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ABSTRACT

Russia’s recent aggressions against Georgia and Ukraine have sparked intense discussions
among journalists, scholars, and policymakers. However, these debates have not produced
a universally accepted, theoretically grounded and empirically reliable explanation for the
recurrence of conflict between Russia and its post-Soviet neighbors. While many studies
have dealt with the causes of great power expansionism and the security policies of less
powerful states, no theory has yet been developed to capture the intrinsically interactive
nature underlying conflict behavior of unequal neighbors. To make a first step into this
direction, this paper develops and tests two competing positions on variance in conflict
between unequal neighbors: Autocratic Imperialism and Geopolitics. The paper develops
these two positions by first conceptualizing unequal neighbors as a theoretically distinct
form of state dyad, and, second, applying on unequal neighbors existing paradigms of
international relations theory. The paper then derives hypotheses from these positions,
which it then tests by using structured and focused comparison as well as congruence
analysis on two cases of unequal neighbors: Russia and Belarus as well as Russia and Ukraine,
both from 1992 to 2014. The paper finds that both positions fail these tests, albeit Autocratic
Imperialism more so than Geopolitics. The concluding discussion of the conceptual and
empirical problems that each position encountered yields some important hints towards
the construction of a middle-range theory that would explain the conflict behavior of
unequal neighbors in a more valid and reliable way.

Keywords: Peace and Conflict; Coercive Statecraft; International Relations Theory; Belarus;
Russia; Ukraine; Regional Hegemony
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INTRODUCTION

Since the war in Ukraine started, experts and policymakers have fiercely debated
the causes of the crisis. With its nuclear arsenal, its formidable conventional military
forces, and its high stake in the European energy market, Russia is a force to be
reckoned with. The crisis has caused fear of devastating conflict with Russia in the
small NATO and EU member states bordering it. This presses upon policymakers
and scholars the following question: “What are the main causes of conflict between

Russia and its post-Soviet neighbors?”

Put into more abstract and theoretical terms, this question reads “What are the
main causes of conflict between unequal neighbors?” This requires a few
definitions. Unequal neighbors are any two states whose relations are marked by
two features. First, between them, there is a wide gap in their material power
resources (people, wealth, technology, industry, and military forces).! Second, due
to their geographical proximity, their affairs and interests, including their vital ones,
are closely interlinked.? Interstate conflicts are united historical cases in which the
threat, display or use of force by one state is explicitly directed towards the
government, official representatives, official forces, property or territory of another
state.? Examples of particularly severe conflict between unequal neighbors include
the Russo-Ukrainian conflict since 2014 as well as Austria-Hungary’s invasion of
Serbiain 1914.

There are two main bodies of scholarly work relevant for the sources of conflict
between unequal neighbors. First, a long tradition of studies has sought to
establish how weak states try to achieve security in a world dominated by great

powers.* The theoretical underpinnings and empirical findings of this research

1 Baldwin, “Power and International Relations.”

2 Even in today’s globalized world, geographical proximity is reliably one of the strongest correlates of
trade volumes, capital investment, migration flows, and interstate conflict. See e.g. Bremer, “Dangerous
Dyads”; Kepaptsoglou, Karlaftis, and Tsamboulas, “The Gravity Model Specification for Modeling
International Trade Flows and Free Trade Agreement Effects.”

3 This definition is borrowed from the Correlates of War project, which restricts conflict solely to
militarized disputes. See Jones, Bremer, and Singer, “Militarized Interstate Disputes, 1816-1992.”

4 For a historical overview of weak or small state studies, see Neumann and Gstohl, “Introduction,” 9-16.
See especially Fox, The Power of Small States; Vital, The Inequality of States; Vital, The Survival of Small
States; David, “The Analysis of Small Power Politics”; Mathisen, The Functions of Small States in the
Strategies of the Great Powers; Singer, Weak States in a World of Powers; Handel, Weak States in the



tradition are variegated and not necessarily cumulative or even coherent, variously
stressing norm entrepreneurship, alliance patterns and domestic features. Second,
there is a long and fruitful exploration of the sources of great power expansionism,
which brought us the two main variations of structural realism. Offensive realists
argue that such expansionism is a rational and effective choice of great powers to
best pursue their security and interests, as the international system is anarchic and
generally induces and rewards power-maximizing behavior.® Defensive realists
argue that such expansionism is not conducive to a great power’s interests and
hence, when it occurs, mainly fueled by the narrow interests of domestic elites that
can manipulate their subjects into going along.® Elias Gotz has recently surveyed
the various explanations of the Ukraine Crisis and built on structural realist theory
to develop a more precise account of the specific sources of Russia’s assertiveness

in its “Near Abroad”.’

While these studies provide valuable insight, they fail to answer the question at
hand in two respects. First, by solely focusing on either small states’ security
seeking or great power assertion, they fail to theorize about the role of interaction
and the conditions under which such states choose strategies that bring them to
clash in dangerous, costly, and risky conflict - solutions that can almost
axiomatically be assumed to feature less net utility for either side than hypothetical
negotiated bargains over the issue, even when accounting for the great power’s
superior capabilities.® As | will show later, small neighbors indeed often acquiesce
to external pressure — and great powers often choose not to apply it. Second, due

to this lack of explicit theory, there are also no systematic and methodologically

International System; Lindell and Persson, “The Paradox of Weak State Power”; Knudsen, “Of Lambs and
Lions”; Knudsen, “Did Accommodation Work?”; Papadakis and Starr, “Opportunity, Willingness, and
Small States.”

5 Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics; Labs, “Beyond Victory”; Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great
Power Politics, 2001; Layne, The Peace of lllusions.

6 Walt, The Origins of Alliances; Van Evera, Causes of War, Glaser, Rational Theory of International Politics.
7 Gotz, “It's Geopolitics, Stupid”; Gotz, “Russia, the West, and the Ukraine Crisis”; Gotz, “Putin, the State,
and War.” See also Valeriano and Maness, Russia’s Coercive Diplomacy.

8 Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War.” For conceptualizations of intrinsic and rising value of
conflict itself, see Kirshner, “Rationalist Explanations for War?”; Mitzen, “Ontological Security in World
Politics.”



sophisticated empirical studies on the matter. Consequently, the sources of conflict

between Russia and its post-Soviet neighbors remain poorly understood.

To address these two research gaps, this paper proceeds as follows. In the first
section, it develops two positions on the causes of conflict between powerful states
and their small neighbors. These positions correspond to the two oldest and best
specified paradigms in international relations theory and are also roughly
congruent with the two most prominent positions in the public debate on Russian
aggression. The second section discusses case selection and methods. In the third
section, values on the dependent variable are established by outlining forms and
patterns of conflict between Russia and, respectively, Belarus and Ukraine. The
fourth section conducts a test using structured and focused comparison. The fifth
(penultimate) section conducts a second test using congruence analysis. The sixth

and last section discusses the results and outlines implications for future research.
1. THEORIES AND HYPOTHESES

| deduced from the existing theoretical literature two positions that seem most
promising for explaining conflict onset between unequal neighbors.’ | will now
outline them in turn and provide hypotheses. As they roughly map on the two
most prominent positions in the recent public debate on Russian conduct, | term

them in accordance to their core claims — Autocratic Imperialism and Geopolitics.

The first position | call Autocratic Imperialism.”® Its core claim is that conflict
between unequal neighbors is mainly driven by the ideology and economic
interests of the great power’s ruling class, which can, under certain circumstances,

be so incompatible with those of its small neighbors that conflict breaks out. The

9 Arguably the most prominent faultline in both the academic and public debate has been between
self-ascribed liberals and self-ascribed realists. This is prominently represented in the exchange
between John Mearsheimer and the former US ambassador to Russia, Michael McFaul, see Mearsheimer,
“Why the Ukraine Crisis Is the West's Fault”; McFaul, Sestanovich, and Mearsheimer, “Faulty Powers.”
These positions are hence the logical starting point for the task at hand. Constructivism was not
included as it is, in comparison to liberalism and realism, arguably less specified on issues of conflict
outbreak and less ready to be operationalized and systematically tested. Neoliberal institutionalism was
not included as it does not claim immediate applicability to interstate conflict onset. Other views,
academic and not, have been excluded because they have less adherents.

1% This position was derived from a combination of Andrew Moravcsik's three variants of liberal theory
(ideational, economic and republican), see Moravcsik, “Taking Preferences Seriously”; Moravcsik, “The
New Liberalism”; Narizny, “On Systemic Paradigms and Domestic Politics.”



position proposes that the main actors in international relations are risk-averse and
rational individuals with variegated economic and ideational interests. These
individuals aggregate their preferences in larger groups to pursue them more
effectively. The domestic institutions of a state determine which of these groups
get to translate their preferences into state behavior. Democracies decentralize,
separate, and check power, which gives the general population a much higher
influence on the behavior of their state than do autocracies, where smaller groups
determine policy. Furthermore, in democracies, the costs of state policy are borne
by those that can affect them, whereas autocratic elites can externalize costs to the
disenfranchised population. Hence, autocracies should pursue more narrow goals
and be more risk-acceptant and aggressive in pursuing them in comparison to

democracies.

What would this view entail for the post-Soviet space? In the wider literature, the
two most important motives of the Russian elite are usually identified as economic
rent-seeking and the culturally or historically conditioned belief that Russia can and
should dominate its “near abroad”." If this stipulated Russian pursuit of rents and
ideological primacy clashes with rent-seeking interests and/or ideologically
motivated claims to autonomy of the small neighbor’s elite, tensions should rise
and ultimately result in the use of force. If the small neighbor is an autocracy,
resistance, and hence conflict propensity, should be higher, as the leaders of
autocracies can externalize the costs of conflict to their population and can
distribute the benefits of conflict to a much smaller group. This gives us the

following three hypotheses:

1. Conflict should be greater the more extractable rents (like natural
resources, transit pipelines, profitable factories) Russia’s small neighbor

commands.

2. Conflict should be greater if, first, the small neighbor’s history and culture
is closely interlinked with that of Russia and, second, the small neighbor’s

elite prefers autonomy and independence for cultural or patriotic reasons.

1 Cf. Kuchins and Zevelev, “Russia’s Contested National Identity and Foreign Policy”; Dawisha, Putin’s



