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The Union of Socialist Soviet Republics (USSR), also called the Soviet Union, was one of the two
superpowers during the Cold War, in addition to the United States of America. Perhaps, there-
fore, it has received mainly negative attention from Western and other politicians, policymakers,
analysts, cinema and other media. After the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the
Cold War, the Russian Federation has evolved as the USSR’s main successor. However, there has
been, and still is, much ambiguity about whether or not the Russian Federation has inherited the
USSR’s great power status – i.e. as the leader of the other (ideological) block – owing to the fact
that the Cold War was often depicted as an ideological conflict. Many political analysts, amongst
whom Francis Fukuyama is a prominent one, believed that with the collapse of the Soviet Union
a new world order arose.1 Indeed, neo-liberalism and global capitalism – as the prominent polit-
ical and economic ideology and practices – are expanding and have replaced state communism
in many countries.2 Nevertheless, one should be cautious about the cacophony that existed or
exists after the Cold War. The ideological cold war may have stopped. However, the geopolitical
rivalry has not necessarily stopped in tandem with the ideological one. State communism as a
practice or ideology was replaced by capitalism and neo-liberalism, yet the nationalist practice
and ideology in Russia and many other Post-Soviet republics did not vanish and became even
more prominent. Certainly, the Soviet Union disintegrated into fifteen countries, and most of the
Post-Soviet countries suffered from social, economic and financial crises in the 1990s. However,
the current realities are different. Since the mid-2000s, Russia is militarily and economically a
vibrant power again. Particularly its huge reserves of fossil energy give it an important position
economically in global politics.

The Russian Federation (Russia) is the largest country which succeeded the USSR after its col-
lapse and hence, in geopolitical jargon Russia is regarded as the rump state of the former USSR.
In many ways, it is the main successor of the USSR. This succession, and inheritance, is certainly
true with regard to the military affairs and international legal treaties. However, it is true also in
a geopolitical sense. Having grudgingly accepted the Western incorporation of the Baltic states,
Russia is resolved to keep the other Post-Soviet states in its geopolitical sphere of influence.
Although Russia is no longer called ‘the Evil Empire’, it still suffers from such negative images
even decades after the Cold War. Furthermore, as an heir to the Russian Empire of the Tsarist
period, it is often perceived as an imperialist colonial power by, and in, other Post-Soviet coun-
tries – even in those which have good relations with Russia. Even though the Russian behaviour
in its near abroad may be labelled by outsiders as aggressive, neo-colonial and imperialist, Russia
regards itself as an injured country and entitled to safeguard its geopolitical sphere of influence
against foreign encroachment, which it perceives, in turn, as aggression. The Russian military
interventions in Georgia (2008), Ukraine (2014) and Syria (2011 and more intensely since 2015),
and its support for separatism and authoritarian regimes, have received much criticism inter-
nationally. Nevertheless, it is very simplistic, and analytically unproductive, to accuse a country of
aggression without offering an analytic explanation or at least a plausible narrative that facili-
tates understanding its political behaviour. Certainly, there are geopolitical visions (i.e. codes,
self-images, doctrines and schemes) behind countries’ – even behind an aggressor’s – political
behaviour. For example, it is unlikely that South Africa militarily intervenes in, say, the
Philippines or any other country in the Pacific Ocean. However, it is imaginable that the USA
intervenes in these countries. Having a naval capacity, or generally a large arsenal of arms, is an
important factor in countries’ foreign political behaviour in addition to a geopolitical vision, and
these two factors often interplay with each other. This review article intends to discuss Russian
geopolitical behaviour in several countries in its near abroad and argues that even though
Russia tries to preserve its great power status, and pursue its interests from a (neo-)realist per-
spective, there are certain limitations to it. Moreover, it is important to take into consideration
the Russian Federation’s geopolitical vision – or self-imagery – in any analysis and understanding
of its military interventions in its near abroad.
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Russia, in recent decades, has evolved increasingly as an assertive country which pursues its
interests regionally and even globally – think for instance about Venezuela – often opposing the
Western hegemony:

In December 2016, the Russian president Vladimir Putin… [approved] a new Foreign Policy Concept for the
Russian Federation (2016). The document updates and amends the goals and directions of Russia’s foreign
policy in response to the changes in U.S. politics and international affairs… [Similar] to the previous foreign
policy documents, the new concept names regional integration within the Commonwealth of Independent
States (CIS) and cooperation with CIS members as Russia’s regional priorities.3

The Russian intervention in Syria shows that Russia is resolved to safeguard its geopolitical inter-
est also outside the Post-Soviet space as well as inside it. However, as we will further discuss, its
geostrategic behaviour and persuasion of interests may often be rather reactive than active, and
does not always serve the primary interest of Russia.

Despite the fact that each case of conflict mentioned in this article has its own history and
rationale of eruption, and shows its own peculiarities, they still share certain commonalities and
similarities. An interesting question is whether the Russian foreign policy in its near abroad, in
the Post-Soviet Space and in the Middle East, is based on certain defined goals and rationales
and whether there are consistent patterns visible between Russian policies towards these coun-
tries. Another interesting and somewhat bold question, within this context, is whether the events
in ‘Euromaidan’ and elsewhere in Ukraine and the Russian reaction towards them could be
related in one way or another to the Syrian Conflict. Even though it needs more qualifications
and clarification, yet a cautious confirming answer is possible. The Russian intervention in Syria is
not totally irrelevant from the Russian experiences of intervention in the conflicts in the Post-
Soviet Space; not only from the most recent one, i.e. the Ukrainian conflict, but also from the
Georgian, Chechen and Tajikistani conflicts. Syria is a client state of Russia, and the conflict there
is the only case of Russian military intervention outside the Post-Soviet Space after the collapse
of the Soviet Union. Therefore, this article tries also to examine whether the Russian policy
towards Syria is consistent with, and even premediated by, its geopolitical and security-related
experience in the Post-Soviet Space.

The main scope of this article is to review and offer an understanding of the Russian foreign
policy, particularly in the military, diplomatic and security spheres, in its near abroad. Hence,
Russian relations with those countries are selected in which Russian intervention is the most
stressed or theoretically important for the overall understanding of Russian foreign policy and
geopolitics. This article tries to give an informed and objective analysis. It does not mean that it
does not reject or approve certain arguments. As this article deals with Russian foreign and geo-
political policies, it may shed light on the Russian positions and interest. However, this is not
done from a biased position. In fact, this article tries to offer an understanding – and in no way
a defence – of Russian foreign policy.4

The cases discussed in this review article are the Russian foreign policy, notably with regard
to its security and geopolitical interests, towards certain conflict-struck or post-conflict countries
in its Post-Soviet near abroad, as well as in relation to Syria where Russia defends its client state
in alliance with its regional (instrumental) ally Iran. The cases discussed are Ukraine, Georgia,
Tajikistan and Syria. However, there are and have been other cases of conflict in the Post-Soviet
Space – as in Southern Kyrgyzstan, Transnistria and Nagorno-Karabakh – which do not constitute
the main focus of this article. Currently, in these post-conflict (Southern Kyrgyzstan) or frozen
conflict areas (Nagorno-Karabakh and Transnistria) the status quo prevails and they are not
among the main areas of contestation between Russia and the West.5 Despite not being a for-
mer Soviet republic, Syria is also discussed because that country is among the main traditional
allies of the Soviet Union and Post-Soviet Russia in the Middle East and is currently a main area
of conflict where the Russian interests may overlap but also often collide with the American and
its allies’ interests and policy scopes. As the Syrian Conflict is currently the most fatal one, and
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has far-reaching consequences for areas outside the Post-Soviet Space in the Middle East and
Europe, it is interesting to examine in what ways the Russian experience in the conflicts in Post-
Soviet countries may have influenced its attitude and behaviour in the Syrian Conflict.

Although the conflicts in Georgia and Ukraine show differences, they also show similarities.
Although no two conflicts are similar in all aspects and all these conflicts had their own, history,
dynamism and rationale, still the experiences gained in one conflict may influence a country’s
geopolitical (re-)actions in other conflicts, especially when the geopolitical interests at stake are
similar (see below). Retrospectively, after the onset of the Syrian and Ukrainian conflicts the
Russian reaction in Georgia could be understood better as there are similarities between the
Russian tactics and behaviour in all these conflicts. One may even argue that the Russian experi-
ences of the Georgian War (August 2008), Chechen Conflict (1991-early 2000s and low-level
insurgency until the present) and the Tajikistani Civil War (1992 –1997) have codetermined
Russian behaviour in Ukraine and Syria. Although geostrategic realities may suggest that they
are independent of each other, yet the motives behind the Russian interventions originate from
similar security and spatial geostrategic interests.6

Using recent literature and other relevant sources, this article tries to find patterns in recent
Russian foreign policy in its near abroad.7 In order to do that this article introduces first, briefly,
a multi-dimensional theoretical framework for understanding states’ geopolitical and foreign poli-
cies. Even though this article may also briefly discuss the books mentioned and integrates the
facts and insights offered by them, this current article does not intend to be a conventional mul-
tiple book discussion but rather an analytical thematic review article. This review article critically
reviews and discusses the current mainstream views on the Russian foreign policy and, imple-
menting ethnogeopolitical and critical geopolitical reasonings and analyses, puts question marks
after several such claims, in order either to confirm or disprove, and often to qualify them, offer-
ing informed and plausible analytical arguments, and sound geopolitical reasonings, using a
number of recent works, and other relevant sources.

Dimensions of foreign and geopolitical policies

The behaviour of states, notably their foreign behaviour, has attracted much attention from
scholars of political geography, political history, political science and international relations.
States are legal subjects and political actors and have, therefore, social and political agency.
However, this does not mean that there are no constraints in their behaviour as their behaviour
may be conditioned by many factors and conditions. A simple understanding of the (neo-)realist
school of international relations, and particularly when a state is assumed a rational actor, gives
the impression that states are free to act without constraints. Accordingly, the larger and more
powerful states may encounter no major constraints whereas smaller and weaker states are
restricted in their endeavours by many more (and sometimes stubborn) factors and conditions.
However, such presuppositions are not completely true, because aside from restrictions that
international laws and structural factors and conditions, such as geographical location, demog-
raphy and territory and available natural and financial resources impose, values and geopolitical
codes and doctrines formulated by the state itself often impose restraints and restrictions and
therefore guide the foreign policy of states, even that of larger and powerful states. It is appro-
priate to mention that small countries such as Zimbabwe and North Korea, as well as large states
such as India, the former Soviet Union and China were and are loyal to certain values engraved
in their foreign policy doctrines, which turned out to be expensive in economic or diplomatic
costs, while a more pragmatic foreign policy would have been relatively less expensive and
more profitable to their respective states.

It is appropriate to frame states’ foreign policy in theoretical concepts which do not only typ-
ify policies based on values, but which at the same time are also able to differentiate between
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different dimensions of such policies. Hence not only objectives and values but also strategies
and the sequence of actions are important in this regard, in order to understand the foreign pol-
icies of countries. Foreign policy objectives and geopolitical codes – i.e. values and sustained
beliefs in one country’s foreign policy – as well as structural factors such as one country’s demo-
graphic or economic weight and geographical location but also its history could guide, and at
the same time restrict, pragmatism within its foreign policy. On the other hand, the sequence of
(re-)action, and hence the strategies taken, are also important in understanding and analysing
that country’s foreign policy. Hence, it is useful to analyse foreign policy in a quadratic, bi-dimen-
sional framework: (non-)pragmatism is one dimension and another dimension is the sequence of
(re)action (see Table 1).

Traditionally, foreign policy is often analysed in a theoretical framework that distinguishes
between two ideal-typical polar opposites: (neo-)realism versus idealism or constructivism.
(Neo-)realism often presumes pragmatic policies of states pursuing their national and geopolitical
interests as rational actors, whereas Constructivism (or Idealism) presumes rather sustained and
pre-constructed actions conditioned by international laws or by other factors, or even by value-
driven (altruistic) ideals, or by other premediating conditions, values or guidelines such as mental
maps, narratives and geopolitical imageries and codes, which may constrain the formulation of a
pragmatic policy and construct the geopolitical and foreign policy of states. However, such a dis-
tinction is ideal-typical and often the border between them is blurred in practice.

Glenn H. Snyder in his analytic and informative review article entitled ‘Mearsheimer’s World –
Offensive Realism and the Struggle for Security: A Review Essay’ maintains that defensive realism
could be regarded as a sub-category of realism.8 However, it is fair to mention that defensive
realism differs radically from the default understanding of realism as a defensive realism pre-
sumes that the (re-)actor concerned about its security identifies and defines threats to its interest
and develops strategies in order to cope with them. Moreover, there will always be a good share
of constructivism in this practice, as the strategies formulated with a defensive realism perspec-
tive are inherently reactive, and as the threats ought to be defined and identified before strat-
egies are developed by the respective states and should correspond as much as possible with
their primary geopolitical codes and foreign policy values and ultimately also with the respective
states’ primary interests.9 Even though there are certain conceptual similarities between them,
the relationship between pure realism and defensive and reactive realism remains somehow
tense as, in pure realism, a rational actor freely and often despite restraints such as international
laws, pursues its own interest rather than be compelled to defend itself, often in an ad-hoc and
reactive fashion, against other countries’ encroachments. Such a reactive attitude does not leave
all options available and often compels the defendant to choose from a few available options. A
rational actor perspective certainly matches a pure (neo-)realist perspective, yet has a problem-
atic relationship with a defensive or reactive realism. When a defendant (re-)actor is compelled
to re-act hastily, impulsively and ad-hoc, it may even sometimes be called an irrational actor as
not all results may benefit its interests.

Another dimension, i.e. the distinction between active initiation versus reaction, could be
more appropriate for understanding such policies, as the first actors’ action – either initiation, or
manipulation or even provocation – often puts the reactive defendant in a difficult and awkward
position and compels it to react often in ways that it may no longer pursue its primary interests
pragmatically and as a freely acting rational actor.10

Table 1. Dimensions of foreign policy: a quadratic model.

Pragmatism Constructions/Codes/Imageries

Initiation/Manipulation A Rational Actor (Neo-)Realism B Idealist/(Self-aware) Constructivist

Reaction C Ad-hoc/Panic (re-)actor D Defiant/often ideologically Counter-Hegemonic and persistent
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In his oft-cited and influential work entitled The Twenty Years’ Crisis 1919-1939: An Introduction
to the Study of International Relations, Edward Hallett Carr persuasively maintains that despite the
fact that international relations schools of realism and idealism – an ideal-typical precursor of
constructivism – are often regarded as opposites, still display thin and somehow blurred bounda-
ries as their differences are arbitrary in practice.11 The realist school of international relations pre-
sumes that states pursue their national and geopolitical interests almost always and freely,
whereas the idealist or constructivist schools maintain that (written and unwritten) laws and
rules as well as visions and values embedded in foreign policy discourses (co-)determine states’
foreign policies. However, in reality, the definition of identification of national or geopolitical
interests is often subject to geopolitical reasoning, agenda-setting and contention between dif-
ferent social strata of a national society and is therefore highly dependent on a prioritization and
definition of that state’s foreign policy objectives and goals, which are often reflected and men-
tioned in its discursive policy directives and agendas. A state may claim to pursue its national
interests, which may be pragmatic or based upon such values as regard and support for human
rights and democracy or the right of all countries to development, or even upon its traditional
imperial values. However, such definitions or prioritizations of national or geopolitical interests,
as well as national (or imperial) values, depend, in fact, heavily on historical experiences of that
state. Therefore, statements about the nature of Russian foreign policy – or of any other country,
for that matter – being based on pragmatism, political realism, idealism, imperial self-image and
mentality, or even moral obligations to interfere with, and provide security to, other states situ-
ated in its geopolitical sphere of influence, may all be true when one discusses and analyses the
policies critically and looks at each (re)action or, even statement or claim, from different points
of view and perspectives.

Consequently, instead of holding a strict realist vs idealist/constructivist binary perspective, it
is more appropriate to implement multi-scale and inclusive critical ‘geopolitical reasonings’ in
analysing states’ foreign policy,12 which do not focus only on geostrategic factors but pay atten-
tion also to cultural factors and (historically constructed) values. Such types of geopolitical
reasoning and analysis are prevalent in the geographical traditions that consider multi-scale and
multi-level analyses, such as subversive geopolitics, ethnogeopolitics and critical geopolitics,
whereas the (neo-)classical geopolitics is mainly a state-centred tradition and often overlaps with
the (neo-)realist traditions of international relations be it in a more determinist and less voluntar-
ist fashion.13 Mariya Y. Omelicheva borrows the concept ‘construction of ontological claims’ from
Merje Kuus, and correctly mentions that a critical geopolitical perspective, which considers and syn-
thetizes states’ geopolitical discourse to develop a new understanding of changing geopolitical
images of nations, is an appropriate approach for analysing foreign policy.14 As she maintains,

Instead of conceptualizing foreign policy as a product of imperial ideology or competition for power and
resources [i.e. a (neo)realist approach], the critical geopolitical approach views it as a social, cultural,
discursive, and political practice of ‘construction of ontological claims’. These are the so-called ‘truths’ of
global politics constructed, defended, and experienced by the leadership of countries.15 The examination of
Russia’s engagement with Central Asia [and elsewhere in its near abroad, for that matter] through the lens
of its own beliefs about power, ideology, and the nature of global affairs can enhance our understanding of
Moscow’s foreign policy in the region.16

As geopolitical approaches take into consideration both the sustained beliefs and actual strat-
egies in the analysis of a state’s foreign policy, the aforementioned bi-dimensional theoretical
model could be a useful tool in such a geopolitical analysis. Although certain states show pre-
dominantly a certain behaviour which could be associated with a certain cell – North Korea with
the cell D, for instance – it is not a useful strategy to allocate states to these cells (see Table 1).
It is more useful to analyse and reflect upon each case of policy with this bi-dimensional model,
as states may implement different policies that may relate to more than one cell, even though
certain policies and hence its association with a certain cell may still predominate most of
the time.
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Russian foreign policy in its near abroad

As Omelicheva observes, the bulk of commentaries and studies about Russian foreign policy
frame it in a (neo-)realist theoretical understanding. Such analyses and discussions often view
Russia as an aggressive expansionist and even a (neo-)imperialist actor with little regard for inter-
national law and as a state which follows the logics of the international relations school of
(neo-)realism, in which political and military power are among the major factors in pursuing a
rational actor’s national, or even Imperial interests. Reviewing and citing authors such as Paul
Kubicek, Annette Bohr, Stephen J. Blank and Alexander Cooley whose views on Russian foreign
policy correspond with a (neo-)realist understanding, and even authors such as Andrei P.
Tsygankov and Marlene Laurelle whose main view on Russia is an explicitly imperialist one,
Mariya Y. Omelicheva maintains that:

The majority of publications on Russia’s foreign policy have interpreted its international conduct through a
lens of political realism… Realist commentaries have also appeared under the rubric of classical geopolitics
emphasizing the geostrategic importance of [its near abroad] … Russia has also been cast as an inherently
expansionist empire, whose authoritarian political culture and entrenched imperialist outlook have shaped
its policies toward its neighbors. Prominent historians studying the relationship of the Russian Empire to the
non-Russian borderland underscored the role of its imperial ideology centered on its beliefs in ‘virility and
power’ and recognition by the Western states of Russia’s expansionism. Russia’s belief in its civilizing
mission toward the backward people of the East was also named among the reasons behind Tsarist Russia’s
policies, and the Soviet institutional, cultural, and ideological frameworks of control… . 17

However, as she correctly discusses, an imperialistic discourse is itself a constructed discourse
and is not inevitably devoid of idealism. In fact, such a view brings together constructivism and
realism, for in assessing its goals such a discourse may calculate the power and image of ‘Self’ in
a rather realistic and pragmatic fashion. According to Omelicheva,

In contemporary scholarship, Moscow’s imperialist ideology has been linked to diverse ideas and images
about a cultural unity of peoples in the post-Soviet territory that Russia is predestined to preserve. Russia’s
continuing quest to define and strengthen its national identity has given rise to explanations informed by
constructivist assumptions. The constructivist conceptions of Russia’s foreign policy have highlighted the
centrality of the idea of greatpowerness in Russia’s understanding of the Self.18

Even though the Russian history of imperial expansion and the Soviet Union having a super-
power status may undoubtedly have influenced the construction of Russian self-image and its
accompanying geopolitical codes and vision,19 this article argues that the Russian foreign policy
and Russian interventions discussed here should not a priori and uncritically be regarded as an
aggressive and expansionist (neo)imperialist behaviour, for such a unidimensional understanding
may deprive us of otherwise sound and multifaceted analyses. Therefore, this article intends to
critically discuss, analyse, and possibly deconstruct, such claims by implementing methods of
geopolitical reasoning and analyses which consider several factors using a multidimensional geo-
political framework, which distinguishes between active initiation and reaction in foreign policy
and geopolitical behaviour (such as the aforementioned model in Table 1). Although this review
article does not intend to be a multiple book discussion but rather a thematic review about
Russian foreign policy in its near abroad, the books mentioned below, in addition to E. H. Carr’s
The Twenty Years’ Crisis 1919-1939: An Introduction to the Study of International Relations, consti-
tute the main corpus and backbone of the literature in this article.

Alexey M. Vasiliev gives an elaborate discussion of the Soviet and Russian foreign policy
towards the Middle East and North Africa in his book entitled Russia’s Middle East Policy: From
Lenin to Putin. It is a large monograph of 554 pages, which could serve also as a reference book
and is useful as a source of information for students and scholars of international relations, geo-
politics and, above all, history. For the purpose of this current article, the most useful parts of
the book are those discussing Russia’s policy towards Syria, and its strategic ally in the Syrian
Conflict, i.e. Iran.20 Syria is an ally of both Iran and Russia. Although a discussion of Iranian-
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Russian and Iranian-Syrian foreign relations does not fall within the scope of this article, it suffi-
ces to mention that even though the Iranian intervention in the Syrian Conflict appeared to be
advantageous for the Russian geopolitical interest in Syria, the Russian-Iranian relationship could
be labelled as instrumental. In order to describe the nature of Iranian-Russian relationship,
Vasiliev uses the section heading ‘A good neighbour, but neighbours are not chosen: the
Russian Federation and Iran’.21

Simona E. Merati’s monograph entitled Muslims in Putin’s Russia: Discourse on Identity, Politics,
and Security discusses the relationship between Russia and Islam, both in domestic and inter-
national affairs – notably in relation to Russian foreign policy towards its near abroad. She uses
discourse analysis of Russian sources as her main method of research. Unlike Tim Epkenhans’s
study (see below) which uses sources also written in other languages such as Persian and Tajik,
Merati’s study exclusively uses sources which are written in the Russian language. Nevertheless,
this may not constitute a major bias in her study as the bulk of publications in Russia are written
in Russian rather than in regional languages. This book’s scope is beyond the Russian position
towards Islam with regards to its security and geopolitical interests, and also pays due attention
to the position of Islam in Russian nation-building. Those parts of Merati’s book which are par-
ticularly relevant for this article discuss the importance of the Muslim world in the Russian geo-
politics of Eurasianism and Russian regional geopolitical interests in the Caucasus, Central Asia
and the Middle East, as well as those parts which discuss Islam in relation to Russian security
concerns both domestically and in its near abroad.22

Routledge Handbook of Russian Foreign Policy is the title of a large edited volume, by Andrei
P. Tsygankov, about different aspects, directions, and (regional) foci of Russian foreign policy.
Like other similar studies about foreign policy, this book’s chapters bear a great deal of subjectiv-
ity with regard to political issues, which is not necessarily a negative quality as it reflects and
sheds light on different issues from different perspectives. Different chapters are written by dif-
ferent authors with diverse convictions and perspectives. Therefore, they have different qualities
and merits. Nevertheless, this edited volume is useful as a prominent textbook for scholars and
students of Russian foreign policy. The discussed scope and orientations of Russian foreign pol-
icy, and the facts and insights offered, in this edited volume are useful, broad and multi-facetted.
The most relevant chapters for this article are those dealing with Russian foreign policy in the
Post-Soviet Space and the Middle East. These chapters are entitled ‘The Middle East’ by Philipp
Casula and Mark N. Katz, ‘The Collective Security Treaty Organization’, by Ruth Deyermond, ‘The
Caucasus’ by Maxim A. Suchkov, ‘Central and Eastern Europe’, by Dmitry Ofitserov-Belskiy and
Andrey Sushentsov, and ‘Central Asia’ by Mariya Y. Omelicheva. As the contributions in this
edited volume are well-documented and cite many sources, these cited sources will often be
mentioned in this article in order to introduce them to reader.23

Two other books entitled The Origins of the Civil War in Tajikistan: Nationalism, Islamism, and
Violent Conflict in Post-Soviet Space, by Tim Epkenhans and Transforming Tajikistan: State-building
and Islam in Post-Soviet Central Asia, by H�el�ene Thibault are informative from multiple perspec-
tives and for multiple purposes, and it is fair to say that they, particularly the former, could serve
as indispensable volumes within any canon of literature about Tajikistani modern history.
Whereas the first is a result of in-depth discourse analyses of written and unwritten sources, the
second monograph reviews the prominent literature about Soviet institutional policies on
(ethno-)religious identity, particularly in Tajikistan, and in addition reports on Thibault’s fieldwork
in Tajikistan, an innovative endeavour in political science research.

Russia after Putin is the title of Richard Krickus’ monograph published by the U.S. Army War
College Press and Strategic Studies.24 Despite the connotation associated with the author’s insti-
tutional affiliation and publisher, this book cannot fairly be called Russophobic and biased, as a
main argument of the author is that the USA should seek cooperation, rather than conflict, with
Russia and its allies, Iran and China.25 Discussing the main Russian foreign policy objectives in its
near abroad, Krickus maintains that Russia intends to:
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[d]eny former Soviet Republics in the near abroad the opportunity to follow the Baltic Republics into NATO
and the EU; Belarus, Georgia, and Ukraine in particular. Instead, incorporate them, as well as the Central
Asia[n] states, into economic and security systems dominated by Moscow – e.g., Collective Security Treaty
Organization (CSTO) and a new Eurasian Economic Union [and, in addition] [j]oin China in a grand strategy
to present the Americans with a firewall in every part of Eurasia, and do the same in denying Washington
successful attempts to achieve regime change throughout Eurasia and the Greater Middle East. Of course,
Moscow will avoid any effort on Beijing’s part to treat Russia like a junior partner.26

Studying, and reflecting upon, the situation in Russia’s near abroad one may conclude that these
Russian (and Chinese) goals are correctly mentioned. Nevertheless, the author represents these
policies in a reversed sequence, as Russia regards such policies as legitimate reactions and
regards Western support for regime changes in its geopolitical sphere of influence as well as the
existing and emerging NATO and EU-enlargement as serious encroachments upon, and threats
towards, its interests.

James J. Coyle’s monograph, Russia’s Border Wars and Frozen Conflicts, despite its author’s self-
admitted partisanship (see later), is a conveniently helpful work as it puts the current ‘frozen’
unterminated separatist conflicts in wider political and legal contexts.27 Unlike Krickus who tries
to be objective, Coyle discusses these conflicts guided primarily by a Western perspective and
explicitly expresses his partisanship and holds self-admittedly a Western perspective as he
intends to offer policy advice for the West, NATO and US national interests.28 Coyle explains the
separatist conflicts by theories of nationalism which is not very appropriate as these offer insuffi-
cient, and very often too one-sided, explanations. Other theoretical perspectives such as neo-
realism, constructivism and geopolitical reasonings could be more effective in this respect.
Although issues of irredentism alone could be understood by theories of (ethno-)nationalism,
such theories do not offer a solid and sufficiently relevant basis for understanding Russian for-
eign policy in its near abroad. Russian foreign policy can best be understood using critical
(ethno-)geopolitical and realist – though not necessarily expansionist – approaches of inter-
national relations. The complex ethnopolitical nature of inter-territorial and inter-ethnic relations
make an ethnogeopolitical approach a good, and perhaps the best, option.29

Coyle’s study proceeds more than three years after the Russian incorporation of Crimea and
separatist Civil War in Eastern Ukraine and many years after the onset of the Syrian Conflict.
Therefore, it is very likely that the author’s perspective on these issues have influenced his inter-
pretation and understanding of other cases of conflicts in his book. According to him the West
‘legitimately’ supported the new post-revolutionary government in Ukraine against the separa-
tists who receive Russian support.30 Coyle’s assumption that Russia is a supporter of separatism,
whereas the West is categorically a supporter of states’ territorial integrity, is not credible when
one reviews the Western support for the independence of Kosovo and generally for the disinte-
gration of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia in the 1990s and early 2000s. Although Coyle’s narra-
tive is at times too Russophobic, whereas those of Maxim Suchkov, Dmitry Ofitserov-Belskiy and
Andrey Sushenstov tend to represent the Russian position, their conclusions are rather similar:
Russia is not pleased with NATO’s enlargement’s attempts in its near abroad. Even though the
strategies of Russia and other Post-Soviet states are not exactly similar in all cases, still a general
pattern is visible: Russia wants to be (preferably solely) in charge of provision of security and
intermediation in its near abroad, whereas those Post-Soviet states suffering from territorial sep-
aratism persist in their right to territorial integrity and regard the separated areas as a part of
their own national territories.31

Dmitry Ofitserov-Belskiy and Andrey Sushenstov discuss Russian Foreign Policy towards
Eastern Europe and Ukraine together in one chapter. This may look odd, as Ukraine similar to
Russia, Georgia, and Tajikistan is a Post-Soviet country. However, they justify their choice as they
detect an obvious connection between the Russian policy towards Ukraine and the enlargements
of NATO and the EU eastwards: ‘[t]hreatened by loss of vital interest, Moscow had to take drastic
measures that cost it in reputational and economic terms’.32 It is remarkable and telling that
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Ofitserov-Belskiy and Sushenstov regard the power transition in 2014 in Ukraine, unlike most
Western accounts, a coup d’�etat and not a revolution.

Despite his expansionist view of Russia, Coyle maintains that the Russian recognition of inde-
pendence of South Ossetia and Abkhazia – as well as supporting separatism in Ukraine –
occurred as a Russian reaction against NATO’s desire to admit Georgia and Ukraine to NATO.33

Coyle’s discourse on, and argumentation about, the Russian-Georgian War of August 2018 reads
as Russian punitive reaction to Georgian provocation. Coyle’s description of actual skirmishes on
the ground concludes that Georgia initiated the hostilities after which Russia reacted.34 He also
maintains that the Georgian initiative to restore its sovereignty over South Ossetia was guided
by a false conviction that Georgia would be admitted to NATO. Mikheil N. Saakashvili believed
that Georgia’s admission to NATO would deter Russia from military intervention, as NATO would
support Georgia in its quest against Russia if Russia took military action against Georgia.35

However the reality was more complex. Even though, his latter statement about Georgian
motives behind its quest for NATO membership seems to be, at least partially, true as some
Western countries offered Georgia moral and diplomatic support, Coyle’s first argument needs
qualification as the situation was more complex. In reality, even though Russian soldiers were
stationed in South Ossetia and in Abkhazia, those ethno-territorial conflicts predated the Russian-
Georgian War of 2008. These were those autonomous ethnic territories that initiated the separat-
ist conflicts, not Russia: South Ossetia announced its secession from Georgia after Georgia
announced its unilateral independence from the Soviet Union. Abkhazia, however, tried first to
reach a compromise by restoring its pre-1936 status of a union republic on an equal footing,
and only associated with Georgia. Later Abkhazia also declared independence. According to
Coyle, ‘[i]n Abkhazia and South Ossetia, however, people identified with their ethnicities and
with their language ties. As violence escalated between the populations, Russia intervened mili-
tarily on behalf of the minority populations.’36 Nevertheless, it is important to note that most
Ossetians in Georgia resided and still reside outside South Ossetia elsewhere in Georgia, while
there also exists an Abkhazian minority in Georgia proper outside Abkhazia. There were no sep-
aratist escalations outside the autonomous territories, despite the fact that Abkhazians and not-
ably Ossetians were also concentrated in certain other districts outside South Ossetia and
Abkhazia. Therefore, theories of (ethno-)nationalism alone cannot satisfactorily explain the separ-
atist conflicts in South Ossetia and Abkhazia.

Analysing ethnic conflicts in the Post-Soviet Space, it is imperative to pay attention to ethno-
geopolitical dynamics and structures, most notably the (pre-)existing hierarchical ethnoterritorial
federalism and the centrality of Moscow as the Centre and also balancer.37 The Soviet
Nationalities Policy has brought about an ethno-territorial hierarchy. The largest ethnic groups in
the former Soviet Union (USSR) possessed, and were titular in, Union Republics (SSRs) – for
example, Georgia – whereas smaller ethnic groups were awarded lower-ranked territorial autono-
mies, either with an Autonomous Oblast (i.e. province) (AO) – like South Ossetia – or with an
Autonomous Republic (ASSR) – such as Abkhazia. Moscow was not only the centre of the
Russian Federative Socialist Republic but also the centre of the whole Soviet Union. Traditionally,
the elites in lower-ranked autonomous territories were allied with Moscow which acted as a bal-
ancer and protector against possible excesses of union republics. After the cession of union
republics from the Soviet Union – even in certain cases before the total collapse of the Soviet
Union – many autonomous territories declared their cessation from the union republics in which
they were located, and so did South Ossetia as well, and, after a while, Abkhazia.

Moreover, it is also important to note that the complex ethno-political map of the Caucasus
also mattered. South Ossetia was contiguous with North Ossetia and Abkhazians also had ethnic
kinfolk in the North Caucasus – the Abazas and Circassian peoples (i.e., the Kabardians, the
Cherkess and the Adygheans) – in the Russian Federation. These peoples supported, and lobbied
in favour of, their ethnic kin in Georgia. Moreover, Russia regarded itself as entitled and perhaps
obliged to intervene as a lot of people in Abkhazia and South Ossetia had obtained Russian
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citizenship. Although, Saakashvili, the president of Georgia at that time, may have attempted sin-
cerely to reincorporate the ethnic Abkhazian and South Ossetian societies into Georgia by similar
means, Georgian attempts came rather late and had less impact than similar and earlier Russian
attempts had already had. Finally, in 2007 Saakashvili established a parallel South Ossetian gov-
ernment, headed by the ethnic Ossetian Dmitry I. Sanakoev. Also, this fact had an impact on the
escalation of hostilities as the separatist government clearly did not tolerate any other ‘parallel’
South Ossetian government. In reality, there were already skirmishes between the (pro-)Georgian
forces of Sanakoev and Ossetian separatists days before the Georgian operation of the recon-
quest of Tskhinvali, the South Ossetian Capital, and the Russian intervention.38 Therefore, the
Russian reaction does not accord totally with a (neo-)realist rational actor strategy, as such a per-
spective assumes that the political behaviour of an expansionist and (neo-)imperialist rational
actor tends usually to be rather of a voluntarist than determinist nature, and presumes a timely
planned series of action rather than often rather hasty, impulsive and ad-hoc reactions, the
results of which may not necessarily be opportune and propitious for the re-actor’s interests. As
the rationale behind the Russian interventions in Georgia and Ukraine – similar to its policy
towards Chechnya and in general towards its North Caucasian Federal District, and in Tajikistan
and Syria – reveal security concerns, they cannot be understood primarily as expansionist, for
they were reactions codetermined by the geostrategic security concerns and came only after the
initiation of the conflict by other actors. Although a rational actor may also react in a quest to
pursue its own interests, still, a strong expansionist imperialist rational actor must conveniently
have sufficient power and security of action to act first according to its own interest before it is
obligated to react often in ways that may contradict its own geopolitical interests.

Likewise Coyle, and Suchkov as well, discussing the Russian security concerns in the Caucasus,
maintains – similar to many Western scholars, analysts and journalists – that the Russian-
Georgian War (2008) erupted because of a Russian and Georgian strategic (mis)calculation of a
possibly forthcoming Georgian NATO membership.39 However, Suchkov maintains that Russia’s
concerns were legitimate and understandable as it was legitimately concerned that the conflicts
in the South Caucasus might spill over into the North Caucasus and negatively impact domestic
security affairs in that part of the Russian Federation.40 Moreover, Suchkov believes that
Saakashvili’s speculative miscalculations that the power transition from Vladimir V. Putin to
Dmitry A. Medvedev could offer some chances for Georgia’s territorial restoration, may have
caused the Georgian government to take timely military action. Contrary to most Western ana-
lysts, Suchkov maintains that Russia and Saakashvili had ‘fairly close’ relations and Russia would
not oppose Georgia’s territorial restoration if it was done gradually under Russian supervision.41

The late Georgian president Eduard A. Shevardnadze, the former Soviet Minister of Foreign
affairs, was not much loved by the former communists and current (Eurasianist) Russian hard-
liners. Therefore, it is very likely that Russia was initially not opposed to Saakashvili who led a
revolution against Shevardnadze. However, their relations deteriorated increasingly: ‘Since
August 2004, when Saakashvili carried out a police raid operation in South Ossetia, relations
between him and Putin were set on a steady path for a direct confrontation. Both sides
exchanged hostile acts – the spy scandal in 2006, the subsequent deportation of Georgians from
Russia, and the embargo on Georgian products.’42 Saakashvili’s government had its own schemes
of reintegration of the separatist territories and speculated about Western support as it had
applied for NATO membership. Additionally, the declaration of independence by Kosovo and its
mainly Western recognition had possibly made Saakashvili and his policymakers act in a timely
manner – or better said rather hastily – as they may have been worried that the recognition of
Kosovo’s independence could serve as a precedent for the recognition of independence of other
separatist entities elsewhere in the world such as South Ossetia and Abkhazia. These, in addition
to the Georgian perception of Russia helping the separatists are plausible reasons that could
explain the timing of Georgian military action.
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Even being a reactive one, Russia’s intervention may still be explicable by a rational actor,
and neo-realist understanding – in the broad sense – of Russian foreign policy behaviour after
governments with pro-Western and anti-Russian orientations seized the political power in
Georgia and Ukraine. The following facts could be possible motives behind the Russian interven-
tion in Georgia and the annexation of Crimea. Even though they are small territories, Abkhazia
and South Ossetia still have their own geopolitical value. Abkhazia, and particularly Crimea have
rather long coastlines on the Black Sea. As NATO expanded eastwards, Russia felt insecure in its
hegemonic position in the Black Sea. Even though the Black Sea may not be geostrategically
very important to the West, it is of geopolitical interest to Russia. It is from where Russia can
supply its naval base on the Mediterranean Sea in Syria. Syria is in fact the only client state of
Russia amidst a predominantly American geopolitical sphere of influence in the Middle East and
the only Russian maritime base outside the Post-Soviet Space is located there. Moreover, Russia
needed bases to the south of the Greater Caucasus Ridge contiguous to its territory after
Georgia closed the last Russian military base in Georgia in 2007 in order to be able to deploy
land troops fast and easily in case it needed to intervene to the south of the Greater Caucasus
Ridge which is difficult to penetrate and in the Middle East. As the previous and recent Russian
wars in the Caucasus, particularly against the Chechen separatists and the Salafi ‘Emirate of the
Caucasus’ (also called Imarat Kavkaz), have shown Russia could easily control the lower hills and
plains while it had great difficulties in controlling the areas located in higher altitudes where the
rebels often took refuge. South Ossetia is connected to the territory of the Russian territory
through the Roki Tunnel which makes the deployment of land troops easier by bypassing the
higher altitude areas. A few years later, the Syrian Conflict revealed exactly the importance of
such a geopolitical reasoning. During the height of the Syrian Civil War in November 2015 when
Turkey shot down a Russian aircraft, a general sense of fear was prevalent in Georgia as many
officials and ordinary people were afraid that Russia and Turkey may fight their war in Georgia.43

Although the recognition of independence or annexation of separatist territories by Russia
could be viewed as pragmatic, it was, nevertheless, a reactive act, and not necessarily favourable
for allegedly imperialist or expansionist Russian geopolitical interests from a realist rational actor
perspective. From a rational actor perspective, the geopolitical costs of the Russian intervention
in Georgia and Ukraine have been greater than its gains. Recognizing these separatist entities as
independent does not serve the primary Russian interests. From a rational actor point of view, it
would have been more favourable for Russia to keep these conflicts unsolved and hence operate
as a mediator and balancer, a position which could offer it much more leverage and influence in
Ukraine and Georgia than it now has. Regardless of the fact of who initiated the fighting – either
the Georgian troops or the separatists – a Russian intervention was inevitable as Russian soldiers
were deployed in the separatist regions in Georgia as peacekeepers. However, witnessing a
Western lack of resolve and a hesitant attitude, it is still not very clear why Russia did not totally
defeat and replace Saakashvili’s government, as its geopolitical gains may have been much
greater and its (reputational and diplomatic) costs may not have been larger than the actual
Russian intervention had already brought about. In other words: why did Russia recognize South
Ossetia and Abkhazia as independent, if it could have gained whole Georgia? A clear answer
cannot be found as the Western and Russian strategic calculations of that time are not publicly
and clearly revealed. Similarly, the annexation of Crimea and the secession of the Lugansk and
Donetsk regions are not necessarily in favour of the Russian geopolitical interests as they
decrease Russian political leverage and influence in the Ukrainian domestic political arena.
Ofitserov-Belskiy and Sushenstov, nevertheless, maintain reactive rationales and state: ‘Ukraine
turned out to be a weak link in the foreign policy of Russia. Moscow failed to draw it towards its
integrational projects. The separation of the two closely connected economies which had been
planned with a long-term perspective in mind, was disrupted by the coup d’�etat in Kyiv in
2014.’44 It is understandable that the sudden disruption of the Russian-Ukrainian close connec-
tion was detrimental to Russian interests. However, it is not certain that a support for separatism
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in eastern and southern Ukraine was more favourable for the Russian interests. The population
in the southern and eastern parts of Ukraine are largely Russophones and Orthodox Christians
and have traditionally been more oriented towards Russia than towards Europe. Secession of
some of these traditionally Russian-oriented eastern and southern regions from Ukraine reduces
the proportion of traditionally Russian-oriented Ukrainians vis-�a-vis the European-oriented
Ukrainians of western Ukraine, of whom a significant number are Catholics, and in the overall
Ukrainian population, and may antagonize the remaining portion who may have been pro-
Russian traditionally but would change their views after the Russian support for separatists. This
in turn reduces the number of pro-Russian voters in the Ukrainian electoral demography and
hence decreases the overall Russian impact on domestic politics in Ukraine. Russia uses its
Islamic organisation in order to absorb and integrate the indigenous Crimean Tatar population
into the Russian nation-building practice and discourse. According to Merati, however, such
efforts have only had, at best, mixed results until now.45 All in all, the annexation of Crimea
could be favourable to Russia only if it was impossible for Russia to preserve the whole or a
large share of Ukraine, notably the entire traditionally Russian-oriented eastern and southern
parts of Ukraine, as its sphere of influence. From a rational actor’s perspective, it would have
been more advantageous for Russia to keep such traditionally Russian-oriented areas inside
Ukraine in order to preserve its opportunity to meddle in Ukrainian politics. Therefore, the
Russian behaviour in Ukraine, could be interpreted as punitive and yet its ‘second best option’,
and testifies to a Russian perception of vulnerability vis-�a-vis, and danger emanating from, the
West. It is important to take into account critically the wider ethnogeopolitical context when one
analyses the Russian – as well as any other country’s – foreign policy as geopolitical interests are
much broader than only territorial losses or gains.

Russia has faced fewer challenges from the West in Central Asia compared with what it did in
the Baltics, Ukraine and the Caucasus. Western oil companies had initiated some ties with not-
ably Kazakhstan in the 1990s, and after the 9/11 attacks, the USA opened two airbases, one in
Uzbekistan and one in Kyrgyzstan, both of which are closed now. Americans were expelled from
Qarshi (Karshi)-Khanabad airbase after US-Uzbekistani relations turned sour in 2005 and the US
military left Manas airbase in Kyrgyzstan in 2014.

Aside from its rich energy resources, the main Russian geopolitical interests in Central Asia
are informed by its security concerns related to the radical and violent Islamist jihadi groups,
and drug trafficking from Afghanistan.46 The central authorities’ power in Central Asia is growing
increasingly stronger, and certain arguments exist among many observers that the slogan of
fights against terrorism is used, in fact, as an excuse to restrict political freedom in those coun-
tries. However, the reality is more complicated. It is appropriate to note that even though
according to many Western governments it may be difficult to accuse Hizb-ut-Tahrir, an organ-
ization which is legal in several Western countries, of active violence, one of its main goals, simi-
lar to that of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIL), is to re-establish a caliphate, and that
organisation was clandestinely active in Central Asia.47 Therefore, it is understandable that
Central Asian governments would like to see it banned. Even though the term ‘jihadi’ may sound
controversial for, strictly, jihad means struggle for a good cause and does not necessarily include
using violence against the significant ‘Others’, still the term jihadi is used in mainstream
(Western) parlance and many Western authors and commentators speak about jihadis, (Islamist
jihadists), as well as violent Salafis, or even Islamists. Most authors from Russia, other Post-Soviet
countries and Syria, however, tend to use simply Salafis(ts), Wahhabis(ts), takfiris(st) or Salafi/
Wahhabi terrorists. A more neutral term used in some circles, particularly in the West, is violent
extremism; in this case Islamist violent extremism. Despite the multitude of names (such as vio-
lent Islamist jihadi(sts), Wahhabis(ts), takfiri(sts), subversive Islamists, violent militant Sunnis, and
violent Salafi(sts)), the context in this review article makes clear which groups it discusses.48

The largest Russian military base outside the Russian Federation, the 201st Military Base, is
located in Tajikistan.49 Owing to the Tajikistani Civil War in which Russia supported the
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Tajikistani pro-governmental forces against some secular and notably Islamist forces, and
Tajikistan’s long borders with Afghanistan, Tajikistan has been a main, and arguably the most
important, focus of Russian security policy in Central Asia.

The Tajikistani Civil War was the first rather large-scale and obviously partisan Post-Soviet
Russian military intervention in its near abroad.50 The earlier-mentioned Tim Epkenhans’s book
about the Tajikistani Civil War is excellent research, using a lot of memoirs and archive material,
and helps understand the nature of that conflict. This monograph can provide good reading for
a broad audience; not only those interested in, and familiar with, Tajikistan but everyone who
wants to understand more about the dynamics of civil war. The Russian impact on post-inde-
pendent Tajikistan suffering from a civil war was felt in many spheres: in the cultural sphere, in
the security and intelligence (KGB) spheres, and finally in the political sphere as Russia openly
sided diplomatically and militarily with the (pro-) government troops.51

According to Epkenhans, the Tajikistani experience of the civil war is regarded as traumatic
and spiteful and the authorities in Tajikistan do not encourage any official commemorations of
the Tajikistani Civil War and until lately it was somewhat taboo to discuss it overtly.52 However,
Epkenhans observed a change of attitude with that regard in recent years.53 Although not men-
tioned explicitly by either Epkenhans or Thibault, perhaps the overt Russian stance on the Syrian
Civil War together with some other Post-Soviet countries is a factor in the legitimization of sup-
pressing Islamist opposition and labelling them as violent and terrorists in these countries.
Thibault discussed and attended Islamic study and discussion groups associated with the Islamic
Renaissance Party of Tajikistan (IRPT) in 2011 before the Syrian War. Russia and Uzbekistan inter-
vened rather successfully in the Tajikistani Civil War on behalf of the former elites.54 While ini-
tially a coalition between the former communists and moderate elements from the opposition
were tolerated, increasingly and under the banner of counterterrorism more Islamic opposition
elements were excluded from the Tajikistani official political arena. Ultimately in 2015 the IRPT
was banned and listed as a terrorist organization.55 Similar trends are visible also in other Post-
Soviet states and regions. In a conference in Grozny, Chechnya (2016) organized by the head of
Chechen Republic (Glava Chechenskoi Respubliki) i.e. the new title of Chechen regional presi-
dent) Ramzan A. Kadyrov,56 Wahhabis and Salafis were excluded from the list of legitimate Sunni
Muslim groups.57 As it was terminated more than two decades ago in the 1990s the Tajikistani
Civil War may no longer get much attention from current news and analytical articles. However,
this Russian experience, along with that in Chechnya, has probably guided and codetermined
the tough Russian stance in Syria. As in Syria, Russia fought a war against conservative Sunni
and often violent Islamist militias, often called Wahhabis, in Chechnya and Tajikistan.58 Russia
was a winner in both conflicts, prevented a Chechen secession from Russia, installed a pro-
Russian local government there and secured the Tajikistani government that was manned mainly
by the former communist elites with a pro-Moscow orientation. Hence, Russia may regard victory
in Syria, and even keeping Bashar Assad in power, as very possible and is intent on winning yet
another new victory, this time, however, outside the Post-Soviet Space.

The success in Tajikistan was preceded by a failure: the Soviet traumatic experience in
Afghanistan. Tajikistan’s long borderline with Afghanistan evokes perceptions of danger among
Russian security specialists. The Soviet Union failed to keep its client state in power and left
Afghanistan, effectively admitting to its defeat by the Islamist Mujahedeen forces. Afghanistan,
however, is not only a Russian Vietnam, a source of military humiliation and trauma, but it is
also regarded as a contemporary source of real danger as violent jihadi (often called Salafi or
Wahhabi) militias such as the Taliban,59 Al Qaeda and ISIL and drug-traffickers have been, and
still are, active in that country:60

To coordinate states’ efforts in the fight against terrorism, the Russian leadership initiated the CIS Anti-
Terrorist Center (ATC)… with its structural subdivision… in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan. The intensified military
and security cooperation of Russia with the former Soviet Union republics was institutionalized in the
Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), whose permanent military base was established in Kant,
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Kyrgyzstan, in 2002. The base hosts part of the Collective Rapid Deployment force (CRDF) designed to
support collective security of the region. Another CRDF division is staged at the 201st Military Base in
Tajikistan… The CSTO has also implemented the annual international counter-narcotics drills Kanal
(Channel) and instituted the Collective Rapid-Response Force in 2009 to counter aggression, terrorist
attacks, and drug trafficking operations.61

Generally, the borderline between Wahhabism, violent jihadism, terrorism, pro-Western revolu-
tionaries, and drug-trafficking is thin and blurred in the Russian and Post-Soviet Central Asian
imaginations and understandings.62 Hence, Islamist (often called Wahhabi) terrorism as well as
drug-trafficking are formally proclaimed as the Russian and other Post-Soviet countries’ main
concerns in Central Asia:

The largest military reconnaissance exercise to date under the auspices of the CSTO took place in Tajikistan
in 2016, where about 1,500 servicemen from CSTO member states practiced a scenario of an army of
insurgents crossing into Tajikistan from Afghanistan. Although, there is little evidence that any state or non-
state group intends to infiltrate Russia or Central Asia, from the Russian standpoint history is filled with
uncertainties and changes of intent, particularly in the West. Against the backdrop of NATO and U.S.
expansion along Russia’s western flank, Russia cannot hope to survive without a good defense in
Central Asia.63

Even though Omelicheva sees no tangible evidence of such an invasion from Afghanistan, the
reality of the Tajikistani Civil War and even the contemporary drug-trafficking practice into the
Post-Soviet territory indicate trans boundary movement to, and mainly from, Afghanistan.

The Russian policy towards Central Asia could be understood both by a sense of constructivist
– perhaps the best designation of which could be the geopolitical discourse of civilizational
Eurasianism – as well as (neo-)realist perspectives of foreign policy. The main concern of the
Russian foreign policy behaviour in Central Asia is, however, based on security more than any-
thing else. The security of Russia and Central Asian states is challenged mainly by non-state
actors in Central Asia. Although Russia shares the economic markets of Central Asia with China
within the realm of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) admitting China’s greater eco-
nomic potential, it regards Central Asian military and security affairs as its imperial prerogatives
but also as a moral duty, even though this altruism may be informed mainly by imperial history
and geopolitics.

According to Phillipp Casula and Mark N. Katz,

Moscow’s military intervention in Syria, beginning in September 2015, marked a sharp break from the much
more reluctant, hesitant role that Russia had played in the region after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Not
only was this Russia’s first post-Soviet military intervention outside the former USSR, but its relative success
in shoring up the Assad regime stood in stark contrast to the results that the United States and its allies
achieved through military interventions in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya.64

As the rationales behind the interventions were different, it is not easy to agree with the authors
that Russian intervention in Syria has been more successful compared with Western intervention
in Iraq and Afghanistan. However, it can be regarded as more successful compared with the
Western intervention in Libya where Western intervention has brought about an almost failed
state. The Russian active intervention in Syria, indeed, constitutes a breach with its Post-Soviet
behaviour as it is Russia’s first intervention outside the Post-Soviet Space. Despite the rather suc-
cessful pro-government Russian and Iranian interventions, the war has not yet ended in Syria.
Moreover, the main goal of Russia’s intervention has been preventing a regime-change in Syria,
whereas the goal of American interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq were regime changes.
Although the American state-building upon the ruins of the former state institutions in Iraq and
Afghanistan and the provision of security in those countries has not been fully successful, it is
not fair to regard the Russian intervention as comparatively more successful than the American
interventions as they had different rationales and goals. As their past record testifies, the
Americans also have a successful record of keeping client regimes in power. As will be discussed
further in this article, the Russian intervention in Syria is guided both by a desire to safeguard its
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geopolitical interest as well as a perception of threat from violent jihadi militias informed by its
experience in the civil wars in Chechnya and Tajikistan.

Vasiliev reviews and discusses the Soviet and Russian relations with Middle Eastern countries.
He maintains that after having been less engaged, Russia again started supporting the Syrian
government when Yevgeny M. Primakov became the Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs and con-
cludes that now Syria is the only Arab state which has a cordial relationship with Russia.65 Gone
are the times when the Soviet Union was allied with Middle Eastern countries such as Egypt and
the Democratic Republic of Yemen. Now Syria is Russia’s only client state and geopolitical sphere
of influence in the Arab world and Russia seems intent on preserving it assertively, even by
aggressive means such as aerial bombardments:

While Russia stood aside in Iraq, supported Western troops in Afghanistan, and abstained from interference
in Libya, Russia assumed a much more active stance in Syria, trying to live up to its self-perception as a
global power, prevent regime-change in Damascus, and push back both Western influence as well as the
influence of terrorism, broadly understood. Finally, the resurgence of political Islam, especially in its militant
version (which we will label here ‘jihadism’), was perceived by Russia as a threat to be countered. Russian
politicians, journalists, and scientists alike particularly blame the West for its rise and – in reminiscence of
the plot during the Soviet war in Afghanistan – portray many conflicts in the Middle East as an
oversimplified binary opposition between secular regimes and ‘jihadist’ movements, the latter often seen as
being sponsored by the West and the Gulf states.66

Casula and Katz maintain that Russia tried to solve the conflict first by diplomatic ways.
However, because of ideological differences they had with the Arab states which financed the
Syrian opposition, such an option did not seem feasible:

Especially before fall 2015, Russia intensified its diplomatic efforts to bring conflicting parties together, both
internally and externally. But Moscow’s attempts to convince foreign sponsors of the opposition to ease
their support failed. This failure was also a result of Moscow’s strained relations with many Gulf States and
ultimately contributed to Russia’s decision to step in militarily, triggering the largest and most protracted
Russian Post-Soviet military intervention outside of the former USSR. The intervention stabilized Damascus’s
position in the civil war, and led to the recapture of previously lost territory.67

The Russian intervention – in fact, the Russian air support to the Syrian government’s army and
Iranian, Afghanistani (mainly Hazara) and Iraqi voluntary troops under the command of Iranian
Revolutionary Guard’s Quds force – was instrumental in defeating ISIL and other extremist mili-
tias and the Syrian government’s recapture of major cities such as Aleppo. Although the efforts
by the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) were also instrumental in defeating these militias, it is not
certain what the outcome would have been without the Russian intervention as Turkey has an
uneasy relationship with these forces of which a major component is the Syrian Kurdish
Yek̂ıneyên Parastina Gel (YPG) (People’s Protection Units) party, which Turkey regards as a branch
of the Partiya Karkerên Kurdistanê (PKK, Kurdistan Workers’ Party) in Syria.

Having experienced the Tajikistani and Chechen conflicts, Russia and Central Asian countries
are anxious about the situation in Syria. Notably, foreign jihadists, many of whom had earlier
fought in Afghanistan, fought in Chechnya. Merati’s conclusions are correct and agree to a large
extent with other books, articles and news. Accordingly, the Russian domestic and foreign policy
with regard to Islam and security are interdependent, and while traditional indigenous forms of
Islam are regarded as a legitimate element within a Eurasian Civilization, exogenous extremist
forms of Islam (notably Wahhabism) are regarded as a security threat. Hence fighting such mili-
tias in its near abroad is deemed beneficial for security in Russia and other Post-Soviet states,
the more so when there are indications and evidence of interrelations between such militias in
and outside the Post-Soviet space.68 Russian policymakers and security specialists are worried
about the effects and consequences of Sunni Islamist extremism (often simply named
‘Wahhabism’ in the Post-Soviet media)69 for, and in, Post-Soviet countries, and some even claim
that there were ISIL fighters among the Ukrainian protestors in Euromaidan, in Kiev, and believe
that the West supports Islamist militants in Syria and elsewhere.70 Russian security officials have
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discovered that ‘Many citizens from the North Caucasus that had fought in Syria now were help-
ing indigenous jihadists create a Caucasus Caliphate, and they were being joined by foreign ter-
rorists as well.’71 Therefore, Russian and Central Asian officials are not only cautious about the
presence of their nationals among jihadi militants in Syria, but are also anxious about their
return home, where they, perhaps with the assistance of foreign fighters, may pursue their own
agenda. ‘Furthermore, fanatical jihadists are certain to look beyond Syria as such and hope to
precipitate a sectarian war throughout the region. For its part, Moscow can expect some of the
Chechens, Ingush, Dagestanis, and Ossetians [sic]72 fighting Assad’s force in Syria to join their
counterparts in the North Caucasus and to carry jihad into Russia proper.’73 As there are ample
indications and evidence that there are fighters in Syria originally from the Russian Federation
and other Post-Soviet countries, and as foreign fighters have been fighting in the wars in
Chechnya, Tajikistan and Afghanistan, and as the American and certain Arab countries’ support
for the Afghan Mujahedeen against the communist Afghanistani government was evident, such
perceptions and claims are not irrelevant.74

Katz and Casula convincingly discuss Russian motives in Syria and their reasoning is informed
by correct facts. However, an important geopolitical motive behind Russia’s interest in Syria is
not mentioned by them. Russia is largely a land-locked country and Syria offers Russia its only
foreign maritime base, at the heart of the Middle East, in the middle of the Western geopolitical
sphere of influence: ‘For Putin, Assad is a loyal ally, a good customer for Russia’s military hard-
ware, and at Tartus, Syria has provided the Russian Navy with its only Mediterranean
base.’75According to Vasiliev, the Russian interest in Syria is less economically motivated and is
mainly due to its geo-strategic position on the Mediterranean and concerns about the rise of
extremist Islamism in a situation of a vacuum of power after the fall of the Assad government
(compare the situation in Libya), as well as the fact that Syria is the only state in the Arab world
which shares with Russia anti-American sentiments.76 As Vasiliev puts it, ‘The only Arab country
that openly opposed American hegemony was Syria. The US Congress adopted anti-Syrian reso-
lutions. Anti-Syrian rhetoric in Western media was escalating. The situation was pushing Moscow
and Damascus toward each other.’77 The Russian future stance on Syria can only be speculated
on. It is very probable that Russia may allow other actors such as the EU and China to participate
in the reconstruction and economic life of a post-conflict Syria so long as they recognize Russian
political supremacy. This has also been the Russian stance in its Post-Soviet near abroad. As the
experiences in Tajikistan and Chechnya demonstrate, Russia may opt for the incorporation of
moderate opposition in a post-conflict Syrian governmental structure. However, it is not certain
whether Syria and Russia will tolerate Islamist or even conservative Islamic political parties in a
post-conflict Syria. Although the Islamic parties in most Muslim Post-Soviet countries, particularly
in Tajikistan, are increasingly less tolerated, moderate Islamic movements are tolerated in Russia
itself, especially in its Muslim autonomous territories.78 The government of Ramzan Kadyrov gov-
erns Chechnya by Islamic rules while it remains loyal to Moscow. However, as the experience in
Tajikistan suggests, the Syrian Conflict itself may be a turning point in the tolerance towards
Islamist or conservative Islamic political parties in the Russian geopolitical sphere of influence.

Conclusion

Russian policy towards its Post-Soviet and Middle Eastern near abroad could be explained by
both (neo-)realist and constructivist theoretical understandings. Analysing Russia’s intervention in
its near abroad, it is important to look also at Russia’s own geopolitical imagery: how Russia
views the world, notably its near abroad, and Russia’s place, role or even mission in it.79 ‘These
geopolitical visions provide Russia with a repertoire or descriptive and prescriptive ideas making
certain foreign policies and their outcomes more or less possible.’80

MIDDLE EASTERN STUDIES 17



Reviewing Russian interventions in its near abroad it appears that Russian interventions were
reactive decisions many results of which cannot be understood as advantageous from a rational
actor perspective. The Russian support for separatism in South Ossetia, Abkhazia and eastern
Ukraine, and the annexation of Crimea, do not yield advantageous results for the Russian inter-
ests from a rational actor perspective. The Russian military intervention in Syria is informed
mainly by security concerns. Even though there are elements of both in each case of Russian
intervention in its near abroad, generally it seems that the Russian behaviour outside the Post-
Soviet Space is guided primarily by security concerns and neo-realist understandings whereas
the Russian interventions in the Post-Soviet Space seem to be guided by its imperial historical
experience which bestows upon the Russian geopolitical interests a self-defined layer of moral
obligation and combines it with either altruism or expansionism or with both at the same time.

Like any other country, Russia has pursued its national interests in its near abroad. However,
the interests were defined to a certain extent by Russian geopolitical visions emanating at least
partially from its imperial history, location in the world, and perceptions of threat from abroad.
Even though the Russian image in the West still suffers from the Cold War and is often labelled
as aggressive and expansionist, it has taken rather reactive and even defensive positions. It has
reacted to the NATO and EU enlargement in its (former) geopolitical spheres of influence, which
it viewed as an encroachment upon its position and a threat to its security. It has also defended
its client regime in Syria firmly as it is suspicious of every regime change and it has a legitimate
concern about the Sunni violent jihadi militias many of whom are from, or entertain ties with,
the North Caucasus and other places in the Post-Soviet Space. As in Central Asian markets where
China enjoys its share next to the Russian political and military supremacy, Russia may tolerate
or even encourage Chinese, European, Turkish and Iranian investment, and participation, in the
reconstruction of Syria while it preserves its political and military supremacy.

Russia, having witnessed velvet revolutions in its near abroad, would perceive a regime
change in Syria as yet another injury to its geopolitical position. As a significant segment of the
rebel forces in Syria were violent extremist Sunni militias and many were even from Russia and
other Post-Soviet countries, Russia’s alertness seems logical and in addition could be reinforced
by a moral narrative of counter-terrorism. Russia may make itself unpopular among many Sunnis
by supporting an Alevite-headed regime in Syria. However, Russia seems intent on preserving its
client regime and accepting the price. Therefore, the Russian position in Syria is not totally
defensible from a rational actor perspective other than a reactive one. To begin with, Russia had
no role in the emergence of war in Syria. This war is expensive and costs a lot for Russia both in
money and in reputation. However, Russia is willing to pay this price for the sake of its security
and geostrategic position. In other words, similar to other cases discussed in this article Russia
did not choose the primarily most profitable option; however, given the fact that it was con-
fronted with an uneasy situation, Russia reacted in a way that was feasible and that it believed
pursued its interests at that moment in time.

It is not easy to predict Russia’s future foreign policy behaviour. American unilateralism, and
possibly isolationism, may enhance Russia’s relations with Europe, particularly (or better said
hypothetically) when NATO ceases to exist. However, much depends on Russia’s own domestic
military, but more so on economic, sources of power. Russia had a pro-Western orientation when
Andrei Kozyrev was the Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs under President Yeltsin in the early
1990s. However, that brief period had already ended during Boris Yeltsin’s administration and
Russia took even a more assertive position under the Putin and Medvedev administrations
assisted by high energy prices and renovating its military arsenal. It remains difficult to speculate
but with the economic rise of Asia, Russia and its allies in the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization or Eurasian Union may fulfil a greater role in connecting the European Union with
Asia; and, anyhow, it is perceivable that Russia will remain an assertive global power even after
Putin and Medvedev retire. After all, geopolitical codes and visions are not totally dependent on
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persons but very often on historically rooted perceptions, (sometimes traumatic) experiences, les-
sons learnt, and imageries evolved over time.
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