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Abstract. With the outbreak of the Russia-Ukraine conflict, Russia's foreign relations and diplomatic
strategy have become the focus of academic research. However, previous studies on Russian
diplomatic relations tend to start from a single theoretical perspective. Although this approach is
detailed and in-depth enough, countries do not develop diplomatic strategies from a single
perspective, so it is difficult to fully explain Russia's diplomatic motives from a single perspective.
This paper will analyze Russia's foreign relations, and speculate the deep needs and diplomatic logic
of The Russian authorities in the Russia-Ukraine crisis from the three mainstream theories. The
analysis method this paper adopted was literature review, and all papers cited were from CNKI and
Google Scholar. Through the analysis and comparison, it is obvious that Russia mainly maintains
the neorealist diplomatic strategy in the conflict with Ukraine. Russia aims to maintain the neutral
status of Ukraine and promote the establishment of an alliance to compete with the US-led NATO
countries. From the perspective of the three major theories, this paper comprehensively analyzes
Russia's foreign relations, which is conducive to providing a new analytical perspective for the
Conflict between Russia and Ukraine. It can rationally view the conflict between Russia and Ukraine,
and have a deeper understanding of the role and purpose of Russia in the conflict, so as to provide
help for the settlement of the conflict.
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1. Introduction

The Russia-Ukraine conflict has entered a new phase of hot war. Ukraine's attempt to join NATO
in order to enhance its own security has obviously brought a strong sense of insecurity to Russia after
receiving a positive response from NATO. As the world's fifth largest economy and the third largest
military power, Russia's every move is closely linked to the world economy and is closely watched
by all sectors of society. As a result, Russia's foreign relations have become a hot topic in international
relations research. Russia's foreign policy and deep-rooted needs, as well as its foreign relations, are
then the focus of this article. In the following discussion, the paper will attempt to analyze Russia's
foreign relations through the three mainstream international relations theories of neo-realism, neo-
liberalism and constructivism. And the paper will clarify the diplomatic logic of the Russian
authorities, and speculate on the deeper needs and diplomatic strategies of the Russian authorities in
the Russia-Ukraine conflict.

In order to provide a more concrete context, let us first understand Russia's past foreign policy.
Since independence, there has been a very significant change in Russia's diplomatic philosophy. From
a foreign policy that was at first slanted towards the United States, it has since developed selective
relations with Eurasian countries. From a multilateral diplomacy centered on Europe and a
commitment to a 'Greater Europe’, it has moved eastwards and sought to build a 'Greater Eurasia'.
Whether initially seeking to integrate into the US-led Euro-Atlantic system, or later working to
promote the concept of a "Greater Europe”, or even now seeking a "Greater Eurasia™ after "turning
east"”, all reflected Russia's attempt to participate in global politics as a dominant force, in line with
its ambitions as a great power since independence [1]. Overall, Russia's diplomatic philosophy has
carried a strong neo-realist undertone throughout. However, beneath the neo-realist overtones, there
are also constructivist, neoliberal figures. This article will analyze neo-realism, neo-liberalism and
constructivism in Russia's foreign relations, taking Russia's relations with the European Union,
Russia's relations with the Middle East and Russia's relations with the Brazil, Russia, India, China
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and South Africa (BRICS) countries as examples. The two sides are at odds over the EU's eastward
push, which Russia sees as a threat to its national security. However, Russia's energy advantage makes
the cooperation between Russia and Europe develop continuously in the field of energy. The sensitive
relationship between Russia and Europe, with its differences and the cooperation that must exist, is
the best example of neo-realism. In turn, the Russian-Arab relations under international peace talks
such as the Astana peace process and the Sochi conference, which Russia advocates, embody the idea
of neo-liberalism. At the same time, within the BRICS system, Russia has adopted a constructivist
approach to establishing its national identity and interests. Russia's image in foreign relations is
complex and worthy of consideration.

The purpose of this paper is to explore Russia's deep needs and diplomatic logic. It will deepen
our understanding of Russia's deep-seated need to take the initiative to deepen the Russo-Ukrainian
conflict, the diplomatic logic that Russia embodies in its response to international circles, and Russia's
role in the international community. It will also help us to look at the Russia-Ukraine conflict
rationally, leaving aside external influences, and to gain a deeper understanding of Russia's role and
purpose in the Russia-Ukraine conflict. It is also hoped that this paper will provide a new perspective
on the Russia-Ukraine conflict, reduce the incorrect international perceptions of both sides and
contribute to its resolution.

The main body of this paper will be divided into three parts. In the first part, the paper will review
the literature on neo-realism, neo-liberalism and constructivism and list the theoretical perspectives
that are useful to the paper. In the second part, the paper will explain the strengths and weaknesses of
each of the three main theories and why it is important to analyze Russian foreign relations from the
perspective of the three main theories rather than choosing only one theory. In the third part, the paper
will apply the three major theories to analyze Russia's external relations from the perspective of
Russia and the European Union, Russia and the Middle East, and Russia and the BRICS. Finally, the
paper will synthesize the three theories and their cases, select the better theory and draw conclusions
to explain the deeper needs and logic of the Russian side in the Russia-Ukraine conflict. However,
the international situation is fluid and further research on the Russia-Ukraine conflict can be
conducted in response to further moves made by the Russian and Ukrainian sides in the future.

2. Status quo of theoretical development

2.1. Neorealism

The neorealism of international politics came into being in the 1970s and was regarded as a
revision and supplement to the traditional realism in the new international context. Traditional realism
holds that conflicts of interest between countries are inevitable in the process of international
communication and holds a pessimistic attitude towards international cooperation. On the one hand,
the neorealists represented by Kenneth Woltz inherited the essence of realism. On the other hand,
they also developed their own theories according to the new situation of international politics. First
of all, neorealism is characterized by statism. In neorealist theory, nations are seen as a whole acting
in unison. At the same time, international politics is regarded as a system structure, which is driven
by the spontaneous actions of individual states, and its formation is not influenced by the will of states.
Neorealism advocates in the anarchy of the international community by using the method of structure
analysis of power between the national distribution. It also emphasizes the possibility of international
cooperation within limits, and promotes the combination of international conflict and international
cooperation. International actors in the world system can observe a certain order and rules, thus keep
the whole system in a relatively stable state. Secondly, neorealism is utilitarian. The theory of
neorealism emphasizes the relative benefits and aims at pursuing the unilateral interests of the country.
The interaction between countries in Waltz's works presents an instrumental characteristic: that is,
one country regards another country as a tool to realize national interests; international organizations
are derived from the fixation of common national expectations [2-4].
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2.2. Neoliberalism

Neoliberalism originated in the 1980s from the criticism of the defects of neoliberalism in the field
of international relations theory. Neoliberal theory has adopted some basic assumptions of neoliberal
theory, such as sovereign state is the only important actor in international politics and anarchy in
international society, although there are different understandings of these concepts and their
consequences. The differences between neoliberalism and neorealism mainly focus on three major
issues, and the differences between these three issues are the biggest differences between
neoliberalism and neorealism. First of all, the first question is the meaning and effects of anarchy.
According to neoliberals, the effect of anarchy is to create space for various modes of interaction
between states. Although many problems arise as a result of this anarchy, resulting in a persistent
prisoner's dilemma, even so, states are able to cooperate according to their narrow common interests.
The second question is absolute versus relative gains. Neoliberalism assumes that in cooperation, the
utility of partners is independent and each country is mainly concerned with its own absolute gains.
It tries to expand the concept of absolute gains to find a broader theoretical basis for cooperation. The
third issue is the role of the international system. Liberalism emphasizes the important role of
institutions and believes that an effective international system plays an important role: First,
institutions are an important cause of international stability. Second, the system can reduce transaction
costs, reduce uncertainties in international relations and contribute to international cooperation. Third,
institutions change preferences through domestic institutions [5-7, 8].

2.3. Constructivism

The constructivist theory of international relations arose in the late 1980s, and its representative
figure was Alexander Winter, an American scholar. Constructivists believe that a state is a socially
constructed entity shaped by international norms and influenced by changing national identities and
interests, as well as being socialized by international organizations. Constructivism's theoretical
interpretation of national and international systems has a strong explanatory power to the current
international issues and is applicable to the analysis of a series of policies adopted by today's
sovereign states. The main points of constructivism are: (1) The world is objective material, but the
social world is constructed by ideas, and the power of ideas cannot be ignored. This view is also the
premise of constructivism theory. Constructivism acknowledges that the essence of the world is
material and the objective things cannot be changed by ideas. (2) The agent and the structure are
mutually constructed. The interaction between agent and structure is actually an extension of
"subjectivity”. "Intersubjectivity” is a relationship in which my behavior affects you and your
behavior affects me, and the interaction between us affects each other. (3) Culture is a common
concept and can also construct an actor. Constructivism holds that there are three systematic cultures
in international relations: Hobbes culture, Locke culture and Kantian culture. In Hobbesian culture,
actors see each other as enemies; in Lockean culture, actors see each other as adversaries; in Kantian
culture, actors treat each other as friends [9, 10].

3. Strengths and weaknesses of the three theories

3.1 Neorealism

The first advantage of neorealist theory is that it pursues statism. "The essence of social reality is
group”, the most common form of international politics is nation-state, and international conflicts,
namely conflicts between nation-states, are dominant and essential. The second great virtue of
neorealism is the principle of simplification. A valid international theory can only make theoretical
assumptions using a few of the most important variables, and it is unrealistic to include all of them
[8]. However, neorealism also has great defects, which are mainly reflected in the interpretation of
history and the interpretation of the present. Historically, the transition from one flexible alliance
system to two rigid alliance systems before 1914 is not a transition from multi-polarity to bipolar,
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which is inconsistent with the judgment of neorealism. Neorealists believe that the state is the most
important actor. However, at present, international organizations and institutions have become
important non-state actors that can play an independent role. With the development of society,
neorealism has gradually appeared many shortcomings, which is also that neorealism needs to be
reformed [11, 12].

3.2 Neoliberalism

The advantages of neoliberal theory can be divided into two aspects: theory and practice.
Theoretically, the neoliberal theory of state rationality and interdependence really reflects the current
international social situation. It has also absorbed emerging research methods such as game theory
and rational choice, making its theoretical analysis more rigorous and practical. In practice,
neoliberalism adapts to the changes in international social, economic and political conditions,
promotes the process of globalization and international cooperation, and helps to remedy the
theoretical defects of realism [7]. However, neoliberalism underestimates the existential concerns and
constraints that are a necessary consequence of international anarchy. More importantly, the
neoliberal preference for absolute benefits makes it easy to ignore the weight and status of relative
benefits in national decision-making. In fact, the policy goal of many countries is not to maximize
gains, but instead to try to prevent others from gaining more, even at the cost of some gains. Moreover,
the theory of international mechanism put forward by neoliberalism does not mention how
international mechanism is formed. This leads to the problem that the theory cannot explain exactly
how or where mechanisms play a positive role [13].

3.3 Constructivism

The value of constructivism can be divided into theoretical value and practical value. From the
perspective of theoretical value, constructivist international relations theory overturns the logical
starting point of traditional international relations theory. It helps us to grasp the essence of anarchy
and its development direction. Secondly, Winter draws on a large number of sociological and
psychological categories, breaking the traditional approach of preferring economics in the field of
international relations theoretical research. It also promotes the penetration of various disciplines and
opens up a new theoretical horizon for international relations research. From the perspective of
practical value, constructivism international relations theory is conducive to strengthening and
promoting international cooperation and exchanges. It lays a theoretical foundation for establishing a
fair, reasonable and mutually beneficial international new order [14, 15]. However, the constructivism
theory of international relations has obvious deficiencies and defects. First, constructivists see that
there are many convenient conditions for states to know each other's intentions, so they draw the
general conclusion that states can grasp each other's intentions, which is obviously an empirical
approach. Second, constructivism ignores the complexity of social relations, especially the
underestimation of possible deception between countries. In the reality of international politics,
countries intent on deception can try to create a facade to serve their own narrow objectives [15].

4. Russian foreign relations from the perspective of three theories

4.1 Russian-European relations from a neo-realist perspective

For decades, Europe has generally been recognized as an important partner for Russia because
cooperation with the EU has significant political and economic implications for Russia. However,
relations have cooled over NATO expansion, with European countries objecting to Russia blocking
eastern European countries from joining the alliance. At the same time, with the continuous increase
of EU member states and the deepening of the extension of the EU to the east, Russia's opposition
and resistance to Europe are becoming more and more intense. The contradictions and differences
between Russia and Europe on the two key issues of NATO eastward expansion and EU eastward
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promotion have led to the development of Russia-EU relations becoming not so smooth. On the whole,
Russia-Eu relations show a slow development trend in the collision [16].

From the perspective of neorealism, the two key problems between Russia and Europe are typical
security dilemma models. It is well known that Ukraine has been seeking membership in NATO and
the European Union since 2015. From the perspective of the Ukrainian government, joining the EU
can eliminate the trade barriers between Ukraine and EU countries, which is conducive to maintaining
the economic security of Ukraine. Similarly, joining NATO could deepen military cooperation with
NATO countries and safeguard Ukraine's military security. After Ukraine joins NATO and the
European Union, however, the two groups of spheres of influence will directly border with Russia.
This poses a challenge to Russia’s strategy and security and exacerbates Russia's sense of insecurity,
which is why Russia is firmly opposed to Ukraine joining NATO and the European Union. This is
also one of the reasons for the conflict with Ukraine [17]. However, although there are frictions
between Russia and Europe in terms of geostrategic expansion, the relationship between Russia and
Europe has maintained a trend of forward development due to the needs of interest realization. The
energy consumption of the EU accounts for about 15% of the world's total energy consumption, half
of which depends on imports. The natural gas and oil from Russia account for 50% and 30% of the
total imports respectively. This shows that energy issues closely link Russia and the EU, and the two
sides have a good basis for docking and interaction. As a whole, Russia-EU relations can maintain a
relatively stable development. Although there are contradictions in the cooperation between Russia
and Europe, from the perspective of theoretical analysis of neorealism, both sides must be in the
contradictory unity of conflict and cooperation in order to achieve their own interests and strategic
goals [16].

4.2 Russian-Arab relations from a neoliberal perspective

Russia's relations with countries in the Middle East have roughly gone through two phases --
before and after the Arab Spring. Before the outbreak of the "Arab Spring™, Russia made efforts and
attempts in two aspects in order to realize its strategic goal of returning to the Middle East and re-
shaping the image of a world power. On the one hand, Russia coordinates relations with western
countries, especially the United States. On the other hand, Russia has strengthened cooperation with
several Middle Eastern countries on the basis of bilateral relations. The core of Russia’s Middle East
policy is to ensure Russia's geopolitical and energy security [18]. However, Russia lacks a
comprehensive diplomatic framework for the Middle East, mistakenly assuming that the region has
a relatively stable political and economic system. It has also taken a huge toll on Russian interests in
the Middle East, even more so than those of other countries outside the region.

After the impact of the Arab Spring on Russia’s interests in the Middle East, the importance of the
Middle East in Russian diplomacy has been elevated by the Russian government's reanalysis of the
region's strategic significance to Russia. Intervention in the Syrian crisis is one of Russia's major
actions to improve the diplomatic surrounding environment and safeguard its strategic interests in the
Middle East after the conflict in Ukraine. By intervening militarily in the Syrian crisis, Russia has
broken through its passivity since the conflict in Ukraine and become the dominant player in
geopolitics and regional security issues in the Middle East. Such unilateral action, in large part to
ensure more multilateralism, gives the Middle East the possibility of a more equitable and less
ideological multilateralism [19, 20].

Since then, Russia has participated actively in the resolution of the political problems in the Middle
East, taken a lot of diplomatic initiatives, and actively advocates establishing a system for Middle
East political cooperation. It also takes the initiative to lead and to shape the Syrian crisis era of peace
process, initiated and led such as “Astana talks” “Sochi meeting” political talks. In this process,
Russia has made full use of the role of international organizations and multilateral mechanisms to
actively expand in-depth cooperation and strengthen partnership with Middle Eastern countries. On
the whole, after the Arab Spring, Russia's diplomatic strategy in the Middle East has embodied a
distinct theoretical guidance of neoliberalism [19].
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4.3 Russia-BRICS relations in a constructivist perspective

In 2013, Putin signed and confirmed the Concept of the Russian Federation joining the BRICS
Mechanism [21]. Russia's BRICS Concept points out that cooperation within the framework of
BRICS mechanism is Russia's key long-term foreign policy. From the perspective of constructivism,
the strategic purpose of the concept can be summarized into five aspects: national interest,
international norms, role identity, collective identity and cultural identity.

Winter defined the national interest as the survival, independence, economic wealth and collective
self-esteem of the state-society complex [22]. To maintain the country's survival and independence,
Russia must develop its economy, accumulate wealth and become an economic power. The
economies of BRICS countries are highly complementary, and economic and trade cooperation with
BRICS countries can effectively enhance Russia's economic wealth. This is why Russia attaches great
importance to economic and trade cooperation with BRICS countries [8].

Winter regards identity as an attribute of an intentional agent. Identity consists of two concepts:
self-possession and other-possession, constructed from internal and external structures [22]. Russia
has long been eager to get equal status with Europe and the United States and play its mission as a
great power in a new international norm. However, the mismatch between Russia's military power
and its economic might has long kept it subdued by the West. This leads to the lack of external
construction of Russia's role identity. Therefore, Russia needs to make use of the collective identity
formed by the BRICS mechanism to perfect the external construction of Russia’s role identity.

Winter pointed out that the common knowledge of society is culture, and culture has an effect on
identity and interests, which depend on discourse formation and material power [22]. Therefore, in
order to realize culture identity and collective identity, Russia must not only enhance its material
strength, but also expand the influence of Russia's cultural concept in BRICS countries and the entire
international community. Therefore, Russia is committed to establishing an interaction mechanism
among member states in the field of tourism, so as to expand the spread of Russian language, culture
and information among major countries in the world, including BRICS countries.

5. Conclusion

Neo-realism, characterized by nationalism and utilitarianism, emphasizes the balance of power in
international politics and questions or denies the role of the international system. Neoliberalism,
characterized by interdependence and institutionalism, emphasizes the feasibility of cooperation
through international institutions and organizations in international anarchy. Constructivism, with the
identity of actors as its core, emphasizes the influence of identity and norms on state behavior.
However, nowadays, non-state actors are playing more and more important roles in international
politics, which makes the neo-realism theory of nationalism difficult to sustain. Neoliberalism, with
its emphasis on absolute gains, is at odds with the status quo of international politics, in which
countries often seek to impede the gains of others. Constructivism often has the problem of
empiricism and underestimates the complexity of international social relations. All in all, the three
theories of international relations have significant shortcomings and need to be improved.

Finally, let's return to the core issue of this paper -- the deep needs and logic of Russia in the
Russia-Ukraine conflict. This paper argues that neorealism is the most suitable theory to explain the
conflict between Russia and Ukraine. Russia and Ukraine are caught in a classic security dilemma --
Ukraine's pursuit of its own economic and military security threatens Russia's strategy and security.
Therefore, Russia's first deep need in the Russia-Ukraine conflict is to maintain Ukraine's neutral
status. Russia needs to ensure that there is a buffer belt between Russia and NATO to prevent NATO's
military forces from directly surrounding Russia, and Ukraine bordering Russia is obviously the best
choice for the buffer zone. Second, Russia wants to use the conflict with Ukraine to promote the
confrontation of international power -- by escalating tensions with NATO to promote alliances with
countries that do not want to see the US-led alliance as a dominant force. Through this slightly
coercive alliance, in which each country seemed to have to take sides or become a common enemy,
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Russia sought to create a bloc of forces to rival the US-led NATO. Judging from the current trend of
the Russia-Ukraine conflict, Russia seems to have partially achieved its goal, but whether Russia's
gains are greater than its efforts, and whether Russia can really establish a balanced international
power situation remains to be seen.
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