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Assessment Criteria Rating 

A. Structure and Development of Answer
This refers to your organisational skills and ability to construct an argument in a coherent and original manner

• Originality of topic Very Good 

• Coherent set of research questions and/or hypothesis identified Very Good 

• Appropriate methodology and evidence of effective organisation of work Very Good 

• Logically structured argument and flow of ideas reflecting research questions Very Good 

• Application of theory and/or concepts Very Good 

B. Use of Source Material
This refers to your skills to select and use relevant information and data in a correct manner

• Evidence of reading and review of published literature Excellent 

• Selection of relevant primary and/or secondary evidence to support argument Excellent 

• Critical analysis and evaluation of evidence Excellent 

• Accuracy of factual data Excellent 

C. Academic Style
This refers to your ability to write in a formal academic manner

• Appropriate formal and clear writing style Excellent 
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• Consistent and accurate referencing (including complete bibliography) Excellent 
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• Appropriate word count Yes 

 
ADDITIONAL WRITTEN COMMENTS 

Reviewer 1 
Overall, I felt that this was a thoughtful, and carefully-executed dissertation. You were able to 
engage with the subject matter both empirically and theoretically. This enabled you to produce a 
rich and nuanced account of Russia’s actions in Mali and CAR. The findings were useful when 
thinking about the nature of neorealism as a useful empirical tool as well as a parsimonious 
theoretical lens. 
  
The research puzzle was set out nicely with a good discussion of the crisis of realism and the 
context of Russia’s involvement in Africa. The research questions were therefore appropriately 
articulated.  
 
You justified the case studies well, explaining the relevance of Russia’s foreign policy 
engagement in the African continent, before choosing two specific case studies that are 
illustrative and illuminating (Mali and CAR).  
  
The discussion of realism was intelligent and displayed good knowledge of the various debates. 
You sensibly narrowed down the focus by looking at neorealism. You sagely note the challenge 
neorealism has when trying to shed light on foreign policy analysis, and this helped you develop 
a thoughtful methodological approach, notwithstanding the acknowledged limitations. You 
rightly point to the ambiguity of studying foreign policy. At the same time, you also suggest 
some useful ways to approach your study methodologically – trying to take into account the 
stated aims of Russian foreign policy, and looking at some of the concrete outcomes.  
  
Table 2 outlined a clear way to distinguish between outcomes that could be anticipated with 
realist and constructivist lenses. This was helpful and ensured that you carefully considered how 
to think about the potential gap between stated aims and outcomes.  
  
At one state you note confidently that Russia is not a complete revisionist power, because its aims 
are limited to maintaining enough security to retain its status as a great power, rather than seeking 
wider goals of power maximalisation. While this sounds reasonable, it was not clear how you had 
come to this conclusion. 
  
The analysis was well organised. After establishing Russia’s stated aims, from careful reading of 
the official documents, you were able to provide encyclopaedic details of policy outcomes (as far 
as was possible). This was meticulous in many respects. It was, however, a little dense at times, 
and the reader had to wait a little too long for the accompanying analytical main course. I would 
have preferred the analysis to have been served hot in these sections, rather than wait for a 
separate section.  
  
The analysis though, when it arrived, was persuasive and concise. The evidence was used to good 
effect. This allowed you to see the utility of the realist perspective, but also to see the 
deficiencies, such as the lack of ability to account for context-specific elements and ‘low 
politics’. This was set out intelligently. 
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Ultimately, you nail down the argument well when you note that, despite the way it is presented 
‘scientifically’, neorealism is not really testable empirically. 
  
Because of the careful way this research was designed, and the high level of engagement with 
neorealism and foreign policy analysis, this was a highly successful dissertation that 
demonstrated excellent analytical ability.  
Reviewer 2 
This is a strong dissertation that advances a balanced and well-documented argument. It is very 
well-written, well structured and the line of argument is easy to follow, which is also a huge 
benefit compared to much of writing. 
 
However, I am not entirely convinced of neoclassical realism not being used here as the first 
choice. If the objective was to test the extent to which realism is applicable to explain a country's 
foreign policy, neoclassical realism seems like an obvious immediate choice of how to arrange 
such a test. The other way of how to approach the topic, if the focus was particularly on 
unpacking this specific case study as applicable to Africa, could be critical discourse analysis 
where Russia's declaratory policy is counterposed to the reality of Russia's interests and Africa's 
disadvantages vs. benefits. It seems very close to what the student is doing but there lacks 
methodological specification underlying data organization in this sence too. 
 
Now I sometimes have an impression that the student is not always sure how to merge things, 
trying to put together aspects that do not easily fit together such as neorealism and the notion of 
foreign policy (but without neoclassical realism this fusion may not be so efficient), then 
operationalising realist and "non-realist" assumptions ("non-realist" can be whatever, hence this 
is not an efficient testing of conflicting perspectives either, and not the most fortunate selection of 
the term). 
 
As a result, the conclusions (including, for instance, "a stark limitation of neorealism is its 
exclusion of low politics – thus, anything that does not constitute hard power plus the exclusion 
of context-specific details") are somewhat obvious at a general level. Indeed, the dissertation is 
very interesting, detailed, full of relevant insights, but if we can most likely predict the outcome 
of this testing in the very beginning, it may not be the best possible result. That said, more 
attention could have been paid to defining the contribution of this study to the existing body of 
knowledge. There is abundant literature on whether realism is applicable to Russian policy and 
strategy; there is also abundant literature on limitations of the realist perspective. The core 
contribution seems to be in the application to a particular case study, with all the details and 
nuances, but there is also literature addressing Russia's power projection in Africa. So much more 
deliberation on the specific contributions of this study, overall, would be useful. 
 
Overall, however, the dissertation has quality and fulfills all formal requirements. It is 
informative, nuanced in detail, and carries certain contributions, even if not explained in 
sufficient detail. 
 

 
 
 


