine of “reasonable sufficiency,” reduction of support to Third World armed 

movements, and negation of the Brezhnev Doctrine then falls into place. As Matlock 

(1995) summarized, in April 1985, Gorbachev unilaterally announced the suspension 

of the deployment of SS-20s in Europe to help resolve intermediate-range nuclear 

weapons (INF) issues. In September of that year, Gorbachev proposed both sides cut 

their nuclear arsenals in half. The next January he proposed to eliminate intermediate-

range weapons in Europe and a plan to eliminate all nuclear weapons by the year 

2000. In October 1986, Gorbachev met again with Reagan in Iceland to discuss 

reduction of intermediate-range nuclear weapons in Europe. The two leaders made a 

surprising breakthrough to reach an agreement in principle to remove INF systems 

from Europe and to equal global limits of 100 INF missile warheads. They also 

reached an agreement in principle to eliminate all nuclear weapons within 10 years, 

ahead of the earlier goal of the year 2000. Reagan’s commitment to the Strategic 

Defense Initiative prevented formal agreement at that time, but the trust established 

between the two leaders helped lead to the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) 

Treaty in late 1987. 

In addition to nonproliferation efforts, Gorbachev also promulgated an entirely 

new conventional weapons posture. As opposed to previous postures emphasizing 

clashes between systems and the ability to overwhelm NATO and non-NATO 

opponents, Gorbachev articulated a new doctrine of ‘reasonable sufficiency,’ wherein 

conventional force postures would be guided by a principle of “‘limiting military 

potentials to the limits of reasonable sufficiency’ and his concept of nonprovocative 

or ‘defensive defense,’ which excludes offensive capabilities and operations, received 

formal articulation in the 1986 Budapest and 1987 Berlin proposals of the Warsaw 

Treaty Organization (WTO).”267 Alongside nuclear weapons reductions, reductions in 

conventional weapons spending would also tame the military-industrial complex 

without sacrificing security capabilities if the definition of security were to be 

tightened. 

Towards the Third World, Gorbachev did what was possible to reduce Soviet 

support to the array of allies and clients picked up over the previous decade. 

Gorbachev moved to replace Boris Ponomarev as head of the International 

Department with Anatoly Dobrynin, the Ambassador to the United States who 

                                                
267 Phillips and Sands (1988, 164). 
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supported the détente policy and lamented the expansion into the Third World. Brown 

(1996) cites Medeved (1994), who noted that Dobrynin’s appointment moved the 

International Department away from parties and movements of the Third World and 

towards general problems of international politics, a task for which it was “absolutely 

unprepared.” Moreover, when Dobrynin stepped down from the position to become 

an advisor to Gorbachev, the replacement:  

[D]id not receive promotion to a secretaryship of the Central Committee. This 
meant that from the autumn of 1988 there was a certain downgrading of the 
International Department that coincided with the abolition of almost all of the 
Central Committee departments overseeing economic ministries. Even before 
that, however, Dobrynin had not been a dominant figure in foreign policy-
making. His main importance lay in the fact that he was not Ponomarev and 
that he was much more of a pragmatist than an ideologue.268 

 

The changes were even more dramatic towards the Warsaw Pact. Although 

they culminated in the “Sinatra Doctrine” that negated the Brezhnev Doctrine by 

allowing each country in the Warsaw Pact to choose its own political system, 

Gorbachev presaged those changes institutionally within the CPSU and within 

COMECON. As political reform in the Soviet Union began in earnest, a significant 

“aspect of the reorganization of the Central Committee apparatus was the abolition of 

the Department for Relations with Communist and Workers' Parties of Socialist 

Countries (normally known simply as the Socialist Countries Department) and its 

incorporation as a section within the International Department. This was part of the 

growing tendency to treat other Communist states as sovereign entities rather than as 

parts of a Soviet empire requiring strict political controls and separate administrative 

arrangements from other foreign countries.”269 Inside COMECON, Gorbachev also 

pressed his trade negotiators to reevaluate terms of trade in energy to come closer to 

                                                
268 Brown 1996, 214, citing Medvedev 1994, 26. A 1989 Politburo drafting document encapsulates the 
utility that these commitments brought to Soviet security: “The basic interests of the USSR as creditor 
are tied to the loans of developing countries . . . on state credits (official debts). On January 1, 1989, it 
was more than 61 billion rubles (or approximately 85 percent of the entire “third world” debt to the 
USSR), including more than 32 billion rubles to socialist developing countries—Vietnam, Cuba, 
China, and Mongolia. . . . Bearing in mind the real creditworthiness of our partners, the USSR 
periodically is forced to ease their debt burden. In the most recent period, payments by Algeria, 
Angola, Vietnam, Iraq, Cuba, China, Libya, Mongolia, and Nicaragua were postponed from 1989–90, 
for a total of more than 7 billion rubles. We have observed a tendency of our friends in the “third 
world” to make their payments to the West a priority on the assumption that they will be able to come 
to terms with us. This in no small degree was aided by our readiness in the past to refinance their debt 
out of ideological considerations without due consideration of interest in developing mutually 
beneficial economic cooperation (Gaidar 2007: 146).” 
269 Brown 1996, 185. 
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international market levels and to become much more selective in the amounts and 

qualities of goods purchased by the Soviet Union from its bloc counterparts.270 In that 

context, the decision to pull 500,000 troops from Europe and cancel the implicit 

security guarantee for socialist governments were bold but not arbitrary acts.271 

Data on military expenditures and militarized interstate disputes show the 

effects of Gorbachev making the politically tough decisions to retrench Soviet foreign 

policy. Figure 19 shows all new Soviet and COMECON militarized interstate disputes 

over the course of Gorbachev’s tenure, but Figures 20 and 21 show the extent of 

retrenchment by splitting the data into 1985-1987 and 1988-1992 blocs. The 

following table excerpts Table 8 and shows that Gorbachev could only reduce actual 

military spending starting 1989, reflecting the legacy programs and policies he 

inherited and the moves initiated in 1987. 

 

Figure 22. Soviet and COMECON MIDS initiated by location, 1985-1992 
(Gorbachev) 

 
 

                                                
270 See Hewett (1988) and Stone (1996). 
271 Sarotte (2009) has the full and fascinating story.  
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Figure 23. Soviet and COMECON MIDS initiated by location, 1985-1987 
(Gorbachev) 

 
 

Figure 24. Soviet and COMECON MIDS initiated by location, 1988-1992 
(Gorbachev) 
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Table 8. Estimated Soviet Military Expenditures Data, 1979-1991  

 
 

 The outcome of the grand strategy selection by Gorbachev is outside the 

domain of the theory, but the logic of why Gorbachev chose retrenchment is much 

clearer. Without energy revenues propping up the expanded foreign policy course of 

the 1970s, it all fell apart. The communist regimes in the satellites could not survive 

without the implicit threat of Soviet intervention. Armed groups in the Third World 

could not keep fighting without Soviet aid. The irony of cutting off the financial 

deadweights was that the internal domestic system marked by privation depended on 

those foreign policy commitments. Without the notion of maintaining socialism 

abroad, the internal system made little sense. Gorbachev dismantled the Soviet empire 

abroad only to find himself trying to maintain it at home. Without energy resources 

revenues to redistribute to restive republics, centrifugal force led first the Baltic 

republics and then the Slavic ones to exit the Soviet Union with ethnic entrepreneurs 

throughout the country seeking to carve out political careers for themselves by 

identifying themselves as nationalist alternatives to the Soviet regime.272  

                                                
272 The effort to break the stasis ultimately proved impossible: “That was the need to transform Soviet 
foreign policy. It is well known that there were, in effect, two Soviet economies; one—privileged and 
pampered and in a number of areas up to world standards—devoted to military production and defense-
related industry; and the other—starved of capital, new technology, and esteem—constituting the 
civilian industrial sector and supposedly providing for the needs of the ill-served Soviet consumer. For 
domestic transformation to be carried through there had to be the kind of change in international 
relations, which would facilitate a reordering of Soviet economic priorities at home. The problem for 
Soviet leaders was that to tamper with the rationale for their huge military expenditure was to put at 
risk the only basis they had found thus far for ensuring that the Western world treated them with a 
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The decline of energy resource revenues did not directly cause the collapse of 

the Soviet Union even if it revealed the debt and liquidity crises and identified foreign 

policy commitments as the fat to be cut. The influx during the Brezhnev years 

permitted the expansion of foreign policy commitments that later became 

unsustainable when energy revenues declined. The contraction of those commitments 

exposed the contradictions of the entire system, and without revenue to paper over 

those differences, republic-level leaders such as Yeltsin pulled their territories from 

the Soviet Union and the country ceased to exist.  

 

5.4 BORIS YELTSIN: POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS AT BEGINNING OF TENURE 
 

 Gorbachev catalyzed the democratization of Russian politics to reduce the 

power of the Communist Party and empower regular Soviet citizens as individuals 

and through governmental and non-governmental aggregations. Those efforts did not 

turn out as planned: latent and centrifugal regional, ethnic, economic, and civil 

pressures overwhelmed the system as it existed and conservative reaction culminated 

in an ultimately failed coup d’état in August 1991. The combination thereof 

irrevocably eroded the political strength of Gorbachev and led to the Belazheva 

Accords of December 8, 1991, when the leaders of Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus 

pulled their territories from the Soviet Union, eliminating the political relevance of 

Gorbachev and by extension the Soviet Union. The Alma-Ata Accords of December 

22 confirmed the extinction of the country and its replacement by the Commonwealth 

of Independent States.  

 Even as the country was in a tough position, the failed coup generated popular 

dissatisfaction that defeated Yeltsin’s political opponents. In that sense, the lack of 

credible opposition and the popular acclaim put Yeltsin in a strong political position, 

even if the tasks before were immense.273 The president of a new country inherited the 

dysfunctional political institutions of a different country while facing literally the 
                                                                                                                                      
grudging respect. It was clear to many foreign and Soviet observers that the USSR's superpower status 
depended (apart from the size and natural resources of the country) entirely upon its military strength—
certainly not on the efficiency of the Soviet economy or the attractiveness to foreigners of the 
Communist political model (apart from some Third World revolutionaries who saw in Leninism a way 
of seizing and holding on to power)” (Suny 1993: 159). 
273 The democratization that some observers believed would continue in post-Soviet Russia did not last 
long. The account by Shevtsova (1999) reflects the disappointment of Russian liberals and Western 
integrationists who identified this period as the critical juncture in which Russia could become a social 
democratic, European country. 
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exact same set of financial strictures that beset his predecessor. Although Yeltsin was 

in a tougher position compared to Gorbachev at the outset of the latter’s rule because 

of the far diminished state capacity at his disposal, he maintained the same foreign 

policy course as Gorbachev to focus on internal matters. Indeed, Yeltsin did not seek 

to reverse the retrenchment that might have proved popular with political rivals and 

the public.274  

 The political upheaval led Yeltsin to focus his political energies on economic 

and political reform instead of foreign policy. He immediately embarked upon radical 

economic reform that sought to dismantle socialism and introduce free-market 

capitalism via the “shock therapy” of microeconomic liberalization and 

macroeconomic stabilization that had proven successful in Poland.275 The foreign 

policy course Yeltsin pursued supported the internal reform efforts: engage with the 

outside world to bring in investment and make a break with the Soviet past. The 

efforts provoked widespread and immediate pain across the country.276 Yeltsin’s 

reaction to the opposition to his policies and thus the increase of political pressure 

from the political class and the public was to reduce democratization itself and thus 

institutionally give himself the latitude to pursue policies with reduced competition. 

 The political consequences to Yeltsin emerged within a year of independence. 

Opposition divided between those who supported Yeltsin and wished to continue with 

reforms, as painful as they may have been, versus those, massed in both houses of 

                                                
274 Freeland (2001), Bunce (2003), Shlapentokh (2007), and Brown and Shevtsova (2013) all note that 
although Yeltsin was not the most sophisticated political thinker, his instincts on opposing the 
Communist Party led him to oppose the people and policies that could lead the Communists back to 
power. Snyder (1991) noted that emerging democracies might be particularly prone to conflict as 
leaders to seek to consolidate power. 
275 Lipton et al. (1990) and Sachs (1994) on the Polish experience.  
276 Acting as his own prime minister, Yeltsin followed the policy prescriptions of his economic aides, 
led by Yegor Gaidar. The new government liberalized foreign trade, prices, and foreign currency 
exchange. Simultaneous to these efforts, the team reduced the budget tremendously to control inflation 
given that the Soviet budgets had heavy welfare spending. Moreover, the Central Bank was ordered to 
raise interest rates and restrict credit to tighten the revenue supply and prevent a run on existing 
reserve. Yeltsin and his aides also moved to balance the budget through new heavy new taxes, sharp 
cuts in government subsidies through the industrial economy, and painful reductions in welfare 
spending. The reformers anticipated the outcome: prices jumping dramatically as producers needed 
revenue and were not freed from fixed prices but faced with sharp decreases in state orders while the 
near absence of credit shut down highly inefficient firms and sectors who were unable to attract 
financing from abroad. The team felt that this was the price to be paid for undoing the system and 
introducing rationality back into the economy, even if living standards were brutalized. Economic 
critics lambasted the timing and pace of the reforms, claiming that gutting the state along with the Party 
wiped out the entire economy and left no one able to combat sharp rises in poverty, inequality (some 
economic actors still had access to real assets), unemployment, and inflation. Account summarized 
from Gerber and Hout (1998) and Shevtsova (1999). See Gilman, Gaidar, and Åslund in fn. 189 for 
ripostes to their critics. 
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parliament, who wished to stop and undo the changes. Soon enough, Yeltsin wrestled 

with the legislative branch over the reform efforts as well as the distribution of power 

within the country that included plunging the country into further political crisis when 

the lower house rejected Yegor Gaidar as head of government even though he was the 

main architect of the economic reforms. The situation was resolved with a 

compromise candidate and the parliament’s approval of holding a referendum on a 

new constitution within the year. The parliament violated the compromise, prompting 

Yeltsin in March 1993 to announce he was unilaterally assuming expanded personal 

powers to rule the country. The parliament tried but failed to impeach Yeltsin. A 

summer of confusion and crisis passed and by September Yeltsin announced his 

decision to suspend the entire legislative branch and rule by decree until a new 

parliament could be elected and a new constitutional referendum could be put to the 

electorate. 

The attempt by Yeltsin to abrogate the parliament led to an explicit 

constitutional crisis. The upper house of the parliament declared Yeltsin in violation 

of his constitutional duties and removed him from office, swearing in his vice-

president, Alexander Rutskoi, as acting president. Tens of thousands of Muscovites 

came to the parliament building, known as the White House, to support the parliament 

as the more democratic body and to protest the massive decline in living standards 

since the end of the Soviet Union. Yeltsin, however, was able to call upon the military 

and paramilitary forces to shell the parliament building and force out Yeltsin’s 

political enemies who were still inside. The subsequent elections to a newly 

established parliament, called the State Duma, brought in a fiercely anti-Yeltsin body, 

but the elections also approved a Yeltsin-favored constitution. That document 

tremendously expanded the powers of the president over the Duma: the president 

could now dismiss the prime minister, appoint members of government, and obtain 

lower thresholds for dismissing the Duma altogether.277 

 

  

                                                
277 Fish (2005) specifically argues that the failure of democracy in Russia is from this episode.  Yeltsin 
later slowed down the economic reforms given their massive unpopularity and the damage it did to his 
personal prestige and approval ratings. Yet, he did not bring any new ideas nor try to undo energy 
resource dependency, but did maintain a superpresidential political system; the sum was discrediting of 
the system of governance itself. 
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Figure 25. Foreign policy choice: Boris Yeltsin, 1992-1993 

 
Figure 26. Foreign policy choice: Boris Yeltsin, 1993-1999 

 
The rest of Yeltsin’s tenure entailed steady erosion of political and economic 

transparency, evidenced by the Freedom House scores below. While the Communist 

Party never returned to power, the hoped-for emergence and consolidation of 
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democratic governance never occurred. 278  Economic reforms to liberalize the 

economy and provide fair competition not only failed to succeed, but distortions 

enabled a small and tiny super-elite known as “oligarchs” to take private ownership of 

many of the state’s resources.279 The unhappy relationship between economics and 

politics created a correlation for the Russian public between democratization and 

violence, disorder, and total violation of long-held social mores.280 The 1990s may not 

have been a consolidation of democracy for Russia, but the public’s participation in 

politics far outstripped what existed in the Soviet period.281 

  

                                                
278 Yeltsin and Fitzpatrick (1995) set out the early hopes. Kubiček (1994) already noted the peculiar 
challenges of delegative democracy in Russia that was revisited by Lukin (1999), A. Brown (2001b), 
and Hale (2006) while Steele (1994) proved an early critic of lack of Russian democracy. As the 
promise of “democracy” in terms of expectations borne out of the post-Communist transition failed to 
materialize, a number of writers and scholars outlined the failings of the Yeltsin regime. Zakaria (1997) 
coined the phrase “illiberal democracy,” Yavlinsky (1998) decried “phony capitalism,” and Krastev 
(2006) addressed both ersatz versions. Barany and Moser (2001) provided an overview of the 
challenges of democratization in Russia, as Gill and Markwick (2000) were a little quicker in providing 
a post-mortem. 
279 Freeland (2001) is the standard journalistic account of this era and Åslund (1995) a key contribution 
from the policy world. Boycko et al. (1993) and Sachs et al. (1995) was an early overview of the 
institutional challenges to simultaneous democratization and economic reform, while Boycko, Shleifer 
and Vishny (1994, 1996a, 1996b) set out the theoretical debate on privatization in Russia. The use of 
violence in Russian privatization that reflects Tilly (1985 and 1992) is Volkov (2002). Gaddy and Ickes 
(1998) and Woodruff (2000) describe the collapse of currency and rise of the use of barter, which had 
profound psychological effects on the population. Blasi (1997), Gustafson (1999), and Silverman and 
Yanowitch (2000) describe and theorize the robber baron capitalism of the era – without the 
philanthropy or social mission. 
280 Here again, a number of works investigate the psychological and sociological consequences of the 
era, including Nichols (1996), Ahl et al. (1998), and Mendelson and Gerber (2005). 
281 Remington (2011). 
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Table 9. Freedom House Freedom in the World Country Ratings for the USSR 
and Russia, 1985-1999282 

 
 

5.5 NEGATIVE REVENUE SHOCK THROUGHOUT 1990S 
 

Yeltsin not only had to attempt the world’s biggest and most complicated 

economic reform effort, but he had to do while energy production collapsed, prices 

were unfavorable, and the economy itself imploded. Brezhnev and Putin experienced 

revenue booms after taking office, and Gorbachev unveiled the extent of the revenue 

bust in relation to other policies, but it was Yeltsin who had to face a revenue bust and 

the market itself from the first day of his tenure. The continued dependence of the 

country on energy resource exports did not abate, and continued well into Putin’s time 

in power.  

 

5.6 TO THE WEST AND BACK 
 

 Yeltsin’s tenure oversaw a foreign policy course fail to evolve meaningfully 

from maintenance of Gorbachev’s retrenchment and conciliation with the Soviet 

Union’s former adversaries. Russia’s ‘postwar’ economic collapse and Yeltsin’s 

desire to remake the entire Russian state led to a conscious rapprochement with the 

                                                
282 Freedom House, Freedom in the World, Country Ratings and status by Region, FIW 1973-2014. 
Retrieved from http://www.freedomhouse.org/report-types/freedom-world#.U0QBftzlduZ. 
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outside world, but without a clear vision for what Russia could or should be. The 

subsequent policy drift allowed Yeltsin’s battles with the elite and wrath of the public 

to dominate foreign policymaking. The foreign policy direction of Russia during the 

Yeltsin era followed three periods endogenous to Yeltsin’s political fortunes: sincere 

attempts to integrate with the West, disappointment at the basic terms offered by the 

West, and finally the end of the perestroika moment when NATO and Russian 

interests diverged over expansion and the resolution of conflict in Serbia and Kosovo. 

All were buttressed by Yeltsin’s initial political strength and his later defeat of 

democratic opposition. 

While many in the Russian elite were still undeniably antagonistic towards the 

United States, NATO, and the West in general, Yeltsin envisaged a rehabilitation 

period that would create strength through democratic domestic institutions, followed 

by Russia reclaiming its natural place in the international hierarchy. 283  A 

rehabilitation period of sorts emerged from the parameters constraining foreign policy 

choice: trying to make a virtue out of the necessity of financial privation as well as 

political pressure from antagonistic political enemies and a bewildered public.  

Yeltsin selected a foreign minister, Andrei Kozyrev, who shared many of the 

same ideals as Gorbachev and his advisors, but who was not associated with Yeltsin’s 

erstwhile political rival. Kozyrev was a liberal internationalist who identified three 

basic national interests to pursue: retain hegemony in the former Soviet Union 

(Commonwealth of Independent States), avoid confrontation with the West (directly 

with United States or through institutional forums like the G-7 and NATO), and 

maintain great power status in international councils. In reality, Kozyrev pursued the 

most expansive possible foreign policy goals available given the collapse in the 

internal political, social, and economic order. Not only were those goals difficult to 

achieve, he was further undermined by sections of the political elite that did not 

recognize the loss of the Soviet Union in the Cold War and were in an angry mood 

after the humiliation wrought by the West.284  

Not only was there dissonance in trying to maintain international stature and 

legitimacy while being clearly unable to do so, but the failure of the United States and 

its partners to soften Russia’s landing fundamentally cleaved the ability of Russia to 

                                                
283 Yeltsin and Fitzpatrick (1995). 
284 Lynch (2001, 8). 
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conceive itself as an accepted member of the Western order.285 Lynch (2001) holds 

that the West undercut Kozyrev irrevocably, beginning in Moldova and ending in 

Yugoslavia. In Moldova, the Russian Army unilaterally assisted local Russians to 

secede from Moldova to prevent the country from reuniting with Romania. The West 

did not complain or intervene, which undermined Kozyrev’s position that the West 

would not accept changing borders and taking land. Liberal democracy was thus 

discredited not only ideologically, but also as a power position and as leverage with 

the West. As Lynch noted, “Western failure to challenge Russian intervention in 

Moldova in mid-1992—when Russian policy was in considerable disarray—was a 

turning point in Russia’s foreign policy, as it disproved the liberal Russian argument 

that Russia would pay a price for violating accepted principles of good conduct.”286  

Without the West supporting principles that would constrain Russian behavior 

and with continued difficulties on economic reform efforts in conjunction with 

international financial institutions, Russian elite opinion turned against Kozyrev. 

Yeltsin responded to this pressure and in early 1996 replaced Kozyrev with Evgenii 

Primakov, a far more conservative figure from an earlier generation. Primakov was 

born in 1929 instead of Kozyrev’s 1961. The change portended less of a challenge to 

the Western security order, which was unavailable to Yeltsin given his internal 

political challenges, but, at minimum, it created a less conciliatory foreign policy 

position as a Russian nationalist who was pro-reform and pro-West became a political 

impossibility. 287  By the time of NATO intervention in Serbia during the Balkan 

crisis, Primakov was unable to prevent bombing but was able to withhold Russian 

approval.288  

Throughout his tenure, Primakov understood the disconnection between old 

desires and new capabilities. Political pressure on a president who did not pursue an 

active role in articulating policy positions allowed Primakov relatively free reign to 

conduct foreign policy. Though a conservative individual, Primakov generally 

maintained Kozyrev’s policies. Maintaining Russia’s preeminent regional role was 

                                                
285 Trenin (2006). 
286 Lynch (2001, 14). 
287 Lynch (2001, 9) argues from a cultural perspective that “The replacement of Andrei Kozyrev by 
Evgenii Primakov as Foreign Minister in January 1996 was widely hailed as signaling a shift in 
Russian diplomacy from a Western-oriented to a Eurasian-oriented foreign policy. Kozyrev’s liberal 
internationalism…appeared to be discredited in light of the improbability of Russia’s early integration 
into the broader liberal-democratic international community.” 
288 Fisk (1999). 
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central: “Russian military power, such as it was, and the will of the Russian state to 

employ it, underwrote the state’s claim that Russia’s security borders were those of 

the defunct Soviet Union.289 Primakov restated Russian foreign policy aims in a time 

of political embattlement and extraordinary fiscal difficulty: retrenchment was 

unavoidable and the three key objectives were to reverse the decline, focus on the CIS 

region, and maintain nuclear readiness.290  

Through two leaders, Gorbachev and Yeltsin, and the latter’s two foreign 

ministers, Kozyrev and Primakov, the Russian state pursued a consistent if at times 

haphazardly executed, grand strategy orientation. Gorbachev had inherited a series of 

expensive yet marginally beneficial security commitments pursued during his 

predecessors’ tenures. He exploited his initial political strength of autonomy from the 

political establishment and from the public to reorder the Soviet state and its politics. 

Chief among those desires was a retrenchment of foreign policy commitments to 

reduce security spending and concentrate on domestic political and economic reform. 

The consequences of far-reaching reforms at a time of economic decline eventually 

got away from Gorbachev as he tried to do too much, too quickly. A coup failed but 

soon enough Yeltsin and other leaders pulled their countries from the Soviet Union, 

rendering the country defunct. As the leader of the Russian Federation, but facing 

difficult economic circumstances and political pressure from the establishment and 

the public, Yeltsin chose to maintain the same foreign policy course as his communist 

predecessor.  

 

  

                                                
289 Lynch (2001, 10). 
290 Primakov (2004, ch. 4-5.) 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 
 

 This dissertation makes a first step towards the pressures foreign policy 

decision-making in the unique environment of petrostates. I identified a poorly 

understood type of state in the war financing literature, the petrostate. International 

Relations research has understudied the petrostate as a unit of analysis because 

scholars who consider energy and international security have focused on the foreign 

policy impact on importers and not exporters. I noted the gap within the literature of 

the study of states that violate one of the key assumptions in war financing in which 

state leaders face difficult financial trade-offs. State leaders are ostensibly bound by 

difficult trade-offs in the decisions on when, and to what extent, to challenge other 

states, but that assumption may not hold for leaders in states that experience 

unexpected influxes of revenue. I thus turned to the advances made by scholars in the 

study of political and economic development, and applied them to the study of foreign 

policy outcomes to unravel the puzzle of petrostates in International Relations theory. 

In those areas of study, scholars have long since accepted energy is not merely a 

commodity, nor do energy revenues themselves directly cause political outcomes. 

They instead contend that fungible political resources represented by energy revenues 

exacerbate the effects of extant political and economic institutions in place at the time 

of the revenue shock. States that possess wide and durable systems of representation 

and redistribution will find that oil and gas revenues really are manna from heaven. 

States with narrow and inequitable political and economic institutions run the danger 

of poor political and economic outcomes. 

 I applied this notion that inputs do not directly cause outcomes but condition 

them by the mediating political circumstances existing at the time of the change of 

revenues (boom or bust) to the study of foreign policy. This argument opposed the 

war chest hypothesis, which links revenue changes to grand strategy change directly. 

The war chest hypothesis argues that foreign policy outcomes are endogenous to the 

amount of revenue available to the decision-makers of a country. When times are 

flush and revenue is available, the state can be expected to embark on expanding their 

foreign policy reach diplomatically and militarily. When times are tough and revenue 

is unavailable, the state can be expected to retrench its foreign policy reach 

diplomatically and militarily.  
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 This dissertation instead argued that foreign policy shifts are conditional on 

the strength of political leaders at the time of a revenue shock. I looked at the political 

pressure leaders experience to determine whether they could affect a grand strategy 

closer to their own preferences. By embedding energy revenues within politics itself, 

the argument showed that the political pressure and autonomy each leader faces from 

her political establishment and from society at large primarily shapes the possibilities 

for foreign policy change, and not solely energy revenues. This argument was used to 

challenge the “oil weapon” (the applied version of the war chest) argument that the 

price of energy predicts foreign policy outcomes; foreign policy decisions are not 

undertaken automatically. By locating foreign policy decisions within the give and 

take of leadership politics and imbuing leaders and their supporters with agency, the 

petrostate foreign policy theory shows that expansions or retrenchments are not 

automatic but the result of internal political dynamics. 

 This petropolitics argument then showed through a series of historical chapters 

on Russian leaders from the 1960s through the present that variation in Soviet and 

Russian grand strategy is not solely due to variation in energy resource revenues. The 

chapters broke up the fifty-odd years of analysis into cases based on leadership 

periods, which had the effect of showing foreign policy outcomes could be explained 

efficiently using only the argument of political pressure conditioning revenue 

variation. The argument also held constant extant explanations in Soviet and post-

Soviet studies that rely on ideology, regime type, and personality, as similar but not 

identical outcomes between Brezhnev and Putin, and Gorbachev and Yeltsin. 

Moreover, examining data on the extent of actual expansionism during the Putin era 

disproved the widely popular view of the current leader as an unalloyed expansionist; 

the instances of expanding diplomatic commitments and engaging in militarized 

interstate disputes have been relatively few and have lagged far behind the financial 

booms that would be predicted by war chest (oil weapon) theory. 

The chapters that compared and contrasted the foreign policy outcomes 

observed during the eras of Brezhnev and Putin most clearly displayed the 

petropolitics argument and the theoretical shortcomings of ideology, regime type, 

personality, and war chest (oil weapon) explanations. The petropolitics theory 

predicts a leader under political pressure at the time of a revenue shock would be most 

likely to acquiesce to greater diplomatic commitments, military action abroad, or 

otherwise choose a foreign policy contrary to personal goals of maintaining power.  
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The predicted outcome of high expansionism occurred during the rule of 

Brezhnev. The General Secretary himself was known inside and outside government 

during his lifetime as a gregarious fellow who pursued détente with the United States 

and who worked hard to forge consensus among his peers. Yet his personal entry to 

the top position as the beneficiary of an irregular replacement of his predecessor 

meant that he felt pressure from his selectorate from the first moment of his 

secretaryship. The coercive hold of the Communist Party on political and civil life 

meant that he also felt no direct pressure from society. This political configuration of 

a strong leader relative to society but weak relative to those who could credibly 

replace him put Brezhnev under considerable political pressure. When an energy 

revenue boom flooded into the political environment, it forced Brezhnev to accede to 

his selectorate’s domestic and foreign policy preferences, dropping economic reform 

efforts and pushing diplomatic and military commitments to new allies and clients 

across the Third World. The latter, hawkish foreign policy course conflicted with 

Brezhnev’s personally preferred foreign policy course of pursuing détente with the 

United States and its allies to alleviate the economic difficulties of the country. The 

war chest hypothesis would have missed the reason behind the expansion. 

 The subsequent chapter on contemporary Russian foreign policy is perhaps the 

most critical one, as during the first two terms of Putin’s presidential rule Russia 

enjoyed a massive energy resource revenue boom. The war chest hypothesis would 

predict that expansionism would follow rapidly because outcomes follow inputs, but 

the foreign policy record of Russia during this period did not follow. Unlike 

Brezhnev, Putin constructed a personalist political machine based on a mix of 

coercion, populism, and elite accommodation that increased his autonomy over both 

his selectorate and the public at large prior to the energy revenue boom during his 

first term.  

With the influx of revenue and a favorable political configuration, Putin 

conducted a foreign policy course much closer to his own preferences with little elite, 

institutional, or public input. As Putin concentrates on holding onto and increasing 

domestic political power, he uses foreign policy as a tool to bring close and push 

away outside powers and domestic critics as necessary. The instances of 

expansionism – conflicts with Georgia and Ukraine – have occurred on core Russian 

security interests and had been telegraphed long ahead of time. Putin has used his 

nearly decade and a half at the apex of Russian politics to reduce domestic political 
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competition and inhibit sources of replacement, but has not used the massive energy 

revenues enjoyed by his government to engage in consistent foreign policy 

expansionism or expansionism that directly followed influxes. 

 In comparison between Brezhnev and Putin, similar outcomes for different 

reasons have occurred that extant explanations poorly analyze. Brezhnev was the head 

of a government that advocated worldwide revolution; Putin has been ideologically 

flexible his entire time at the apex. Expansionism has occurred under different regime 

types: communism and consolidated authoritarianism. The warm descriptions of 

Brezhnev have never, for better or worse, been applied to Putin. Finally, the war chest 

(oil weapon) theory fails the basic test for explaining foreign policy behavior in the 

contemporary world by failing to predict when a surge in revenues would cause an 

increase in expansionism. The lag in time between surge in revenue and instances of 

militarized interstate disputes or extension of diplomatic commitments would mean 

that any such expansionism that follows a revenue influx is thus attributable to the 

original treatment – correlation would be causation.  

 Beyond expansionism, the combined chapter on Gorbachev and Yeltsin 

highlights the obverse of Brezhnev’s and Putin’s experiences, and displays variation 

in the value of the foreign policy outcomes. For Brezhnev and Putin, revenue shocks 

made expansionism possible but political pressure is what made it likelier. Both 

received positive exogenous shocks, but the foreign policy outcomes were different 

owing to variation in domestic political pressures these two leaders faced. For 

Gorbachev, his desires to renew the Party through economic and political reform 

originated long before he took the top position, but it was the poor economic 

performance of the country that gave him an explicit reform mandate to reduce the 

political pressure he faced. Petropolitics allowed Gorbachev to choose a radically 

circumscribed grand strategy.  

The power a General Secretary possessed over the Communist Party and over 

society was immense, and Gorbachev could have easily accepted the status quo and 

overseen interminable cosmetic reforms. That was what his two immediate 

predecessors actually faced. The war chest hypothesis would have predicted that they 

would have retrenched, given the economic conditions of the Soviet Union, but 

Andropov and Chernenko were unlikely to challenge the system; they had deep 

connections inside. Gorbachev instead chose a gamble for resurrection strategy for the 
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entire country across all issues. Reform itself slipped away from his control as the 

political pressure increased from the selectorate and society.  

The political configuration facing Yeltsin helps illuminate why he maintained 

the same foreign policy course as his predecessor. He entered office as the president 

of a new country with a postwar economy and a great number of chastened rivals. He 

chose a foreign policy that maintained the same course as his predecessor to support 

his political and economic reforms. When those reforms began to falter and the 

political pressure began to rise, Yeltsin instead changed the political institutions to 

insulate himself and roughly maintain the foreign policy course previously selected. 

 

6.1 RUSSIA GOING FORWARD 
 

 The petropolitics theory and analysis of Russia can help predict the contours 

of future Russian foreign policy. Clearly, the current ongoing foreign policy issue 

defining Russian foreign policy and Putin’s place in history is the distribution of 

security in the post-Soviet space, particularly in and around Ukraine and the Black 

Sea region. While it is folly to predict the outcome of an ongoing event, the logic of 

petropolitics can elucidate the organizing principles of Putin’s foreign policy course 

and where Russia could be heading regionally and generally. Russian grand strategy 

orientation over Putin’s fourteen years at the top of Russian politics291 has varied 

greatly, but the short-term needs of stockpiling and buttressing domestic political 

power and maintaining autonomy from his selectorate and from the public have 

not.292 This subsection summarizes Putin’s domestic challenges vis-à-vis the public 

and the selectorate, what variation in political pressure from either direction would 

mean for foreign policy orientation, and how energy revenue variation alters the 

likelihood of change in foreign policy orientation.  

Using only the assumptions given in Section 2.1, and particularly the 

assumption that Putin wishes to stay in power and prolong his political system, Putin 

must maintain political autonomy from society at large and from his selectorate – 

keeping the political pressure low – to be able to exploit inconsistent foreign policy 
                                                
291 Ten years and ongoing as president and another four as prime minister operating a “tandemocracy” 
with Dmitri Medvedev (Hale and Colton, 2010). 
292 The major phases of Russian foreign since 2000 have been (attempted) conciliation with the United 
States and its allies, creation of alternative organizing principles for international politics, and 
challenging Russia’s neighbors directly. 



137 
	  

approaches that keep Russia’s adversaries off-balance. Autonomy from the selectorate 

is achieved by blocking the formation of countervailing political institutions or 

permitting the formation of organized political opposition, and autonomy from society 

is achieved by continuing to provide financial benefits to those who proffer loyalty to 

the government.293 Being unable to maintain political autonomy would mean being 

subject to future variations in energy revenues.294  

 This dissertation has argued that foreign policy outcomes are not 

automatically determined by the revenues available to leaders, but are mediated by 

internal political configuration and political pressure surrounding the leader. I have 

argued Putin’s chief aim is to maintain a personalist political regime that maximizes 

domestic political power without creating countervailing political institutions or 

permitting organized opposition movements.295 The danger of public accountability 

reflects the paradox of Russian politics to a leader who followed a decade-plus of 

uneven democratization. For Putin, allowing the public greater input in politics 

permits the possibility of rejecting the president and his policies and running the risk 

of bringing individuals with unknown policy preferences to power.296 Thus, the lack 

of trust Putin shows to the Russian population in being able to select the ‘correct’ 

leaders and policies means that he has to do it himself. The alternative to leaving 

power might not only be personal sanctions but the unraveling of the political system 

that Putin built. Moreover, it could portend danger for the entire country. The 

underlying fear is that increasing democracy through electoral competition and 

decreasing control could lead to regime change.297 The chief aim of Putin going 

                                                
293 Catherine Boone has remarked that increasing autonomy for the leader can turn the state into a 
paradigmatic patrimonial state.  
294 The danger to Putin is that maintaining domestic political control will create a commitment problem 
in which he cannot commit not to expanding diplomatic and military commitments. In turn, a 
counterbalancing regional coalition could seek to starve his government of funds through diversifying 
energy supplies and increasing the political risk associated with investment in Russia. The resulting 
economic downturn and increase in insecurity risks catalyzing opposition movement and weakening 
belief among the selectorate to Putin’s staying power, increasing likelihood of a defection cascade 
(Kuran 1989, 1991). 
295 Ross (1999, 2001) on group formation, repression, and spending effects. See also Friedman (2006), 
Collier (2010), Rosser (2006).  
296 The opposition could be more radically libertarian, like oft-arrested Alexei Navalny, who has 
articulated an anti-corruption message that presages a radically smaller and less intrusive government 
(Ioffe 2011). The opposition could also be far more radically left-wing, such as Sergei Udaltsov, who 
advocates return to a neo-Stalinism that infuses contemporary anti-globalization and anti-capitalist 
thought (de Vogel 2013). 
297 There are a number of works that criticize Putin directly and personally specifically on the 
authoritarianism that his rule represents, such as Roxburgh (2011). I take no partisan position on the 
current leader, but note instead that his 2012 presidential campaign, which featured no serious 
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forward thus remains ensuring that democratization does not proceed in a serious and 

meaningful manner, but that it moves in fits and starts in directions that can always be 

reined in.298 

 The secondary internal political challenge to Putin is to maintain the 

allegiance of his selectorate. That large group is made up of those who rely on public 

spending for their consumption, the vast public sector of employees, and the smaller 

but highly critical insiders. The difficulty in preserving allegiance is two-fold: the 

increases in public spending commensurate with campaign promises299 and the short-

term necessity of sustaining internal redistribution to bureaucrats; that is, permitting 

corruption to flourish. 300 When scholars and commentators decry the corruption of 

Russia, most usually describe outcomes without the context necessary to describe the 

lasting power of corruption in Russia and its centrality to governance.301 As Levin and 

Satarov (2000) put it, in Russia:  

Corruption is sustained by ill-defined boundaries between political and private 
business activity. … The state facilitates rather than hinders corruption. [Poor 
performance of the real economy is] predictable given the underlying 
institutions and rules of behavior of the Russia political and economic system. 
The idea of a market in Russia is combined with the persistence of old 
institutions and methods of doing business that use the weakness of the state 
for private profit. The competition that exists is principally that of competition 
for rents. Corruption is an integral part of economic activity, with ill-defined 
boundaries between politics and private business.302 
 

 The bureaucratic unpredictability that hinders economic growth in the short 

and long-term is critical to maintaining the political system. Corruption in this 

tradition and context is a carefully balanced series of mutual and reciprocal 

obligations between principals and agents from the lowliest inspector through the top 
                                                                                                                                      
opponents, was largely run against the disturbances of the 1990s. The election message was that only 
person saved the country then and without that same individual and his experiences, the country would 
fall apart once again (see Gill 2012, which critiques the weak performance of United Russia, Putin’s 
legislative vehicle, for failing to provide either a coherent party program or ruling as a dominant 
authoritarian party.) Hill and Gaddy (2013) provide what is the most balanced political biography to 
date, and their main thesis is that Putin calls upon various aspects of his personality and experience to 
slow down the pace of change wherever and whenever possible with the aim of increasing control over 
his political and personal spheres. 
298 Hedlund (2012), Gel’man (2013), Roberts (2013), and Cannady and Kubicek (2014) all note the 
delicate and high-risk nature of this strategy. 
299 Hicken (2011) reviews the patronage literature.  
300 The economics and political science literature on corruption and rent seeking is immense. The most 
well known citations include Krueger (1974), Rose-Ackerman (1978), Buchanan et al. (1980), Tollison 
(1982), Tullock (1993), Shleifer and Vishny (1993), Rose-Ackerman (1999), and Tullock (2001). 
301 Varese (1997), Ledeneva (1998), Levin and Satarov (2000), Rose and Mishler (2010), and the 
citations in footnotes no. 79 and 207 are notable exceptions. 
302 Levin and Satarov (2000: 113). 
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reaches of power.303 Breaking the cycle of corruption would violate the bond between 

the agent and his principal that, extrapolated over the entire political universe, would 

undo trust in informal political networks. Informal political networks generate trust 

through mutually incriminating information that is carried into formal political 

relationships. Without trust and thus cooperation, mutually incriminating information 

becomes an invitation to defect. That absence of mutual deterrence would mean that 

any principal, all the way up through the head of the system itself, would find it 

impossible to generate and preserve loyalty and accountability and would be soon 

overwhelmed by the tasks of settling disputes and maintaining discipline. Thus, for 

Putin to maintain political autonomy from his selectorate, he must provide sufficient 

spending levels to his voters as well as the private good of corruption itself. 

 Increase of political pressure from either the public or the selectorate would 

portend poorly for Putin’s ability to change quickly foreign policy orientation. Unlike 

other analysts who look for signs that Russia will move closer to, or further away 

from, the United States, the European Union, China, or any other “pole” of 

international affairs, my argument here is that Putin’s preservation and expansion of 

domestic political power leads to an ideology-free strategy of formulating and 

executing foreign policy. For Putin, foreign policy is a tool to use for domestic control 

and reducing political pressure. Thus, a decrease of autonomy from society would 

indicate greater demands to redistribute away from the bureaucratic core of the 

selectorate and greater foreign policy oversight from the public, which would alarm 

the selectorate that corruption and public spending pledges might actually be 

curtailed. A decrease in autonomy from the selectorate would indicate greater need 

for Putin to increase funding to those dependent on public spending and access to 

public rents. In either situation, energy revenues would not be redistributed in an 

orderly fashion.304  

                                                
303 Ledeneva (1999), Lovell et al. (2000), Ledeneva (2012). 
304 A consolidated authoritarian regime in which stakeholders are not assured of the future is in trouble. 
The danger of losing internal control to Putin is his credibility to foreign interlocutors. Without 
controlling society and selectorate, Putin will be unable to commit to even short-term policy changes, 
inclusive of committing not to expanding diplomatic and military commitments. In turn, a 
counterbalancing regional coalition could seek to starve his government of funds through diversifying 
energy supplies and increasing the political risk associated with investment in Russia to accelerate 
Putin’s domestic difficulties. The resulting economic downturn and increase in insecurity risks 
catalyzing opposition movement and weakening belief among the selectorate to Putin’s staying power, 
increasing likelihood of a defection cascade. In this political environment of induced negative energy 
revenues and increased political pressures, Putin would be impelled to dip into the stabilization funds 
for as long as necessary to hold onto power. 
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 The particulars of the situation in Ukraine as of early summer 2014 are beyond 

this dissertation, but the general point of petropolitics is that a leader must keep 

herself free of political pressure to be able to choose the foreign policy that best 

maintains her hold on power or that of her political party. For Putin, his first-best 

outcome may not even be a neutral Ukraine, but a Ukraine that flounders outside of 

the Russian orbit. A pro-Western Ukraine with a poor economy and shaky territorial 

integrity not only deters others in the post-Soviet space from going on the same path, 

but shows Russian citizens that his stewardship is the only true, sustainable path. 

Russian foreign policy is thus not one of inexorable expansionism, but selective 

pushbacks against the dangerous examples of meaningful political and economic 

reform that may exist on its own borders. 

 

6.2 THE PROJECT GOING FORWARD 
 

 The future of this project is to bolster the case studies under discussion, 

increase the internal validity of the study by more closely specifying political 

pressure, and increase the external validity by expanding the number of countries for 

case studies. 

The next steps for this project are to bolster the case studies in Chapters 3 

through 5 to document specific decisions to expand, retrench, or maintain the status 

quo on foreign policy commitments. In those case studies I will not only describe the 

general revenue environment, the internal political situation, and the foreign policy 

outcomes as above, but also process trace specific decisions that demonstrate the 

model. 

In Chapter 3, I will show the connection between the internal politics of the 

Soviet Union and its gradual expansion into southern Africa during the 1970s with a 

focus on Mozambique. A Brezhnev weak relative to Politburo colleagues, afraid of 

dissension, and sensitive to the ambivalence shown to détente by much of the 

establishment permitted the entry of Soviet materiel and manpower into southern 

Africa in the early and mid-1970s in a clear change of policy. Primary and secondary 

sources reveal that Brezhnev pursued détente sincerely as the path by which to avoid 

nuclear confrontation, and allowed the military establishment to lead arms 

negotiations.  
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 Historians also have largely concluded that Brezhnev did not particularly hold 

Africa in much regard. Under Khrushchev in the decade prior to Brezhnev’s 

ascension, the USSR sent a great amount of financial and technical aid to African 

countries. Khrushchev had viewed the Third World as his place to shine, but not only 

did Congo end up a staunch US ally after the death of Patrice Lumumba, whom the 

USSR supported, the USSR had also seen nearly all its putative clients move towards 

capitalist development. Brezhnev gave up very quickly on the continent and 

concluded that the continental transition to socialism would take much longer than 

initially anticipated. In turn the Soviets would look to African countries on a bilateral 

and commercial basis.305  

Mozambique instead turned out to be the marginal conflict that a positive 

revenue environment and a weak leader supported by hawkish supporters could 

induce a petrostate to enter. The existing national liberation (guerrilla) group, 

FRELIMO, had been in existence since 1962 and sought military assistance from the 

Soviets throughout that time, but the Soviets neglected to get heavily involved until 

the Portuguese colonial empire in Africa fell. Opportunists in Moscow then presented 

the senior leadership with a Mozambican “opportunity” that stressed the danger from 

the United States and South Africa and the potential embarrassment of letting China 

and Cuba take the lead in the situation. Brezhnev then consented to larger scale 

intervention, and FRELIMO turned itself officially into a Marxist-Leninist party in 

gratitude in 1977. Once the Soviet Union was involved in this conflict the US and 

South Africa were themselves concerned by Soviet activity, which itself caused 

greater Soviet military assistance as hawkish individuals in the Soviet establishment 

pointed to Western activity as justification to increase Soviet activities. Once the 

Soviets identified Mozambique and other Sub-Saharan countries as proxy battlefields 

– and local leaders in these conflicts exploited Cold War rivalry to solicit greater 

support – then Brezhnev found himself unable to stop increases in economic, 

diplomatic, and military assistance.306 The USSR thus found itself leading a slow-

motion intervention in which few explicit decisions are taken in advance of a major 

                                                
305 Hosmer and Wolfe (1983, 18). 
306 Radu (1991). 
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policy shift until the decision to do nothing is no longer available.307 

Mozambique in the Gorbachev era in Chapter 4 will be as clear-cut an 

example of political strength enabling policy choice closer to the leader’s preferences. 

Gorbachev enters office in 1985, but perestroika does not begin in earnest until 1987. 

Soviet Africa policy over the previous ten-plus years had increased in seriousness of 

materiel and manpower. Gorbachev viewed these commitments as wholly superfluous 

and started to apply perestroika to foreign policy (retrenchment from Eastern Europe 

and Afghanistan being more prominent examples of the same). The Soviets began to 

reject requests from client states in Sub-Saharan Africa for further assistance, pushed 

states to come to peaceful resolutions with guerilla opponents, and then permitted the 

United Nations to take the lead on resolving these civil wars. Mozambique lost its 

importance and the previous advocates of greater Soviet activity in the country 

focused their attacks on Gorbachev to what he was doing in Eastern Europe and at 

home. Soviet participation in Mozambique and the region declined and by the end of 

the Soviet period existed at very low levels from which it has not reestablished to the 

current day.308  

 The revamped Chapter 5 will focus on the Georgian war of 2008. Russia made 

clear what it felt was too much of a provocation relative to potential NATO 

membership for Georgia, was on a four-year fiscal bonanza in which every top 

official was boasting of the nation’s wealth and its oil stabilization fund as the buffer 

against any future crisis, and chose not to sack Tbilisi. The oil shock was critical 

because it provided for funds to pay for the conflict straight out of pocket while 

Putin’s preexisting political strength could overcome even Dmitri Medvedev being in 

office. 

 Beyond expansion of case studies, an intriguing area for further research on 

political pressure is the literature on executive constraints and veto players to 

construct a new measure of political pressure. Henisz (2000), Tsebelis (2002), and 

Henisz and Mansfield (2006) have looked at executive constraints placed on policy 

makers and the number of veto centers within the regime in terms of commercial 

                                                
307 Newitt (1995) provides a general history of Mozambique. The story of the Mozambique conflict 
with particular emphasis on Soviet involvement can be found in Rubinstein (1972), Esseks and 
Weinstein (1975), Weinstein and Henriksen (1980), Nolutshungu (1982, 1985), Guan-Fu (1983), 
Nation and Kauppi (1984), Cassen (1985), Porter (1986), Korbonski and Fukuyama (1987), Jackson 
(1995), and Shubin (2008).  
308 The decline of the Soviet presence in southern Africa can be found in Fukuyama (1986a, 1986b) 
Clement (1989), Radu (1991), Alden and Simpson (1993), and Fikes and Lemon (2002). 
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openness. It assumes that multiplicity of veto centers within democratic regimes 

makes policy reversal harder, thus increasing their stability and credibility. However, 

the annually updated Henisz Political Constraints Index does not rate authoritarian 

regimes, assuming that in an authoritarian regime there are no effective veto players 

outside of the executive. Weeks (2008) argued that authoritarian leaders are just as 

liable to audience costs if there are individuals around them who can remove them, so 

I will collect primary and secondary source data on authoritarian regimes to calculate 

the effective number of veto players and the extent of political constraints on 

executives and a less regime type-specific measurement of political constraints.309 

This measure will help answer the questions of who matters and to what extent so that 

members of the winning coalition, real selectorate and nominal selectorate can be 

identified, and used to conduct cross-national tests of the argument. 

A further step in the project will be to select a broader set of cases for more in-

depth study to increase the external validity of the argument. For example, I will 

examine the decision by Suharto of Indonesia not to reopen conflict with Malaysia 

following the massive 1973 Yom Kippur War revenue shock. Indonesia had lost a 

three-year conflict with Malaysia from 1963-1966 over the latter’s creation in part 

from territory on the island of Borneo, which Indonesia had sought for itself.310 When 

presented with the opportunity to agitate for the return of Sarawak and North Borneo, 

Indonesia declined to do so via the leadership of Suharto. 

Suharto had come to power in 1965 through an armed military coup against 

his predecessor Sukarno. The military and its leadership had viewed Sukarno’s 

protection of the national community party and relationship with the Soviet Union 

and China as unacceptable, and the resulting purge led to the deaths of half a million 

and imprisonment of another million and a half suspected communist sympathizers. 

As the leader, Suharto successfully coopted the military and the Muslim religious 

establishment as pillars into his political coalition, and established over the following 

years a thorough hold on power throughout Indonesia.311  

 The revenue shock in 1973 was game changing for Indonesia by pumping 

billions into state coffers. Indonesia enjoyed not only a very propitious revenue 

environment but also overt diplomatic and covert military support from the United 

                                                
309 Laakso and Taagepera (1979) and Taagepera (1999) on effective number of parties. 
310 Poulgrain (1998). 
311 Winters (1996) summarizes this era. 
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States in the region given its anti-communist foreign policy stance. Moreover, 

Malaysian post-colonial support from the United Kingdom was suspect given post-

Suez British retrenchment. Yet Suharto utilized his political strength to face down 

specific calls from his military and religious supporters to retake those territories. 

Peacefulness does not explain Suharto prevailing upon his allies given the nearly 

concurrent invasion and annexation of East Timor, but Suharto’s power relative to his 

political allies and his popularity with the Indonesian public. In this episode, Suharto 

utilized political strength to engage in selective expansionism by intervening in East 

Timor but not Sarawak and North Borneo.  
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Appendix 1. “Putin Reaches Out to Oligarchs” 
 

Putin Reaches Out to Oligarchs 

 

Russia: In a Kremlin meeting, the president promises not to reverse privatizations. 

The moguls pledge to uphold the nation's interests. 

 

July 29, 2000|MAURA REYNOLDS | LOS ANGELES TIMES STAFF WRITER 

 

MOSCOW — In an odd Kremlin meeting that was both a scolding and a pep talk, 

President Vladimir V. Putin tried to patch up relations with Russia's captains of 

industry Friday, exhorting them to support his economic program and stop using their 

media outlets to "politicize" legal actions against big business. 

Arrayed around an enormous table in an ornate Kremlin hall, 21 business leaders 

listened impassively as Putin tried to put to rest concerns that he had launched a war 

against them. And he reminded them, sternly and somewhat cryptically, that they 

have both exacerbated the country's economic problems and influenced the recent 

realignment of power. 

"You must remember that you built this government to a great degree yourselves 

through political and quasi-political structures you control," Putin said in remarks 

broadcast on television. Citing a Russian folk saying, he continued: "It's no use 

blaming the mirror [if you have an ugly face]. Let's talk specifically and openly about 

what can be done so relations can become completely civilized." 

The president pledged not to reverse Russia's controversial privatizations of the 

1990s, in which valuable state enterprises were sold at fire-sale prices to insiders--

rigged auctions in which most of the so-called oligarchs at the table made their 

fortunes. 

In return, Putin asked them to support his plans to streamline taxes and gain Russian 

admission to the World Trade Organization. And he got that support, as well as an 

unusual promise to uphold Russia's "state" interests. 

"The most important task for business is to preserve and increase the national wealth, 

to ensure the improvement of living standards," the business leaders said in a 

statement released afterward. "In pursuing their own goals, business must not forget 

the tasks facing the country as a whole. Companies and banks who uphold the state's 
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interests while conducting their affairs will enjoy guaranteed support and wide-

ranging help from the president." 

Since Putin was inaugurated in May, Russian law enforcement bodies have opened 

several investigations into oligarchs, fueling speculation that the new president was 

fulfilling a vague campaign promise to destroy them "as a class." 

But the raids were primarily aimed at two men--Vladimir A. Gusinsky and Vladimir 

O. Potanin--known to be rivals of other oligarchs with close Kremlin ties: Boris A. 

Berezovsky and Roman A. Abramovich. 

It has not been clear who was behind the raids and what their goal was. But in Russia, 

where the government exercises enormous direct and indirect influence over 

investigators and judges, few have doubted that the raids were ordered for political 

reasons. 

The Kremlin meeting Friday shed little new light on the situation. But even if the 

discussion failed to answer all their questions, it was clear that the oligarchs were at 

least grateful for the president's attentions. 

"It was said clearly that there would be no revision of the privatization results in this 

country. And both the president and the government are in effect the guarantors of 

this," said Viktor Vekselberg, director of the Siberian-Ural Aluminum Co. "It was 

also made clear that the recent tendency to use law enforcement bodies to solve 

situations connected somehow to competition between big businesses is 

inadmissible." 

This week, investigators unceremoniously dropped the charges against Gusinsky, who 

runs a media conglomerate that has been especially critical of the Kremlin. He 

quickly left the country to join his family in Spain. Potanin said Friday that he has 

received assurances that investigation of his business affairs will be nonpolitical and 

strictly by the book. 

Boris Y. Nemtsov, a pro-market politician who organized the meeting, couldn't say 

why three of the country's most famous oligarchs--Berezovsky, Abramovich and 

Gusinsky--weren't invited. 

"They were on the list we provided to the Kremlin," Nemtsov said at a news 

conference. "But since the meeting took place in the Kremlin, it was the president and 

his administration who took the decision, and the meeting took place in the format 

you saw today." 
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Despite the oddities, Nemtsov proclaimed the meeting a huge success, saying it marks 

"the end of the oligarchy." 

"The oligarchs are tired of being oligarchs," he said. "Everyone agrees that it's time to 

play by the same set of rules. This is the real beginning of a new epoch. Business 

doesn't want any special treatment. They want to be law-abiding. ... What business 

wants is clear, straightforward rules." 

By calling the moguls to the Kremlin, Putin continued a tradition begun by former 

President Boris N. Yeltsin. But Yeltsin tended to call in a smaller number, about a 

half-dozen top bankers or the heads of large energy suppliers, who were the big 

moneymakers at the time. 

By contrast, Putin's list of 21 was a motley group of industrialists; there were only a 

few bankers. 

"The number of large companies has grown, and they have become more diverse," 

said Yakov S. Pappe, senior analyst with the Institute for Economic Forecasting. "By 

inviting more than Yeltsin did, Putin has stressed that he will pay more attention to 

the new, rising sectors of the economy--computers, telecommunications, mobile 

communications, the mass media, etc." 

Mikhail G. Delyagin, director of the Institute for Globalization Problems, noted that 

the conciliatory noises coming out of the Kremlin on Friday contrasted sharply with 

the implicit threat in the wave of tax raids. 

"What Putin and his administration did was a primitive two-step move. First the 

authorities showed that they were sort of crazy and ready to rub out anyone," 

Delyagin said. "Then they backed off and said: 'Well, maybe we overdid it a bit, but 

at least you have seen what we are capable of. So why don't you guys start playing by 

our rules and pay as much in taxes as we tell you. Or else. ...' " 

http://articles.latimes.com/print/2000/jul/29/news/mn-61087 
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Appendix 2. Definition and Calculation of the Russian Petrostate 
 

To define the “petrostate” is to adopt an objective measurement moving 

beyond the pejorative connotations. Not all petrostates are small, have weak 

institutions, or have wealth and power concentrated in the hands of the few.312 

Whereas for other countries such research has already been done, I present here 

original research for the Soviet Union and Russia. I adopt and adapt Demkiv’s (2012) 

definition of “petrostate:”  

A state that “[produces] two million or more barrels of oil per day and/or 
where oil rents are over 10% of GDP. The second criterion in the definition 
suggests that the country is not economically diversified and depends heavily 
on oil revenues for its budget. The first part of the definition suggests a 
benchmark for the amount of oil production that is vital in the global energy 
market.”313  
 
The data Demkiv uses from the World Bank only goes back to 1990 for 

Russia. I would like to extend the data much further back. Demkiv cites Kennedy 

(2008), who defines petrostates as “having an average of more than 5% of GDP from 

fuel exports during the period 1965-2001.”314 As the amount of relatively reliable data 

available from the Soviet period is less than that of post-communist Russia, I follow 

the measure adopted by Kennedy to ensure uniformity across the sample of cases 

while retaining the notion of the petrostate being economically undiversified and 

reliant on the export of energy resources in the national budget.315 

                                                
312 The popular meaning is captured by “n – derogatory:  a small oil-rich country in which institutions 
are weak and wealth and power are concentrated in the hands of a few.” 
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/petrostate 
313 Demkiv (2012: 27). Demkiv cites the World Bank definition of rent, which is “the difference 
between the value of crude oil production at world prices and total costs of production” from its 
website at http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PETR.RT.ZS. In the printed version of the 
document, it provides a more detailed explanation that demonstrates the difficulty of truly estimating 
rents: “Rent is calculated as the product of unit resource rents and the physical quantities of energy 
resources extracted… Unit resource rent is calculated as (unit world price - average cost)/unit world 
price. Marginal cost should be used instead of average cost in order to calculate the true opportunity 
cost of extraction. Marginal cost is, however, difficult to compute.” See World Bank, World 
Development Indicators: 2011, (The World Bank, 2011) p. 153. 
314 Kennedy (2008: 3). 
315 Demkiv admits that two million barrels per day might be an arbitrary figure, but provides a 
compelling rationale for the figure. During the NATO intervention against Libya, oil traders and 
policymakers expressed concern that the approximately two million barrel per day production going 
offline would cause a major global supply reduction. “OPEC’s spare capacity was either withheld for 
political or other reasons, and was not able to offset the two million barrels per day taken off the global 
energy market. Hence, in June 2011, the [International Energy Association] Executive Director Nobuo 
Tanaka announced that ‘…the 28 IEA member countries have agreed to release 60 million barrels of 
oil in the coming month in response to the ongoing disruption of oil supplies from Libya. This supply 
disruption has been underway for some time and its effect has become more pronounced as it has 
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 The necessity of defining and measuring the petrostate is to identify when 

energy resource exports might have made an impact on the foreign policy decision-

making of Soviet leaders. As Table 1 below shows, the Soviet Union definitively 

became a petrostate sometime in 1974 but the impact of energy revenues was likely 

apparent to policymakers even before the Western-led international cartel began to 

crack in the early 1970s as production doubled by 1967 relative to 1960 and exports 

were two and a half times larger.  

From the subsection above, I combine Demkiv’s and Kennedy’s definitions of 

a petrostate for the following definition: a petrostate is a state that produces two 

million or more barrels of oil per day and obtains revenues from their export equal to 

or above 5% of GDP. A quantitative definition will permit us to identify when exactly 

the Soviet Union became a petrostate.316  

                                                                                                                                      
continued…Greater tightness in the oil market threatens to undermine the fragile global economic 
recovery.’ In sum, any country with production of two million or more barrels of oil per day is a vital 
player in the global oil market, and hence can be labeled a petrostate” (2012: 27-28). 
316 Post-communist Russia fails to qualify as a petrostate only from 1992-1995 on the second criterion 
only when its oil production and export capabilities decline even faster than the economy as a whole, 
which only underscores the importance of energy resource revenues from its first moment. 
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Table 10. Soviet Petroleum Prices, Production, Consumption, and Exports 1960-
1991317 

 
 

Looking at the table, the Soviet Union achieved the first criterion in 1958. The 

second criterion, when oil revenues become 5% of GDP is difficult to ascertain for a 

                                                
317 Columns 2. Column 3 from Considine and Kerr (2002: 101) citing Ebel (1970) and Dietz (1986). 
Column 4 from Considine and Kerr (2002: 139) citing Hewett (1984). Column 5/6, 1960-1968 from 
Considine and Kerr (2002: 80) citing Ebel (1970); 1969-1984 from Goldman (2010: 7). Column 7/8 
from Considine and Kerr (2002: 202) citing Smith (1993). Export fees estimated at 10.2% of exports 
from BP (2012). 1969-1970 values estimated. Net exports also reflect exports sent to less developed 
countries as part of foreign aid efforts. 
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number of reasons:318 lack of reliable and consistent data, certainly; additional secrecy 

regarding the energy sector;319 but mainly an economic system that to this day still 

confounds scholars on the basic question of the size of the Soviet economy.320 I 

calculate an estimation of foreign currency into domestic prices, as opposed to simply 

looking for figures showing hard currency earnings, to show the impact of energy 

exports on the leaders of the Soviet Union. They would have considered domestic 

prices and not foreign currency as it related to their decisions on military 

expenditures, domestic consumption, and foreign policy expansion.321 

Estimating the value of fuel exports to the Soviet economy touches upon 

physical and financial definitions that may not seem important but make a significant 

impact on later calculations. I first collected from various sources the volume of 

petroleum exports from the Soviet Union in metric tons. In the petroleum industry 

itself, production and export are reported first in metric tons and not barrels because 

oil itself is differentiated in terms of its gravity, that is, its density.322 The gravity of 

oil is critical because while metric measurements are constant, the gravity of that oil 

determines the number of barrels per metric ton. The petroleum industry uses a 

measurement developed by the American Petroleum Institute that is an “inverted scale 

for denoting the 'lightness' or 'heaviness' of crude oils and other liquid hydrocarbons. 

Calibrated in API degrees (or degrees API), it is used universally to expresses a 

crude's relative density in an inverse measure lighter the crude, higher the API 

gravity, and vice versa because lighter the crude higher its market value. Oil with API 

greater than 30º is termed light; between 22º and 30º, medium; below 22º, heavy; and 

below 10º, extra heavy.”323  

                                                
318 Oil was the commodity most heavily traded on the international markets. As this project expands I 
will include natural gas, whose exports would only accentuate and deepen the overall process presented 
here. 
319 Ofer (1988). 
320 Khanin and Suslov (1999), Harrison (1993), Maddison (1997), Bergson (1991). Note also that 
Gorbachev infamously did not know either the true size of the Soviet economy or defense spending 
until he became the General Secretary (Kotkin 2001).  
321 Firth and Noren (1998), Rowen and Wolf, Jr. (Eds.) (1990), and Cooper (1998) all demonstrate the 
tentative conclusions that can be drawn on pre-1980s Soviet financial data. As the Soviet Union opened 
to the world economy, more direct comparisons in purchasing power could be used to get a better idea 
of the size and robustness of the Soviet economy. However, earlier data – and until true figures are 
released by the Russian government -- can be used mostly to understand trends in Soviets data.  
322 The sulfur content of oil is also critical to the amount of further refining it requires. The less refining 
the petroleum requires the more valuable it is because it can get to market that much more easily. The 
industry jargon is ‘sweet’ versus ‘sour.’ Oil having more than 0.5% concentration of sulfur is 
considered sour and thus requires more extensive refining for industrial use. Russian oil is roughly in 
the middle. 
323 http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/API-gravity.html 
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To calculate the barrels of oil per metric ton, I obtained the API degree 

measurements for the three main components of Soviet petroleum exports – Urals 

Light (31.78), West Siberian (35.76) and Azeri (34.8) – and their relative weights 

within the export profile of Soviet exports: Urals Lights contributed around half the 

exports, followed not too far behind by West Siberian and finally Azeri. This 

provided a best guess estimate of aggregated Soviet API of 32.5 degrees.  

From the API measurement, I then calculated the barrels of oil, which is how 

prices are reported. The British Petroleum Statistical Review provides the average 

price of a barrel of oil in nominal and 2011 dollars at several price points around the 

world, including Brent Crude, which is the basic European price of oil.324 However, 

simply to multiply the number of barrels by the price would provide an erroneous 

estimate of revenues as the Soviets practiced price discrimination depending on the 

end consumer.325 The price discrimination was actually in favor of the capitalist 

OECD states and injurious to the economies of the socialist Comecon satellites.326 

The Soviet Union simply set a price and prohibited the Comecon members from 

obtaining energy supplies elsewhere. The practice remained until the satellite 

countries renegotiated a five-year running average of world prices.327 Therefore, I 

collected prices charged to OECD and Comecon members, calculating running 

averages where necessary to obtain a raw dollar amount. I then subtracted from that 

amount, for both OECD and Comecon prices, the cost, insurance, freight (CIF) charge 

that accompanies each barrel of oil.328  

                                                
324 For instance, the West Texas Intermediate is used in the United States and Arabian Light Crude for 
oil from the Middle East. 
325 Considine and Kerr, ibid.  
326 Stone (1996) provides a larger view of the COMECON economic organization and the tension in 
negotiations between the Soviet Union and its satellites. The main Soviet argument was that they 
overpaid for imports from their comrades in COMECON relative to the quality of those goods. 
Considine and Kerr also note that the Soviet Union was aggressive in their petroleum marketing after 
the death of Stalin to regain their “historical” share of the European market (Considine and Kerr, 137). 
327 Considine and Kerr (2002) citing Stone (1996: 86). This formula worked to the advantage of the 
Comecon countries when oil prices were high in the 1970s but prices reflected previous years, but 
when prices fell in the 1980s and the satellites had to pay for the higher prices of the 1970s when they 
failed to force the Soviet Union to give discounts, they grew increasingly disenchanted with the Soviet 
Union’s foreign economic policies. 
328 Cost, Insurance, Freight is the amount charged per barrel of oil that indicates the total “price quoted 
or invoiced by a seller includes insurance and all other charges up to the named port of destination” 
according to http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/cost-insurance-freight.html. Although I 
could not find evidence that the same practice applied to exports aimed at the Comecon market or that 
such charges would be the same, I assume that CIF charges to all consumers are the same to avoid 
overestimating value of Soviet exports to the Comecon countries. 
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 The next step was to disaggregate exports and imports of oil to obtain net 

exports of oil to communist and non-communist destinations. I then multiplied the 

amounts exported by the specific price per destination type per year. The product of 

such calculations was a raw dollar amount, but, since the ruble was not a convertible 

currency, I then converted the raw dollar amount into rubles using the official 

exchange rate. That official exchange rate for conversion from foreign currencies was 

into what was then called “foreign trade rubles” which were distinct from “domestic 

price rubles.”329 Treml and Kostinsky were the first to estimate the conversion 

coefficient from foreign to domestic rubles.330 I used that conversion coefficient to 

take the foreign trade rubles and put them into domestic price rubles.  

 By looking at domestic price rubles, as opposed to figures showing hard 

currency earnings, I show the impact of energy exports in terms of their domestic 

prices; the leaders of the Soviet Union would have understood domestic prices in their 

decisions on guns versus butter versus diplomatic spending.331 This is a higher bar to 

clear than fuel exports as a percentage of total hard currency exports because hard 

currency exports would show energy revenues only in terms of the country’s foreign 

trade position, which may not appear as important to a policymaker. From this 

domestic price figure, I divided the domestic price rubles by the size of the economy 

to achieve the rough figures to ascertain the second criterion of the petrostate 

definition: revenues from their export equal to or above 5% of GDP.332  

                                                
329 Various economic histories of the Soviet Union have implied that revenues from energy were 
valued more highly within the Soviet accounting systems because those revenues were first to be 
redistributed to political allies abroad and used to pay for imports from the West. However, I could not 
find consistent evidence about this unofficial exchange rate for oil revenues. 
330 Treml and Kostinsky (1982). Treml and Kostinsky (1983) and Liefert et al. (1993) extend this 
analysis. 
331 It may not be that domestic price rubles are the best guide to the opportunity costs of different lines 
of action, but what I am trying to point out is the rough sense of what Soviet policymakers had in front 
of them. I am grateful to Philip Hanson for this clarification.  
332 The column marked “fuel exports as percentage of economy.” 
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Table 11. Petroleum Revenues, 1960-1991333 

 
 

                                                
333 Columns 2 and 3 calculated from  Table 11. Column 6 from Treml and Kostinsky (1982) for 1955-
1978; Treml (1983) for 1979-1980; Liefert et al. (1993) for 1986-1989. 1981-1985 estimated. Data 
from sources in this dissertation imply that OECD and CMEA revenues in 1990 were 6,146 and 6,502 
million nominal dollars, respectively, for a total of 12,648 million. The official ruble exchange rate in 
1990 was .6072 rubles to the dollar for a sum of 7,680 million foreign rubles. Tarr and Mundial (1993) 
calculate the conversion coefficient of 1990 foreign to domestic rubles in the energy sector to be 3.54, 
which means a reasonable estimate of domestic rubles from the energy trade to be 27,186 million. For 
1991, the data imply that OECD and CMEA revenues in 1990 were 5,185 and 2,324 million nominal 
dollars, respectively, for 7,509 million. The official ruble exchange rate in 1991 was .5605 rubles to the 
dollar for a sum of 4,209 million foreign rubles. Tarr and Mundial (1993) calculate the conversion 
coefficient of 1990 foreign to domestic rubles in the energy sector to be 3.76, which means a 
reasonable estimate of domestic rubles from the energy trade to be 15,825 million. Clearly, revenues 
were going down and price signals were not effectively at work. 
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The size of the Soviet economy is still unknown with complete confidence, 

but research has narrowed to a few conclusions. I describe here three separate 

estimations of the size and growth of the economy, those of Grigorii Khanin 

(Harrison 1993), the Central Intelligence Agency (Bergson 1997) and Kuboniwa 

(1997).  

The remarkable story of Grigorii Khanin is told elsewhere334 but he struggled 

as a mathematical economist in the face of severe official opposition to the systematic 

falsification of statistics given their central role in command planning. The dishonesty 

inherent in the system produced statistics that suggested the Soviet Union was 

enjoying living standards approximate to those of Western Europe when plain 

anecdotal evidence showed the opposite. Hence, Khanin used indirect evaluation of 

official statistics and should be treated as the most skeptical of Soviet official 

statistics. The CIA method of estimation is “direct revaluation; it involves trying to 

replicate honestly the sort of procedures which might have been followed by a 

national statistical agency without a vested interest in the figures which might result” 

(Harrison 1993, 150). The chief criticism against the CIA method is its 

underestimation of the quality of Soviet goods and services; assuming that a widget 

produced in the United States was of the same quality of one produced in the Soviet 

Union overvalued that widget. The figures used here are of the discounted CIA 

figures that corrects for the qualitative deficiencies of the figures used during the Cold 

War itself (CIA, 1991). Kuboniwa revised official Soviet statistics to correct for 

exaggeration using a model that relied on electricity utilization. 

For the Khanin method, I begin with Markevich and Harrison’s (2011) 

estimation of the size of the Soviet economy in 1928 to be 18,010 million rubles.335 

Using that as a base figure, I then use the revisionist national growth estimates of 

Khanin to arrive at figures for growth of the Soviet national economy from 1928 until 

1989, correcting for inflation for every year with Khanin’s inflation estimates from 

1928 through 1980 and farmer’s market inflation figures for 1981-1991.336 Markevich 

and Harrison use Russian and Soviet data, and Khanin had of course access only to 

Soviet data. The CIA employed a methodology of using a basket of goods and 
                                                
334 Ellman and Kontorovich (1998: 76-84). 
335 1928 is generally regarded as the last year of verifiable Soviet economic data as it was the last year 
prior to central planning, which introduced the non-international accounting practices rendering direct 
comparison so difficult. 
336 Khanin figures from Harrison (1993); farmer’s market inflation figures from Shleifer and Vishny 
(1991). 
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services to make direct comparisons to the Soviet economy. Bergson (1997) reports 

that the organization reported 1990 Soviet GDP of 44% of 1990 US GDP.337 

Kuboniwa struck a compromise method by using official Soviet statistics yet placing 

greater explanatory weight in a model on employment, sectoral output, and electricity 

utilization across sectors.  

                                                
337 $5.8 billion (World Bank). 



157 
	  

Table 12. Size of Soviet Economy and Size of Petroleum Exports, 1955-1991338 

 
 

Table 3 shows remarkable consistency no matter which calculation of the 

Soviet economy we use. The table shows that the Soviet Union irrevocably became a 

petrostate sometime in late 1974 or early 1975, but the final column shows the 

percentage increase by year. In 1971, and perhaps even as early as 1969, something 

changed; as producers in the developing countries wrested pricing control away from 

the international oil companies, international prices began to rise. The Soviet Union 

                                                
338 Column 2 calculated from Harrison (1993). Column 3 calculated from Bergson (1991). Column 4 
calculated from  Kuboniwa (1997). Columns 5-10 calculated from Table 12. 
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was not a member of OPEC, but as an oil exporter it benefitted from the rise in prices 

alongside the ability to increase exports to the West at a time when relations with 

those in the developing world grew, to put it mildly, more contentious. From 1970 to 

1971, the value of fuel exports as a percentage of the economy grew by more than 

25% over the previous year, which should have alerted Politburo members that more 

revenue was coming into the system. It is likely that energy resources as political 

resources became apparent to decision-makers in 1970-1971 with this big jump, 

rather than in 1974-1975. 

This section has thus far provided a definition of a petrostate and laid out the 

calculations to estimate oil revenues in domestic currency as well as the size of the 

Soviet economy in domestic currency. In turn, these calculations provided a rough 

guide to understanding when energy revenues likely became noticeable to Soviet 

decision-makers and when the country became a petrostate. The data and the section 

also show the declines in energy revenues that inspired Gorbachev to make virtue out 

of necessity by embarking on his “New Thinking” course. This set of ideas was the 

application of perestroika to retrench Soviet foreign policy commitments and reduce 

costs by mitigating the need to maintain or build up conventional arms capacities. It 

sought to reduce tension with the United States and thus the need for further nuclear 

weapons research, development, and production. Gorbachev’s domestic vision for 

social democracy rested in large part in reducing the danger from abroad and the 

financial constraints inherited inspired the new thinking.339 

The data for the Russian period are much easier to collect. They show the 

clear negative energy resource revenue environment Yeltsin inherited and which 

dogged his entire tenure, constraining his foreign policy flexibility. The data also 

reveal the positive revenue shock occurring around 2002-2003, well after Putin has 

created the framework of his political rule. Putin had a much stronger hold on power 

relative to his selectorate, having put them in himself by expelling the previously 

politically powerful individuals from his predecessor Yeltsin. He also enjoyed a 

public largely grateful for a return to normalcy and nascent economic recovery after 

the 1998 currency crash. Consequently, by the time the revenue started rolling in, 

Putin was able to chart out a foreign policy that adhered much more closely to 

personal preferences than Brezhnev was could. Putin could also sustain foreign policy 

                                                
339 A. Brown (1996, chapters 4-7). 
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much better than Gorbachev was could. I present the data from official government 

and other sources below and in Chapters Four and Five.  

 

Table 13. Oil Prices, Production, and Consumption, 1985-2012340 

 
 

                                                
340 Statistical Review 1951-2011 in BP Statistical Review of World Energy 2013. 
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Table 14. Oil Production, Consumption, and Exports 1992-2012341 

 

                                                
341 Statistical Review 1951-2011 in BP Statistical Review of World Energy 2013. 
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Table 15. Oil Prices and Costs 1992-2012342 

 

                                                
342 Statistical Review 1951-2011 in BP Statistical Review of World Energy 2013. 
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Table 16. Oil Revenues 1992-2012343 

 
  

                                                
343 Statistical Review 1951-2011 in BP Statistical Review of World Energy 2013. 
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