Great Power, Independents and Protectees: role conflicts in Russia’s policies in the post-Soviet space
Russia perceives itself as an uncontestable leader of its regional environment, the post-Soviet space also known as “Eurasia”, its regional leadership also seen as one of the pillars of Russia’s great power status. Two alliances with almost overlapping membership, the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) and the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU), define the circle of Moscow’s closest allies in war and peace. Bilateral alliances with each of the member states underpin the multilateral structures.
However, both in Moscow and in the capitals of Russian allies there is an almost pervasive perception, among policymakers as well as within expert communities, of a crisis in Russia- centered alliances and of the accelerated erosion of political, economic and societal fabric tying Russia with Kazakhstan, Armenia, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Russian policymakers increasingly regard Moscow’s post-Soviet allies as unstable, unreliable, disloyal and harboring anti-Russian designs. Russia develops a paradoxical self-conception of a leader who has no followers and whose only allies are, in the words of former Deputy Prime Minister and Roskosmos Director Rogozin, “the army, the navy and the military industry”. While Lukashenko’s government has to rely almost exclusively on Russia for its survival after the fierce crackdown on public protests in 2020, the Belarusian political class beyond Lukashenko’s entourage as well as the country’s civil society tend to see Russia as an existential threat to the country’s sovereignty and economic prospects. Moscow’s intervention in Kazakhstan in January 2022 provided president Tokayev with a critically needed support in his struggle with the cohort linked with the family of the then-powerful former president Nazarbayev, but it has not changed the Kazakhstani elite perception of Russia as a security threat and an unpredictable economic partner. Armenia feels largely abandoned by Russia in its conflict with Azerbaijan. Both Bishkek and Dushanbe are disappointed by the lack of Russia’s reaction to the Kyrgyz-Tajik border conflict.
The SVO has reinforced these trends. It has shown Russia to lack strategy, rationality, adequate military leadership and resources. Russia’s allies have to think about preparing for the nightmarish scenarios of becoming targets of Moscow’s unpredictable behavior or of facing a Russia engulfed by internal political instability resulting from the failure in Ukraine. Meanwhile, the Kremlin’s irritation at what it sees as the “betrayal” of Russia by its post-Soviet allies, especially by Kazakhstan, is growing.                   
What is Russia’s conception of its position vis-à-vis its post-Soviet allies and its expectations of their foreign policy behavior? What are Russian allies’ conceptions of their roles in the post-Soviet networks of alliances and coalitions and their expectations of Russia’s regional leadership? How do Russian global role and post-Soviet policies correlate? How have the relations linking Russia with Armenia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan changed in the recent years and is a conflict potential between Russia and the countries deemed to be its closest allies growing? These are the questions this presentation seeks to address.
Methodologically, the research relies on the role theory in foreign policy analysis. Role is defined as a “social position…constituted by ego and alter expectations regarding the purpose of an actor in an organized group” [1. P. 8]. Role theory has become a strand of foreign policy analysis since the early 1970s. [2; 3] Until the late 1980s, it existed on the theoretical margins of international relations studies, as the sources of national role conceptions remained obscure and the typologies of roles were blurred. Since the early 1990s, following the radical shifts in the international system and the constructivist turn in international relations studies, the role theory has been on the rise, with role-taking and role enactments increasingly understood as constructed by social interactions. [1; 4; 5] A number of empirical studies have been published, with role theory applied to the analysis of regional sets of international interactions, in particular in Europe, Latin America and the Middle East. [6; 7] However, with very rare exceptions [8; 9], scholars of the post-Soviet space neglected the potential of role theory, mostly preferring to resort to traditional neorealist explanations of state behavior. These explanations have largely failed to predict the Russian foreign policy turn of 2014.
The basic conclusions of the research are as follows: 
(1) Russia’s role conception as the leader of the post-Soviet “Eurasia” encompasses a conflict between the ego part of the role (Russia’s perception of its position vis-à-vis others) and the alter part of the role (Russia’s perception of others’ expectations and behavior). Russia’s conception of leadership collides with its perception of others, in particular the significant others such as Armenia and Kazakhstan, as disloyal followers seeking to undermine the Russia-centered regional order. The gap is widening between the roles ascribed by Russia to its allies and Moscow’s perception of the ways these roles are enacted. Hence Russia’s role conception encloses a growing discrepancy between the “organized other” (an institutionalized other incarnated in the CSTO and the EAEU) and the “significant others”, Armenia and Kazakhstan; 
(2) tensions are increasing between Russia’s expectations of the roles its post-Soviet allies should play and the latter’s own role conceptions. Employing Kalevi Holsti’s typology [2], it might be said that Russia tends to ascribe the role of “protectee” to Armenia and the role of “faithful ally” to Kazakhstan, whereas Yerevan, after the defeat in the Second Karabakh War, tries to develop the role conception of “independent” and Kazakhstan seeks to continue developing the role conceptions of “active independent” and “mediator-integrator”. Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan are seen from the Kremlin as “protectees”, but the former tends to position itself as “regional subsystem collaborator” and “bridge” while the latter increasingly enacts the role of “independent”. 
(3) with Russia having a set of international roles, its global power role is more and more at odds with its regional leader role as Moscow’s regional allies are reluctant to share its global goals and skeptical about Russia’s capacity to reach them. Moreover, the SVO has brought new roles into Moscow’s repertoire, such as the “bastion of revolution” against the post-Cold War world order and the “defender of faith”, the latter being a mixture of nationalism, “traditional values” and  anti-liberalism.  
(4) these intra-role and inter-role conflicts bring about a growing “conception – performance” gap in Russian policies vis-a-vis Armenia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan that both Russia and its allies have to address through a process of role conflict management which is likely to result in role changes.
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