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RUSSIA’S QUEST FOR REGIONAL 
HEGEMONY:  
APPEARANCES VS  REALITIES

Dr Silviu NATE
Global Studies Centre, Lucian Blaga  

University of Sibiu, Romania

Increasingly, Russia’s hegemonic decline is worsening the regional security climate, 
making Russia’s cooperation with other actors difficult. By connecting politically 
disadvantageous interdependencies and operating effectively in grey areas, Russia 
undermines the institutional legitimacy of aggressed states and discredits a series 
of processes with echoes in the nation’s consciousness, shattering the societal 
resilience that is the foundation of state sovereignty. In order to cope with Russia’s 
pressure, the Black Sea coastal states need to improve their ability to maximize 
specific common foreign policy objectives in order to increase the security capacity 
of their common geographical region. Violating the sovereignty and independence 
of other states has become a common practice for Russia. This attitude reflects a 
deficit in understanding the democratic framework of European civilization and is 
also undermining of the system of international law.

From Global to Regional Hegemony

The hegemonic theory often captures 
formulas involving a dominant state actor, 
even at the regional level, that uses a wide 
range of instruments to gain influence, 
especially through exerting military power, 
to achieve hegemonic status. Eventually, this 
turns into a resource of political power over 
other states, used to impose its own model.

Hegemony is a term used in the last 
four decades to denote primordiality or 
leadership. Frequently used in relation to 
the theory of hegemonic stability, it refers to 
the international system, the capabilities of 
a given state, and other states’ relations with 
the hegemon.

In the search for hegemonic stability, we 
encounter a situation described as the 

relationship of two actors between whom 
there is no balance of power that can typically 
develop along two possible scenarios. 
The first scenario is the hegemonic peace 
achieved between two actors whose power 
is approximately equal, while the second 
scenario involves to a dominant peace that 
presumes the existence of a superpower 
that imposes itself upon one or many other 
powers.

Until hegemonic stability is achieved, the 
behaviour of the dominant actor usually 
incorporates aggressive characteristics that 
might not be in line with international law. 
Ironically, the initial use of intimidation and 
domination techniques has the ultimate goal 
of achieving cooperation within the system 
of international or regional relations, in 
order to finally reduce the hegemon’s effort 
and expense.
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Russia’s Hegemonic Profile

When it comes to profiling a hegemon, we 
need to consider at least five variables:

1  Military – the hegemon is the strongest 
military force globally or regionally and its 
military capabilities are superior to any 
regional or global adversary. Its system of 
alliances is superior to any other military 
alliances.

Regarding the distribution of power on the 
global scale, the picture seems to be similar 
to the Black Sea region, which becomes an 
eloquent landmark for broader geopolitical 
dynamics.

In this geopolitical equation, the military 
threat to the North and Central Atlantic 
regions remains Russia. With maritime 
access from the Black Sea and through 
the Mediterranean, Russia supplies and 
maintains conflicts in Syria and Libya, 
counting on broader geopolitical stakes vis-
à-vis Westerners and actors in the Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA). Russia’s 
push to gain geopolitical relevance in Syria 
and Libya demonstrates its tactic ability to 
jeopardise Western projections, whether 
they refer to stabilization, energy or 
economic development.

1 Secret note (Ref. A09483) handed to Prime Minister Thatcher on 05 May 1979  
[http://fc95d419f4478b3b6e5f-3f71d0fe2b653c4f00f32175760e96e7.r87.cf1.rackcdn.com/
D19E236B19944300801205EC89E5B656.pdf, accessed: 21 May 2021].

Declassified analyses carried out by British 
strategists during the Cold War highlighted 
the decisive role of the Black Sea, and implicitly 
that of Turkey, as a factor in preventing and 
limiting Russia’s access from its mainland 
to the warm waters of the Mediterranean.1 
Once there, Russia would have challenged the 
projections and security climate of Western 
Europe. Travelling in time, the Black Sea 
maintains its strategic relevance today, and 
Russia’s illegally annexed Crimea has become 
a coveted outpost for Moscow, in its desire 
to project its influence. Thus, the Black Sea 
is included in Russia’s strategic vision as a 
regional platform for broader geopolitical 
developments and as a space for instability, a 
truly grey area.

2  Economic – the hegemon has the 
most developed economy, being a basic or 
indispensable partner for most other states.

Russia does not have a highly developed 
economy, and by conducting large-scale raids 
outside its territory, it risks running out of 
financial resources, which is counterproductive 
and contrary to Putin’s desire to stay in 
power for many years to come. The trend 
for big economies to migrate to alternative 
energy sources will reduce the demand 
for fossil fuels, foreshadowing a collapse in 
these markets over the next two decades. 
This means that it will become impossible to 
support Putin’s regime only by force. Having 
an industrial landscape dominated by energy 
and weapons production, Russia does not 
reflect the necessary features to project itself 
as a hegemon.

3  Political – the hegemon has a vast system 
of political partnerships and agreements 
with most states. Moscow’s connections 
occur mainly with dictators and, overall, 
Moscow wants to spur regime change 
favourable to its agenda.

«Russia does not have a highly 
developed economy, and 
by conducting large-scale 

raids outside its territory, it risks 
running out of financial resources, 
which is counterproductive and 
contrary to Putin’s desire to stay 
in power for many years to come
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Forcing internal political crises and 
instability, Russia’s vision of neighbouring 
countries is as part of a political union. All 
these steps seem to be part of a broader 
geopolitical project to limit – and preferably 
kill – the Euro-Atlantic aspirations of these 
states.

4  Institutional – the hegemon and its 
allies control international institutions and 
impose the rules (and mostly influence the 
rules) that govern the world. This way they 
control the international agenda.

Due to its economic strength, China has the 
power to advance competing projects on a 
global scale, something that is not the case 
with Russia. This is why rapprochement 
with China is becoming vital for Moscow.

Economic power is an important vector for 
institutional multilateral games. From this 
perspective, Russia – as a regional power – 
has become somewhat dependent on China 
as an actor with multiple valences. The 
tendency of the international system to move 
towards bipolarity sent Russia into the hands 
of China. The desire for cooperation between 
the two states is obvious, and although they 
have decided not to disturb each other when 
it comes to regional interests, the prospects 
for global positioning may differ. Although 
Russia is a permanent member of the UN 
Security Council, its ability to structure the 
international agenda is limited, precisely due 
to its weak system of allies and precarious 
institutional system.

5  Ideological – the hegemon determines 
the main aspects of politics at the global or 
regional level, being a value indicator for 
other actors.

2 C. P. Kindleberger, Economic Laws and Economic History, Cambridge University Press: New York 1997, p. 54.
3 R. O. Keohane, J. S. Nye, Power and Interdependence Revisited, “International Organization,” Vol. 41, #4, Autumn 

1987, pp. 725-753.

Russia’s domestic political model and 
repressive actions by its authorities against 
political opponents and its own citizens are 
disapproved of in the liberal societies that 
represent the dominant global political and 
economic force. In short, Russia’s political 
behaviour does not entirely reject its Soviet 
ideological heritage.

The decline of a hegemonic state is associated 
with closed economies, instability, and the 
emergence of competing regional blocs. 
Charles Kindleberger argues that the 
instability of the world economy between 
the two world wars was due to the absence 
of a dominant power capable of stabilizing 
the international system.2 Russia’s decline 
and its dominant hard-power policy suggest 
that only a balance of power supplemented 
by NATO and the EU can ensure the 
stabilization process in the Black Sea.

In an attempt to find out whether Russia is 
a hegemon, Keohane’s three characteristics 
formula is quite relevant. From his point of 
view, a hegemon:

• has the ability to create, implement and 
maintain international rules;

• demonstrates the will to do so;

• exercises decisive dominance in the 
economic, technological, and military 
arenas.3

In the case of Russia, we can see aspirations 
for regional hegemonic status, without 
economic and political weight, leaving its 
profile more that of a declining hegemon. 
When its primordiality cannot be ensured 
through soft power or coercive diplomacy, it 
resorts to direct military force.
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In addition to its military arsenal, Russia 
is prepared to impose ideological models, 
energy blackmail, and diplomatic and 
political pressure under the “attractive” 
umbrella of corrupt networks and oligarchs.

By connecting politically disadvantageous 
interdependencies and being capable of 
operating in grey areas, Russia undermines 
the institutional legitimacy of aggressed 
states and discredits a series of processes 
with echoes in the nation’s consciousness, 
shattering the societal resilience that is the 
foundation of state sovereignty. 

False Questioning of Statehood

Traditional European sociologists consider 
that states are usually – but not always – 
constituted around a nation, while society 
is never to be confused with the state.4 
This is falsely exploited by Russia, invoking 
the right to protect its ethnic minorities in 
other countries through aggressive military 
actions.

One thing that Russia omits when making 
claims against Ukraine, Georgia, the Baltic 
States, and other neighbouring actors is the 
fact that Russia itself is a deficient model 
of governance whereby state security 
is not equivalent to societal security, 
and consequently, security as seen by 
government structures is different from 
security as seen by societal structures. The 
pattern of its dominant behaviour is a result 
of its Soviet legacy.

4 See the works of David E� mile Durkheim, Constantin Noica, Ferdinand Tonnies, Max Weber, and Immanuel 
Wallerstein.

5 The failure of Russian political leadership to understand democracy is reflected in its inability to internalize the 
values promoted by traditional European sociology, and consequently fail to be part of the European space of 
thought. In short, they do not find themselves in the space of European liberal values, and this has triggered a 
series of abuses and societal misunderstandings.

6 I. Wallerstein, Utopistics: Or, Historical Choices of the Twenty-First Century, The New Press: New York 1999, p. 5.
7 A. Anter, Max Weber’s Theory of the Modern State: Origins, Structure and Significance, Palgrave Macmillian: New 

York 2014, p. 119.

Russia’s deficit in democratic understanding5 
is due precisely to its inability to place itself 
within European sociological thought. 
Immanuel Wallerstein is extremely relevant 
in his assertion that the state is part of 
society, but society is more than the state: 
it is the other side. Society is an alternative 
to the state and the ultimate source of its 
legitimacy.6 When Russia’s authorities 
quell domestic protests and challenge the 
national sovereignty and legitimacy of other 
states, they offer a bad example of action 
in international relations based on false 
pretences. All this suggests the behaviour of 
a declining power.

According to Max Weber, the nation is a 
“community of feeling” that will adequately 
manifest itself within its own state, meaning 
that a nation is a community that normally 
tends to generate its own state.7 Aggression 
against moral security precisely aims to 
destabilize the foundations of the nation. 
This subtle approach, complemented by 
influence operations, intelligence operations 

«One thing that Russia omits when 
making claims against Ukraine, 
Georgia, the Baltic States, and 

other neighbouring actors is the fact 
that Russia itself is a deficient model 
of governance whereby state security 
is not equivalent to societal security
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and military shows of force, addresses the 
ecosystem of values and cultural identity, 
and produces reverberations intended to 
challenge the sovereign right of other states.

These considerations show that an autocratic 
hegemon in decline, refusing to accept its 
new status and still in search of a way to 
project dominance, will resort to aggressive 
actions that end up in undermining the 
legitimacy of other nations and, implicitly, 
their sovereignty.

Disadvantageous Interdependence 
or the Negative Effect of Geopolitical 
Contagion

The psychological effect of the latest military 
developments in Eastern Ukraine and the Sea 
of Azov is being used by Russia to intimidate. 
For Moscow, the demonstration of military 
power is an instrument to blackmail Western 
powers in the hope of gaining a place at the 
table where global interests are at stake. 
These attempts demonstrate Russia’s efforts 
to claim the status of a global power.

The world has grown accustomed to the 
fact that the Kremlin mixes political goals 
with military ones: it makes a military 
move and then contextually analyses new 
offensive opportunities, as well as the 
political gains offered by this move. Russia’s 

8 S. Nate, A Rat�iu, Defending the Truth and Counter Information Warfare in Europe, “International Conference 
Knowledge-Based Organization” XXIII 2017, pp. 213-219.

ethos is the saying “Push, and if there is 
no resistance, push more.” And if there is 
resistance, push elsewhere. Its tactical and 
strategic components are important and not 
negligible when referring to a Russian-style 
modus operandi.

In the new global configuration, Russia is 
a limited power and, from this geopolitical 
position, it has resorted to a series of 
inappropriate reactions. One of the effects 
of incomplete, non-democratic hegemonic 
actors is the use of unconventional and 
kinetic practices in order to break the 
political systems of targeted countries.8 
Because of this, any gain, however small, 
turns military or unconventional aggression 
into a political resource and results in a 
complex, disadvantageous interdependence 
and regional negative contagion.

Russia’s covert pattern of using proxy 
groups and subversive actions requires 
the NATO response to hybrid aggression. 
The Euro-Atlantic community is facing a 
challenge: it is having difficulty determining 
a legitimate response to covert aggression, 
a Russia’s actions become mechanisms and 
resources of power. The techniques used 
in the illegal annexation of Crimea are the 
perfect example.

At the same time, Russia has historically 
shown that it respects strong interlocutors, 
an attitude that suggests that an increase 
of firm deterrence on the part of the allies 
is justified. This legitimises efforts directed 
towards strengthening Alliance presence in 
the Black Sea.

At the same time, NATO and the European 
Union must bring to the forefront of 
talks with Russia respect for other states’ 
sovereignty. Flagrant aggression must be 
punished under international law, because 

«The world has grown accustomed 
to the fact that the Kremlin mixes 
political goals with military 

ones: it makes a military move and 
then contextually analyses new 
offensive opportunities, as well as the 
political gains offered by this move
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otherwise similar incursions will be more 
difficult to discourage in the future.

Will the New Clash Be Ideological?

Due to its geography, Russia manifests 
itself predominantly as a military aggressor 
on its periphery. Tolerating its malignant 
behaviour is becoming a matter of contagion. 
If the Euro-Atlantic community does not 
control its geostrategic periphery, it will 
endanger the stability of the democratic 
and functional core of the Western world, 
while also paving the way for the downfall 
of countries drawn into the “insecurity gap” 
that is Russia’s direct concern.

On 23 March 2021, Russian Foreign Minister 
Sergei Lavrov said about his meeting with 
his Chinese counterpart, Wang Yi, “We 
emphasised that against the background of 
active attempts by the West to promote its 
concept of a ‘rules-based world order,’ the 
joint efforts of Russia and China...to preserve 
the modern system of international law are 
becoming more and more relevant.”9 

This requires some clarification. In reality, 
without a commitment to the rule of law, 
human rights and international norms, 
multilateralism divides the world into 
two incompatible types of polities and 
two major currents: multilateralism 
based on the liberal order – which is the 
foundation of the United Nations – and faked 
multilateralism, which actually hides a “left-
wing internationalism” and sets the ground 
for competing multilateral organizations.

Lavrov’s statement reflects contested 
multilateralism, a concept developed by 

9 S. Qiu, A. Osborn, Russia, China Push for U.N. Security Council Summit, Lash out at West, Reuters, 23 March 2021 
[https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-russia-china-un-idUKKBN2BF0H6 accessed: 21 May 2021].

10 J. C. Morse, R. O. Keohane, Contested Multilateralism, “The Review of International Organizations,” 9.4 2014, pp. 
385-412.

11 R. O. Keohane, After Hegemony, Princeton University Press: New Jersey 2005, p. 9.

Morse and Keohane, distinguished thinkers 
who describe this approach as a situation, 
which “involves the use of different 
multilateral institutions to challenge the 
rules, practices, or missions of existing 
multilateral institutions”10 that are based on 
liberal values.

The Lessons Offered by Recent 
History

If the Black Sea is placed at the centre 
of the global map, one of Huntington’s 
civilizational delineations can be found in 
this confluence between Western, Slavic 
and Asiatic cultures. It is precisely these 
challenges, which make the Black Sea a node 
of geopolitical convergence, that must put 
the region on the EU-NATO agenda.

Russia’s hegemonic decline is increasingly 
endangering regional security, making 
cooperation with other dominant actors 
difficult.11 The prospects for challenged 
multilateralism and the weakening of 
multilateral institutions are creating a vacuum 
of authority that portends an anarchic system 
of international relations. For declining 
hegemonies, these conditions ensure that 
trust is no longer a constant in negotiations.

The mirage of Russia-NATO and Russia-
EU dialogues led to delays, most often 
counterproductive and lacking in 
transparency or predictability on the part of 
Russia. Russia’s approach to the dual-track 
strategy system advanced by some NATO 
members, that is, both military deterrence 
and openness to dialogue with Russia, 
has proved of limited effectiveness as a 
diplomatic tool.
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From this perspective, a new hypothesis 
remains to be proved: beyond economic 
disputes and military forays, with the 
prospects of a China-Russia axis, the great 
global competition is expected to be an 
ideological one. Learning from the lessons 
from history will become useful.

To cope with Russia’s pressure, the Black 
Sea coastal states need to maximize specific 
common foreign policy objectives in order 
to increase the security capacity of their 
common geographical area.

Russian rhetoric about the “incursions” 
of NATO and the EU near its borders is a 
false problem as long as every society and 
sovereign state has the right to determine 
its aspirations and choose its own foreign 
policy agenda.

The Black Sea states must work to 
strengthen traditional multilateral 
organizations based on liberal values and 
adherence to international norms. Societal 
and political resilience are the key to 
ensuring transparency among partners, but 
also an indicator of the sustainability of joint 
actions.

Dr. Silviu Nаte is an associate professor at the 
Lucian Blaga University of Sibiu and director of 
the Global Studies Centre. His analytical interests 
focus mainly on the Wider Black Sea Region 
and transatlantic relations. He has coordinated 
several policy papers on energy, migration and 
security in the Black Sea, and influenced strategic 
decisions to strengthen the NATO presence in the 
region.
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