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Abstract. Balance of power in Eastern Europe consists of two levels. The primary level is set up by the three eminent powers in Europe – the United States, the European Union and the Russian Federation which are purposefully or not involved in a kind of political and economic competition in Eastern Europe. The secondary level is composed by internal tendencies and developments in this space. This paper is aimed at analyzing configuration of balance of power in Eastern Europe in recent years, revealing its core geopolitical parameters and assessing its resilience and appropriateness for promoting stability and cooperation of both this space and the European continent as a whole. The main issue discussed in this paper is whether an optimal balance could be found which allow to satisfy interests of external and local actors and escape from rolling back to some kind of bipolar confrontation in case if this competition takes more intensive forms. The main conclusion is that to establish multilateral mechanisms of coordination of great powers’ strategies is necessary for ensuring that unilateral actions by any of actors (both external and local) would not cause resistance spiral able to lead to unintended negative consequences. 

Asymmetric Balance of Power in Eastern Europe
Throughout the 1990s modern Eastern Europe
 remained a grey zone in the political map of Europe staying outside of the central geopolitical processes in the European continent. Its strategic value and imminent volatility had been much eclipsed by intensive battles over first wave of NATO enlargement and Yugoslavia stabilization. One may label the situation at the time as vacuum of security but it would be more precise to characterize it as vacuum of regulation. Unlike Central Europe where approaching to and engagement of the Western institutions and states made possible alleviation of existing frictions inside the region and former Yugoslavia where (retarded) interference of the West led to establishing separate mechanisms and frameworks for mitigating tensions, East European space
 had been left without efficient means of regulating incipient and highly unstable processes emanating from rapid disintegration of the USSR. On the surface there seemed to be no urgent needs or intractable problems requiring special attention and engagement but in fact the dramatic outcomes of post-Soviet geopolitics proved to pose a formidable challenge for European stability. 
But left in the shadow of continental processes East European states had been heavily struck with centrifugal tendencies engendered by permanent weakness of governance, destructive nationalism and endemic fragmentation of this space
. In political dimension mechanisms of regulation being absent, the situation evolved mainly in accordance with balance of power rules but balance of power in Eastern Europe is of a specific nature. It cannot be traced by means of traditional realist schemes where balancing and bandwagoning are the most pertinent strategies, power is monolithic non-additive category and actors operate in relatively homogenous non-differentiated environment. 
Far from it, balance of power in Eastern Europe consists of two levels. The primary level is set up by the three eminent powers in Europe – the United States, the European Union and the Russian Federation which are purposefully or not involved in a kind of political and economic competition in Eastern Europe. It should be noted that this competition essentially differs from classic geopolitical struggle for hegemony whose main purposes are control over territory and direct coercion. Should it have been so, East European states would have been rapidly admitted to Western institutions and given all assistance they needed in order to secure domination of the Western powers. Instead, the objects of this competition are, first, gaining influence on political processes in Eastern Europe sufficient for preventing aggravation of destabilizing tendencies and resisting assertion of domination of any other power, second, ensuring control over key infrastructure assets of strategic value for all three powers and, third, guaranteeing necessary advantages and comfortable climate for own business and culture. Whatever their goals and ambitions may be, the constellation of these three powers’ policies shapes the primary operative context for the East European states.
The secondary
 level is composed by internal tendencies and developments in this space, including foreign policies of the East European states, existing conflicts and contradictions between or within states and other factors capable to influence geopolitical stability of this space. 
At both these levels the goals pursued by actors vary significantly and tactics and instruments employed by actors differ in terms of direction and functional essence. 

This paper is aimed at analyzing configuration of balance of power in Eastern Europe in recent years, revealing its core geopolitical parameters and assessing its resilience and appropriateness for promoting stability and cooperation of both this space and the European continent as a whole. The main issue discussed in this paper is whether an optimal balance could be found which allow to satisfy interests of external and local actors and escape from rolling back to some kind of confrontation in case if this competition takes more intensive forms. The main conclusion is that to establish multilateral mechanisms of coordination of great powers’ strategies is necessary for ensuring that unilateral actions by any of actors (both external and local) would not cause resistance spiral able to lead to unintended negative consequences. 

The paper is organized in three sections. In the first section current constellation of the primary level of balance of power in Europe is outlined through uncovering and comparing basic elements of the EU, US and Russian policy in Eastern Europe. The next depicts trends and peculiarities at the secondary level. And in the last section several ways of how the current balance may evolve in the future are formulated and appreciated. 
Strategic triangle with floating configuration 
Current geopolitical balance in Eastern Europe has been forming not as a result of purposeful strategic construction by all key stakeholders in cooperative fashion, but is a by-product of complex action-reaction combinations in which considerations about East European stability rarely emerged as a driving force. Unilateral episodic steps by each power provoked correspondent steps in response and contributed to gradual but inevitable mounting of tension in this space. As James Sherr put it, even in the absence of any overarching geopolitical animus or antagonism between the West and Russia, unilateral manner of behavior and diverging vectors of influence combined with “civilizational” and “humanitarian” factors would have raised stakes on both sides and added to the pressures placed on the countries concerned
. As a result, synthesis of interwoven lines of engagement and influence with uneven interest and limited commitment in a minimally structured and highly vulnerable environment produced a volatile system of mutual balancing and containing prone to abrupt fluctuations and spontaneous shifts. 
There are two main factors affecting the configuration of this system: first, significance of Eastern Europe for foreign policy of each prominent power and, second, its significance for the general complex of relations between them.
Concerning the role of Eastern Europe in the general complex of relations between the great powers it is worth noting that until late 90s it was not standing high on the agenda of US-Russia and EU-Russia interaction, let alone EU-US level. It doesn’t mean that it was an ‘empty decade', on the contrary in the 90s important processes had been launched which laid down a ground for deeper engagement of the Western institutions in Eastern Europe in the following period. Among these processes it is necessary to mention initiating new forms of cooperation with NATO and conclusion of Partnership and Cooperation Agreement with the EU. But these processes evolved mostly in detachment from the principal lines in US-EU-Russia interaction and had not determined its core dynamics. This fact had for some time remained obscure for Russian politicians who deemed that general positive climate in relations between Russia and the West automatically implied recognition of Russian special interests in Eastern Europe. Two separate events brought a heavy blow to this illusion. First, failure of the Cossack plan for Transdniestria regulation in late 2003 and, second, Orange revolution in Ukraine in late 2004 demonstrated that Russian positions in this space would not be taken for granted but ought to be buttressed by both more productive direct impact onto local elites and ensuring explicit recognition of own positions by Western states and institutions. 
From 2004 to 2008 East European matters invariably figured among most imminent irritating factors in this intricate web of mutual failed expectations and overestimated claims. Only planned US missile defense system in Poland and Czech Republic raised more bitter protestations than a perspective of Ukraine and Georgia joining NATO. But what is striking, these waves of escalation had been brought about mainly through Russia reacting to American policy in Eastern Europe
 while EU-Russia relations had been scarcely implicated into struggle for influence in this space. Dramatic events of 2008 – a chain consisting of Bucharest summit in April, Russia-Georgia war in August and Russia-Ukraine gas crisis in December-January – caused a chief shift in this state of affairs with the EU emerging as force on its own claiming a separate and decisive role in regulating political processes in Eastern Europe. The launching of the Eastern Partnership can be regarded as a milestone in this sense. Although it contained little conceptual and substantive innovations and to a great degree went along the lines established by the European Neighbourhood Policy, the Eastern Partnership in its initial phase became a bone of contention between Russia and the EU since its initiation wasn’t accompanied by offering essential mechanisms for involving Russia, let alone coordinating the strategy with Moscow
. Elevation of the level of EU engagement (not far-reaching as it proved later) didn’t differ cardinally from previous forms of the US engagement. But these developments didn’t manage to lead to putting East European rift in the centre of EU-Russia controversies. Rather they were utilized as a catalyst for giving impetus to process of revising principles and institutional setting of Russia relations with the West. 
Self-restricting policy of Obama administration aimed at avoiding major collision and not very pressing approach on the side of the European Union together with domestic perturbations in some East European states allowed to mitigate for a while acuteness of tension between the three powers and address the roots of this tension – a not properly balanced political structure of the European continental system. So, though manifestations of competition in Eastern Europe are weakened, the forces stipulating this competition have not evaporated and may bring it to the fore of European geopolitics at any time. And while shaping this space is not a primary issue in ‘reset’ process, it remains a particular priority for all parties involved because dramatic events of 2008 raised the structural value of Eastern Europe for maintaining continental structure and it would be impossible just to step back and return to pre-2004 situation as someone may like. A feasible solution should be found, susceptible at least to strike a new mutually acceptable enduring balance and at best to establish qualitatively different cooperative mechanism enabling to reduce the dependence of East European stability upon great power balancing. 
If the place of Eastern Europe in NATO-Russia and EU-Russia relations draws attention of politicians and analysts rather often, its impact upon EU-US relations is rarely highlighted in publications, though it is of particular importance for understanding past evolution and current situation in this space. Until 2004 East European matters had not stood high on the EU-US agenda. Europeans observed US engagement with circumspection but without direct objections intending to follow an own line hardly coordinated with the US. With tension increasing after the Orange revolution and especially after the 2006 first Ukraine-Russia gas crisis politicians in the EU started to voice anxiety and sometimes critical arguments about the feasibility of policy pursued by the US but it was not until public debates at Bucharest NATO summit that East European affairs acquired some resilience in the US interaction with some EU member states and the EU as a whole. And this breakdown contributed to a larger extent than Russia’s opposition to the failure of US attempt at granting Ukraine and Georgia NATO Membership Action Plan and to the crisis of US policy in Eastern Europe in general. But this telling episode cannot be treated separately and should be embedded in a wider context of redistributing roles and responsibility within the transatlantic community. It is difficult to discern what place this problematic occupies in EU-US relations under Obama presidency but, obviously, it is one of the components in an animated dialogue on working out feasible strategy for ‘resetting’ relations with Russia.
Summing up, Eastern Europe has a relative significance in US-EU-Russia triangle and is among top contradictions-generating points but not a primary one. Its priority varies depending on a particular constellation in relations between the three powers and the degree of (in)stability within this space. Due to such ambivalent and fluctuating place of East European affairs, their regulation has not been addressed in a systematic manner and no stable coordination mechanisms emerged between the leading powers. Up to now stability in Eastern Europe has been regarded rather as a stake in geopolitical game, an instrument of gaining and maintaining prominent high-ranking in the European system as a whole than a particular autonomous issue requiring independent coherent approach and proper ways of regulation. Escalations of 2008 brought to the fore urgency and acuteness of situation in Eastern Europe but they didn’t prompt rapid transformation of prevailing views. Indeed, it led to fastening current balance and tying it more strenuously to the configuration of US-EU-Russia triangle.  
Now let’s examine the importance attached to Eastern Europe by the three leading powers in their European strategies and their interests in this space. It should be mentioned beforehand that these interests are not strictly formulated and can vary depending upon a range of structural and conjectural factors. The sole feature common to the US, EU and Russian policy is the intention to avoid heavy costs, both material and political. Each of them is perfectly aware of inadmissible turns of events in Eastern Europe and of red lines that the East European states should be prevented from crossing but in what way they should be prevented and what means are pertinent for this purpose still remain indefinite. It gives way to situational and instrumental considerations imbuing policies of the three key powers in this space and contributing to setting an atmosphere of strategic ambiguity for East European states. 
For the United States it is absolutely inacceptable to let Russia reestablish in hegemony in Eastern Europe, however, armed interference is also inconceivable, as the August 2008 demonstrated. During George W. Bush presidency Washington’s engagement in this space had been rather intensive and visible but at the same time it had been of inconsistent and selective nature. Ready to exert efforts in order to reach a favourable tactical outcomes, Bush administration failed to invent stable mechanisms of systemic impact capable to anchor East European states to the Western community. One may argue that NATO membership perspective had been expected to become such a mechanism and perhaps it is not far from the actual American scheme. But the efficiency of this perspective as an instrument of anchorage is not evident and, in addition, it had been finally put forward only in the last year of Bush presidency when tension around Eastern Europe had already increased to a dangerous degree to allow a drastic shift in the balance. Moreover, the US contribution to internal stabilization of East European states had remained insufficient to generate the intended effect. 
After intensive pressure and bullying tactics of his predecessor threatening to destabilize the situation in Eastern Europe completely, Obama has not much room for pursuing active policy in this space. Instead, it occupied a more moderate and to an extent passive stance preferring to refrain from provocative steps and confer primary responsibility for maintaining stability in Eastern Europe upon the European Union. What is notable in this context, American diplomacy towards Eastern Europe found itself in a conceptual vacuum when established patterns of influence proved of little value. The new administration turned to be unable to offer East European states a substantive alternative model differing from the one tested in Central Europe. Nevertheless, Washington aims at retaining the leverages of influence it possesses in this space, particularly at the level of bilateral relations with East European countries but without binding itself with excessive commitments in their respect. For these countries it means a temporary alleviation of US pressure enabling to try to step beyond zero-sum game logic. But at the same time current standing of Obama administration limited or selective engagement in political processes in Eastern Europe cannot be viewed as optimal and enduring for stabilization of this space. In fact, it leaves open all possible options including confrontational ones and doesn’t permit to overcome existing ambivalence and tension accumulated in this space. The United States cannot remain indefinite in their East European policy for long because it generates wrong expectations in Russia and the states of this space letting them to assume that Washington is completely disinterested in it. Self-restriction cannot be perpetuated and is justified only in case of it leads to more 
The problem of indeterminacy is also pertinent for the EU policy in Eastern Europe. Despite the general consensus around the idea of stabilization Eastern neighbours by means of extrapolating own norms and standards, there is lacking clear vision of a degree of EU engagement into this space sufficient for its stabilization, of readiness for such engagement and of scope of resources the EU is willing to allocate to this end
. For Brussels it’s immensely important not to admit, first, the estrangement of these states, their reversion from European norms and values and, second, harsh abrupt downgrading of and losing instruments of control over security situation in Eastern Europe. 
To speak objectively, the EU is the only great power possessing the whole range of instruments necessary for stabilizing Eastern Europe but its strategy is far from optimal. The EU is relying on its normative power in regulating processes in this space but the way it employs normative power and the lack of other diplomatic forms of engagement put into question effectiveness of its employment. This particular set of instruments is suitable for tackling the challenge of improper governance (though as of now they are not configured to reach to the deeper sources of improper governance in the East European states) but they are of little value for dealing with latent or frozen political conflicts, destructive nationalism or endemic fragmentation. Unless these problems are intentionally focused on and provided with appropriate schemes of resolution, efforts based upon normative power would fail to generate desired effect of stabilization. Conflict resolution cannot come about as a by-product of implementation of EU regulatory standards as European functionaries sometimes seem to suppose. Extending some quite limited forms of integration to particular East European states while overlooking important internal and geopolitical contradictions not only cannot contain destabilizing tendencies but contributes to entrenching them. 
For Russia, processes in Eastern Europe without doubts have the most significant implications among other leading powers. However, despite the wide-spread representation, Russia is not struggling for full-fledged hegemony in this space. It really strives for control and influence but is not willing to undertake responsibilities associated with hegemony
 and doesn’t view East European stabilization as cornerstone of its strategy. Moscow cannot secure own monopoly domination in this space but it is very sensitive to any shift of balance in it
. At the same time Russia is trying to prevent other powers from deeper engagement in East European processes and gaining strategic advantages. It doesn’t mean that Russia opposes any foreign engagement in principle but instances of unilateral uncoordinated engagement raise inevitable suspicions. Not being capable to promote own positions by means of enhancing cooperative ties with states of this space directly at the interstate level it attempts to build own strategy upon circumventing this level and avoiding excessive commitments before governments of these states. Instead, Moscow intends, on the one hand, to obtain levers of immediate control over their societies due to economic penetration and energy dependency and, on the other, to reach such an accord with the West which would establish a structural configuration fixing Russia’s positions in Eastern Europe and leave the states of this space no feasible options for subverting its positions. 
It is also stipulated by the nature of instruments in Russia’s possession for exerting influence onto this space. Having no alternative to counter the EU normative power, Russian leadership exploits less formalized but more flexible means derived from its basic advantages as a key energy supplier and mediator of frozen conflicts. 
Actually, the balance of power in Eastern Europe at the current stage is shaped mainly by correlation between the EU normative power and Russian economic power with US and Russia strategic power at the background. It doesn’t mean that these poles have no other types of power at their disposal but these are precisely the three types shaping the balance in Eastern Europe. 

This balance is not antagonizing but also not accommodating for all the actors involved. Presently it is maintained partly due to self-restriction tactics mentioned above, partly due to alleviation of intensity of the security problems in the East European space. The biggest challenge lies in the fact that possessing different advantages and resorting to different strategies, the three actors are not able to resist or downgrade the engagement of other in absence of direct coordination. Russia has no means to prevent the EU from exercising its normative power and the EU has little to impede Russia’s energy penetration. Only in case of the US strategic power deployment Russia enjoys some benefits allowing it to counter such deployment but they concern less the immediate strategic balance in Eastern Europe but rather the overall structure of cooperation in security matters both in European and global scale. Suspending CFE treaty in response to Poland and Czech Republic missile defense plans serves as a vivid example of such countering but it is rather a means of last resort and cannot be employed any time the US increases its engagement in Eastern Europe. 
The described challenge engenders two meaningful problems for sustaining balance in this space. The first relates to stimulating mistrust and fear that the absence of instruments of control over activities of the other powers may lead to losing own influence. The second concerns the plausibility of neglecting other actors’ strategies emanating from false impression that own positions depend primarily upon the robustness of own efforts regardless of policies of other leading powers. These two problems combined with peculiarities analyzed above produce an important implication: lacking efficient ways of regulating the US-EU-Russia balance through cooperation and coordination all the three powers tend to respond to shifts in balance between them in Eastern Europe by increasing pressure upon East European states. It can be traced from how the main objects of three powers’ influence in Eastern Europe have been altered throughout the last decade. 

There are four basic objects of influence in possession of external powers in the Eastern Europe: first, regulation of existing political conflicts and problems accumulated in various sectors of governance in the East European states, second, securing loyalty or at least benevolence of local elites, third, extending economic presence and control and, last but not least shaping and directing these states’ public opinion by means of developing civil society mechanisms. Several factors condition the choice of particular objects: strategic design, difficulty of accession, material and political costs associated with them and effect they are supposed to produce. Table 1 summarizes very rough but telling account of how objects of influence of different actors have changed since 2000. It doesn’t provide an opportunity to indicate the degree of intensity linked to each object but it is clear that this degree has been increasing over time though with different pace for each actor. 
	
	2000-2004
	2005-2009
	2010

	the US
	public opinion
	local elites
	local elites

	the EU
	local elites
	local elites

economic presence 
	local elites

economic presence

regulation of conflicts

	Russia 
	local elites

economic presence
	public opinion

regulation of conflicts

economic presence
	economic presence

local elites


Table 1
There is no room for detailed discussion of all objects and stages but it would be expedient to set forth the factors conditioning their choice. Obviously, strategic design is the least implied factor because of mainly instrumental significance of Eastern Europe for three powers’ foreign policies. But what is most paradoxical all of them are far more leaning to those object which are of the best availability of them and require the least costs. For the US and EU it may be explained by character of their strategies: they prefer the objects and methods sufficient for sustaining a certain extent of loyalty and control but not necessarily guaranteeing their domination. Russian preferences, in its turn, are shaped more by its own capabilities not robust enough to establish complete domination and forcing to select particular objects where it has the greatest advantages. One could call it the tactics of least resistance but it is rather a case when policy is adjusted to means and not vice versa. 

This circumstance has significant outcomes for East European stability since the three prominent powers are not oriented at systematic and coherent engagement but resort to such forms that enable to maintain own positions leaving fundamental problems and conflicts almost unaddressed. Extending such forms of limited engagement is enough for shattering the existing balance but is far from optimal for ensuring appropriate regulation of processes. It only aggravates the volatile nature of stability in this space.  
***

As it can be drawn from the arguments presented in this section, balance between the three principal powers in Eastern Europe is asymmetric in three aspects: 1) in aspect of significance assigned to this space in their foreign policies and in bilateral relations between them; 2) in aspect of degree of engagement and tactics employed for advancing own interests in this space; 3) in aspect of nature and scope of instruments utilized for pursuing such engagement in this space. To synthesize the core of this asymmetry, Russia aims at securing control over concrete strategic assets and ensuring that systemic rapprochement of East European states with the Western institutions is out of question. The European Union emphasizes domestic reforms and stabilization of these states. The US accentuates democratic nature of development and preventing these states from falling completely into Russia hands. 

This asymmetry doesn’t amount to zero-sum game – the interests of three powers are not irreconcilable and the instruments they apply are not incompatible. But substantive divergence in both conceptual approaches and practical implementation multiplied by the lack of coordination poses a huge challenge for overcoming balance of power logic. As a result, none of external powers is enjoying now exclusive control over the Eastern Europe and peculiarities of their interaction established in the two past decades essentially preclude them from harmonizing their policies and reaching a mutually acceptable compromise. It means that balancing remains for today the only form of accommodating presence in the Eastern Europe of all three powers simultaneously where the lack of direct leverage of influence is often compensated by exerting excessive pressure upon local elites. 
East European states – bandwagoning improbable, balancing impossible
Precarious balance between leading powers puts East European states before a hard dilemma. On the one hand, they have a broad marge de manœuvre and room for bargaining with external powers whose influence in the region, thus, is not direct but depends on behavior and decisions of each particular state. But on the other, their scope of action is inextricably tied to the balance struck at the primary level on which they have only meagre direct impact. 
Under such conditions these states have two basic options in order to avoid or mitigate the destabilizing effects of the current balance – either to try to alter the balance itself or to seek ways to withdraw from it by means of establishing separate mechanisms allowing to put own foreign and domestic politics out of floating configuration of great powers constellations. Both options can be pursued either individually or collectively. 
In order to understand the role of East European states in shaping balance in Eastern Europe their foreign policy priorities and peculiarities of decision-making should be dwelt on. 
First, all six countries of this space belong to post-Soviet grouping distinguished by weak traditions of statehood and hypertrophied sensitivity to preserving their sovereignty. Asserting own sovereignty in relations with each other and outside world remains a primordial task for them. Second, domestic and foreign policy in these countries are closely intertwined but hardly in a constructive fashion. Foreign policy issues especially general orientation and ‘civilizational’ belonging are integral part of internal political processes and are often manipulated in the course of struggle for power. As a consequence foreign policy is highly instrumentalised for achieving more concrete goals in terms of securing political domination and economic preponderance of competing factions. And third, these countries are heavily influenced by the process of sharpening their political identities which is happening mostly according to post-colonial patterns
.
Nexus between foreign and domestic policy is also imposed by external environment: foreign policy priorities are usually supposed to imply corresponding internal evolution. But rhetoric foreign policy declarations of East European governments often fail to be reinforced by domestic transformations. This discrepancy is also a factor supporting inconsistency of these states’ strategies and volatility of the balance as a whole 
Proceeding from these peculiarities, it could be concluded that for East European states current fragile balance is somehow beneficial in the sense of protection own power realm. Avoiding direct alignment with any of great powers they manage to escape from subordination and weakening their influence within the own state. East European states are not seeking integration, they are pursuing what is called ‘sovereignty games’
 and deem that in the existing amorphous environment they have more chances to secure own positions. This inward-looking tactics makes bandwagoning strategy unsustainable for these states in long-term perspective. They may opt to sideline with one of the three poles but provided that for this sidelining they would gain concrete benefits empowering them to solve particular internal problems. It originates from a vision that such sidelining, let alone complete alignment, represents an advantage in the first turn for the power they sideline with, and should be traded for valuable gains in response. Such geopolitically driven vision
 not only doesn’t help to overcome existing deficiencies of East European balance but contributes to their sharpening. 
As to the balancing strategy (in terms of counterbalancing excessive influence of one or several poles) none of the East European state possesses capabilities sufficient for balancing against one or several great powers and this strategy is possible only through collective forms. Thus, there are basically two ways of its implementation. The first is linked to alignment with one power center in order to oppose preponderance of the other(s) and was just discussed above. The second relates to consolidating East European space through establishing coherent collective mechanism(s) between the states of this space enhancing their standing and paving the way to the emergence of a new powerful actor in Europe in addition to the existing one. But this way is even more inconceivable that the first one due to deep fragmentation of Eastern Europe. 
So, in their behaviour East European states reproduce and perpetuate the existing balance even more tightly than the behaviour of great powers and seeking tactical gains they weaken their own capacity to exert even a limited influence over this balance. Looking for temporal benefits and avoiding systemic engagement into this balance they create reputation and expectations which allow the US, EU and Russia follow the traditional patterns of policy feeling no need to step beyond established schemes and lay down essential mechanisms of coordination their policies in Eastern Europe. 
It is also worthwhile to look at perceptivity of East European states to different types of power deployed by the leading powers. Normative power exercised by the EU seems to be the least pressing of all because it allows these states to opt for the degree of rapprochement and the scope of implementing EU standards voluntarily. But with progress of the EU engagement following the ENP strengthening and the Eastern Partnership initiating advancing normative power has become more insisting and more demanding in sense of inducing internal transformations. Long-standing integrational rhetoric flourishing in some East European capitals stimulated Brussels to offer concrete formats of Association Agreement and deep free trade area. It enables the EU to require more imperatively the compliance with the established criteria of reforming domestic mode of governance. But it doesn’t mean that normative power becomes more effective. As it can be observed upon Ukraine’s example, EU persistence leads either to stagnation in the relationship or to embarking on ‘cosmetic reforms’ when reforming is confined to adopting EU-conforming legislation without its consistent implementation, let alone internalization. So, while recognizing the EU authority and attraction East European states are perfectly capable to resist its normative power
.
Strategic power employed by the US and Russia is more imminent in its effect and cannot be easily neutralized or resisted. But often these are East European states themselves that aggravate situation in this dimension. Considering that bringing in strategic power of the US would imply fewer costs for them in comparison with meeting normative demands of the EU and would prove more potent in context of boosting own positions. However, deploying strategic power is the factor having the most violent effect upon the balance in Eastern Europe and bearing the most costs for the actor deploying it. After Russia-Georgia war there can be no illusion that elevating strategic power of one center of influence in this space won’t inevitably provoke actions in response on the part of other centers. That’s why in the last months the ‘demand’ on American strategic power has fallen down while Russia managed to secure its military presence in Ukraine and Armenia. 
As for Russia’s economic power it should be noted that Russia’s engagement in Eastern Europe is not confined just to economic and energy impact but acquiring control over strategic assets disposing of dependence upon local elites became prominent feature of Russian policy in this space after the Orange revolution. Due to huge degree of interdependence inherited from Soviet period and deficit of substantial economic diversification due to lack of reforms Russia’s economic power is harsh and efficient. But it cannot resort to regularly without causing worries about breaking the existing balance ‘from the back doors’. Evidently, economic power of the EU is no less than that of Russia and only inclination to avoid much expenses and high risk prevents the EU from meaningful economic engagement. Presently East European states do not possess instruments for resisting Russian economic pressure and resort to diplomatic methods and strategic interconnections to ensure best possible terms for them. 
Summing up, it could be concluded that managing relations with great powers as a set of particular bilateral relationships developing mostly in autonomous and not interlinked way enables East European states to win some temporal relief and bargain for tactical advantages but in striving for these advantages they unconsciously expose themselves to dangers emanating from conserving current unstable asymmetric balance in this space.
What prospects for the future? 
Assessing the present configuration and future prospects of the asymmetric balance of power in Eastern Europe three aspects should be emphasized.
First, taking into account the general correlation, the extent of the Western engagement doesn’t exceed the extent of Russian engagement but the West’s potential and efficiency of influence leverages is more far-reaching than that of Russia. The problem is that the West (both the US and the EU) organizes its influence in a way more comfortable at the moment than more relevant for getting advantages in strategic terms. Western policy sometimes seems to derive from instruments available at the time than vice versa. 
Second, the West deems that limited formats of involving East European states into activities of the Western institutions by means of normative methods would establish firm liaison and loyalty sufficient for making stabilizing tendencies irreversible. This is a main mistake since these formats do not meet political requirements for complying with this task and since East European states do not formulate their strategies in purely normative terms.
And third, Russia’s concentration on building networks of solidarity under integrational banners and attempts at downgrading the role of East European states in its European policy while seeking to gain control over strategic assets is a way to nowhere. Russia has deep-rooted relations with these states and all its failures in asserting own positions are rather due to own setbacks and lack of vision than due to Western interference. So even securing such control will not guarantee Russia’s positions in Eastern Europe. Today Russia seems to achieve almost all goals for which it struggled in the previous years but its influence at East European states is not guaranteed. Neither can its positions be considered as fixed and indisputable. Rather what we witness today is dampening of strategic competition between Russia and the US pushing forward competition between the EU normative power and Russia’s economic power. 
These observations serve to attest to the fact that the asymmetric balance in Eastern Europe is not sustainable. Its endurance derives mostly from misgivings on the part of all stakeholders that any alteration may turn not to its own favour. But unexpected crises like Russian-Georgian war or Russia-Ukraine gas clash bring to the surface all the shortcomings of current states of affairs. Although they are not threatening enough to force the leading powers and East European states to step beyond the established patterns. Both flares-up ended in restoring the balance fixing it even more than before. 
So, how then should the optimal configuration of this balance look like if stability and security is to be finally installed in Eastern Europe? And how can such optimal configuration be achieved? 
Several indispensable and variable requirements can be formulated on the basis of outline of current situation presented in this paper. Regardless of particular configuration, stabilizing East European space necessitates departure from relying on fragile binary constructions, interwoven but diffused conflict dyads and transition to more consolidated and transparent multilateral mechanisms. Segmentation of East European regulation into a myriad of separate formats with diverging composition and agendas brings not only confusion in practical aspects but serious disorientation in political dimension. What Eastern Europe needs primarily is political synergy and coherence embodied in, first, clear and to an extent formalized rules and, second, rigid and stable institutional setting which could not only let great powers coordinate their activities but also provide adequate opportunities for East European states to take part in decision-making process in matter of interest to them. 
Speaking about particular configurations two variables should be explored – first, balancing as a mode of sustaining East European stability against cooperation and, second, supporting some degree of segmentation or institutional pluralism against constructing an overarching general structure. 
So, can balancing in any form be asserted as an effective principle of stabilizing East European space? There is an influential opinion in political and academic circles that formalizing and final fixing the existing balance is a quite feasible (though not perfect) way of accommodating interests and strategies of dominant powers as well as of the states of this space. This opinion proves to be flawed due to several reasons. The main of them relates to questions of what is to be fixed and in what way it could be fixed at all. One may assume that freezing institutional balance, with NATO and the EU refusing completely from any prospect of embracing East European states and Russia cutting down its efforts at dragging them into Customs Union, CSTO or any other Russia-centred grouping, is absolutely acceptable for securing necessary degree of stability and eliminating sources of tension. But, in fact, this assumption is far from justified. It refers only to balance of primary level according to our model, that is to balance between great powers, and does not take into account that institution-based strategies are not the sole components of the US, EU and Russia’s policies towards Eastern Europe; moreover, they are not the most preferred ones. Great powers’ engagement takes various forms and the more acute tension in this space has become, the less realistic institution-based strategies seem for pursuing defined priorities. Admitting East European states to any of the institutions mentioned above amounts to final anchoring them into sphere of influence of a particular great power and, hence, to overt breaking of the established balance. That’s why even an allusion to enlarging these institutions to include this space raises the most intensive flares-up between the great powers. 
In such case prominent actor resort to more subtle flexible and covert forms of engagement, not necessarily linked to institutional advancement but sometimes involving it. It concerns especially normative power, economic impact and influence at non-governmental and civil society level. But these forms of engagement are almost impossible to fix. Nobody can define a certain scope of normative convergence acceptable for the three poles or delimit particular economic sectors where any pole may pursue its policy freely. Neither formal nor informal commitment can be taken in this respect. Neither Russia nor the EU can provide assurance that it would not project its normative or economic power beyond a predefined margin. 
Thus, if we return to the model of East European balance at primary level presented in the first section it is perfectly clear that while US-Russia strategic balance is amenable to being fixed and conserved, the core of today’s configuration – namely balance between the EU normative power and Russia’s economic power – is hardly susceptible to conservation. It cannot be imposed or restricted from above and may be remedied only by means of establishing mutually beneficial clear rules and procedures alleviating political effects of their deploying. A conclusion can be drawn from this observation that it is precisely the asymmetric nature of current balance in Eastern Europe that precludes it from being fixed and firmly embedded into political structure of the European continent. 
Besides, fixing balance between the great powers only hampers resolution of problems and conflicts accumulated in East European space. Since these conflicts serve as most important structuring factors for this space and as most efficient instruments of control over it, fastening the existing balance would only enhance the attachment of great powers to these instruments and keep them from essential steps towards finding the way out of such conflicts. Without building alternative leverages of influence prominent actors would continue to utilize these frictions to underpin own positions both in this space itself and in interaction with each other. 
So, only transcending balancing as mode of regulating processes in Eastern Europe and moving towards jointly elaborated and mutually acceptable cooperative schemes can bring real stabilization to this space provided that all the stakeholders are involved in these schemes.

As to the second variable – institutional segmentation versus pluralism – there can be no unified point of view. Perhaps the most optimal fashion would be combining an overarching structure for general political coordination with specific varying sector mechanisms intended to regulate particular range of regional or functional processes. In its essence East European stabilization is not a question of institutions; there is actually a bundle of established institutional or other regular arrangements of different level and composition. What is lacking is mainly the political will on the part of both great powers and East European states to overcome traditional patterns of balancing and the deficiencies associated with them. For instance, numerous crises have already led to a clear awareness that energy issues should be treated by Russia, the EU and Ukraine within a single framework bringing them together, but only now there is emerging a political will to hold a meeting in such trilateral format and its regularization is still out of question. 
***

As it can be drawn from this study, multilateral mechanisms of coordination of great powers’ strategies are necessary for ensuring that unilateral actions by any of actors (both external and local) would not cause resistance spiral able to lead to unintended negative consequences. The fundamental issue is whether all the participants are quite prepared to conceive such scenario and on what terms they are willing to bring it about. It is obvious that no one would abandon the advantages one possesses until more serious benefits are on the table. But major crises mitigated, no impending factors require drastic reorganization of East European space. Tendencies to cooperation are eclipsed by desire to preserve own positions and partial alleviation of tension disguises growing structural gaps. As a result, future development of processes in this space depends heavily upon modalities of great powers’ interaction, especially between Russia and the European Union. Only Russia and the EU are able to establish political frameworks for qualitatively new cooperative ways of regulating European affairs and fill them with concrete practical substance. Without impetus from the EU-Russia level no other configuration of external and local actors can move forward the process of stabilizing Eastern Europe and constructing a new geopolitical structure of the European continent. 
� In this paper Eastern Europe amounts to the six states included in the EU Eastern Partnership – Ukraine, Belarus, Moldova, Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan. It’s can be said that the Caucus region possess its own geopolitical dynamics and should be treated separately but actually its own dynamics supplements rather than discards the balance of power logic analyzed in the paper. 
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