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Abstract 

Russian Foreign Policy-Making in the Arctic: a Critical Analysis of the Influence of 

the Ukraine Crisis. This thesis focuses on providing an analytical overview of Russian 

foreign policy-making, the events unfolding during the Ukraine Crisis of 2013, as 

well as what interests Russia has in the Arctic region with regards to natural resource 

extraction and security issues. Russian militarisation expansion in the Arctic as a  

result of the Ukraine Crisis is analysed using foreign policy analysis in a theoretical 

framework consisting of realism and constructivism.  

 

The thesis first provides a thorough introduction on Arctic related matters such as a 

definition of what geographic area constitutes the Arctic region and which 

stakeholders the Arctic has (Arctic littoral states such as Denmark, the United States, 

Canada, Russia, Norway, Finland, Iceland and Sweden). Moreover, the introduction 

provides the reader with an outline of how the Arctic waters have been governed 

since before and after the introduction of UNCLOS, which also meant the 

introduction of exclusive economic zones (EEZ). Further chapters of this thesis 

elaborate on the importance of these EEZs due to the natural resources found in the 

Arctic seabed, which in large provide incentives for states to stake their claim of the 

region. Lastly, the introduction provides a brief overview of an important actor in 

Arctic politics: the Arctic Council.  

 

Chapter two consists of a literature review that introduces the reader to previously 

existing research on the Arctic and in particular to Russia’s foreign policy approach to 

the region. Chapter three and four provide both an extensive research design and 

theoretical framework upon which the analysis in chapter five is built. The research 

design includes a problem formulation, methodology and research methods, research 

data used and the limitations encountered by the author. The research is of an 

empirical nature with both dependent and independent variables.  

 

The theoretical framework moves on to explain the concepts of foreign policy 

analysis, realism and constructivism. The theories of realism and constructivism were 

applied because they enabled a well-rounded analysis of the complex subject matter 

of the thesis.  
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Realism focuses on state power relations in an anarchic international system, 

constructivism places events in a historical context that influences international 

relations.  

 

In chapter five the analysis is divided into three subchapters, namely: Russian foreign 

policy, which focuses on explaining factors that influence Russia’s overall approach 

to foreign policy, such as the need for prestige and the perceived importance of 

regaining its former superpower status, while placing them into the theoretical 

framework. The second subchapter focuses on the Ukraine Crisis that started in 2013, 

and analyses the events that took place and the resulting sanctions placed on Russia 

and which counter-measures Russia took and how these events had spillover effects 

into other geopolitical regions such as the Arctic. The third subchapter elaborates on 

the extensive interests Russia has in the Arctic. This is based on both political and 

economic incentives that play an important role in Russia’s overall policy-making. 

Further aspects that are highlighted in the analysis are statements made by high-level 

Russian and Western politicians on the events that unfolded in Ukraine, and eastward 

NATO expansion into Russia’s near-abroad territory, which is seen as a severe threat. 

Russia’s militarisation process in the Arctic and the underlying reasons and motives 

for this are also analysed within the framework of realism and constructivism.  

 

Lastly, there is a concluding chapter summing up all findings and briefly discussing 

possible future scenarios for the region. The author of this paper believes that the 

Arctic, while often seen as a zone of potential conflict, is unlikely to actually become 

the stage of conflict between Russia and Western or NATO countries. This is because 

all parties involved are more benefitted by a remaining peaceful and stable climate of 

cooperation rather than conflict.  
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1. Introduction 

While vast, remote and subject to harsh conditions, the Arctic region is often referred 

to as a political subsystem within the larger global political system. This is due to 

varying territorial claims of the region, and certain geographical areas having been 

disputed for many decades by the five Arctic coastal states (Norway, Russia, Canada, 

Denmark and the United States). Within the scientific community there are multiple 

definitions of where or what the Arctic region is and starts (McGee, 2018). For the 

purposes of this thesis the definition that is adhered to is that the Arctic tree line 

marks the outer limits of the region.  

 

Most states adhered to a “freedom of the seas” doctrine for many centuries, which 

entailed limited sovereignty along shorelines but ‘open access’ to the ocean by all 

states and private companies. This doctrine sufficed until technological advancement 

and climate change meant newly gained opportunities in accessing natural resources 

in the seabed and as such conflicts of interest arose. Therefore, in 1982, the United 

Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), or the Law of the Sea, was 

introduced to the international community in an attempt to address maritime issues 

such as territorial water limits, exclusive economic zones and navigational rights 

(Hermann & Raspotnik, 2016).  

 

Under UNCLOS, which came into effect in 1982 (McGee, 2018), all countries have 

the exclusive rights to all natural resources present in or underneath the seabed up to 

two hundred nautical miles beyond the shoreline. Additionally, this region of 

exclusive economic rights can be extended by 350 nautical miles from the natural 

shoreline when it can be proven that the area is part of the country’s continental shelf. 

As such, the Arctic states have been mapping their territories in the Arctic region in 

order to secure their claim in the region. While the territorial parameters identified in 

UNCLOS could help clarify access and exploitation rights to large parts of the Arctic, 

certain areas of the region and the Arctic Ocean are still contested between the Arctic 

states (King, unknown).  

 

Furthermore, another prominent intergovernmental organisation that aims to promote 

cooperation amongst the Arctic States (and Arctic indigenous communities) is the 

Arctic Council. Member states are Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, 
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Sweden, the United States and the Russian Federation. In addition to member states 

the Arctic Council offers Permanent Participation status to six organisation that 

represent indigenous peoples. Moreover, observer status can be granted to non-Arctic 

states and intergovernmental, inter-parliamentary, global, regional and non-

governmental organisations when it is determined that these organisations can 

contribute to the Council’s work. The Council works through six Working Groups 

that each focus on a different field, such as: emissions reduction, adverse effects of 

climate change, sustainability challenges, and the protection of the marine 

environment. While the Council has successfully facilitated negotiations to legally 

binding agreements, such as the ‘Agreement on Enhancing International Scientific 

Cooperation’ which was signed in 2017 and the ‘Agreement on Cooperation on 

Marine Oil Pollution Preparedness and Response in the Arctic’ which came into 

effect in 2013 (Arctic Council, 2017), it in itself does not have any legal power or a 

budget for its own programmes. Lastly, the Arctic Council’s directive explicitly 

excludes military security from its areas of involvement (Arctic Council, 2018).    

 

Even though the Arctic Council does not engage in military security issues, current 

events show that there is potential for military conflict in the region. The Russian 

Federation in particular has been showing significant military activity in the Arctic 

region. Recent military build up in the Arctic by the Russian Federation is now the 

biggest since the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991 and in some areas in the 

Arctic Russia now has more military capabilities than the Soviet Union once had 

(Osborn, 2017).  

 

As part of domestic and foreign Arctic policy, Russian President Vladimir Putin has 

implemented a scheme of opening up formerly abandoned Soviet military and air 

bases on distant and remote islands in the Arctic, as well as establishing new ones. 

Additionally, the Russian fleet of icebreakers is to be extended from 40 to 51 

(Gramer, 2017). Moreover, the Arctic Shamrock and Northern Clover military bases 

form the Northern most military presence.  
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The reason Russia’s military presence in the North is perceived as aggressive is that 

the Arctic borders of Russia’s territory are regarded as the most stable borders the 

nation has, and heavy military presence is therefore deemed unnecessary (McGee, 

2018). Russia on the other hand argues that the military build in the Arctic is crucial 

for its economic development, national security and the security of its trading partners 

(McGee, 2018). 

 

According to some scholars, such as Rotnem (2018), it can be argued that Russia’s 

Arctic strategy is motivated in part by economic incentives and in part by political 

incentives. The economic reasons spring from the presence and potential exploitation 

of natural resources, while the political reasons can be traced to Russia’s desire to 

enhance its status vis-à-vis the West (Rotnem, 2018, p. 1). Furthermore, in addition to 

the possible extraction of natural resources in the Arctic region, Russia dreams of 

accessing and controlling the Northern Sea Route to ship goods from Europe to Asia 

when the sea ice has receded as a result of climate change. Plans for a Northern Sea 

Route can be traced back to Soviet times, but only now are they close to realisation 

(McGee, 2018). 

 

Moreover, Russia’s relations with the West also greatly influence its strategy in the 

Arctic. The events leading up to and the aftermath of the Ukraine crisis exemplify this 

very well. Before the Ukraine crisis in 2014 the political situation in the Arctic was 

mostly characterised by cooperation and collaboration (Rotnem, 2018, p. 1-3), but 

after the West implemented sanctions on Russia, as a result of the events in Ukraine, 

more tensions arose. Russian policy in the Arctic became more confrontational due to 

its deteriorating relations with the West and the perceived threat the West posed 

(Rotnem, 2018, p. 1).  

 

Based on the information above, the following research questions have been 

formulated: How can Russia’s foreign policy in the Arctic region since the Ukraine 

Crisis started in 2013 be explained with regards to its militarisation process? 

1. What influence do political issues such as the Ukraine Crisis have on Russian 
policy-making in the Arctic? 

2. What are Russia’s motives regarding its foreign policy-making? 
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2. Literature Review 

Scholars and academics have long sought to understand and analyse the Russian 

Federation’s foreign policy and foreign policy making process. This previous research 

is often in regards to Russia’s foreign policy in the Arctic region and in relation to 

how its foreign policy is affected by potential spill over effects from geopolitical 

situations in other regions.  

 

This chapter of this thesis aims to place this research and its research questions in the 

wider research field. The purpose of this is to organise and classify gaps in the 

existing literature by identifying main arguments established by scholars and to 

organise these perspectives by contrasting views and major points of contestation 

(Lamont, 2015, p. 64-76).  

 

First of all, scholars like Rotnem (2018) and Keil (2013) both analyse Russian foreign 

policy in the Arctic with the starting assumption that the natural resources in the 

region are a key factor in policy decision making processes. Rotnem (2018, p. 1) 

argues that Russia’s Arctic strategy is motivated by both political and economic 

reasons. The economic reasons are strongly tied to climate change and the 

opportunities this offers regarding the extraction of natural resources and the Northern 

Sea Route (Rotnem, 2018, p. 3), and the political reasons spring from a Russian need 

to enhance its status vis-à-vis the West (Rotnem, 2018, p. 2).  

 

Rotnem further argues that Russia approach to the Arctic was largely collaborative 

before the start of the Ukraine Crisis but that this changed to a more conflict seeking 

approach after 2013 (Rotnem, 2018, p. 3). The Russian Federation has showcased its 

military might in the Arctic after the start of the Ukraine Crisis in 2013, through for 

example the ‘Vostok exercises’; the largest military manoeuvres since the Soviet era, 

which President Putin stated were a direct response to Western/NATO threats after 

the Ukraine Crisis. Further, Russia has adopted a more nationalist approach by 

appointing a “fervent nationalist” as head of the Arctic Commission in response to the 

perceived threat from NATO countries in the region (Rotnem, 2018, p 8-11).  

However, Rotnem (2018, p. 11) states that Russia might have come to the conclusion 

that a less confrontational approach might be more beneficial. Meaning, open 

conflicts in the Arctic are unlikely to occur in the near future.  
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Keil (2013) aims to clarify whether more conflicts or more cooperation will occur in 

the Arctic in the near future by taking a rational-institutionalist and constructivist 

approach. Keil (2013, p. 180) mentions the delicate balancing act the Russian 

Federation faces to on one hand protect its resources by severely limiting foreign 

involvement while on the other hand being dependent on foreign expertise and capital 

to extract the resources. Moreover, while Arctic resources are the most conflict prone 

asset in the region, the five littoral Arctic states have different levels of interest in the 

region. Both the US and Canada are unlikely since the two states have their own vast 

resource base and the Arctic resource base are thus of secondary importance (Keil, 

2013, p. 164; 179; 180).  

 

Moreover, Rahbek-Clemensen (2017) calls the events that have taken place in 

Ukraine since early 2014 the main cause for a fundamental crisis in East-West 

relations. This, in part, is due to the fact that Russian intervention in Crimea violated 

the 1994 Budapest Memorandum, which guaranteed Ukraine’s territorial integrity 

(Rahbek-Clemensen, 2017, p. 1). This scholar uses defensive realism to analyse how 

likely conflict spill over to the Arctic is. States tend to punish opposing states for 

conflicts in regions other than the original conflict when the conflict is deemed 

important enough. The paper states that factors that are taken into consideration in 

previous research are often globalisation and states’ material interests and that while 

this results in meaningful analyses, other factors such as domestic politics and cultural 

values need not be left out (Rahbek-Clemensen, 2017, p. 11).  

 

Russia aims to be a great power and to avoid Western influence in its ‘near abroad’ as 

much as possible. The potential for regional conflicts depends on the interests of the 

great powers involved. Therefore, conflict spill over to the Arctic is unlikely, 

according to Rahbek-Clemensen (2017), since the two great powers involved (United 

States and Russia) both benefit more from maintaining a peaceful situation. The US 

aims for global stability while Russia is actively trying to maintain stability to protect 

its Arctic energy interests (Rahbek-Clemensen, 2017, p. 9-11). However, sanctions 

imposed on Russia as a result of the Ukraine Crisis may spark a change in policy from 

Russia (Rahbek-Clemensen, 2017, p. 11).  
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Further, Jensen & Skedsmo (2010) did comparative research on Russian and 

Norwegian discourses regarding foreign policy making in the Arctic. The authors 

claim that discussion on Arctic related matters do not feature prominently in Russian 

public discourse. However, President Putin has commented on the region frequently 

and states that Russia needs to be strong and show its assertiveness (Jensen & 

Skedsmo, 2010, p. 445). The authors’ further analysis shows that President Putin sees 

foreign policy as a “zero-sum game” in which one state’s wins always result in 

another state’s loss, and states’ interests always and automatically clash with each 

other. Further, the authors agree that the West still interprets all of Russia’s actions in 

Cold War terms: with much suspicion, when Russia’s foreign policy in the Arctic is 

generally cautious (Jensen & Skedsmo, 2010, p. 445, 446).  

 

An opposing view is held and explained by Ward (2015). In his article Ward (2010) 

takes the stance that the Russian Federation sees the Arctic as a new battleground 

with its ‘opponents’ but that this view is not shared by the other powers in the Arctic 

region. Examples given to reinforce this view are Russia’s planes breaching Swedish 

and Danish airspace and Russia’s increase in warplane flights in Norwegian coastal 

airspace. Moreover, President Putin’s order to reopen the Novosibirsk Islands, 

sending multiple warships and nuclear ice-breakers to the Arctic region are also 

mentioned to corroborate the narrative of an aggressive policy (Ward, 2010). The 

author further argues that NATO should show more dominance and acknowledge its 

territory in the Arctic instead of maintaining a policy of maintaining a policy of not 

recognising Russia’s actions (Ward, 2010).  

 

Also, Negrouk (2015), focuses on the Arctic region and its natural resources from the 

perspective of this offering opportunities to improve Russian relations with the US – 

instead of focusing on the matter as seeing potential conflicts. The article lays out 

details on Russian collaboration with India and China to extract resources due to 

Russia’s technical inability to do so without foreign input. As Rahbek-Clemensen 

(2017, p. 2) suggests, Russia was forced to cooperate with countries like China after 

the Ukraine crisis, due to sanctions imposed by the West, in order to gain short-term 

advantages, even though China poses a long-term threat.  
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Negrouk (2015) further argues that previous collaborations between the US and 

Russia in the Arctic were mutually beneficial, but that such collaborations were 

cancelled due to the Ukraine Crisis. Moreover, incentives to cooperate are decreasing, 

which means Russia could effectively adopt a more aggressive policy (Negrouk, 

2015). Finally, Negrouk (2015) argues that current sanctions imposed on Russia also 

negatively affect American companies as well as trade relations between Russia and 

the US.  

 

Finally, Omelicheva (2016) did a research on Russian foreign policy by taking on a 

critical geopolitics perspective. According to this scholar Russia’s annexation of 

Crimea was not an isolated decision but rather justified by geo-cultural considerations 

(Omelicheva, 2016, p. 720). This is because the Russian Federation acts according to 

the conviction that it is engaged in a geopolitical and civilizational conflict with the 

West. For Russia, coming out of this conflict as the victor is crucial in order to 

maintain its national identity and status in international politics (Omelicheva, 2016, p. 

721). It is this view and desire to be a great power that motivates Russian foreign 

policy decisions. Moreover, Russia sees itself as a crusader for all Russian people and 

not the Russian population on Russian territory. It is in this framework that Russian 

intervention in Crimea should be understood. Russia sees itself as a saviour on a 

mission to safeguard the Russian speaking world (Omelicheva, 2016, p. 719-722).  

 

All in all, this chapter has attempted to outline different research perspectives on 

Russian foreign policy as explored by various authors. As explained above, views and 

opinions differ amongst experts on whether the Arctic will be the stage of spill over of 

conflicts originating in different geographical regions, or alternatively; the region 

offers more collaboration between Russia and the West, or whether the region will be 

largely unaffected by politics elsewhere.  
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3. Research Design  

The following chapter of this thesis intends to provide a clear overview of the 

research design chosen to explore and analyse the area of interest and to answer the 

research questions. First the problem formulation guiding the research process and the 

chosen methodological stances are introduced, after which this chapter moves on to 

outlining the research methods applied. Further, sub-chapter 3.3 presents the research 

data chosen for the analysis is introduced and presented. Finally, limitations 

encountered in the research process are disclosed in the final sub-chapter of this 

chapter. 

  

3.1 Problem Formulation  

In order to explore and be able to analyse the topic of interest in this thesis, namely 

Russia foreign policy in the Arctic region, with regards to the larger geopolitical 

climate and in relation to political issues in other geographic regions, the following 

problem formulation has been formulated: 

 
How can Russia’s foreign policy in the Arctic region since the Ukraine Crisis 

started in 2013 be explained with regards to its militarisation process? 

1. What influence do political issues such as the Ukraine Crisis have on 
Russian policy-making in the Arctic? 

2. What are Russia’s motives regarding its foreign policy-making? 
 
This problem formulation consists of one main research question with two sub-

questions in order to gain a more complete and holistic insight on the research topic. 

The main research question concerns the overall foreign policy, and in particular the 

militarisation process, of the Russian Federation with regards to the Arctic region. 

The first sub-question focuses on how conflicts in other regions, with a focus on the 

Ukraine crisis in this thesis, affect geopolitics in the Arctic. The second sub-question 

aims to clarify Russia’s underlying motives with regards to its Arctic policy. Hence, 

this research aims to elucidate a complex topic that encompasses many different 

aspects that affect geopolitics in the Arctic.  

 

As such, this thesis aims to provide a clear analysis of Russia’s foreign policy in the 

Arctic, how this is influenced by political entanglements elsewhere, as well as 

potential underlying motives of policy choices made by the Russian state.  
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3.2 Methodology and Research Methods 

As the chosen problem formulation focuses on explaining Russia’s foreign policy and 

underlying motives for this with regards to its relation to the other Arctic states in an 

factually grounded manner, the methodological stance of this research is that of an 

empirical nature. The scope of the research allows for an analysis between multiple 

variables in order to gain a more in-depth understanding of the relationship between 

these variables (Lamont, 2015, p. 36). The independent variable in this research is 

Russia’s foreign policy choices in the Arctic region, and the dependent variables are 

Russia’s relations with the other Arctic states and political spill over effects from 

other regions.  

 

The scope of this research is Russian foreign policy and its motives in relation to 

geopolitical spill over effects from other regions. In order to be able to provide a 

comprehensive, complete and accurate analysis on the research topic, this thesis 

places the topic in a historical perspective in a background information chapter since 

current policy decision making could partially be motivated by past events such as the 

Cold War and more recent East-West tensions in relation to particularly the Ukraine 

crisis. Another discussion that is addressed in this background information chapter is 

the debate between scholars on peaceful coexistence in the Arctic versus the Arctic 

being the military stage where political tensions originating from other geographic 

regions display themselves.  

  

In order to approach the chosen research topic, Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA) using 

secondary data is carried out. Acknowledging the complexity of the political situation 

and Russia’s policy in the Arctic with regards to its militarisation process, within a 

current and historical framework, this Foreign Policy Analysis is done with a 

deductive approach to the theory. Meaning that the analysis of this thesis is structured 

according to aspects and arguments springing from the selected theories (Bryman, 

2012, p. 24).  

 

In order to be able to provide a more thorough and broader understanding of the 

research topic, it is analysed using both realism and constructivism as its theoretical 

framework. Both theories, as well as Foreign Policy Analysis will be explained in 

greater detail in chapter 4.  
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The two theories of realism and constructivism were chosen because the author of this 

paper is confident that by applying its two different approaches will enable a well-

rounded analysis of the topic of this thesis. While realism focuses mainly on state 

power relations and states’ need for self-protection as a result of an anarchic 

international system, constructivism takes into account the importance of historical 

events on current international relations.  

 

3.3 Research Data 

In order to carry out the analysis section of this research, qualitative secondary is 

used. Moreover, the data accessed is acquired through archival and document-based-

research (Lamont, 2015, p. 80). By working with secondary data, it is possible to 

access and assess different types of data as well as multiple sources, and thereby 

providing a better understanding of the chosen research topic. While the author of this 

paper does not speak Russian, bias is aimed to be minimised by accessing different 

sources that themselves do not have a clear ‘Western’ or ‘Eastern’ bias.  

 

Although using secondary data poses limitations, which will be explained in sub-

chapter 3.4, there are clear benefits of using this type of data for this study. As such, 

academic books with a focus on Russian foreign policy and Russian geopolitics are 

accessed. Moreover, peer-reviewed articles published in academic journals, web 

pages such as the official NATO, Arctic Council and European Commission websites, 

formal statements by political actors and reports released by governmental bodies 

NGOs are accessed for data.  
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3.4 Limitations 

The following section of this chapter focuses on the limitations encountered by the 

researcher during the compilation of this paper. First of all, even though the secondary 

data that is used in the analysis of the research topic is compiled with great care to 

avoid as much data bias as possible, it is crucial to keep in mind that there is no such 

thing as a complete data set. Due to the complexity of the research topic, the origins 

of which span a long timeframe even when the focus lies on a more specific 

timeframe, it is impossible to present a picture that can be called complete. 

Furthermore, every source of data is biased in its essence since it was created from its 

producer’s point of view or underlying motivation, meaning that no data source can 

be called truly objective, which motivates a critical reading of existing literature 

(Thomson, 2012, p. 101).  

 

Although the aim of this thesis is to provide the reader with a complete critical 

reading and analysis of Russian foreign policy in the Arctic, a certain bias is 

unavoidable. This is because the researcher has spent her entire life and academic 

career in the European Union and therefore has been exposed to mostly Western 

oriented accounts and narratives of geopolitical situations. Moreover, the researcher 

does not speak or understand the Russian language and therefore cannot analyse any 

data available in this language – possibly adding to the bias mentioned before. 

However, being aware of such limitations does counter them somewhat because 

countermeasures can be taken. For example, the researcher will keep such biases in 

mind when interpreting data and will also explicitly search for Russian sources 

available in English.  

 

A structured analysis is facilitated by the chosen methodological stance of a deductive 

approach. Using FPA, realism and constructivism allows this research to touch upon 

various relevant aspects, but this approach in its nature is also limited in the sense that 

the chosen theories greatly narrow down the aspects that can be discovered in the 

research process, and it could prevent the research uncovering aspects of the research 

topic that could have been uncovered using different theories (Lamont, 2015, p. 13-

14).   
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4. Theoretical Framework  

The theoretical framework of this thesis consists of realism and constructivism, and 

both are applied to the scope of the research through foreign policy analysis (FPA). 

The following chapter and its sub-chapters aim to provide an explanation of FPA and 

what it entails and also give a thorough outline of the chosen theories. The theoretical 

framework sets the foundation for the analysis chapter of this thesis, and as such the 

author of this paper aims to explain and emphasise the link between the scope of the 

research, namely Russian foreign policy in the Arctic, and the theories.  

 

4.1 Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA) 

In addition to using the theories of realism and constructivism as explained below, the 

analysis chapter of this thesis is based on the application of the concepts of foreign 

policy analysis. As such, the following paragraphs provide a concise outline of what 

FPA consists of.  

 

At its core foreign policy analysis examines how foreign policy comes to exist and 

how foreign policy decisions are made. Not unlike constructivism theory, FPA makes 

the assumption that foreign policy decision-making is highly influenced by human 

beings and their ideas, values and priorities. Also, FPA tends to take a decision-

making approach in its analysis. Meaning that it examines decisions that are made, 

and focus on people and units that a state comprises of. Examples of such units are the 

President or head of state, ministers and departments within governments. A state’s 

national interest is seen as the collective interest of these various players and its 

decision-making processes do not necessarily adhere to rational thought (Hudson & 

Vore, 1995, p. 210).  

 

Using this approach to the analysis of foreign policy adds much detail to the analysis 

of international relations overall, because it takes into account the personal 

characteristics, legislative politics, discourse, problem representation, opposition 

groups and domestic incentives that affect foreign policy (Hudson & Vore, 1995, p. 

211). Because of this it is possible to find underlying reasons for how decision makers 

respond to uncertainty and change in their environment (Hudson & Vore, 1995, p. 

225). 
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Moreover, as Hudson and Vore (1995, p. 227) argue, foreign policy making is a 

complex two-level paradigm. Decisions made on an international level affect the 

domestic situation and vice versa. Therefore, choices made in one arena are often 

used to deliberately affect the situation in the other.  

 

All in all, foreign policy analysis allows researchers to interlink three factors. It 

allows for an analysis of strategic choice, modelling the two-level paradigm of 

decision-making, and offers insights into explaining democratic peace and why 

democratic states do not go to war with each other (Hudson & Vore, 1995, p. 228).  

 

4.2 Realism Theory 

First of all, realism is a complex concept that can be divided into many different 

strands but a broad definition can be formulated as it being a theory that is based on 

three core assumptions. The first core assumption is referred to as ‘groupism’. The 

assumption of groupism refers to nation states and considers them the most important 

and influential actors in the international political system. Building on this, the 

strongest form of cohesion within the international society is nationalism. Secondly, 

‘egoism’ is identified as the second core assumption. Egoism refers to the idea 

amongst scholars that all states act with their own interest as the highest priority. This 

means that all policy choices, both domestic and foreign, are essentially motivated by 

what would be the best possible outcome for the state. The third core assumption is 

that of ‘power-centrism’, and this relates to the concept of power in the international 

system. In this assumption it is presumed that power is the main and central feature of 

international politics. Combining the three core assumptions as explained above it can 

be concluded that a state’s collective interest is what guides its policy-making. Lastly, 

not only does the state’s interest guide its foreign and domestic policy, it is also often 

prioritised over moral or ethical concerns (Wohlforth, 2012, p. 36-38).  

 

Additionally, as mentioned above, realism is a broad concept consisting of different 

strands and as such another distinction can be made between human-nature realism or 

classical realism and structural realism. Classical realism, as supported most 

prominently by Hans Morgenthau, regards power and the pursuit of it as something 

innately human. Therefore, all human beings and states pursue power because power 

is seen as an end-goal in itself (Open University, 2014).  
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Building on this, Morgenthau built the argument that there are three approaches to 

foreign policy that states engage in: the policy of status quo, the policy of imperialism 

and the policy of prestige (Rynning & Guzzini, 2001, p. 6).  

 

The policy of status quo refers to the idea that all states have power, how much 

varying between states, and that each state is concerned with maintaining this level of 

power and place in the international system. The policy of imperialism on the other 

hand moves beyond the paradigm of maintaining the power, as in this scenario states 

try to increase and expand their power and influence over other states. Finally, the 

policy of prestige combines the previous two policy approaches and adds public 

displays of showcasing the state’s power (Rynning & Guzzini, 2001, p. 6-7).  

 

The second broad strand of realism, as mentioned above, is structural realism. The 

most striking difference lies in that while classical realism points to human nature as a 

driver for states’ pursuit of power, structural realism argues that it is the nature of the 

international system that forces states to pursue power. The international system is 

anarchic in the sense that there exists no higher authority than a nation-state, and this 

causes much uncertainty and distrust between nation-states, which then in turn drives 

a security competition (Open University, 2014).  

 

Additionally, Waltz has argued that acquiring and increasing power is not an innately 

human characteristic, but that the value of power is instead a dominant one in a state. 

This argument was made after an analysis of domestic politics within states, and it 

was said that the value of power is mainly found within socio-political institutions in 

society. Waltz moved on to state that both domestic and foreign policy are a result of 

the combination between geographic positioning and national history (Rynning & 

Guzzini, 2001, p. 7). All in all, based on this classical and structural realism differ in 

the sense that the anarchic international system is seen as the main contributor to 

instability rather than a human drive for power acquisition.   

 

A further distinction within structural realism can be made between offensive and 

defensive realism. Offensive realists act upon the conviction that states can never be 

entirely certain that peaceful situations will remain peaceful.  



	 19	

This is argued to be due to the absence of a higher authority than a nation-state or, in 

other words, the anarchic nature of the international system and the lack of a so-called 

‘world government’ states have to report to. This anarchic nature of the international 

system leads to a situation in which nation-states are never fully capable of trusting 

other nation-states, resulting in much distrust, and attempts at expanding and 

strengthening the state is seen as a protective measure to secure its own position by 

weakening other states (Open University, 2014).  

 

Moreover, John Mearsheimer, one of the most well respected scholars of structural 

realism, argues that the uncertainty within the international system leads to states 

acting in an aggressive manner purely out of the desire for security. Mearsheimer has 

put this argument in five premises: “1. A world government does not exist. 2. Every 

state is capable of using force against another state. 3. States can never assume that it 

will not be confronted with force from another state. 4. Every state wishes and seeks 

to maintain its territory and authority over it. 5. States act in a rational manner” 

(Wagner, 2007, p. 13). Powerful incentives for states to act offensively are identified 

when these five premises are combined. Also, being the strongest and most powerful 

state in the international system is considered the safest option, and therefore justifies 

a state’s pursuit for hegemony (Wagner, 2007, p. 13-14). 

 

Defensive realism is most concerned with the survival of the nation-state (Open 

University, 2014). Defensive realists argue that the safest option to ensure the state’s 

survival is to follow a moderate policy, as publically showing too much power will 

have negative outcomes due to the unpredictable nature of the international system. 

Also, in defensive realism, a stronger group identity and cohesion in the form of 

treaties and alliances is encouraged because it is strategically more challenging to 

conquer and subjugate these states (Wohlforth, 2012, p. 36; Rynning & Guzzini, 

2001, p. 8).  

 

A key concept in defensive realism is a balance of power, and this balance of power is 

desired by all states. This concept concerns states aspiring to and having similar 

military capabilities in order to create the most stable international system possible, 

because no state will have the capabilities to overpower and dominate over another 

state.  
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The prospect of creating a balance of power is what makes it attractive for nation-

states to enter into alliances with other nation-states, as it is believed that this will 

prevent possible future conflicts (Wohlforth, 2012, p. 36-40).  

 

Moreover, balance of threat, hegemonic stability theory and power transition theory 

are further key concepts in realism theory. The concept of a balance of threat refers to 

the notion that nation-states will balance their power against that of potentially 

threatening nation-states. The ‘threat’ here refers not only to military might but also to 

economic power and geographic location, as well as whether actions taken by states 

are considered aggressive or passive by other states (Wohlforth, 2012, p. 36-40).  

 

The key concept of hegemonic stability theory considers the possibility of powerful 

states seeking hegemony over other states in the international system. Within 

hegemonic stability theory it is reasoned that stability in the international system is 

ensured as long as the distribution of power ensures the authority of states 

(Wohlforth, 2012, p. 36-40).  

 

The third key concept as mentioned above, power transition theory, concerns warfare 

within the international system. According to power transition theory, powerful states 

will always prefer and attempt to maintain their dominance and leadership position. 

This position is in part upheld by the passivity of less powerful states, because they 

choose to not contest the dominant state’s position unless they themselves become 

powerful enough to successfully challenge the dominant state and take over the 

leadership position (Wohlforth, 2012, p. 36-40).  

 

4.3 Constructivism 

Constructivism arose in the 1980s as a challenge to the leading theories of 

international relations at the time: neoliberalism and neorealism. Constructivism 

theory concerns itself most with the investigation of the correlation between actors 

and structures as well as their interests and social capabilities in order to determine 

construct norms and state identities. Constructivists distinguish themselves from neo-

liberals and neo-realists in the sense that an analysis of the research subject and their 

social abilities is not avoided (Haas, 1990).  
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Constructivism argues that perceived reality is in fact a social construct of human 

beings due to the influence of previous knowledge, language, social norms and 

symbols (Barnett, 2005, p. 259).  

 

Every actor’s identity, from small actors in daily personal interactions to large actors 

in the international system of nation-states, constitutes a socially constructed view of 

reality. Consequently, policy making and decision making processes of nation-states 

always reflect some level of self-perception, beliefs, interests and expectations 

(Tandilashvili, 2015).  

 

Constructivism and realism differ most in the sense that while realists assume that 

international structures are mostly built out of the distribution of material capabilities, 

constructivists argue that international structures are built from social relationships. 

As such, constructivists argue, common knowledge, expectations and shared 

understanding define nation-states’ relations in many situations. Meaning that the 

international system shapes states’ behaviour through the “distribution of ideas and 

knowledge”, rather than “the distribution of power and interest” (Wendt, 1995, p. 

73).  

 

Whether a state is seen as a hegemon, a pre-accession country for large 

intergovernmental organisations, as a recipient of humanitarian aid, or as a threat due 

to frowned upon alliances affects its position in the international community since its 

identity functions as starting point for interests by and for other states (Wendt, 1995, 

p. 72-76). However, these social structures only apply when interacting in familiar 

behavioural patterns. When the pattern of familiar behavioural patterns is broken, 

common manners of interaction also cease to exist. The end of the Cold War with the 

dissolution of the Soviet Union is an example of such social structures disappearing 

(Wendt, 1992, p. 397).  

 

Furthermore, in constructivism the social construction of reality greatly determines 

perception of both the world and self. Therefore, it also affects the view of which 

actor is defined as a friend and which as a foe, and this is relevant on all levels of 

society, including within large international organisations such as NATO and their 

membership policy.  
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Actors make a constant cost-benefit calculation of interests and actions, and the 

outcome is defined by what is considered acceptable behaviour according to 

previously generated norms and structures (Wendt, 1995, p. 71-74). Also, actions in 

the form of statements and policy forming by nation-states reflect their self-perception 

in addition to norms, beliefs and expectations (Tandilashvili, 2015). It is 

constructivists’ goal to uncover the human invented reality while not disregarding its 

formation process and origins, in order to gain a better understanding of an actor’s 

identity and interest as to make it possible to explain actions taken.   

 

In the 1990s, as part of constructivist theory, Social Identity Theory (SIT) was 

developed. SIT is concerned with investigating the formation process of new 

identities of social groups after familiar behavioural patterns cease to exist (Mercer, 

1995, p. 229). Within Social Identity Theory there are three strategies regarding 

foreign policy, namely: social mobility, social competition and social creativity, 

which all take a different approach to regaining a country’s great power status.  

 

Social mobility describes the adoption of certain values, practices, institutions and 

ideologies of a higher status group of countries in an attempt to gain access to the 

‘elite’ group. Social competition can be understood as a nation-state trying to equal or 

surpass the perceived dominant group or country with the goal of surpassing their 

dominance. This is often attempted through military demonstration, rivalry over 

contested territories, or even military intervention. Russia’s annexation of Crimea can 

be considered an example of social competition. Lastly, in social creativity it is tried 

to replace negative features by reframing them as positive achievements – often done 

by emphasising newly formed institutions, norms, regimes or development models 

(Mercer, 1995, p. 229-232).  
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5. Analysis 
The following chapter of this thesis provides answers to the formulated research 

questions according to the theoretical framework of realism and constructivism. The 

research questions are as follows: How can Russia’s foreign policy in the Arctic 

region since the Ukraine Crisis started in 2013 be explained with regards to its 

militarisation process? 

1. What influence do political issues such as the Ukraine Crisis have on Russian 
policy-making in the Arctic? 

2. What are Russia’s motives regarding its foreign policy-making? 
 
5.1 Russian Foreign Policy 
Russian President Putin made the following statement regarding Russia’s Arctic 

foreign policy at ‘The Arctic: Territory of Dialogue’ forum: 

“Russia believes that there is no potential for conflict in the Arctic. 
International law clearly specifies the rights of littoral and other states 
and provides a firm foundation for cooperation in addressing various issues, 
including such sensitive ones as the delimitation of the continental shelf 
in the Arctic Ocean and the prevention of unregulated high seas fishing 
in the Central Arctic Ocean, which is surrounded by the exclusive economic 
zones of the United States, Canada, Denmark, Norway and Russia. 
 
I would like to reiterate that Russia is open to constructive cooperation 
and does its utmost to create a proper environment for its effective 
development. We have drafted a fairly extensive economic programme 
for the Arctic designed for many years to come.” (Putin, 2017) 

What can be observed from this statement is that Putin vehemently denies a possible 

conflict occurring in the Arctic, which is unlike his overall realist approach to foreign 

policy matters because in this statement Putin emphasises cooperation with other 

Arctic states. Also, Russia has increased its military presence in the Arctic under 

President Putin, but in this statement cooperation and development with the other 

Arctic littoral states are emphasised.  

While the research questions focus on the era of Russian foreign policy making in 

the Arctic in the aftermath of the Ukraine Crisis starting in 2013, it is crucial to first 

provide a critical analysis of Russian foreign policy making in a broader historical 

and contextual setting.  
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This is because much recent policy making springs from Russia’s constructivist 

perception of history and its place in the international system. Therefore, this 

analytical subchapter will focus on the factors driving and influencing Russian 

foreign policy decision-making, in addition to placing Russian foreign policy in an 

appropriate historical framework. 

First of all, up until the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, Russia was classified 

as a superpower in global politics and the leading economic superiority over its 

territory (Mearsheimer 2014, p. 5-6). Since 1991 however, taking into consideration 

the loss of territory and the diminished strength of the nation, Russia is more 

accurately described as a great power (Buzan, 2003, p. 389). This decreased status 

classification can be attributed to a multitude of factors, including economic decline 

and loss of military might in areas such as the Arctic. Moreover, a key characterising 

feature of Russian foreign policy-making that national identity and self-determination 

have a strong influence (Lo, 2002). Furthermore, Buzan, (2003, p. 405) argues that 

the Russian Federation is negatively affected by its own perceived lack of recognition 

on a global level, and while every nation-state’s foreign policy is affected by its self-

perception and history, this affects Russian foreign policy to a higher degree. As 

Heller (2010) argues, Russia’s decision-making processes and behaviour are based on 

recognition, national honour and its historic experiences.  

 

The above strongly correlates and fits in with many of the key aspects of 

constructivism theory. One of the elements of constructivism theory is Social Identity 

Theory (SIT). As explained more thoroughly in chapter 4, SIT is used to investigate 

the identity of social groups after familiar behavioural patterns cease to exist. The 

behavioural pattern that ceased to exist after 1991 when the Russian Federation was 

re-established is that Russia was no longer a superpower and was forced to give up 

many of its satellite nations. Since international as well as domestic status and 

recognition play important roles in Russian society and politics, its foreign policy is 

largely based on regaining this former status of a superpower. Russia’s approach to 

regaining this former glory fits very well within the category of social competition 

within social identity theory.  
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This is because within the social competition category states tend to try to surpass or 

equal the perceived dominant state or group of states within the international system 

by military demonstration or intervention, or by showing rivalry over contested 

territories (Mercer, 1995, p.229-232).  

 

One clear example of such policy-making showed by Russia is the annexation of 

Crimea after the Ukraine Crisis in 2013, but this will be discussed further in 

upcoming sections of this chapter. Moreover, Russia has on other occasions also not 

hesitated to showcase its military might in areas where NATO and Russian interests 

intersect (McFaul, 1999).  

 

Another example of showcasing Russian might in contested areas is the infamous 

planting of the Russian flag on the Arctic seabed in 2007. In the beginning of August 

2007, mini-submarines descended to 4,300 metres below the sea in order to plant a 

Russian flag on the underwater Lomonosov ridge, which is claimed by Canada, 

Denmark and Russia (Parfitt, 2007; CBC News, 2017). The symbolic action was 

controversial because in doing so the Russian Federation ‘claimed’ the oil and gas 

resources worth billions of dollars, and the action sparked disagreement from the 

international community (Parfitt, 2007).   

 

Furthermore, despite the dissolution of the Soviet Union, an important part of Russian 

foreign policy-making is the concept of near abroad. This indicates that it is difficult 

to draw a distinct line between domestic and regional policy, and as such it is difficult 

to establish where Russia sees its geographic boundaries (Buzan, 2003, p. 435). This 

concept of near abroad has been adopted into legislature by Russian authorities by 

establishing the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) and as the right to 

intervene in the post-Soviet space when necessary in order to protect the rights of 

ethnic Russians (Simão, 2016, p. 492).  

 

Russian interests in the CIS have been documented in the Foreign Policy Concept of 

the Russian Federation of 2016 in article 55: “Russia builds friendly relations with 

each CIS member State based on equality, mutual benefit, respect and taking into 

account each other’s interests…”(The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian 

Federation, 2016).  
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The article from the Foreign Policy Concept and the claim that Russia has granted 

itself the right to intervene in its near abroad space above can be interpreted from 

both a constructivist and realist point of view. Firstly, Vladimir Putin made the 

following statement in 2005: “First and foremost it is worth acknowledging that the 

demise of the Soviet Union was the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the century … 

As for the Russian people, it became a genuine tragedy. Tens of millions of our fellow 

citizens and countrymen found themselves beyond the fringes of Russian territory.” 

(Putin, 2005). Combining this statement and the fact that Russia has created 

legislation to intervene in former Soviet States indicates that Russian foreign policy 

making under President Putin gravitates towards claiming to or attempting to have the 

same level of influence over these territories as before the dissolution of the Soviet 

Union. This can be seen as an active attempt at trying to increase Russia’s sphere of 

influence by openly contesting territories of independent states, and in the case of 

Crimea; Ukraine, using military intervention (Mercer, 1995, p. 229-232).  

 

Moreover, Putin’s statement shows that his personal opinion is that Russia as it is now 

would perhaps be better off if the Soviet Union still existed. In this case it is President 

Putin’s personal opinion and interpretation of history that is affecting the Russian 

Federation’s foreign policy since this constructivist view of the past is influencing 

current events. Meaning that his perception of reality and the ‘greatness’ of the Soviet 

Union affect his social construction of reality and his view of the role of international 

actors (Wenst, 1995, p. 71-74).  

 

From a realist point of view it can be argued that by maintaining a strong sphere of 

influence over its former territory Russia is acting in an offensive manner by 

attempting to preserve a system of satellite states because a state can never be sure 

that a peaceful situation will stay peaceful. As Mearsheimer argues, states can never 

be completely sure that other sates will not seek out confrontation, and each state 

seeks to maintain its territory and to keep authority over it (Wagner, 2007, p. 13-14).  
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Also, Mearsheimer (2014, p. 56) argues that great powers are consistent in that they 

are always concerned about potential threats close to their territory. This idea is 

further supported by the Eastward enlargement of both the EU and NATO, both of 

which the West claims are not aimed at threatening Russia, but it is Russia’s 

constructivist interpretation of events that decides which actions are seen as threats 

(Wendt, 1995, p. 71-74), so maintaining a buffer zone between Russia and these 

Western institutions would provide Russia with additional safety.   

 

Furthermore, different schools of thought to foreign policy can be identified within 

Russian politics: 1. Pro-Western idealists, 2. Pro-Western pragmatists, 3. Anti-

Western pragmatists, and 4. Anti-Western Ideologues (McFaul, 1999). The following 

paragraphs will elaborate briefly on all four groups since each has influenced Russian 

politics over the last two decades.  

 

1. Pro-Western Idealists 

 When Russia became an independent state in 1991 after the collapse of the Soviet 

Union, the first president of the Russian Federation; Boris Yeltsin and his newly 

formed government were largely responsible for forming the new Russian domestic 

and foreign policy and positioning the state in the international system (McFaul, 

1999). Due to the circumstances under which the Russian democrats had had to 

secure the state’s political development away from totalitarian rule, Yeltsin and many 

other politicians in leadership roles assumed a Western inspired ideology based on 

liberal ideas of democracy, capitalism and self-determination. This was mainly 

because capitalist Western states were generally successful and prosperous, so 

Russian politicians aimed to replicate this. One of the main goals of Russian foreign 

policy, according to the pro-Western school of thought, is building more partnerships 

with the Western institutions, such as the EU, International Monetary Fund (IMF), 

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and NATO. 

Moreover, while widely different from current Russian foreign policy, it was during 

this period that Russian leadership was also refraining from opposing NATO 

enlargement (Sergunin, 2007, p. 47).  
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Part of the transition from the Soviet system to the current Russian system is that the 

former Soviet Union had to give up large parts of its naval fleet, including in the 

Arctic region. The size of the naval fleet diminished because Russia had to give up 

many of its vessels to several Eastern European countries that were part of the former 

USSR, and, more importantly, the Russian economy had to be built from scratch; 

meaning that many ships simply fell into disrepair (Bender, 2016). What this meant is 

that the formerly heavily militarised Arctic region went from a region of strategic 

confrontation to an arena of potential cooperation; especially since the pro-Western 

idealists supported entering into more alliances with the West.  

 

However, even though Russian leadership had adopted pro-Western oriented policy, 

Russia had problems positioning itself in the international system of liberal states 

(Buzan, 2003, p. 405), since the West was reluctant to accept Russia into its 

institutions (Sergunin, 2007, p.50). As a response to this, the policy approach changed 

to the so-called “Eurasianism” approach, which offered an alternative to pro-Western 

ideologies, and the main goal of this was to consolidate Russian public opinion and 

the political elite (Sergunin, 2007, p. 50).  

 

Therefore, as is pointed out in structural realism, there is much distrust in the 

international system due to the absence of a higher authority than a nation-state. As 

such, a security competition between states is often the result (Open University, 

2014). As the Russian state changed its political system from being a communist, 

authoritarian state to becoming a more democratic capitalist state, the existing 

behavioural structures disintegrated as well (Wendt, 1992, p.397). However, the 

reaction from the West was to continue its perception of Russia and its policy from a 

former Cold War point of view, and therefore Russia could not find a suitable role in 

the system.  

 

2. Pro-Western Pragmatists 

Much of the strong motivation to pursue a largely liberal and integrationist foreign 

policy faded by the end of Russia’s first year of independence (Mcfaul, 1999). As a 

result of a lack of support and assistance from the West, Russia’s policy approach 

changed to a slightly more anti-Western stance that was part of Soviet policy as well.  
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Nevertheless, the Russian economy had been in decline; meaning the state had grown 

increasingly weaken (McFaul, 1999), and the switch to capitalism gave large oil 

companies, mineral exporters and bankers the opportunity to become more influential 

in foreign policy decision-making and they would benefit from continued engagement 

with the West (McFaul, 1999). These groups ensured that the trade deals made with 

the West would ultimately benefit Russia. Moreover, it was not only large 

corporations that promoted positive relations with the West, but governors, non-

governmental organisations, trade unions and women’s organisations were also 

involved in this process. During this period, polls showed that a large majority of 

Russian citizens also agreed that maintaining good relations with the West should 

remain an objective for Russia.  

 

Maintaining ties with the West is further justified by applying realism to the 

occurrence. Firstly, it is strategically more logical for Russia to form alliances with 

other states because it is more difficult to subjugate and conquer states that are part of 

ratified treaties and alliances (Wohlforth, 2012, p.36). Since the Russian state was in 

economic decline and therefore weakened as a whole, strengthening economic ties 

with other nation states was an ideal manner of strengthening the state through 

economic recovery as well as entering alliances.  

 

Furthermore, as the strategic importance of the Arctic region had faded since the end 

of the Cold War, and as such the region had become an area of potential 

collaboration. This expressed itself through a new and more civilised international 

agenda of research cooperation, climate change goals and economic interests (Østerud 

& Hønneland, 2013, p. 159). While some Cold War tensions remained, they were 

considered less acute and this resulted to the Arctic changing from being a potential 

conflict zone with a heavy military presence to being a region of cooperation and 

exploitation of natural resources. However, the latter has brought with it many new 

sources of potential tension due to questions of jurisdiction and contested territory 

(Østerud & Hønneland, 2013, p. 159), but this will be elaborated on in further 

sections of this chapter. 

 

 

 



	 30	

3. Anti-Western Pragmatists 

The third group or school of thought that can be identified in Russian foreign policy-

making is that of the anti-Western pragmatists, and it is this group that has been most 

prevalent and influential recently. This group differs in its approach to relations with 

the West in the sense that it does not believe that Russia would benefit from adopting 

a pro-Western policy or from increased integration with the West (McFaul, 1999), 

which greatly influences Russia’s foreign policy strategy in all regions but also 

particularly with regards to its foreign policy in the Arctic. Rather, the common belief 

amongst anti-Western pragmatists is that politics is a zero-sum game in which there 

can be only one winner, so this means that Russia’s interests always automatically 

clash with those of its competitors. As Jensen & Skedsmo (2010, p. 445-446) also 

point out, this idea is supported by President Putin and implemented in his approach 

to foreign policy.  

 

Therefore, a heavy focus lies on attempting to weaken the US or NATO. This can be 

explained in multiple manners. First, Russia’s problematic relations with the US and 

NATO lies in the complex history of Russia/Western relations. Until the dissolution 

of the Soviet Union in 1991, Russia and the US were openly considered enemies 

during the entirety of the Cold War, and therefore Russia is merely acting according 

to the principles of offensive realism by trying to weaken the US. NATO expansion 

into former Soviet territory, and Russia’s sphere of influence or ‘near abroad’, is 

interpreted as a direct threat to Russia because of its constructivist interpretation of 

past events in light of the Cold War period during which the two states considered 

each other to be their nation’s biggest threat (Wendt, 1995, p. 71-74; Mearhsheimer, 

2014, p. 5-6). Secondly, Russia is trying to regain its former status of a superpower 

and is in doing so attempting to change the current unipolar system with the US as its 

hegemon into a bipolar system (McFaul, 1999).  

 

The above goals were put into multiple Foreign Policy Concepts of the Russian 

Federation. In the early 2000s, President Putin introduced renewed realism, 

pragmatism and patriotism into Russian foreign policy. He also re-emphasised a 

Eurasianism tendency in policy-making.  

 



	 31	

In the Foreign Policy Concept of 2000, key matters that are highlighted are, amongst 

other things, strengthening relations with CIS member states, solidifying Russia’s 

strong position in the international system and to make Russia a superpower again 

(The Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation, 2000). Another Foreign 

Policy Concept was published in 2008, and this emphasises again that Russia does not 

approve of US activities in its ‘near abroad’, and that countermeasures will be taken if 

Russian interests are not respected (The Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian 

Federation, 2008).  

 

When President Putin was re-elected in 2012, he once again supported his previous 

foreign policy design. Unsurprisingly, Russian foreign policy was formulated in such 

a manner that it opposed US politics; NATO expansion plans were heavily criticised. 

Moreover, in the Foreign Policy Concepts from 2012 and 2016, the post-Soviet 

territories remain a crucial point of importance. Apart from this, further development 

of the Eurasian Economic Union and more integration of the BRICS are highlighted 

as future priorities of foreign policy (The Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian 

Federation, 2012; The Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation, 2016).  

 

Even though the official Russian foreign policy documents under Putin’s presidency 

all have a strong tendency to oppose US/Western/NATO politics, certain statements 

by high-ranking Russian officials indicate the willingness to cooperate internationally 

in the Arctic region. Minister of foreign affairs Sergey Lavrov underscored Russia’s 

satisfaction with current international and legal frameworks existing with regards to 

the Arctic (Staun, 2015).  

 

Lavrov further stated that the Arctic states’ strategies that are anchored in the Arctic 

Council will be “fully secured only through close cooperation with partners in the 

region.” (Staun, 2015). What this means is that even though many official Russian 

documents take a hard realist line, in practice Russian politicians choose a 

cooperative, and therefore peaceful, approach to the geopolitical situation in the 

Arctic; referring to international agreements made between the Arctic States in the 

Arctic Council.  
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However, it is important to note that ‘Russia’s national security strategy until 2020’ 

from 2009 specifically indicates that “Under conditions of competition for resources, 

it is not excluded that arising problems may be resolved using military force…” 

(Staun, 2015). Further, President Putin compared threats against Russia’s national 

security with threats in the Arctic. Putin also stated that: “The possibilities for further 

expansion of NATO to the East are being explored; and there is a danger of the 

militarisation of the Arctic” (Staun, 2015). Additionally, in 2014, President Putin 

made a speech to the National Youth Forum and in this the presence of US 

submarines in the Arctic region near Norway was emphasised (Staun, 2015). So, 

based on the statements and documents above, it becomes clear that for President 

Putin the Arctic is a geopolitical situation with a high military-security character. 

Therefore, Russia will defend itself to the perceived Western threats where necessary 

in order to protect its sovereignty over its territory and to protect its claim to the 

resources present in the region, which corroborates with realism theory in the sense 

that Russia acts in response to the anarchical nature of the international system. 

President Putin’s statement further aligns with realism theory with regards to taking 

into account future possible military conflicts as a result of hostile actions by other 

nation states, because a state can never be sure that a current peaceful situation will 

not change into a hostile situation.   

 

All in all, current Russian foreign policy gives precedence to increasing Russian 

influence in global politics by solidifying its own status and to promote further 

integration of the CIS countries (Dragneva-Lewers & Wolczuk, p. 19). A distinct 

example of how seriously Russia takes its ‘near abroad territories’ and Western 

influence in this space is the Ukraine crisis. Russia’s reaction to possible NATO 

expansion into Ukraine, and therefore post-Soviet space, was intended to mark the 

border for the Western alliance and to indicate how seriously Russia takes this aspect 

of its policy (Allison, 2014, p. 1268).  
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4. Anti-Western Ideologues 

The fourth and last school of thought common in Russian foreign policy is that of 

anti-Western ideologues. This group shares many attributes with the third group of 

anti-Western pragmatists, but there are several main differences. Similarities between 

the two include that both groups see international relations as a realist battle of 

balance-of-power between Russia and the West (McFaul, 1999).  

 

However, while the anti-Western pragmatists see material interests as the most 

important motivation in foreign policy, the anti-Western ideologues also emphasise 

the importance of protecting ethnicity, civilisational distinctions and reputation 

McFaul, 1999). For example, a prominent ideology within this school of thought is 

that it is Russia’s duty to protect Slavic nations from NATO enlargement.  

 

Moreover, people that fall under this category are often members of fascist groups 

such as the Russian National Union, which believes that Russian foreign policy must 

openly be guided by strictly anti-Western, anti-Semitic and anti-Islamic motivations 

(McFaul, 1999).  

 

All in all, Russian foreign policy has been characterised by multiple streams of 

influence, with most significant influence from Anti-Western pragmatists with the 

support of Vladimir Putin. The Western dimension of Russian foreign policy has been 

problematic since before the Cold War ended and the Soviet Union ceased to exist.  

Current problems faced by both nations spring from constructivist interpretations of 

historic and recent events while attempting to both secure their place as a dominant 

force in global politics.  

 

5.2 The Ukraine Crisis 

The Ukraine Crisis that started in 2013 proved to be a significant point of contestation 

between the West and Russia, and this conflict had some significant spill-over effects 

in the Arctic region. This subchapter will therefore provide a critical analysis, of the 

events leading up to and unfolding during the Ukraine Crisis and its immediate 

aftermath, by analysing the events within the theoretical framework of realism and 

constructivism.  
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First of all, Ukraine was in the midst of negotiations for the Association Agreement 

with the European Union when Ukrainian President Yanukovych suspended this 

process in 2013, and this is what is considered as the start of the Ukraine Crisis 

(Dragneva-Lewers & Wolczuk, 2015, p. 94). As a direct result of halting these 

negotiations, mass protests broke out in Ukraine’s capital of Kiev. These protests are 

widely known as the ‘Euromaidan’, and the demonstrators demanded closer ties with 

the European Union.  

 

Ukrainian President Yanukovych, elected in 2010, had strong ties to Russia and its 

leadership, and while Ukraine was negotiating an Association Agreement with the 

EU, it was also negotiating closer economic ties to Russia. This included possibly 

joining the Eurasian Customs Union (EACU), and the signing of a treaty extending 

Russia’s lease of its Black Sea Fleet in Crimea for an additional 25 years in return for 

lowered gas prices (Voytyuk, 2011, p. 178-179).  

 

Since politics, in the eyes of many politicians with realist views, is a zero-sum game 

(Jensen & Skedsmo, 2010, p. 445, 446), the negotiations with the Eastern and 

Western partners were mutually exclusive; reaching an agreement with one would 

automatically dispel opportunities with the other.    

 

The Euromaidan protests on Independence Square in Kiev continued and turned 

violent in February of 2014 when snipers fired bullets at protesters. Several days after 

this a compromise was found between President Yanukovych and the opposition 

leaders and a new interim president and prime minister were nominated. The EU 

decided to put sanctions on Yanukovych and his close associates, who consequently 

went into hiding in Russia (Delcour & Kostanyan, 2014, p.9).  

 

The EU Association Agreement was internationally seen as a sign of Ukrainian 

modernisation. Further, due to the nature of the protests, the Maidan is regarded as a 

conflict between the pro-Russian Ukrainian government and its Western opposition. 

Unlike Yanukovych’ government’s pro-Russia objectives, the new government had 

strong pro-Western objectives and opposed furthering its close relations with Russia.  
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An example of such policy was the proposal to abolish Russian as an official 

language in Ukraine, meaning Russia would lose much of its influence in the country.  

Russia interpreted the new government of Ukraine as illegitimate and considered the 

overthrow of Yanukovych a coup organised by the US and the West (Mearsheimer, 

2014, p. 1).  

 

The Crisis developed with the appearance of unidentified combat soldiers appearing 

in the Crimean capital of Simferopol. The Kremlin eventually admitted that these 

soldiers were Russian, and therefore admitted Russian involvement in the annexation 

of the region. Crimea had been disputed territory since the dissolution of the Soviet 

Union, and Russia had been reluctant to agree on the borders established in 1991 

(Wolczuk, 2002, p. 28).  

 

Crimea has historically been a region with a large presence of an ethnic Russian 

population that has claimed strong cultural and historic ties to Russia (BBC News, 

2014a). This is combination with the chaos that ensued in consequence of the Maidan 

protests and overthrow of the government provided Russia with the opportunity to 

invade and annex Crimea.  

 

In order to maintain the façade of legitimacy, a referendum was held in March 2014 

amongst the Crimean population, and 97% of the population voted to become part of 

Russia. This referendum has widely been denounced as illegal by the European 

Union, the United States and Ukraine itself (BBC News, 2014b). Nevertheless, 

President Putin signed legislation to make the annexation of Crimea official.  

 

Moreover, Ukraine’s western borders were subject to Russian military drills, and in 

April of 2014 activist movements started in the eastern city of Donetsk. Pro-Russian 

activists proclaimed ‘the Republic of Donetsk’ after occupying major government 

buildings and, mirroring the events in Crimea, demanded a referendum. The 

Ukrainian government responded to the separatists by commencing an ‘anti-terror 

operation’. Further, Petro Poroshenko won the 2014 presidential elections, but Russia 

did not recognise this outcome because the elections were not held in most of eastern 

Ukraine (OSCE, 2014).  
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The conflict in the eastern part of Ukraine escalated further when observers from the 

Organisation for Security and Co-Operation in Europe (OSCE) were kidnapped and 

both sides suffered fatalities. The US and EU placed more economic sanctions on 

Russia while offering financial support to Ukraine (BBC News, 2014b). Despite the 

chaos created by the Ukraine Crisis, the Association Agreement with the EU was 

ratified in June 2014.  

 

Nevertheless, the fighting in the eastern part of Ukraine persisted and the situation 

escalated entirely when Malaysia Airlines MH17 was shot down over east Ukraine in 

July 2014, resulting in the loss of 298 lives (BBC News, 2014c). New and extended 

sanctions against Russia were announced that same month. Sanctions that were placed 

on Ukraine by the EU and US are designed to target Russia’s state finances, energy 

and military sectors (BBC News, 2014b). A distinction can be made between 

diplomatic measures, restrictive measures and economic measures (Europa.eu, 2018).   

 

For example, under these sanctions Russian banks are not allowed to raise long-term 

loans in the EU, export bans were placed on certain military equipment and the EU 

stopped exporting oil and industry technology. The sanctions further affected the 

major Russian state oil firms of Rosneft, Transneft and Gazprom (BBC News, 2014c), 

which proved to be an important development with regards to Russia’s Arctic energy 

extraction ambitions. 

 

There are several arguments Russia uses to justify its actions in Crimea and eastern 

Ukraine. One main claim that is often reiterated is the “responsibility to protect ethnic 

Russians and compatriots, and the reclamation of sacred territory” (Dragneva-

Lewers & Wolczuk, 2015, p. 103). As mentioned above, Russia argued that the new 

Ukrainian government disregarded the rights and needs of ethnic Russians living on 

Ukrainian territory. The annexation of Crimea was interpreted by Russia as a return to 

the status-quo since the region used to belong to Russia in the past, and President 

Putin further bases his arguments on the historical and cultural relations between 

Russia and Crimea (Tandilashvili, 2015, p. 9).  
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The above can be explained using constructivism theory, since international relations 

are strongly influenced by social norms and states’ identities, as well as an exchange 

of ideas and perceptions rather than a distribution of material capabilities (Wendt, 

1995, p.73; Tandilashvili, 2015, p. 9). Russia and Crimea share a long history and rich 

cultural background, and it is this together with Russia’s self-imposed obligation to 

protect and serve the Russian population living in former Soviet territories that were 

used as arguments for military interference.  

 

Another reason for a strong Russian military response to the events in the Ukraine 

Crisis is Russia’s constructivist interpretation of the events. Russia saw the overthrow 

of the Yanukovych government as a Western plot to adjust Ukraine’s geopolitical 

orientation from being pro-Russian to becoming pro-Western with the purpose of 

weakening the Kremlin’s influence in the Commonwealth of Independent States 

(Yakovlev-Golani, 2011, p. 390). The Western attempt to alter Ukraine’s geopolitical 

orientation was interpreted as the first step to eventually also having a similar 

influence in Moscow, which would be severely threatening to Russia. Therefore, 

immediate and severe countermeasures were taken (Yakovlev-Golani, 2011, p.390).  

 

The Ukraine Crisis can also be analysed using realism theory. Realism theory states 

that all states ultimately want national security above all else and that this is only 

guaranteed when the state remains powerful. As Mearsheimer (2014, p. 1-3) argues, 

the Ukraine Crisis can be seen as a direct result of the West’s desire for NATO and 

EU eastward expansion. President Putin sees Ukraine’s desire to join NATO and the 

EU as a direct threat to Russia because this would signify the eastward expansion of 

Western alliances directly into Russia’s ‘near abroad’ (Mearsheimer, 2014, p.1-3). 

The developing relations between Ukraine and the West caused much insecurity for 

the Kremlin, and in order to protect its status, national interests and security, Russia 

took advantage of the political turmoil within Ukraine. This claim of severity of the 

warming relations between Ukraine and the West is supported by reports of Putin 

making the following statement: “If Ukraine were to be admitted to NATO, that 

country [Ukraine] would simply cease to exist” (Yakovlev-Golani, 2011, p. 391).  
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Furthermore, great powers have a tendency to apply a policy of military and 

economic expansion when the benefits outweigh the costs (Mearsheimer, 2013, p. 78-

93; Tandilashvili, 2015, p. 7). In the case of Russian interference in Ukraine and the 

annexation of Crimea the benefits outweigh the costs for Russia. The overall costs 

have been substantial in the form of heavy economic and political sanctions as well as 

the damage to the Kremlin’s reputation. However, the advantage of keeping its 

strategic access to its naval base in Sevastopol, while at the same time preventing 

NATO from establishing a naval base here (Mearsheimer, 2014, p. 1), and staying the 

dominant force in the region is bigger than the drawbacks.  

 

The effects of the Ukraine Crisis, as explained above, have been vast and far reaching 

to the extent that its consequences have created a so-called ripple effect into other 

geopolitical arenas. One of the unlikely areas in which the tensions from the Ukraine 

Crisis have been visible is the Arctic. At the time when the political situation was 

most tense in 2014 Canada, who was then the chair of the Arctic Council, boycotted 

working-group level meetings of the organisation in what was called “a principled 

stand against Russian actions in Ukraine” (Quaile, 2014), making it increasingly 

difficult for the Council to manage cooperation between the Arctic States. Moreover, 

Russian officials were excluded from partaking in a scheduled meeting of the North 

Atlantic Coast Guard Forum in Nova Scotia.   

 

President Putin reacted to the sanctions placed on Russia as a result of its actions in 

Ukraine by implementing more air patrols along the borders of the NATO states, 

which include members of the Arctic Council, because the sanctions were interpreted 

as being of a hostile nature (Myers, 2015). The Arctic Council is meant to be an 

intergovernmental organisation that does not get involved in military and security 

matters, but this proved to be increasingly difficult after the Ukraine Crisis (Myers, 

2015).  

 

Given Russia’s geographic positioning and size, its presence in the Arctic Region is 

extensive and all Arctic States, including Russia, would benefit from collaboration 

(Østhagen, 2014).  
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Also, the Arctic states see it as their obligation to respond to Russian actions with 

regards to Ukraine, but many of them are dependent on Russian partnerships in the 

Arctic. For Russia these partnerships are also important since Russia has high 

economic stakes in the Arctic due to the natural resources present in the region 

(Clemensen, 2017, p. 2).  

 

Further, when the Ukraine Crisis began in 2013, Russian President Vladimir Putin 

announced that Russia would increase its military presence in the Arctic. More 

military exercises were ordered and plans for a new naval base and military 

equipment were unveiled. This means that Russia might have the upper hand in a 

potential arms race (Leyden-Sussler, 2014).  

 

The promise of increasing Russian military presence in the Arctic has been a constant 

in Russian policy-making since the measures were first announced. President Putin 

assured the Russian Federal Assembly in March 2018 that its scientific research as 

well as its military infrastructure will continue to be developed. He further stated that: 

“Our Arctic fleet has been, remains and will be the strongest one in the world” (RT, 

2018). Putin further commented on the development of the Northern Sea Route, and 

stated that traffic through this route will be ten times higher in 2024 than it is 

currently (RT, 2018). Maintaining dominance in the Arctic is an important realist 

inspired policy objective for the Russian Federation under President Putin.  

 

According to NATO’s Defence Economist, the sanctions the West imposed on Russia 

in 2014 “have been a success in terms of the proximate goal of inflicting damage on 

the Russian economy” (Christie, 2016). In offensive realism it is believed that nation 

states can never be completely sure that peaceful situations remain peaceful. The 

situation in Ukraine was interpreted by the West as a possible prelude to more severe 

security threats originating from Russian policy. Placing heavy sanctions influencing 

Russian international trade was a realist reaction to a threatening situation (Open 

University, 2014). However, as Mearsheimer (2014, p. 2;6) argues, a different 

interpretation of the events could be that there is simply a clash in political strategy. 

The Western strategy is focused on acting in a liberal manner; aiming for more 

economic interdependence, and spreading democracy and rule of law, while the 

Kremlin is acting in a more realist mind-set (Mearsheimer, 2014, p. 2;6).  
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5.3 Russian Interests in the Arctic 

Despite the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991 and the significant loss of 

territory that came with this, the Russian Federation is still one of the largest countries 

in the world. Not only is it one of the largest countries in the world, but it is also one 

of the most prominent Arctic states with 24,140 kilometres of coastline above the 

Arctic Circle. This coastline spans from Barents Sea in the West to the Bering Sea 

and the Sea of Okhotsk in the East. Moreover, out of its 143.5 million inhabitants, 

approximately two million live in the Arctic region (The Arctic Institute, 2018).  

 

The Arctic region is estimated to contain 13% of global undiscovered oil resources 

and up to 30% of global undiscovered natural gas resources. Russia’s exclusive 

economic zone (EEZ) in Arctic waters, as identified under UNCLOS, is expected to 

contain up to two thirds of Russian oil and gas resources. This large presence of 

natural resources in Russia’s exclusive economic zone means that Russia’s interest in 

the Arctic is largely motivated by economic incentives. However, as mentioned 

before, Russia is highly interested in regaining its former superpower status and 

building a strong economy would help pursue this goal, so its political interests in the 

Arctic are intertwined with its economic interests on a larger scale than to just protect 

its borders.  

 

It is not uncommon for these numbers to be used to argue that future conflicts will 

occur in the Arctic because of it, but it is crucial to mention that only a small 

percentage of these resources lie in disputed territories. In fact, Russia is in control of 

over half of the natural resources found in the Arctic; a large majority amongst the 

littoral states (Devyatkin, 2018c). 

 

Even though large parts of Russian territory lie in the Arctic region, the nation is 

actively seeking out cooperation partners to extract the natural resources of oil and 

gas. Developing mutually beneficial extraction collaborations is crucial for Russia 

because it is astronomically expensive and complicated to unilaterally pursue mining 

endeavours in the harsh Arctic region due to remoteness and climate concerns (The 

Devyatkin, 2018c).  
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The United States and Russia planned a partnership to develop gas and oil extraction 

fields in the Russian and American Arctic in 2012 through the large energy 

companies ExxonMobile and Rosneft. This proposed partnership was worth up to 500 

billion American Dollars, and included access to the Russian Arctic for the American 

company with export tax exemptions.  

 

However, the sanctions placed on Russia in the aftermath of the Ukraine Crisis in 

2013 prevented the deal to become official (Devyatkin, 2018c). As mentioned above, 

the sanctions put in place on Russia were designed to weaken the Russian economy, 

but this example shows that the US economy was also negatively affected by the 

measures taken. When the new US government was put into place in 2017, 

speculations arose that the US administration would either reduce sanctions or 

reintroduce the energy deal that was almost made in 2012. This proved to be 

unrealistic when ExxonMobil was not granted permission to drill in the Russian 

Arctic Sea (Devyatkin, 2018c). What this shows is that despite its strong realist 

influences in policy-making, Russia was open to cooperate with the West in matters 

relating to the Arctic.  

 

This Russian openness to foreign investments is further exemplified through the 

successful collaborations reached in 2016 and 2017 between the British Petroleum 

(BP) company and the Russian Rosneft to extract gas and oil from Western Siberia 

and in the Yamal-Nenets region (The Arctic Institute, 2018d). Since Russia depends 

on foreign cooperation in its mission to access the resources in the Arctic, it was 

forced to also look eastward for investments after the 2014 sanctions. As such, 

Russian companies moved to sign agreements with the China Development Bank and 

the Chinese National Petroleum Corporation after Western companies were forced to 

pull out of potential deals after the events in Crimea (Devyatkin, 2018c).  

 

Besides obvious economic reasons, one realist interpretation of Russia’s 

determination to push forward extraction developments in the Arctic is because one of 

Russia’s main policy objectives is to regain its former status as a superpower and 

therefore gain prestige (Alexandrov, 2009, p. 110-118; Lasserre et al., 2012; 

Devyatkin, 2018a). Another interpretation can also be attributed to this phenomenon 

using the constructivist Social Identity Theory.  
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Russia is involved in a social competition with the current hegemon of the 

international system; the US. The Kremlin’s activities in the Arctic regarding its 

economic endeavours as well as its military actions indicate intentions to rivalling or 

surpassing the hegemon in the system (Mercer, 1995, p. 229-232).  

 

Furthermore, in official Russian documents, such as the ‘Basics of State Policy of the 

Russian Federation in the Arctic Region’, declare that the main policy objective in the 

region is closely linked to attaining the highest level of defence and security 

(Devyatkin, 2018b). ‘The State Policy of the Russian Federation in the Arctic for the 

Period Until 2020 and Beyond’, published in 2008, is another important document 

guiding the Kremlin’s Arctic strategy. This document prioritises the continuity of the 

Arctic being a zone of peaceful cooperation, but an emphasis is also placed on 

achieving this through a “persistent build-up and modernisation of military 

capabilities” (Devyatkin, 2018b). 

 

 In 2013, shortly before the Ukraine Crisis unfolded, President Putin approved the 

‘Development Strategy of the Russian Arctic and the Provision of National Security 

for the Period Until 2020’. This contains, simply put, an expansion of the 2008 

strategy. However, it does include more detailed descriptions of how security in the 

Arctic is to be achieved. Priority is put on protecting Russian territory, its population 

and critical facilities. In order to achieve this, the naval, air force and army presence 

in the Arctic must be advanced and modernised by improving the air service and 

airport network and by building a modern information and telecommunication 

infrastructure (Devyatkin, 2018b).  

 

Also, Russia’s foreign policy is more firmly secured in the Foreign Policy Concept of 

the Russian Federation from 2016. This piece of legislation is most decisive in 

Russia’s foreign Arctic policy, and it states that a main objective of Russian foreign 

policy in the region is to “consolidate the Russian Federation’s position as a centre 

of influence” (Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation. 2016).  

 

Lastly, Since Russia’s Arctic coastline spans over 24,140 kilometres (The Arctic 

Institute, 2018); this is Russia’s largest external border. The impenetrable region 

previously needed little military supervision since the end of the Cold War.  
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However, with the ice melting due to climate change, the situation is changing 

considerably. Russia’s militarisation process in the Arctic can therefore be explained 

using realism theory. Since the international system is anarchic in nature, Russia 

cannot be sure that the peaceful situation will continue to exist.  

 

Many of the Arctic states are members of either NATO or the EU, or in Denmark’s 

case of both, and the Ukraine Crisis showcased to what extent Russia sees these 

Western institutions as a threat to its sovereignty. The following statement by 

President Putin indicates this: “If Ukraine were to be admitted to NATO, that country 

[Ukraine] would simply cease to exist” (Yakovlev-Golani, 2011, p. 391). Having this 

in mind, it becomes apparent that Russia is willing to take military measures to 

protect its interests when the West ‘trespasses’ into its territory or sphere of influence 

and becomes a perceived threat. Therefore, the melting ice and the geopolitical 

tensions make it unsurprising that Russia is building up its military presence in the 

Arctic.  
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6. Conclusion 

The main goal of this thesis was to explain and critically analyse Russian foreign 

policy making in the Arctic with regards to the so-called Ukraine Crisis of 2013 and 

Russia’s militarisation process in the region. The research questions that guided the 

research process are as follows: How can Russia’s foreign policy in the Arctic region 

since the Ukraine Crisis started in 2013 be explained with regards to its militarisation 

process? 

1. What influence do political issues such as the Ukraine Crisis have on Russian 

policy-making in the Arctic? 

2. What are Russia’s motives regarding its foreign policy-making? 

 

First, an overall analytical overview of Russian foreign policy-making was provided 

in order to place the topic in an appropriate contextual and historical setting. From 

this it became clear that President Putin prioritises the Arctic as a region of potential 

development and extraction of natural resources made possible through international 

cooperation. However, subchapter 5.1 places Russian foreign policy-making in a 

historical setting starting from the dissolution of the Soviet Union of 1991, as Russian 

politics are heavily influenced by its constructivist views of past events and perceived 

status.  

Since the end of the Cold War, Russia has lost its status as a superpower and is 

instead deemed a great power. Russia is negatively affected by its lack of 

international recognition, since this affects its political decision-making processes and 

international behaviour. As fits well into an aspect of constructivism theory: Social 

Identity Theory, Russian foreign policy is largely focused on regaining its status as a 

superpower through showcasing military might or political intervention in order to 

equal or surpass its political rivals. Actions that exemplify such ambitions are the 

planting of the Russian flag on the Arctic seabed and Russian intervention in Crimea.  

Moreover, Russian foreign policy making can be divided into four schools of thought 

that have affected Russian politics since 1991: Pro-Western Idealists, Pro-Western 

Pragmatists, Anti-Western Pragmatists and Anti-Western Ideologues.  
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Current president of the Russian Federation: Vladimir Putin and his administration 

fall under the category of ‘Anti-Western Pragmatists’, and it is this category that has 

been most influential in recent years.  

Main beliefs of this group include, but are not limited to, advocating for fewer 

alliances between Russia and the West, because it is believed that Russia does not 

necessarily benefit from this. This approach is anchored in multiple key government 

documents, such as Foreign Policy Concepts of the Russian Federation, that heavily 

criticise eastward NATO and EU expansion plans. President Putin has further made 

statements regarding Russian interests in the Arctic indicating that Russia will not 

hesitate to defend its Arctic territories with military force when necessary, indicating 

that he sees the region through a military-security framework.  

Another important aspect of Russian foreign policy is its protection of its ‘near 

abroad’, which is what ultimately greatly influenced the events in Ukraine in 2013. 

As Ukrainian President Yanukovych halted the negotiations for the Association 

Agreement with the EU in 2013, the Ukraine Crisis started. Pro-Russian President 

Yanukovych was ousted after months of violent protests and was replaced with a 

government with strong pro-Western tendencies. Russia saw the events unfolding in 

Ukraine as a Western plot to change Ukraine’s political alliances from leaning 

towards Russian influence to becoming pro-Western and limit Russian influence over 

its former Soviet satellite state. Russia then took advantage of the political chaos 

ensuing in Ukraine and invaded and later annexed Crimea.  

Heavy sanctions were placed on Russia, targeted at weakening its economy, and 

Canada boycotted working group meetings of the Arctic Council. Therefore, the 

Ukraine Crisis significantly impacted Russian politics in geopolitical areas other than 

Ukraine. President Putin responded by ordering increased air patrols along the 

Northern borders of the Arctic NATO states, which includes members of the Arctic 

Council. Moreover, the Kremlin announced an increased military presence in the 

Arctic, when the Ukraine Crisis began in 2013, through an increased number of 

military exercises and new naval bases as well as opening former Soviet naval bases.  
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Russia’s size and geographic positioning mean that it is the largest Arctic state, and 

therefore it is also the nation that has most to gain from the Arctic. 13% of the world’s 

undiscovered oil resources and up to 30% of the undiscovered natural gas resources 

are expected to be located in the Arctic. Russia’s exclusive economic zone (EEZ) is 

thought to contain approximately two thirds of this. This large presence of natural 

resources in Russia’s EEZ is the foundation of Russia’s economic interest in the 

Arctic region, and its economic interest in the region is intertwined with its political 

interest in the region since economic gains can lead to political gains in terms of more 

influence in the international system.  

Despite an increased distrust between Russia and the West, Russian military presence 

in the Arctic, and sanctions placed on the Russian state by Western institutions, such 

as the EU and NATO, the Russian Federation is actively seeking out international 

partnerships to extract the natural resources present in the region. This is due to the 

cost and difficulty of unilaterally mining these resources in the harsh Arctic climate.  

The aftermath of the Ukraine Crisis and the sanctions placed on Russia meant that 

Western companies, such as ExxonMobile, were forced to back out of a deal with 

Russian energy giant Rosneft worth up to 500 billion American Dollars. Therefore, 

Russia has increasingly looked to China for foreign investment opportunities.  

As mentioned before, Russian foreign policy-making is heavily influenced by the 

desire to regain its former status of a superpower. A realist interpretation of Russia’s 

determination to access the resources in the Arctic is the monetary worth of the 

region’s gas and oil supplies. Extracting the resources would greatly increase Russia’s 

economy and as such its own perceived prestige in the international system.  

This desire to regain a superpower status in part also explains Russia’s increased 

military presence in the region. As the West’s interference in Ukraine in 2013 was 

constructed as a direct threat to Russia’s influence over its ‘near abroad’ space, it 

reinforced its Northern borders because the country cannot be sure that the current 

peaceful situation will remain peaceful. Russia’s reinforced northern borders through 

an increased military presence provide more security from further perceived threats 

by the West through for example NATO, while at the same time safeguarding its 

natural resources in the region.  
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Finally, despite the arguments that can be made for the Arctic potentially being a one 

of future conflict due to the militarisation process Russia has committed to, the author 

of this thesis believes it is unlikely for the situation to escalate and lead to a conflict 

using military power. This is because all states with a stake in the Arctic are 

benefitted by an on-going peaceful situation due, in part, to the presence of resources 

in the region. Also, the sanctions placed on Russia as a result of the situation in 

Ukraine are unlikely to last for an unlimited time, and the tensions will most likely 

decrease once the sanctions are withdrawn.  
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