
Abstract
From the second half of the 20th century onwards, military alliances have ceased to play an essential role 
in ensuring the security of major powers; meanwhile, asymmetric alliances, in which a major power 
remains an incontestable leader surrounded by weak parties, have proliferated across international sys-
tems. The literature on this topic explains these relationships in terms of an exchange in dissimilar benefits 
between states, following the formula “security for autonomy”. This explanation seems generally plausi-
ble, but it does not reveal specific benefits for a major power from establishing control over the weak states. 
This article intends to deepen our theoretical understanding of why states resort to asymmetric alliances 
and to test the significance of suggested propositions through an in-depth analysis of the Russian record 
of alliances. Russia built allied relations with several neighbors but does not extend similar mechanisms to 
partners in other geographic areas. This policy is puzzling, since it contrasts with the foreign policy stance 
that international security and global order should be built on the principle of the indivisibility of security 
and inclusive international institutions. In its foreign policy discourse Russia strongly condemns exclusive 
formats with limited membership. The study addresses two interrelated issues: first, it helps to deepen 
understanding of Russia’s foreign policy strategy and the role of various instruments of military-political 
cooperation in ensuring national interests; secondly, it tests the provisions of the theory of asymmetric 
alliances, assessing its applicability to a hard case. The article reveals Russia’s sensitivity to direct and 
opportunity costs as well as to potential risks of binding security commitments; however, Russia relies on 
asymmetric alliances with neighboring countries to reap the benefits of increasing power projection oppor-
tunities, legitimizing its foreign policy initiatives, limiting freedom of maneuver for its competitors, and 
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The classic definition of international alli-
ances in political science dates back to the 
1960s: it is "the promise of mutual military assis-
tance between two or more sovereign states" 
[Wolfers 1968: 268]. Unlike informal coalitions, 
alliances presuppose the treaty-based validation 
of mutual commitments, serving as a significant 
instrument, though not the only one, of politi-
cal signaling. Throughout history, such alliances 
have been at the center of international political 
interaction. One of the pioneers in the study of 
alliances, George Liska, argued: "It is impossi-
ble to speak of international relations without 
referring to alliances; the two often merge in all 
but name" [Liska 1962: 3]. In this respect, the 
management of alliance relations acts as an 
inte gral element of the art of conducting foreign 
policy, as described by the authors of the intro-
ductory article of this issue [Jordan, Stulberg, 
Troitskiy 2021a; 2021 b].

However, alliances have ceased playing a 
significant role in ensuring the military security 
of major powers since the mid-twentieth cen-
tury. Alliances between equal players have virtu-
ally disappeared from international practice. On 
the other hand, alliances where a major power 
acted as the unconditional leader, provi ding 
guarantees of protection to weaker countries, 
became widespread1. Examples include NATO, 
the Warsaw Treaty Organization, bilateral 
agreements within the framework of the 'hub 
and spokes' system in Asia, and the Collective 
Security Treaty Organization (CSTO).

The functioning of asymmetric alliances is 
associated with the exchange of dissimilar ben-

efits, described by the formula "security for 
autonomy" [Morrow 1991]. However, it does 
not reveal what exactly a major power benefits 
from gaining influence over weak countries. 
As its allies only have a small material potential, 
this raises the question of how profitable it is to 
invest in their security; this question requires 
developing the theory of asymmetric relations.

Moreover, the proposed formula does not 
reveal the reasons why individual players shy 
away from providing commitments of a mili-
tary or political character. What prevents major 
powers from providing security guarantees to a 
potentially unlimited number of weak coun-
tries? Whereas the United States has an exten-
sive network of commitments in key regions of 
the world, by contrast, China and India are 
reluctant to promise military assistance even to 
those states with which they have close ties 
[Istomin, Baikov 2020].

Russia has built allied relations with a num-
ber of neighbors, but it does not seek to extend 
them to partners in other regions [Istomin, 
Silayev, Sushentsov 2018]. Allied relations im-
ply the creation of exclusive clubs with high 
entry barriers, which contradicts Moscow's 
emphasis on enshrining the principle of indi-
visibility of security and is inconsistent with 
Russia's condemnation of exclusive formats 
with limited participation2.

In this regard, this article seeks to explain the 
Russian approach to alliance commitments on 
the basis of the theory of asymmetric alliance. 
The study has two interrelated objectives: to 
deepen the understanding of Russian foreign 

1 Here, and further in the text, the concept of "weak countries" is used to refer to actors in 
international relations that have significantly less material capacity than their partners: that is, as a 
synonym of the concept of "small and medium countries", but not of the concept of "weak states", when 
the latter implies weak governance.

2 See for example, Kontseptsija vneshnej politiki Rossijskoj Federatsii [Foreign Policy Concept of the 
Russian Federation]. 30 November 2016. URL: http://www.kremlin.ru/acts/bank/41451 (accessed: 
10.11.2020); Putin V.V. Rossija i menjayuschijsa mir (Russia and the changing world). Rossijskaya 
gazeta. 27.02.2015. URL: https://rg.ru/2012/02/27/putin-politika.html (accessed: 10.11.2020); 

stabilizing its strategic surrounding. The Russian experience of building relations with allies differs sig-
nificantly from the American one, which, due to the scale of the US alliance network, is often presented 
as a model experience. Nevertheless, it is quite consistent with the provisions of the theory of asymmetric 
alliances.
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policy and the role of military and political co-
operation tools in its implementation; and to 
substantiate the original theoretical approach by 
assessing its applicability to a non-trivial case. 

Most studies describing causal mechanisms 
of asymmetric alliances are based on the 
American experience [Troitsky 2002; Beckley 
2015; Istomin 2017]. Concep tua li zation of the 
insufficiently studied Russian record can pre-
empt possible doubts about the generalizability 
of the proposed theory.

The analysis of Moscow's policy shows its 
sensitivity to direct and opportunity costs, as 
well as potential risks associated with military 
and political commitments. Russia is cautious 
about providing guarantees based on an assess-
ment of its own interests and capabilities. 
Asymmetric alliances can bring benefits relat-
ed to projecting power, legitimizing foreign 
policy initiatives, limiting competitors' free-
dom of movement, and stabilizing the regional 
environment. 

The present work demonstrates that manag-
ing alliance commitments requires strategic 
vision and great diplomatic skills. Even under 
conditions of disparity, alliances do not allow a 
major power to achieve everything it wants, so 
the desire to inflate the number of allies is not 
always justified. In our view, alliances should 
not be considered as an unconditional foreign 
policy asset: this view is expressed, in particu-
lar, by [Brooks, Ikenberry and Wohlforth 2013] 
and [Brands and Feaver 2017]. 

The first section of this article is devoted 
to the justification of differences in alliance rela-
tions between equal and asymmetric players. 
The theory of asymmetric alliances is outlined, 
characterizing the possible benefits and costs of 
this type of alliances for major players, as well as 
defining its significance in the context of other 
forms of dominance in international politics. 

In further sections, the provisions of the 
theory of asymmetric alliances are compared 
with the experience of Russia in the 1990s-
2010s. The significance of commitments to al-
lies is demonstrated by comparing them with 
policies towards other partners. A wide range 
of sources used – including statistical informa-
tion, expert publications, official documents, 
and news materials – allows us to reconstruct 
the Russian approach to alliances and ensure 
the validity of the conclusions. 

1
Throughout history, alliances have been 

used extensively to balance opponents by com-
pensating for the weaker players' lagging be-
hind the stronger ones. Frequently, alliances 
exacerbated the fears of states that were not 
covered by mutual assurances, thus intensify-
ing rivalries [Christensen and Snyder 1990; 
Vasquez 1993; Gibler and Vasquez 1998; 
Kenwick, Vasquez and Powers 2015]3. Never-
theless, it was difficult for states to refrain from 
seeking allies for fear of vulnerability [Johnson 
2017]: as a rule, a potential war concerned 
them less than a foreign policy defeat. 

This logic does not explain why major pow-
ers participate in asymmetric alliances, with 
significant (manifold) disparity in material 
capa bilities between the leader and other par-
ticipants. For weaker allies, such arrangement 
remains an instrument to ensure security, but 
the leading country does not get a significant 
surplus to its own power from cooperation with 
obviously weak countries. Its main benefit lies 
in gaining leverage over states to which it pro-
vides military and political security guarantees 
[Morrow 1991]. For the major power, asym-
metric alliances are a tool to formalize unequal 
relations. In order to explain the relevance of 
this tool, it is necessary to outline the reasons 

Lavrov S.V. Vystuplenije Ministra inostrannih del Rossii na otkritii Ezhegodnoj konferentsii OBSE po obzoru 
problem v oblasti bezopasnosti [Speech by the Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs at the opening of the 
OSCE Annual Security Review Conference], Vienne, 23 June 2009. URL: https://www.mid.ru/
vistupleniya_ministra/-/asset_publisher/MCZ7HQuMdqBY/content/id/288306 (accessed: 10.11.2020); 
Lavrov S.V. K miru, stabil’nosti i ustojchivomy ekonomicheskomy razvitiju v Aziatsko-Tikhookeanskom 
regione [Toward peace, stability and sustainable economic development in Asia and the Pacific]. 5 October 
2013. URL: https://www.mid.ru/atr/-/asset_publisher/0vP3hQoCPRg5/content/id/93642 (accessed: 
10.11.2020).

3 For criticism of such assumptions see [Kim, Woo, Lee 2020].
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for seeking influence on weak countries4, as 
well as the costs of acquiring it. 

The assessment of the significance of asym-
metric alliances cannot ignore the existence of 
other mechanisms of influence weak countries. 
An explanation of their role should clarify the 
question of why major powers resort to alli-
ances rather than other instruments. Military 
and political commitments should provide bet-
ter and more reliable ways of influencing as 
compared to available alternatives. 

Consequently, in general terms, the value of 
asymmetric alliances can be described by the 
formula:

b–c ≥ a >0,
where b is the benefits of alliance, and c is the 
costs. For the maintenance of alliance rela-
tions to be meaningful, the difference between 
them must be not only positive, but not less 
than in the alternative options (a).

This article presents a detailed examination 
of the circumstances determining the possible 
values of these variables, a classification of the 
benefits, and a description of the costs and the 
alternatives that  provide influence. Such an 
analysis will make it possible not only to justify 
the reasons for states to resort to asymmetric 
alliances, but also to outline the limits of their 
relevance.

2
What benefits does the major power gain 

from entering into an alliance with allies infe-
rior in material terms? This question remains 

unanswerable if, in the spirit of neorealism, the 
motives of states are reduced solely to the de-
sire to ensure their own survival5. Note that 
such a thesis does not fit well with another 
position neorealists hold: that major powers do 
not lend themselves to coercion and are there-
fore exceptionally resilient [Mearsheimer 
2001: 83–114]. 

The margin of safety allows these states to 
take into account potential threats over a rela-
tively long horizon6. The desire of sta tes to gain 
long-term benefits with delayed and indirect 
effects on their security contri butes to the 
transformation of international relations into a 
highly socialized system where actors compete 
not only for material resour ces, but also for 
status positions. 

High status ensures that opponents will be 
hesitant to test the major power for strength7. 
Meanwhile, its social capital depends on how 
that state is perceived by other players. In a 
broad sense, the French sociologist Pierre 
Bour dieu defined social capital as "the aggre-
gate of the actual or potential resources which 
are linked to possession of a durable network 
of more or less institutionalized relationships 
of mutual acquaintance and recognition – 
or in other words, to membership in a group" 
[Bour dieu 2002: 66]. Thus, the high status of a 
state implies demonstrative recognition on the 
part of other actors in international politics; 
this testifies to the presence of a hierar chy, 
even if informal, in the system of international 
relations8.

4 The assumption that states pursue influence for the sake of influence presents a Manichean picture 
of the world that is not shared by most contemporary scholars. Hans Morgenthau remains the only 
prominent theorist to assume that states pursue national interests, defined in terms of power 
[Morgenthau 1948]. On the motives of states in international politics see [Organski 1958]; [Morgenthau 
1948]; [Waltz (1979]; [Lebow 2008].

5 See e.g. [Waltz 1979].
6 It is significant that neoclassical realists distinguish between the restrictive conditions of the state's 

external environment, which requires an immediate response to new challenges, and the permissive 
conditions when there are no existential challenges [Ripsman, Taliaferro, Lobell 2016: 52–55]. 

7 Hans [Morgenthau 1948: 55–58] pointed out these consequences of status (or, more precisely, 
of foreign policy prestige). The literature on social recognition is extremely extensive. On the sources of 
status in the international arena, see, in particular [Major Powers and the Quest for Status 2011; 
Status in world politics 2014; Renshon 2017; Ward 2017; Larson, Shevchenko 2019]. 

8 On the hierarchy in international relations, see [Gilpin 1981; Keal 1983; Clark 1989; Lake 2009]. 
Most authors agree that external recognition correlates with state resources (including military and 
economic), but this correlation remains flexible. A weakened power can, by inertia, maintain high social 
capital. Inversely, the potential of the rising giant is sometimes underestimated. For more on the under-
recipients of recognition and status dependents, see [Major Powers and the Quest for Status 2011].
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Major powers are capable of responding to 
more than just existential threats to their own 
territorial integrity and sovereignty. For exam-
ple, they make efforts to prevent the cross-
border "spillover of instability" from countries 
with weak statehood, whether in the form of 
terrorist activity, organized crime, mass migra-
tion, or the spread of radical ideologies.

Influencing weak countries, even if it does 
not increase the major power's chances of sur-
vival, gives the latter a number of advantages, 
which can be actualized in both domestic and 
foreign policy areas [Lake 2009]. The potential 
benefits of asymmetric alliances are summa-
rized in Table 1. 

By deterring the military and political ca-
pacity building of its allies (1A), the major 
power can prevent a relatively weak player from 
becoming an independent center of power that 
would compete with it in the future. In particu-
lar, the United States has kept Japan and 
Germany from rebuilding independent capa-
bilities since the mid-20th century, by making 
commitments to these countries to protect 
them, whilst at the same time preventing them 
from acquiring nuclear weapons. This policy 
has been less successful in the case of France, 
which gained an independent deterrent capa-
bility that contributed to its opposition towards 
the United States9.

The objective of preventing the transforma-
tion of an ally into an independent center of 
power is relevant to those states that initially 

have latent potential but underutilize it. 
Asymmetry in this case is a product of con-
scious efforts rather than a natural condition. 
It is possible when the ally is aware of the grav-
ity of the costs and risks of building up their 
own military and political capabilities. 

Another function of an alliance is to help 
strengthen the status of the major power by 
limiting the ties of its allies with potential com-
petitors (1B). Such influence clearly confirms 
the recognition of leadership, reinforcing 
a major power's claim to privileged status in 
the international system [Istomin, Bolgova, 
Sokolov, Avatkov 2019]. 

During the Cold War, the United States 
restra ined countries covered by Washington's 
guarantees from forming political and eco-
nomic ties with the USSR. In the economic 
sphere, it formed the Coordinating Committee 
on Export Controls, which created barriers to 
technology transfer from developed capitalist 
countries to socialist states [Mastanduno 1988; 
1992]. The United States tried to limit eco-
nomic ties with Moscow when the allies them-
selves demonstrated an interest in establishing 
such relations. It sought similar loyalty from its 
allies in the context of intensified U.S.-Chinese 
rivalry in the 2010s10.

In addition, restrictions on ties with third 
countries can act as an instrument of competi-
tion for economic markets. Military and politi-
cal guarantees can be accompanied by expec-
tations to redirect an ally's trade flows or to 

Table 1
Benefits of asymmetric alliances for major powers

Nature of objectives Sphere of influence

А. Internal development of an ally B. Foreign policy of an ally

1. Restrictive prevention of the emergence  
of independent players limiting the external ties of an ally

2. Transformative strengthening the statehood of an ally engaging an ally in support  
of the leader's initiative

Source: compiled by the author.

9 On the role of nuclear nonproliferation considerations in the development of asymmetric alliances, 
see [Security assurances… 2012; Frühling, O’Neil 2017; Lanoszka 2018].

10 See, e.g., Nakashima E., Booth W. "Britain bars Huawei from its 5G wireless networks, part of a 
growing shift away from the Chinese tech giant". Washington Post. 15.07.2020. URL: https://www.
washingtonpost.com/national-security/britain-to-bar-huawei-from-its-5g-wireless-networks-part-of-a-
growing-shift-away-from-the-chinese-tech-giant/2020/07/13/44f6afee-c448-11ea-b037-
f9711f89ee46_story.html (accessed: 10.11.2020).
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open their economy to investment [Fordham 
2010; Mansfield 2015]. 

Along with the restrictive objectives of dete-
rring allies' domestic potentials and interna-
tional activities, major powers resort to asym-
metric alliances to modify the international 
environment in a favorable direction. Among 
other things, weak states can facilitate the pro-
jection of power and control of maritime 
spaces (2B). 

Territories of allied countries can be used to 
base the armed forces of the major power as 
entry points for repairing and resupplying war-
ships and aircraft. The major power can resort 
to diplomatic support of even weak countries in 
order to legitimize its initiatives in the global 
arena, including military interventions. In a 
number of cases, the potential of small coun-
tries is needed to solve auxiliary military tasks 
and, correspondingly, to reduce the costs of the 
major power [Weitsman 2013; Schmitt 2018].

Illustratively, since the Cold War, the United 
States has used the territory of its allies to 
maintain the infrastructure of the global mili-
tary presence under the concept of "forward 
deployment"11, which expanded Washington's 
capabilities for the projection of military pow-
er, including during regional conflicts and in-
tense political crises. In addition, the United 
States exploited practical assistance and espe-
cially the political loyalty of its allies in the 
1990s and 2010s, while conducting operations 
in Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, and Yugoslavia12.

Finally, from the perspective of a major 
power, one more function of asymmetric alli-
ances can be the internal political stabiliza tion 
of the allies themselves (2A) [Quirk 2017]. It is 
particularly relevant with regard to countries 
with weakened statehood that risk becoming a 
source of cross-border terrorist activity, the 

spread of radical ideologies, drug trafficking, 
and migration flows13. In contrast, stabilization 
of the situation can turn them into attractive 
economic partners.

By guaranteeing security against external 
threats, the major power helps a local govern-
ment redirect resources toward solving domes-
tic problems. In addition, formalized commit-
ments can form the basis for broad economic 
assistance. In this regard, throughout the Cold 
War, domestic instability in Third World coun-
tries largely determined the logic of their rap-
prochement with superpowers [Barnett, Levy 
1991; David 1991b]. For example, the desire to 
strengthen the local regime resulted in the 
American support for South Vietnam against 
the Viet Cong. Even earlier, the threat of ag-
gravation of the internal political situation in 
South-East Asian states prompted the United 
States to initiate the Manila Pact [Buszynski 
1983]. Such steps were taken as part of the 
global confrontation with the USSR, but were 
aimed more at preventing the strengthening of 
communist forces within the countries rather 
than protection against external invasion.

As illustrated above, cooperation with weak 
countries can bring benefits to the major power 
even without affecting its military and strategic 
capabilities. We should note that these func-
tions are not always in equal demand, and 
some functions may contradict each other14. 
In this regard, major powers choose individual 
applications of asymmetric alliances from the 
menu available. 

The ability of large countries to use this set 
of tools in foreign policy is limited by the costs 
associated with the development of allied rela-
tions. This factor has rarely been in the focus 
of the theory of asymmetric alliances [Morrow 
1991]. At the same time, their impact on the 

11 U.S. military bases were stationed not only in the territory of allies, but also in other states. At the 
same time, as Alexander Cooley and Daniel Nexon point out, the latter's great autonomy increases the 
risks of losing the rights to deploy military forces. Not surprisingly, the main support bases of the global 
military presence are in such countries as Japan, the Republic of Korea, and NATO member states 
[Cooley, Nexon 2013].

12 See, e.g., [Pechurov 2008; Istomin, Baykov 2019; Bogdanov 2019].
13 The widespread belief in the 2000s that state weakness is the main source of threats to 

international security is telling in this regard (see, e.g., [Fukuyama 2004: 92]).
14 For example, preventing the strengthening of an ally is poorly matched by assisting in the 

strengthening of its statehood.
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policies of major powers justifies a closer 
exami nation of the emerging constraints. 

3
Any kind of alliance has its costs, be it mili-

tary-political cooperation between equal play-
ers or asymmetric alliance. Since the costs are 
not related to ensuring the state's survival but 
to acquiring advantages of relatively lower im-
portance, one should expect states to be more 
sensitive to costs. 

At the same time, asymmetric alliances 
make it possible – but do not make it certain – 
to gain the benefits described in the previous 
section. Empirical research demonstrated that 
states fulfill legally binding commitments in 
the majority of cases, with a probability of 
about 75% [Leeds, Long, Mitchell 2000].

As a rule, the benefits associated with the 
influence on weak countries are not contractu-
ally enshrined when establishing an alliance. 
Loyalty is not formalized, because such en-
shrining would put the sovereignty of the par-
ticipants of the alliance into question. This 
would devalue its significance, including as an 
instrument of status signaling15. At the same 
time, disparity of material potentials does not 
always ensure the major power has the ability 
to impose its will on weak countries. 

Differences in the level of determination or 
the availability of alternative ways of securing 
interests help them resist external pressure 
[Keohane, Nye 1977; David 1991a; Small 
states... 2003; Small states... 2012; Womack 
2016; Long 2017a; 2017b]. Even when weak 
states agree to support the alliance leader, their 
cooperation is conditioned by demands that 
make it difficult for the major power to achieve 
its goals. This exacerbates the dilemma of 
choice between legitimization and maximizing 
practical returns16.

Often states are more vulnerable to coercion 
by their close allies rather than by other players, 
since they depend on their help and have some-

thing to lose should relations deteriorate 
[Drezner 1999]. The possibility of withdrawing 
the security guarantees provided by the allian ce 
leader acts as a trump card in his hands in the 
unfolding bargaining process17. The expe rience 
of U.S. relations with allies shows that the latter 
demonstrate more loyalty to Washington than 
other states [Istomin, Baikov 2019]. 

At the same time, in asymmetric alliances, 
the major powers make military and political 
commitments that inevitably come with the 
costs related to fulfilling their obligations to al-
lies. The assessment of the ratio of gains to 
losses cannot be formalized; as the question 
"How much security in exchange for how much 
autonomy would be a fair price in an alli ance?" 
cannot have a straightforward answer.

The costs of maintaining asymmetric alli-
ances include direct costs, opportunity costs, 
and potential risks (see Table 2). Among the 
former are the costs of maintaining military 
forces that reassure the credibility of military 
and political commitment, as gaining an ally's 
confidence in the credibility of guarantees may 
require building capabilities beyond the meas-
ure of military sufficiency. The U.S. faced this 
problem during the Cold War, as they had to 
deal not only with balancing the Soviet Union, 
but also with deploying sufficient forces in 
Europe to convince NATO allies that Washing-
ton would indeed come to their aid if the need 
arises. The allies repeatedly expressed doubts 

15 Reference can be made, in particular, to the negative impact on American attempts to legitimize 
the war in Iraq in 2003 of claims that members of the "coalition of the willing" entered it under American 
coercion, rather than out of recognition of the justifiability of their actions [Newnham 2008].

16 See, e.g., [Weitsman 2013; Schmitt 2018].
17 See in this respect [Johnson 2015].

Table 2
Costs of Asymmetric Alliances

1. Direct costs

military preparedness

access to market

military technical assistance /  
development assistance

2.  Opportunity 
costs

deteriorating relations with allies' 
opponents 

3. Potential risks
involvement in allies' adventurism

failed expectations effect

Source: compiled by the author.
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about the reliability of U.S. guarantees [Tra-
chtenberg 2012]. 

Another type of possible cost is associated 
with the granting of economic preferences to 
allies. For example, in the 1950s the United 
States, seeking to limit Japan's ties with the 
USSR and China, unilaterally opened access 
to American market for it [Cha 2016]. 

The opportunity costs are manifested in the 
complication of interaction with states that are 
in strained relations with one's allies. This dy-
namic excerbates tensions when a major power 
does not have disputes with a state, but its alies 
do have them. The setback in relations can lead 
to entrapment in unncessary confrontation for 
a major power. In other words, gaining friends 
in international politics leads to the emergence 
of new adversaries. For example, close U.S. 
relations with Israel and Saudi Arabia reduce 
the chances of a constructive dialogue with 
Iran. Similarly, during the Cold War, the U.S. 
presence in South Vietnam, the Republic of 
Korea, and Japan caused China's distrust after 
the breakdown of Sino-Soviet relations.

Finally, the potential risks of asymmetric alli-
ances are associated with a possible increase in 
the adventurism of weak countries. Relying on 
guarantees provided by the major power, they can 
initiate provocations against third states. As a 
resul t, the likelihood of dragging the alliance 
leader into unwanted confrontations grows. 
In this regard, the art of managing alliance rela-
tions often lies in the ability to prevent friends 
from attacking adversaries [Pressman 2011]. For 
example, throughout the 1950s, Washington faced 
repeated attempts by the governments of Chiang 
Kai-shek in Taiwan and Syngman Rhee in South 
Korea to draw the United States into armed con-
frontations with China and North Korea.

Historical experience shows that major 
powers usually manage to slip out of this trap, 
but such risks complicate the conduct of for-
eign policy. They increase the need to consoli-
date influence on allies, which requires addi-

tional expenditures [Kim 2011; Benson, 
Bentley, Ray 2013; Beckley 2015]. Moreover, 
such micromanagement can cause painful 
reac tions on the part of weak countries.

Divergent expectations among allies regard-
ing the nature of mutual commitments (espe-
cially informal ones) create risks of cooling re-
lations. The lack of cooperation from allies 
(whether a major power or a weak country), 
even when there are no legally binding guaran-
tees, generates frustration with a negative effect 
on the prospects of interaction18.

The described costs, as well as the lack of 
firm guarantees of benefits, have a negative 
impact on the value of asymmetric alliances for 
major powers. At the same time, their willing-
ness to use this tool in foreign policy depends 
not only on the ratio of gains and losses, but 
also on the availability or absence of alterna-
tives that better secure the dominant influence 
on weak countries.

4
Military and political alliance is not the only 

option for consolidating hegemony. Throughout 
world history, states have used a wide range of 
mechanisms to get hold of their clients19. Up to 
the present day, a number of dependent territo-
ries have survived, constituting fragments of 
former vast colonial possessions: until the 
1960s, this form of relations played a major role 
in securing political and economic dominance. 
Its abandonment was the result of the assertion 
of the norm of self-determination in the inter-
national arena [Simpson 1996]. 

From the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury, most instruments imply the preservation 
of the formally legal autonomy of the partici-
pants (see Table 3). Without eliminating dis-
parity, this approach provides weak countries 
with opportunities for self-organization and 
the assertion of their own interests, especially 
in comparison with the previous forms of  
direct influence20. The consolidation of asym-

18 Awareness of such risks, in particular, influenced the behavior of states on the eve of World War I 
[Snyder 1997: 201–306].

19 See, for example, the typology proposed by Michael Mann [Mann 2012: 18–20].
20 On the other hand, in earlier eras, communication, transportation, and organizational barriers made 

it difficult for the colonial power to control the situation at the local level.
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metrical relations does not mean the obligatory 
subordination of the weaker party to the inter-
ests of the major power. Moreover, it does not 
even presuppose a clear prescription of the 
specific obligations of weak countries. Such 
consolidation clarifies the status ranking and 
signals the terms of subsequent bargaining with 
them. Alliance treaty provides a framework on 
the procedure for concluding further agree-
ments21.

Asymmetry can affect different areas of in-
teraction to an unequal degree. In this regard, 
there is a functional distinction between in-
struments of influence: military-strategic, eco-
nomic, and humanitarian22. Often, unrelated 
organizational formats are used to structure 
ties in separate areas. They are created both 
separately (for example, the transatlantic com-
munity has no economic analogue of NATO) 
and in parallel (for example, the CSTO and the 
EAEU have almost identical membership).

The instruments of economic domination 
ensure the influence of the major power on the 
weak countries by manipulating access to its 
market or establishing control over theirs. 
Mechanisms of cultural influence (such as 
Francophonie or the World Islamic League) 
form a common identity that perpetuates a 

positive image of the major power. It is achieved 
by appealing to similarities in historical experi-
ence, linguistic practices, and religious faith23.

With all the advantages of these mecha-
nisms, they cannot replace alliances, since 
they do not provide the weak country with 
protection from violent influence24. They do 
not function according to the formula "security 
for autonomy". Only instruments of military 
and political cooperation, such as the estab-
lishment of a protectorate and military techni-
cal assistance, can be considered a direct alter-
native to alliances. 

The protectorate format implies a direct 
control over the foreign policy and security of 
the territorial community (see, for example, 
Andorra, Monaco, and Puerto Rico). Major 
powers have to assume serious political burden, 
while this format narrows down the field of 
maneuver and hurts the self-esteem of the jun-
ior partner25. This situation does not seem at-
tractive to either side, so it seems logical that 
by now the protectorates has become almost as 
exotic as colonies. 

Therefore, the only real alternative to alli-
ances in the modern world is military and 
technological assistance in the form of arms 
supply and help with military training. This 

21 Regarding the specifics of bargaining, see [Fearon 1998].
22 David Lake distinguished two areas of hierarchies: military-strategic and economic forms [Lake 

2009], but in the context of increased interest in using cultural capital to achieve political goals, it is 
difficult to ignore the newly heightened interest in nonviolent and non-economic mechanisms of domination 
[Nye 2011].

23 For more on the concept of cultural dominance, see [Tomlinson 1991].
24 Alexander Wendt and Daniel Friedheim's conclusion that security guarantees are a necessary 

condition for the emergence of informal empire is illustrative in this regard [Wendt, Friedheim 1995].
25 For more on this form of predominant influence see [Lake 2009: 53–55].

Table 3
Tools for Securing Political Domination

А. Military and strategic tools B. Economic tools C. Cultural tools

1. Colonial possession

2.А. Protectorate 2.B. Common currency zone and 
financial integration 

3.А. Alliance 3.B. Trade and economic associations 3.C.  Associations by language, history, 
religion 

4.А. Military technical assistance 4.B.  Promoting international  
development

4.C.  Organizations for development  
of humanitarian cooperation

Source: compiled by the author. 
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format implies fewer reputational risks for 
the major power, as it does not provide public 
securi ty guarantees [Yarhi-Milo, Lanos zka, 
Cooper 2016].

Meanwhile, the complexity of modern 
weaponry increases its applicability as a tool to 
secure interest. The need to maintain the sup-
plied armaments creates a strong dependence 
on the major power, constraining the ability of 
the weak country to reorient its foreign policy 
[Shaw 1983; Catrina 1988]. Nonetheless, the 
state supplying weapons is not always able to 
control their use [Kinsella 1998]. For example, 
in the 2000s U.S. supplies to Pakistan were in-
tended to fight Islamist movements, but 
Islamabad used them in confrontation with 
India, continuing to cooperate with a number 
of Islamic groups that the United States was 
fighting against26.

Military technical assistance is less suited to 
perform a number of functions of asymmetric 
alliances. In the case of a partnership between 
the major power and a state with significant 
laten t potential, it creates prerequisites for 
increa sing local arms production and, conse-
quently, for gaining foreign policy independ-
ence as a result of technology transfer – an 
outcome that the alliance is designed to avoid27.

If the receiver of military technical assis-
tance is characterized by an unstable state-
hood, its organizational capacity may be insuf-
ficient to assimilate it. If institutions of power 
are weak, no supplies will help to ensure secu-
rity. Moreover, armaments may end up in the 
hands of those groups whose reinforcement the 
major power would seek to avoid. 

Military technical assistance can be not 
only a substitute for alliance, but also a com-
plement to it. Binding allies through arms 
transfers and exports of military doctrine en-

hances the effect of security guarantees and 
simultaneously increases the interoperability 
of forces. It makes the weak country not only a 
more reliable but also a more useful ally for the 
major power, facilitating the interaction of its 
units with the armed forces of the alliance 
leader28.

Earlier in this article we repeatedly provided 
illustrations from U.S. alliance practices. This 
is not surprising: the U.S. experience is exten-
sive, well-studied, and therefore actively used 
in works on the theory of asymmetric alliances. 
However, the use of the same empirical mate-
rial at the stages of constructing and testing 
scientific explanations creates the danger of 
unjustified generalizations. 

In order to avoid limitations of the theory 
based on the experience of a single state, it is 
worth assessing its applicability to the under-
standing of the allied relations of other major 
powers. In this regard, we present an analysis 
of how the described advantages and associated 
costs are manifested in the interaction between 
Russia and its allies. By placing this study on a 
more solid scientific ground, it will also make 
it possible to reconsider stereotypical assess-
ments of the Russian experience. 

 
5

The study of military and political alliances 
with Russian participation is weakened by in-
sufficient attention to the theory of interna-
tional alliances. It is negatively influenced by 
stereotypes relayed mainly by Western re-
searchers, which also affects publications of 
domestic specialists.

Foreign specialists often claim that Russia 
has no true allies, and alliances under its lead-
ership are described as a smoke screen for 
neo-imperialism built on direct coercion29. 

26 Felbab-Brown V. "Why Pakistan supports terrorist groups, and why the US finds it so hard to induce 
change". Brookings Institute. 05.01.2018. URL: https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-
chaos/2018/01/05/why-pakistan-supports-terrorist-groups-and-why-the-us-finds-it-so-hard-to-induce-
change/ (accessed: 10.11.2020).

27 See, e.g., the role of technology transfer in the development of the Chinese military-industrial 
complex [Meijer 2018].

28 The problem of interoperability in collective operations was the subject of active discussion by 
Western military experts in the context of the experience of the 1990s and 2000s see [Hura et al. 
2000; Stewart et al. 2004].

29 See, e.g. [Allison 2004; Blank 2007; Torjesen 2008; Wilson 2017].
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Such speculations presume that Moscow's al-
liances include only those states, which are 
unable to evade its pressure, but even they do 
not actually cooperate with Russia. The re-
fusal of the allies to recognize the independ-
ence of Abkhazia, South Ossetia, or the reuni-
fication of Crimea is often mentioned in this 
context30.

Alternatively, some experts claim that weak 
countries exploit Russia's desire for status rec-
ognition to receive practical concessions. In 
fact, they exchange attendance of events under 
Moscow's patronage for material assistance 
and political support. Thus from this perspec-
tive, Russia's benefits from alliance are illusory, 
and the country is doomed to "strategic loneli-
ness" [Trenin 2009]. 

Given such Western criticism, Russian au-
thors often underplay the asymmetrical nature 
of alliances with Russian participation. They 
portray such alliances in terms of the common 
benefits for all member states. Under this ap-
proach, it becomes inconvinient to talk about 
the prevailing influence and benefits for 
Moscow [Kulik et al. 2011; Nikitina 2011; 
2012; 2017; Zakharov 2012; Malinovskij, 
Paschenko 2016; Golub, Golub 2018; Troitsky, 
Zinoviev 2018].

An exception from this mainstream view was 
a collective monograph on Russia's allies in the 

Collective Security Treaty Organization [Allies 
2020]. Its authors representing the Center for 
Analysis of Strategies and Technologies, asse-
ssed the five member states of this association 
in accordance with criteria of importance and 
loyalty to Moscow. This analysis allowed for a 
more nuanced evaluation of their interaction 
with Russia, with an explicit focus on the ben-
efits to the alliance leader. 

For all the wealth of empirical material pre-
sented and analyzed, this collective work suf-
fers from a lack of theoretical grounding, 
sketchy justification of the variables used, and 
an inconclusive assessment of their values in 
connection to the conclusions drawn. Like 
other publications interpreting the Russian 
recor d, it lacks a comparison of Moscow's rela-
tions with the countries to which it provides 
security guarantees and with other partners31.

The following analysis is intended to close 
the gap in the explanation of the choice 
of Russian allies based on the theory of asym-
metric alliances. In this case, the main object 
of study, as in the aforementioned publi-
cations, is relations among states sharing trea-
ty-based security commitments. At the end 
of the 2010s, Russia provided legally enshri-
ned security guarantees to seven countries: 
Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
and Tajikistan within the CSTO32, as well as 

30 See, e.g. [Stronski 2020].
31 For another example of a nuanced assessment of Russia's experience with the allies, see 

[Kropatcheva 2016].
32 Collective Security Treaty of May 15, 1992. URL: https://odkb-csto.org/documents/documents/

dogovor_o_kollektivnoy_bezopasnosti/ (accessed: 10.11.2020); Charter of the Collective Security 
Treaty Organization of October 7, 2002. URL: https://odkb-csto.org/documents/documents/ustav_
organizatsii_dogovora_o_kollektivnoy_bezopasnosti_/ (accessed: 10.11.2020). 

Commitments within the CSTO are duplicated in Russia's bilateral agreements with members of the 
multilateral alliance. See Treaty on Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual Assistance between the Russian 
Federation and the Republic of Armenia. 29.08.1997. URL: http://docs.cntd.ru/document/8306454 
(accessed: 10.11.2020); Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual Assistance between the Russian 
Federation and the Republic of Kazakhstan. 25.05.1992. URL: http://docs.cntd.ru/document/ 
901764295 (accessed: 10.11.2020); Treaty on Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual Assistance 
between the Russian Federation and the Republic of Kyrgyzstan. 10.06.1992. URL: http://docs.cntd.ru/
document/901728231 (accessed: 10.11.2020); Treaty on Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual 
Assistance between the Russian Federation and the Republic of Tajikistan. 25.05.1993. URL: http://docs.
cntd.ru/document/1902068 (accessed: 10.11.2020); Charter of the Union of Belarus and Russia. 
23.05.1997. URL: http://docs.cntd.ru/document/9043017 (accessed: 10.11.2020). 

It is indicative that during the crisis in Nagorno-Karabakh in the fall of 2020, the Russian leadership 
confirmed its commitment to help Armenia by referring to the CSTO, rather than to the bilateral 
agreement (See "Putin zajavil o gotovnosti RF ispolniat’ sojuznicheskije ob’azatelstva pered Armeniej 
[Putin said that Russia is ready to fulfill its allied obligations to Armenia]". Interfax 07.10.2020. URL: 
https://www.interfax.ru/russia/730360 (accessed: 10.11.2020).
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Abkhazia and South Ossetia on the basis of 
bilateral treaties33.

The last two states have limited interna-
tional recognition and are not members of the 
United Nations. Their de facto status is closer 
to that of protectorates. Their low potential (in 
comparison, with the CSTO member states) 
determines their close dependence on Russia 
in the political, economic, and military fields34.

In reproaching Moscow for its inability to 
keep even close states under its patronage, in-
cluding in the military and political alliance, 
its critics refer to the example of Uzbekistan, 
which joined the CSTO in 2006 and left the 
organization in 201235. At the same time, 
Russia has been in no hurry to formalize its 
allian ce with a fairly wide range of partners to 
which it provides considerable assistance – 
Venezuela, Serbia and Syria – although the 
idea of a legally binding alliance with Moscow 
is periodically circulating in the political cir-
cles of those states36. Russia actually became 
the main guarantor of security for Syria in the 
2010s by strengthening the government's posi-
tion in the fight against hostile groups, but this 
role has not been formalized.

While actively using other instruments, in-
cluding military technical assistance, Russia 
does not bind itself legally to assistance outside 
its immediate neighborhood37. Even after ex-
panding the geography of its military presence, 
Moscow continues to use alliances to formal-
ize privileged relations exclusively in interac-
tion with countries of the post-Soviet area. 

In alliances with Russian participation, 

securi ty guarantees are complemented by 
exten sive military technical armed assistance. 
Moreover, one of the advantages of CSTO 
membership is Moscow's commitment to sell 
weapons to allies at domestic Russian prices, 
which are cheaper than in other states 
[Khetagurov 2017]. Russia's contribution to 
the training of commanding officers and regu-
lar joint exercises ensure a high level of inter-
operability with the allies. 

Thereby, having formed a relatively small 
network of military and political commit-
ments, Russia did not seek to expand it beyond 
its geographic neighborhood throughout the 
2010s, even in cases where there were prerequi-
sites for such expansion. This demonstrates 
Moscow's sensitivity to the costs associated 
with the provision of security guarantees that it 
would later be unable or unwilling to fulfill38.

At the same time, its continued willingness 
to invest in the CSTO requires explanation. 
It has already been noted in the literature that 
Moscow values the loyalty of the member 
states of this association [Allies 2020]. This 
claim is consistent with the theory of asymmet-
ric alliances. In the context of the constructed 
typology of functions, the next section aims to 
provide thorough assessment of the specific 
benefits derived by Russia from allied relations. 

This analysis is complicated by the inter-
twining of different forms of influence in 
Moscow's interactions with the countries in 
question. Russia's CSTO allies are simultane-
ously its partners in the Eurasian Economic 
Union, the Commonwealth of Independent 

33 The Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual Assistance between the Russian Federation and 
the Republic of Abkhazia. 17 September 2018. URL: http://www.kremlin.ru/supplement/200 (accessed: 
10.11.2020); The Treaty on Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual Assistance between the Russian 
Federation and the Republic of South Ossetia. 17 September 2018. URL: http://www.kremlin.ru/
supplement/199 (accessed: 10.11.2020).

34 For a discussion of determining the status of Abkhazia and South Ossetia in relation to the existing 
typological models, see [Kazin 2009].

35 Saipov Z.S. "Factors that Influenced Uzbekistan’s Decision to Pull out of the CSTO: The View from 
Tashkent". Eurasia Daily Monitor. 2012. Vol. 9. No. 136.

36 See, e.g., Laru D. "Belgrad prizvali k ODKB (Belgrade called to CSTO)". Izvestia. April 3, 2018. 
URL: https://iz.ru/726511/dmitrii-laru/belgrad-prizvali-k-odkb (accessed: 10.11.2020).

37 For a comparison of allied commitments and Russia’s military technical assistance, see [Fomin et al. 
2019].

38 It is noteworthy in this regard that, despite its military operation since 2015 and intensive 
cooperation with Damascus, Moscow did not conclude a bilateral alliance with Syria in order to preserve 
the ability to withdraw support at any time. 
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States, and the Shanghai Cooperation Organi-
zation39. The beneficiaries of Russia's security 
guarantees are dependent on its market and 
investments and find themselves within its so-
cio-cultural influence. 

Therefore, it is sometimes difficult to meas-
ure the contribution of alliance relations to 
Moscow's influence. Nevertheless, the follow-
ing analysis confirms that asymmetric alliances 
act as at least one channel for securing domi-
nance. 

The fact that security guarantees preceded 
the intensification of regional integration pro-
cesses testifies in favor of their importance for 
the consolidation of Russian leadership. It may 
point to the "spillover effect" of dependence 
from the military-strategic field to other areas40. 
In some cases (in particular, Armenia's acces-
sion to the EAEU), there is a direct link be-
tween military and political commitments and 
Moscow's influence on the policies of its allies. 

6
A comparison of the material potentials of 

Russia and its allies clearly shows a striking 
disparity between them. Moscow has an over-
whelming predominance in terms of popu-
lation, economy, and military strength (see 

Table 4). The existing gap gives every reason to 
characterize the CSTO as an asymmetric alli-
ance. Therefore, the provisions presented in 
the theoretical sections of this article should be 
applicable to this association.

The scale of disparity makes the tasks of 
preventing the emergence of competing players 
irrelevant. Even the largest CSTO member 
states after Russia – Belarus and Kazakhstan – 
have no prerequisites for becoming peer com-
petitors. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
they voluntarily renounced the nuclear arse-
nals deployed on their territories and do not 
intend to have any independent deterrence 
capability.

Henceforth, unlike Washington, Moscow 
does not have allies akin to Germany or Japan, 
which have to be kept from becoming inde-
pendent centers of power. A number of Russian 
privileged partners, including China, India, 
Turkey, and Iran, have either achieved recogni-
tion as comparable international political pow-
ers or claim such a status. Nevertheless, 
Moscow has not considered the option of pro-
viding security guarantees as a means of curb-
ing allies' strategic autonomy41.

In any case, such attempts would have no 
chance of success, both because of Russia's 

39 Armenia and Belarus are not members of the SCO, but Minsk is part of the Union State with the 
Russian Federation.

40 This effect is described in [Mastanduno 2009].
41 On the possibility of a military-political alliance between Russia and China, see [Kireeva 2019; Lukin, 

Kashin 2019].

Table 4
Material Potential of CSTO Member States

Population (2019) Gross domestic product (2019) Defense expenditures (2019)

mln people % of total CSTO bln dollars % of total CSTO mln dollars % of total CSTO

Armenia 3.0 1.6% 13.7 0.7% 673.3 1.0%

Belarus 9.5 5.0% 63.1 3.2% 780.1 1.1%

Kazakhstan 18.5 9.7% 180.2 9.1% 1766.4 2.6%

Kirghizia 6.5 3.4% 8.5 0.4% 124.1 0.2%

Russia 144.4 76.0% 1,699.9 86.1% 65,102.6 95.0%

Tajikistan 8.1 4.3% 8.1 0.4% 95.8* 0.1%

* Year 2015.
Source: compiled by the author with data of the World Bank and the Stockholm Peace Research Institute for 2019  
(World Development Index DataBank. URL: https://data.worldbank.org/; SIPRI Military Expenditure Database.  
URL: https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex). 
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limited capabilities and because of the foreign 
policy ambitions of countries that are very sen-
sitive about their own positioning in the global 
arena [Neumann 2008; Clunan 2009; Fors-
berg, Heller, Wolf 2014; Larson, Shevchenko 
2014]42. At the same time, their rise throughout 
the 2000s and 2010s did not contradict 
Moscow's strategic priorities, which sought to 
weaken American hegemony by establishing a 
polycentric configuration of the international 
system.

Russia did not engage many of its allies in 
actions involving the use of force: only once in 
the 1990s, the armed forces of Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan took part in a CIS 
peacekeeping operation in Tajikistan. The al-
lies did not join similar missions in other con-
flicts in the post-Soviet countries (although the 
CSTO worked out procedures for the forma-
tion of collective forces) [Nikitina 2014; 
Godovannyj 2019]. Moscow did not expect 
military assistance from the CSTO and its indi-
vidual members in Syria either43.

Russia also relies on allies to meet projec-
tion-of-power challenges, as there are Russian 
military facilities on the territory of all CSTO 
member states. There are bases in Abkhazia, 
Armenia, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and South 
Ossetia, expanding Moscow's military pres-
ence in the South Caucuses and Central Asia. 
In the mid-2000s, following Uzbekistan's ac-
cession to the CSTO, the deployment of 
Russian military facilities in that country was 
discussed44.

Minsk's regular refusals to deploy Russian 
military forces on its territory, which has 
caused disagreements in its relations with 
Moscow, became an anomaly in this context45. 
This is further evidence that even in conditions 
of disparity, heavy reliance does not lead to 
complete subordination and the major power 
has to reckon with the policies of its allies. 

Meanwhile, both Belarus and other CSTO 
member states demonstrate a high level of 
politi cal support to Russia at international 
bodies. As already noted, Russia's allies did not 
recognize Abkhazia and South Ossetia as inde-
pendent states. They also avoided supporting 
Moscow on the issue of the reunification of the 
Crimea and in the conflict in eastern Ukraine. 
At the same time, they did not join the ranks of 
critics on these topics either46. In general, 
CSTO member states are more likely than other 
countries to support Russia in international 
organizations, including the UN General 
Assembly (see Figure 1)47.

In addition, allied relations enable Russia to 
significantly limit ties between CSTO member 
states and those Western countries with which 
Moscow has had tensions, and this reinforces 
Russia’s status ambitions48. 

The example of Armenia is illustrative in 
this regard. Since the 1990s, Yerevan has been 
actively cooperating with NATO, taking part in 
NATO exercises and seeking its assistance in 
reforming the armed forces. Starting from 
2010, the Armenian contingent was present in 
Afghanistan as part of the International 

42 Iran's painful reaction to the disclosure of information about the presence of Russian air and space 
forces on its territory in 2016 is illustrative. See Kuprijanov A. "Neletnaja pogoda (Nonflying weather)". 
Lenta.ru. 24 August 2016. URL: https://lenta.ru/articles/2016/08/24/hamadan/ (accessed: 10.11.2020).

43 Chernenko E. "ODKB ukrepit mir slovom [The CSTO will strengthen peace with words]". 
KommersantЪ. 18.07.2017. URL: https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/3360030 (accessed: 10.11.2020).

44 Solovjov V, Safronov  I, Tsuverink T. "Smena karaulov [Changing of the guards]". KommersantЪ. 
24.11.2005. URL: https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/629202 (accessed: 10.11.2020).

45 Karmazin I. "Beorusskij front: pochemu Lukashenko otkazals’a on voennoj bazy Rossii [Belarusian 
front: why Lukashenko refused a Russian military base]". Izvestia. 3 October 2019. URL: https://iz.
ru/927892/igor-karmazin/belorusskii-front-pochemu-lukashenko-otkazalsia-ot-voennoi-bazy-rossii 
(accessed: 10.11.2020).

46 In particular, they voted against or abstained during the adoption of UN General Assembly 
Resolution 68/262 on Crimea in 2014 (the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution in support of the 
territorial integrity of Ukraine). TASS. March 27, 2014. URL: https://tass.ru/mezhdunarodnaya-
panorama/1079720 (accessed: 10.11.2020)).

47 Similar results are presented in [Fomin et al. 2019].
48 Regarding Russia's desire to secure recognition of its leading status in the post-Soviet space, see 

[Troitskiy 2017].
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Security Assistance Force49. Despite all this, in 
2013 Armenia renounced the Association 
Agreement with the EU and joined the 
Eurasian Economic Union. This decision was 
crucial for Moscow, because its opposition to 
signing similar documents by Moldova and 
Ukraine (which are not Russian allies) had 
been ignored. Armenia's choice in favor of the 
EAEU was driven not so much by economic 
motives as by the strategic importance of 
Russian security guarantees [Ghazaryan and 
Delcour 2017; Ter-Matevosyan 2017]. 

Finally, asymmetric alliances play an im-
portant role in Russia's policy of strengthening 
the statehood of its neighboring countries, in 
such a way preventing threats of cross-border 
transfer of instability. This objective is particu-
larly relevant in cooperation with Russia's 
Central Asian allies: Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan 
[Basharat’yan 2012; Gusev 2018]. Moscow 
supports the arming and training of military 
personnel, as well as border control and law 
enforcement services of these states. Within 
the CSTO, there is cooperation on counter-

terrorism and counter-extremist issues [Shche-
koldina 2019]. Regular "Kanal" (Channel) and 
"Nelegal" (Illegal) operations are conducted 
to track drug trafficking and illegal migration. 
For a long time, Russian forces have been di-
rectly involved in the protection of Tajikistan's 
borders. 

Military-technical assistance to allies com-
plements socio-economic assistance. Armenia, 
Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan have traditionally 
been among the main recipients of Russian of-
ficial development assistance [Zaitsev and 
Knobel 2019]. Although assistance is provided 
without a direct link to allied relations, it is an 
evidence of the coherence of efforts to 
strengthen the statehood of these countries 
through various channels.

From Moscow's point of view, assisting its 
allies in strengthening their statehood is deter-
mined by the risks posed by instability in their 
regions. Since the 2000s, Central Asia has been 
the main source of migrants to Russia, who 
become a cause of social tension. Therefore, 
management of migration flows falls within the 

49 "Armenija prodolzhaet uchastie v missii NATO “Reshitel’naja podderzhka” [Armenia to Continue 
Participation in NATO Resolute Support Mission]." TASS. December 20, 2018. URL: https://tass.ru/
mezhdunarodnaya-panorama/5934903 (accessed: 10.11.2020).

Fig. 1
Degree of convergence between the positions of Russia and other states when voting on resolutions  

at the UN General Assembly

Source: compiled by the author on the basis of UN data, with the methodology described in [Istomin 2018].
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scope of foreign policy objectives [Ryazantsev 
and Pis’mennaya 2019].

In addition, drug trafficking from Afgha-
nistan pass through the countries of the region, 
with a significant increase in the 2000s and 
2010s. Finally, people originating from Central 
Asia are increasingly involved in terrorist ac-
tivities in Russia50. Thus, Moscow's price of 
maintaining allied relations can be seen as an 
investment in its own security. 

As a result, Russia's foreign policy demon-
strates three of the four functions of asymmet-
ric alliances. The experience of Russia's rela-
tions with allies does not contradict the theo-
retical provisions: in exchange for security 
guarantees, it receives influence on the allies to 
exploit the benefits associated with the projec-
tion of force, legitimization of foreign policy 
initiatives, limiting the freedom of maneuver of 
competitors, and stabilization of the regional 
environment.

Russia did not always obtain concessions 
from its allies, but it has gained sustainable bene-
fits at limited direct costs, mainly expressed in 
favorable terms for arms transfers. Moreover, 
Moscow has so far avoided serious opportunity 
costs, despite its allies' involvement in acute 
confrontations with third countries. 

More specifically, whereas Armenia is in a 
protracted conflict with Azerbaijan over 
Nagorno-Karabakh, Moscow maintains gen-
erally constructive relations with Baku. Simi-
larly, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
contradictions persisted between Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan. Tash-
kent remained an inconsistent partner for 
Russia during this period. The difficulties in 
interaction with this country were mainly due 
to its desire to diversify relations. Uzbekistan's 
distancing from Moscow was explained pri-
marily by its reorientation toward deepening 
ties with other major players (the United 
States, the European Union, and China), 

rather than by transferring its disagreements 
with Central Asian states over to Russia 
[Troitsky 2008; Meshcheryakov 2014; 
Plotnikov 2015]. 

In the context of relatively limited direct 
and opportunity costs, Russia has repeatedly 
faced the risks posed by asymmetric alliances. 
For example, the internal political crisis in 
Kyrgyzstan in 2010, triggered by ethnic clash-
es, prompted the country's interim government 
to ask Moscow to deploy CSTO peacekeepers. 
Russia faced the possibility of unwanted in-
volvement in the internal conflict, and a re-
fusal would have damaged the reputation of the 
alliance it led. It called into question the cred-
ibility of informal guarantees even though in 
this instance Russian would not violate it legal 
obligations to defend against armed attack. As 
a result, Russia refrained from sending its own 
forces. 

Russia pursued a similar strategy in its rela-
tions with Armenia. Yerevan was displeased, 
with Russian arms deliveries to Azerbaijan. 
Nevertheless, Moscow refused to extend secu-
rity guarantees to Nagorno-Karabakh, based 
on a literal reading of legally enshrined obliga-
tions51.

The aforementioned examples are not suf-
ficient for making extensive generalizations, 
but they do show that Russia, in response to 
the risks posed by its alliances, tends to shy 
away from an extended interpretation of prom-
ises, even when this is associated with reputa-
tional losses. At the same time, it is comforta-
ble with its allies' lack of loyalty, at least as long 
as Moscow does not have concerns that the 
allies are attempting a strategic reorientation.

The Russian record of alliance relations dif-
fers significantly from the American experi-
ence, which is often presented in the literature 
as an exemplary model. Still, it is consistent 
with the theory of asymmetric alliances. The 
limited range of states to which Moscow ex-

50 For example, immigrants from this region were convicted of preparing and carrying out a terrorist 
attack in St. Petersburg in 2017.

51 The importance of Russian guarantees for Armenia and at the same time their limits were clearly 
demonstrated by the armed conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh in the fall of 2020. Moscow confirmed that it 
would fulfill its obligations to protect the internationally recognized territory of Armenia, which do not 
apply to Nagorno-Karabakh and the adjacent regions of Azerbaijan. The desire of Azerbaijani forces during 
the conflict not to allow their actions to cause Russian military intervention is quite indicative.
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tends security guarantees, even compared to 
the number of countries with which it cooper-
ates, reveals sensitivity to the costs of asym-
metric alliances.

Russia's reliance on allies in its immediate 
neighborhood confirms the need for asymmet-
ric alliances as a tool to consolidate influence. 
Russia's willingness to resort to it is all the 
more revealing, because joining exclusive mili-
tary and political alliances is at odds with its 
normative position – the assertion that inter-
national security is best promoted by inclusive 
formats that reflect the principle of the indivis-
ibility of security52.

Such a divergence of the value system and 
practice increases the relevance of the case 
study for substantiating of the theory of asym-
metric alliances. A solid evidence base is en-
sured by the relevance of the specific empirical 
experience for the provisions of this theory. It 
can be argued that the analysis of Russian 
policy undertaken in this work ensures better 
validation of the theory as compared to the 
studies of U.S. alliances. 

* * *
The purpose of this article was to expand 

the theoretical understanding of asymmetric 
alliances and to deepen the understanding of 
Russian foreign policy. The relevance of the 
analysis undertaken is determined by the fact 
that the traditional definition of "alliance" as 
a mechanism for aggregation of states' poten-
tials for joint balancing against adversaries is 
not applicable to a large number of modern 
cases of military and political cooperation.

Meanwhile, the major powers regularly pro-
vide military and political commitments to 

weak countries as part of the "security for au-
tonomy" formula. Such asymmetric alliances 
make it possible to consolidate influence on 
allies, ensuring the prevention of their trans-
formation into independent players, limiting 
their political and economic relations with 
their opponents, involving them in maintain-
ing the leader's initiatives, and preventing the 
spread of instability across borders.

Allied relations do not guarantee these 
advan tages, but they increase the likelihood 
of gaining them by reinforcing the depend-
ence of weak countries on large ones. At the 
same time, they entail direct and indirect 
costs of protecting allies, opportunity costs 
related to jeopardizing relations with third 
countries, and the risks of getting involved in 
unnecessary conflicts or frustration due to 
inflated expectations. Thus, the functional 
niche that asymmetric alliances occupy can-
not be comfortably filled with other instru-
ments. For example, arms supplies, which 
often acts as a supplement to security guaran-
tees, is unlikely to become the full equivalent.

Moscow's policy with regard to alliances 
corresponds to the expectations derived from 
the theory of asymmetric alliances. Russia has 
not always succeeded in attracting states of in-
terest into alliance relations. At the same time, 
it does not seek to expand the network of mili-
tary and political commitments, even in those 
cases where there are prerequisites for this. 
Currently, Russia provides guarantees to seven 
countries in its immediate vicinity. 

Moscow's ambitions are limited by its un-
willingness to make commitments it may later 
be unwilling or unable to fulfill. When it pro-
vides security guarantees, it benefits from ex-

52 Meanwhile, in its criticism of NATO, Moscow appeals to the principle of the indivisibility of security, 
pointing out the incompatibility of the Alliance's expansion as well as its actions in Central and Eastern 
Europe. For example: "In the late 1990s, the leaders of Europe, the United States, and Canada solemnly 
proclaimed the principle of the indivisibility of security, declaring that security can only be common, only 
equal, and only indivisible, so that no one would take steps that would compromise the security of others. 
This is written on paper, in the documents of OSCE summits and in the documents of NATO-Russia 
Council summits. This does not imply the preservation of military-political blocs, but the development of 
a common legal framework that would equalize all those who are in the Euro-Atlantic space. The admission 
of Montenegro to NATO, as well as the "waves" of Alliance expansion that took place in the last 15 years, 
show that NATO does not want common equal security" (Lavrov, S.V. "Speech and answers to questions 
by the Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs at the Immanuel Kant Baltic Federal State University, 
Kaliningrad, June 6, 2017." URL: https://www.mid.ru/vistupleniya_ministra/-/asset_publisher/
MCZ7HQuMdqBY/content/id/2777284 (accessed: 10.11.2020)).
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panding the geography of power projection, 
legitimizing regional leadership, limiting the 
freedom of maneuver of Western opponents, 
and stabilizing the post-Soviet environment. 

The case of Russia contributes to the justifi-
cation of the theory of asymmetric alliances. 
Examples from the record of other major pow-
ers, including rising centers of power, can fur-

ther support this theory. First of all, it is worth 
paying attention to cases where military and 
political cooperation is carried out in the ab-
sence of other forms of consolidation of the 
dominant influence. Such an analysis will give 
a more clearly defined characterization of the 
degree of dependence caused by asymmetric 
alliances.
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Резюме
В международной политике широко распространены асимметричные альянсы, в которых круп-
ная держава сотрудничает с заведомо уступающими ей по силе союзниками. Возникновение 
такого рода объединений в литературе объясняют формулой «гарантии безопасности за внешне-
политическую автономию», которая, однако, не раскрывает, в чём именно заключается выгода 
крупной державы от влияния на заведомо слабые страны. Настоящая статья призвана развить 
теоретические представления по этому вопросу и проверить их обоснованность на основе анали-
за российского опыта. Исследование решает две взаимосвязанные задачи. Во-первых, оно при-
звано углубить понимание российской внешнеполитической стратегии и роли различных инстру-
ментов военно-политического сотрудничества в обеспечении национальных интересов. 
Во-вторых, оно позволяет проверить положения теории асимметричных альянсов, оценив их 
применимость к трудному для объяснения случаю. 
Россия приняла на себя военно-политические обязательства в отношении ряда соседних госу-
дарств на основе двусторонних соглашений и Договора о коллективной безопасности. На начало 
2020-х годов она предоставляет гарантии защиты на случай нападения Абхазии, Армении, 
Белоруссии, Казахстану, Киргизии, Таджикистану и Южной Осетии. Таким образом, Москва 
полагается на асимметричные альянсы в отношениях с рядом близлежащих стран для извлечения 
преимуществ, связанных с проецированием силы, легитимацией её внешнеполитических иници-
атив, ограничением свободы манёвра конкурентов, а также стабилизацией собственного окруже-
ния. При этом она не стремится вступать в аналогичные альянсы с географически удалёнными 
партнёрами. Такая сдержанность сохраняется даже в отношении стран, с которыми Москва 
выстраивает привилегированное сотрудничество. Политика России свидетельствует о её высокой 
чувствительности к прямым расходам, вероятной упущенной выгоде и потенциальным рискам 
предоставления военно-политических обязательств. Хотя российский опыт выстраивания отно-
шений с союзниками существенно отличается от американского, который в литературе нередко 
рассматривается в качестве модельного, тем не менее он подтверждает положения теории асим-
метричных альянсов.
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