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COMING TO TERMS? THE RUSSIAN FEDERATION
AND ITS ‘NEAR ABROAD’ DILEMMA1
Emanuel COPILAŞ*
Abstract: The unexpected and rather peaceful disappearance of the Soviet
Union had irreversible modified the structure of the international relations
stage, announcing, in the same time, the beginning of a new era. As for its
predecessor, one of the most important variables of Russia’s security
equation is its new geography, namely its post-communist borders and,
nevertheless, the type of relation it develops with the former Soviet
republics. The present paper analyses Moscow’s controversial role within
the post-Soviet geopolitical assembly, emphasizing upon the tensions, but
also the mutual interdependence that exists between Russia and its ‘near
abroad’.
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A geopolitical metamorphosis: from the Soviet Union to the Russian
Federation
When Gorbachev resigned, in December 1991, from his post as president of
the USSR, the state that he was ruling ceased its de facto existence for at least a
few months before.2 The East European revolutions folded on the peripheral
tensions of the Union’s itself, amplifying the nationalist centrifugal tendencies,
which were already extremely powerful.3 However, nationalist movements were
not the single cause of collapse, although they were among the most important
one. Cultural and social factors, like the attraction of Western ideas, habits,
products, prosperity, the Western way of life, in general – opposed to the insipid,
poorly and psychologically unbearable Soviet way of life - were highly important
too. Economical factors, like the uncompetitive planned economy, the failures of
which were endured exclusively by the society, constitute another argument for
the understanding of the ‘Leninist extinction’.4 In this regard, observing the
relations between Moscow and its satellite states, Leslie Holmes’s argues that the
labeling of the Soviet Union as an empire could be a risky, even improper
enterprise. In his own words, ‘the USSR constituted a special type of empire’.5 The
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author stresses the fact that ideological considerations, like the “socialist
internationalism”, prevented Moscow to ‘publicly exploit its “colonies”’. Therefore,
this ‘special type’ of imperialism ‘had a negative effect’ upon the Soviet economy,
because the USSR had to sell much of its energy resources at lower prices to its
CMEA (Council for Mutual Economic Assistance) partners, due to the ideological
implications - when it could have sell it, much more expensively, to ‘the world
market’6 . The argument proves the overwhelming importance ideology possessed
for the Soviet Union. But its appliance is limited only at the second half of the
Union’s existence. One must not forget the brutal, Stalinist exploitation of the
satellite countries, especially those of postwar Eastern Europe. Geopolitical
factors, like Reagan’s combative approach towards the Cold War, which oversolicited the already dysfunctional Soviet economy, are also to be taken into
account. Nevertheless, Mikhail Gorbachev can be considered the individual factor
that led to the disappearance of the Union. However, none of these factors, taken
separately, can adequately explain the event; only their combination can ensure to
a greater, not certain extent, a comprehensive approach to the subject.
By the summer of 1991, the Soviet Union had already fallen apart. Even if in a
referendum which was held in March the same year, about the necessity of
preserving the Union, only six from the fifteen republics were against7, it is
presumable that the other ones adopted an expectative, not necessarily pro Union
position. Gorbachev’s struggle to preserve, at any cost, the federal form of the Union,
became less and less feasible as the political influence of his former ally, Boris Eltin,
was increasing. A last attempt of the conservatives to restore ‘orthodox’ communism,
the coup d’état from August, failed, and Gorbachev was reinstalled in function.8 But,
although ‘officially’ the General Secretary ‘regained its prerogatives’, ‘in reality, the
things were changed forever. The Communist Party of the Soviet Union (…) was
fatally discredited (…)’.9 On the other hand, the coup allowed Boris Eltin, now an
anticommunist politician, to obtain an enormous political capital, by condemning the
party as being the main obstructive force of the reform process, while Gorbachev,
now ‘a man exceeded by history’ , obstinately sustained ‘the indispensable role that
the party will continue to have in promoting the reforms’.10 This ambiguous, even
paradoxical position fueled the social and peripheral tensions and sealed
Gorbachev’s political career. Even if, trying desperately to safeguard the Union, he
suspended the party in the 24 of August, it did not make any difference: until the
end of September, most of the federative republics declared their independence.
In October, KGB – the architect of the coup d’état - also ceased to exist.
Gorbachev’s attempt to maintain even a confederative form of the Union, was
simply ignored by the now independent republics. ‘The Soviet Union was now a
shell-state, emptied of resources and power’.11 The final blow came in the 8 of
December, when ‘the presidents and prime-ministers of Russia, Ukraine and
Belarus – the main Slavic states from the soviet empire – agreed to meet near
Minsk and denounce the Union Treaty from 1992, practically abolishing the
Idem, pp. 67-68
Idem, p. 184
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Soviet Union. Instead of it was proposed the setting up of a Community of
Independent States (CIS)’.12 All what Gorbachev was left to do was to resign.
Nationalism against ideology and the dismantling of the Soviet Union
The ideological void which followed the USSR’s collapse was quickly filled
by a plethora of nationalist, even fascist beliefs.13 In fact, as Brzezinski
pertinently argued, ‘although it proclaims itself to be a doctrine of
internationalism, communism actually intensified the nationalist populist
passions. It produced a political culture impregnated by intolerance, by
hypocrisy, by rejection of social compromise and a massive disposition towards
the adulation of exaggerated simplification. In the conviction plan, dogmatic
communism fused, in this way, with intolerant nationalism and even
strengthened it; in the practice plan, the destruction of some relatively
internationalist classes, like the aristocracy or the commercial elite, also
intensified the populist disposition towards nationalist chauvinism’.14
The long and oppressive communist ideology revealed its fragileness as it
tried to reform itself, in order to maintain the center’s authority and the
cohesiveness of the Soviet Union’s mosaicated components. It even allowed some
manifestations of ‘localism’ and ‘narrowminded nationalism’15 in the more harder
attempt to preserve the political architecture of communism. But it was in vain.
Once the regime had irremediably lost the possibilities of rational legitimation (a
functional economy, the improvement of the quality of life, decent social assistance
services, etc.), and it started resorting to passional, irrational types of legitimation,
such as temporary appeals to nationalism (like Stalin putted into practice when the
USSR was invaded by Nazy Germany), or the eternal myth of the scapegoat,
personified in this case by the ‘imperialist camp’16 the regime unwillingly amplified,
and finally liberated the corseted, peripheral cultural identities, which resulted into
its tumultuous demise. In fact, the USSR’s hermetical seclusion, despite its
claimed internationalist ethos, was very much of daily occurrence. At least in the
Stalinist epoch, the sympathies toward strangers, foreign cultures or foreign ways
of life, could easily have resulted into prison sentences.17
‘Geocultural nationalism’ and the reorganization attempts of the postsoviet space. The case of Eurasiatism.
The revival of nationalism was accompanied by social and ethnic tensions
all over the former empire. The long and oppressive communist ideology’s failure
to create a ‘socialist internationalism’ was best brought abroad by the multitude
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of forms the powerful nationalist credo incorporated, spreading from ‘milder’,
civic forms to organic, fascistic forms.18 Among them, Eurasiatism occupied a
special place. Inside this new cultural climate, its rediscovery was almost
unavoidable. Stressing the cultural uniqueness of Russia as a bridge between
Europe and Asia and influenced in a great extent by Slavofilism and PanSlavism, eurasiatism appeared as an ideatical orientation of some influential
Russian artists and scientists which were forced to leave the country by the
Bolshevik Revolution (N. Troubetskoi, P. Surcinski, G. Florovski). Eurasiatists
perceive cultures as closed geographical spaces, often placed in antagonistic
positions. What they considered to be their greatest enemy was the “RomanGerman” (European) culture: communism was an idea originated from the
European cultural space which destroyed Russia. A very important element in
the Eurasiatist equation was the Muslim one, which, paradoxically, is
considered to have largely contributed to the orthodox Russian identity.19
Progressively, the movement divided as some of its followers begun to favor the
Soviet regime because of the anti-European Stalinist nationalism and the Asian
geopolitical orientation. Of course, the atheist component of the regime was still
disregarded, but it was thought that in time, the USSR will create a geographical
and cultural consciousness of the Eurasian space.20
Neoeurasiatism, structured on the Eurasiatist legacy, also tries to
articulate the post-soviet space around a cultural ideal, but without the
preeminence of the Russian element, an error which proved to be fatal to the
former USSR. Using nationalist themes and trying to avoid the recurrence of this
mistake, Neoeurasiatism proposes a more inclusive thinking’ and also ‘a new
form of sovereignty, both for ethnics and nationalities inside the (Russian)
Federation and also for the peoples of the former soviet republics’. Until that
‘new form of sovereignty’ is achieved, Neoeurasiatist value, the contemporary
strong Russian state, that Vladimir Putin had built and the degree of economic
and social cohesiveness achieved by it.21 The main exponents of Neoeurasiatism
are Lev Gumilev, Alexandr Prohanov and Alexandr Dugin.22
Furthermore, the new cultural threat is that of “atlantism” and globalization,
politically incarnated by the United States. However, unlike their predecessors,
Neoeurasiatism, which happens to be one of the main ideological directions of the
actual political elite from Russia, tends to be more pragmatic and occasionally
collaborates with “atlantism” in geopolitical fields (the war against terrorism) or
economic fields (massive energy and military technology exports).23
To conclude that Neoeurasiatism is simply a fascist or fascistic movement
would be improper, although it ‘flirted’ during the 90’s with this kind of ideas and
symbols (Idem p. 98). It misses the racial and the anti-Semite dimensions, which are
constitutive for every type of fascism. It would be more adequate to consider an
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endemically emanation of the post-soviet space, a ‘geocultural’ form of ‘nationalism’24,
which ‘discloses (…) the symptomps of a classic power politics, ennobled with a
cultural legitimation, meant to serve an eminently restoring objective, as it being
attested by the already fixed geographical limits of the empire which must be
rebuilt’25. Still, the new form of the old empire remains a much debated topic.
The Commonwealth of Independent States or the reconfiguration of
the centre-peripheries relation
During the 90’s, Moscow struggled to prevent the further decomposition of
its geopolitical sphere. The Soviet Union ceased to exist, but its former territory,
composed now from fifteen independent republics, was very much united by
strong economical and logistical bonds. After the euphoria of independence had
passed, many of the new states found themselves in critical situations. Long
contained ethnic conflicts were reemerging, especially in the Caucasus area, their
economy – in the absence of the centre’s supplies - was dropping; not even their
borders were not ‘fully delineated’.26 ‘The new states faced enormous economic
challenges. Some economic authority had already been transferred from Moscow
to the republics before the breakup, but at the time of independence, the new
national leaders did not yet know either their full inventory of their national
economic assets, or how to assert control of them, since many of these assets were
administered by people who’s loyalties to the new political entities were dubious.
Even if all potential sources of revenue could be identified, it still remained
unclear how most of this states could meet their payrolls and social service
obligations, since they had no banking system, and currency emissions had
always been controlled in Moscow. The new states shared a single transportation
and communication system, which had been designed to integrate the USSR, not
to serve or supply its now independent units’.27 But not the ‘near abroad’ alone
faced serious ‘economic challenges. Russia itself struggled to connect its
exhausted and inefficient economy to the global market, but, at least during the
90’s, it achieved a limited or no success at all. The causes were both external –
inefficient economic strategies suggested by the International Monetary Fund28,
and internal, residing in a massive and destabilizing corruption.29
This failure was combined with what can be called a geopolitical
resentment. In the first years following the Soviet collapse, Brzezinski argued
that the encouraging, even ‘friendly attitude’ of the West towards the new
Kremlin leaders, along with their rediscovered ‘Occidentalism’, ‘personally
seduced them’ into believing that Moscow retained its superpower status.30
However, ‘America was not inclined to share the global power with Russia and it
could not do it, even if it wanted to. The new Russia was simply too weak, too
devastated of the three quarters of a century of communist regime and too
socially backward to be a real global partner’.31 The disappointment Moscow
Idem, p. 169
Idem, p. 190
26 M.B. Olcott; A. Åslund; S. V. Garnett, op. cit., p. 1
27 Idem, pp. 1-2
28 Joseph Stiglitz, Globalizarea. SperanŃe şi deziluzii, Editura Economică, Bucureşti, 2005, pp. 213-258
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Bucureşti, 2004, p. 179
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Editura Univers Enciclopedic, Bucureşti, 2000, p. 115
31 Idem, p. 116
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experienced translated itself into a reorientation towards its traditional
geopolitical sphere and a gradual hostility towards the Western world.32
The long intertwined history of Moscow and its peripheries, which was,
beside economical, also demographical (many Russian communities were now
living in the exterior of the mother country), was now obstructing the
possibilities of a real and functional ‘political divorce process’.33 However, some
analysts perceive CIS exactly in this manner. It’s the case of Pierre Lorain, who
argues that CIS ‘had only the purpose to save the appearances and to keep the
contacts necessary to solve the problems raised by the close economic, social
and human interdependence of the new independent states’.34 On the other
hand, scholars, like Janusz Bugajski, believe that the new organism ‘was
conceived as an approaching mechanism towards Russia of the smaller and
weaker neighbors, but also to prevent an eventually definitive departure of them
from Moscow’s orbit’. Inside it, ‘Russia operates in concordance with a modified
“Brezhnew doctrine” of “limited sovereignty”’.35 My intention is to prove that the
Community and, in general, Moscow’s activities in its sphere of influence
represents an osmosis between the above mentioned positions, although for the
last decade, Bugajsky’s analyses seems to be the more veracious one.
The Russian Federation is, just like the political entity from which it
emerged, a multinational state. It encompasses around 100 different ethnic
groups, from which, also like in the case of the Soviet Union, the Russian
element is the largest and the best represented one. But its territorial
dimensions, economy, military and nuclear arsenal and, to a lesser extent, its
ethnical composition, all of these differentiates it from its predecessor. The
creation of the Commonwealth of Independent States served mainly this
purpose: to recreate the ‘Moscow centre’, but not necessarily in a brutal,
despotic way, although this desideratum often manifested itself in an aggressive,
even military manner. As we have seen, the Russian Federation and the ‘near
abroad’ countries are economically, socially, demographically and, to some
extent, culturally - deeply intertwined.
Reinforcing centralism: Moscow’s renewed ambitions with reference
to the post-Soviet space
“No one and nothing will relieve Russia of her political and moral
responsibility for the fate of the countries and peoples which for centuries went
together with the Russian state”.36 This statement was made by a president
which, in comparison to his successor, Vladimir Putin, is referred to having
deepened Russia’s economical and political difficulties, while he was concentrating
less or insufficiently on the peripheries of the former USSR. Putin came to power
with the main objective to restore Moscow’s greatness and its former geopolitical
weight on the stage of international relations, using a ‘multidirectional, balanced
32
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and pragmatic external strategy’37; in the internal policy, he aimed to combine the
new democratic system with a strong and functional state, able to meet the
society’s needs and demands. ‘For Russians – Putin stated - a strong state is not
an anomaly which should be got rid of. Quite the contrary, they see it as a source
and guarantor of order and the initiator and main driving force of any change’.38
Furthermore, he declared Russia’s will to overcome the difficulties and also the
practices of the past, the ones which, paradoxically, ensured its great power
status. ‘In the present world the might of a country as a great power is manifested
more in its ability to be the leader in creating and using advanced technologies,
ensuring a high level of people's wellbeing, reliably protecting its security and
upholding its national interests in the international arena, than in its military
strength’.39 However, the reality is backwards: Russia maintained, even reinforced
its ‘diplomacy of force’ and did not hesitate to display its military might in order to
combat the centripetal forces operating at its peripheries. Chechnya, Ukraine, or,
more recently, Georgia, can be offered as examples. Moreover, NATO’s implications
in Afghanistan or the American military bases from Central Asia, used to support
the ‘war against terrorism’ and the Second Gulf War, were, after a short period of
support, disavowed.40 Putin also insisted that, in the new international context,
‘patriotism’, purified of its totalitarian excesses, was the most important value for
his people. The Russians must be proud of their country’s past and present
achievements and they must sustain their government, the only force able to
efficiently administrate the vast and diverse territories of the Russian Federation.
This attitude was conceptualized by Janusz Bugajski as ‘state nationalism’ and its
genesis was traced to the first half of the 90’s, when, he argues, ‘nationalism and
etatism became important ideological and mobilization mechanism for the leaders
of Russia’.41
It is obvious that Russia tries to restore its preeminence over the territory
of the former Soviet Union, while the majority of the ex-Soviet republics,
experiencing different forms of Western influence, wish and struggle for a way
out from Moscow’s geopolitical orbit.42 What is more difficult to observe is that
the peripheries’ wellbeing is conditioned, to a considerable extent, to the
wellbeing of the centre itself. This does not mean that Moscow’s excesses and its
authoritative behavior should be overlooked; quite the opposite, they represent
the main factor which strains the centre-periphery relations within the postSoviet geopolitical assembly. But, apart from that, the Soviet economic
centralism, which resulted into a ‘countrywide economic complex’43, the
demographic and logistic interconnection of Russia with the ‘near abroad’, its
capacity to ensure its security and, nevertheless, its cultural influences, are all
37
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very important variables that should be taken into account by any serious
analysis of the post-Soviet space.
The attempts to re-centralize the peripheries around the Russian nucleus
can be circumscribed to a typology composed of five main dimensions. The
military dimension consists in Moscow’s attempts to control as much as possible
the armies of the ‘near abroad’ countries and, especially, their nuclear
capacities.44 The Community of Independent States was intended in the first
place as a prominent security and military organization. However, its
functionality and also its relevance became highly questionable during the 90’s,
as ‘most of the problems from which the CIS was created remain [even to this
day] unresolved’.45 To support the aims of the CIS, a Treaty of Collective Security
was signed even from 1992, but not by all the former Soviet republics. The treaty
was reinforced after ten years, under the name of The Organization of the Treaty
of Collective Security, aiming ‘to consolidate the Russian influence in the space
of the former USSR’.46 Still, the chances for the CIS to become truly functional in
the future are minimal: they are undermined by the fact that ‘the whole
conception is too openly about Russian interests’.47
Another dimension could be referred to as the cultural-geopolitical one. It
resides in Eurasiatism and mainly Neoeurasiatism, an ideatic orientation which
stresses, as we ascertained, the uniqueness of Russia as a cultural entity,
influenced, but in the same time different both from Europe, but also from Asia.
Experimenting diverse sub-tendencies, from organic to more pragmatic
approaches, Neoeurasiatism is basically a geopolitical project wrapped in a
rather ambiguous and contradictory philosophical discourse. But this does not
mean that the Russian culture itself is not a very important cohesion factor in
the post-Soviet space. ‘Besides the West, Russia (to be exact, the language and
Russian culture) are still the promoters of opinions, views, modern technologies,
necessary in the process of modernizing the CIS countries. The Russian
language is the language of business, of culture and inter-state official
communication from all over the CIS space and this will remain unchanged at
least for a medium term’.48
The economical dimension is probably one of the most efficient means to
obstruct the centrifugal tendencies manifested from time to time by the countries
from the “near abroad”. Speculating the energy dependency of this countries
towards Moscow, or the incapacity to fructify their energetic potential on their own
and preventing them as much as possible from cooperation with Western
countries in the energetic sector, Russia is also highly present in the local
refinement facilities, a fact which limits in a great extent the possibilities of
independent economical policies of these countries.49 However, it must be taken
into account that the Russian Federation is the main and, sometimes single
market for the merchandise produced in the “near abroad” countries.50 It is
understandable that most of the new states are hostile towards Moscow, yet, they
44
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‘nevertheless need it’. On the other hand, Russia too is ‘aware of these needs and
concerned not to destabilize these countries’.51 Overall, the commercial activities
with the peripheries, Bugajski argues, have a double role: they are used ‘both as
seduction weapon, trough the subsidizing of different products and rolling
material and also as a punitive mean, trough total or partial interruptions of the
deliveries or trough the imposing of double tariffs on imports’.52
Politics represents another key domain to prevent and contain the
centripetal forces from the ‘near abroad’. Russia tries, as much as possible to
infiltrate the local governments with agents whose loyalties towards the centre
are unquestionable and which will surely promote its interests in a satisfying
manner.53 Taking into account the lack of political experience of the ‘near
abroad’ states combined with their economical semi-dependence to Moscow, the
objective seems a pretty feasible one. However, the strategy is not always
workable, as the political and sometimes social opposition’s presence leads to
tensions which interfere with Russia’s political ambitions.
Finally, the last dimension of Moscow’s recentralization of the peripheries
effort is the social-demographic one. It consists in the ‘exploitation of the ethnic
divisions’54 which the Soviet regime created or fueled during the last century, but
also in the protection and the favoring of the approximately 25 million Russians
living outside the mother country.55 This situation offers the Kremlin leaders the
possibility to legitimize the interventions in the ‘near abroad’ territories in an
advantageous manner for the centre. Furthermore, ‘traditional social, religious,
regional and ethnic cleavages’56 from the former Soviet republics are used in order
to amplify the centre’s influence upon the peripheries.
Concluding remarks: an inevitable mutual interdependence
The Eurasian space represents a unique geopolitical aggregate, inside which
the Russian pole is the central one. An ‘outsider’ cannot be certain that he fully
comprehends the profound economical, social, demographical and cultural
intertwining of this space, achieved over many centuries of gradual expansion. The
most frequent mistake made in this regard is to ascribe Russia the Western image
and concepts of security, human rights or freedom and to vehemently blame it for
not following them. But these ideas have a different cultural background. There is
no such thing as universal solutions to the multitude of human problems and
Moscow must achieve, of course, in the parameters of international right, its own
answers to the ‘near abroad’ problem. However, these answers must not satisfy
exclusively Moscow, but also the rest of the important actors from the international
relations stage. ‘It seems quite obvious that to turn the post-Soviet geopolitical
space into an area of stability would hardly be possible without Russia – and even
least so against Russia. But achieving this objective with Russia’s efforts alone also
seems doubtful. In other words, in order to pacify the turbulent heritage of the
former superpower, it is of utmost importance for Russia and the world to act hand
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in hand; cooperating politically (and if necessary, militarily) seems a basic
precondition for the success of the whole enterprise’.57
When writing about Russia, Kissinger acknowledges that it ‘has always been
sui-generis – especially when compared to its European neighbors’.58 However,
present difficulties induced an idealization of the past and the will to restore its
historical greatness, an aspect which proved to be dangerous, both for the ‘near
abroad’, but also, to some extent, for the rest of the world. When referring to the
Russian Federation from an international perspective, Kissinger argues that ‘One of
the key-challenges to the relations of the Atlantic nations with Russia is whether
Russia can be induced to modify its traditional definition of security. Given its
historical experiences, Russia is bound to have a special concern for security around
its vast peripheries and, (…) the West needs to be careful not to extend integrated
military system to close to Russia’s borders. But, equally, the West has an
obligation to induce Russia o abandon its quest for the domination of its neighbors.
If Russia becomes comfortable in its present borders, its relations with the outside
world should rapidly improve. But if reform produces a strengthened Russia
returning to a policy of hegemony – as, in effect, most of its neighbors fear - Cold
War-style tensions would inevitably reappear (my emphasis)’.59
Finally, I would venture to conclude that the economical prosperity and the
political stability of the former Soviet republics is highly dependent on the
economical prosperity and the political stability of the Russian Federation itself; if
it will succeed in becoming more attractive from an economical and cultural point
of view, by transplanting some “soft power” elements on its traditional “hard
power” structure, the relations between the centre and the periphery of this space
might even get a chance to function in a more normal, less tensioned way.
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