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Comments of the referee on the thesis highlights and shortcomings (following the 5 numbered 

aspects of your assessment indicated below). 

 

 

1) Theoretical background: 

 

Zenko holds a very good knowledge of the debates in IR theory, and of the three types of 

neoclassical realism, particularly Type III that he efficaciously applied in this work. Therefore, he is 

very comfortable in dealing with the neoclassical realist model, its concepts, and predictions. 

 
 

2) Contribution:  

 

The application of the theory was executed under the correct assessment that not all the variables 

have the same weight in all the cases. Zenko perfectly understood the necessity of a plastic control 

between the application of the theory at stake and the case in which the theory itself is applied.  

In this way, beyond applying the theory, he also tested its validly concluding, for example, that the 

intervening variables “leader images” and “strategic culture” were more relevant than the other two 

intervening variables of the theory. 

 

 

3) Methods: 

 

My only criticism with respect to the methodological apparatus (which I mentioned Zenko several 

times) is the inexistence of at least one hypothesis to be rejected or disproved by the theory and its 

application. That would have strengthened the work. 

Apart from that, I assess the methodological structure of the thesis as “excellent”, inscribed in the 

logic of careful soft positivism.  

A special note to the thick geohistorical approach to the studied problem, which was successfully 

accomplished. That allows the reader to get acquainted with a series of historical disputes that will 



necessarily condition the present and the future. Strategic culture and the [geopolitical agent’s] 

foreign policy executive’s perceptions are both influenced by the historical path. 
 

 

4) Literature: 

 

Once again, Zenko has a deep knowledge of the cornerstone source of the thesis: Ripsman at al. 

Neoclassical Realism. 

The other sources were appropriate and carefully chosen, namely biographies that, in spite of its 

controversial statements, can provide the researcher with crucial information about the agent’s 

intentions, beliefs, and perceptions; in the case of this MA thesis, Putin’s. 

The choice of Byman and Pollack as a theoretical fundamental for going down through the 

operationalization of neoclassical realism was also a good one. I just missed Alexander George’s 

operational code, but to some extent Dyson and Parent’s study substituted it. 
 

 

5) Manuscript form:  

 

The structure of the work is rational and coherent, from the analysis of the literature about the 

subject and thick geohistorical description to the conclusions about the relevance of certain 

variables over others, achieved through a very well fulfilled application (and testing) of the theory. 

In my view, one of the main points in any study of today’s Russian politics is the continuation of 

agents, objectives, and modalities of action in the Russian intelligence community from the Soviet 

era until our days. It seems that the concentration of power on the hands of the President, which 

Zenko made reference to quoting one of my works and applying the concept of “center of gravity”, 

is a result from that context.  

The thesis has an excellent presentation with all due formal requirements: extensive footnotes, 

respective list of references. The writing style is clear, easy to follow, and thus pleasant.  

Finally, I evaluate this thesis as an excellent contribution to the field of foreign policy and 

international politics analysis. 
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