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After the breakup of the Soviet Union, Russia had to establish a new way to exert its influence and 

to protect its interests on the former federated republics1. With the exception of the Baltic States – 

that reduced their relations with Russia in order to build truly independent institutions - many entities 

of what in the early 90s Russia’s political language was called "near abroad" harbored the ambivalent 

conviction that they had to maintain good relations with Russia in order to avoid in the short term a 

vacuum of trade and international references. In fact, although the separation from the Soviet Union 

was inevitable (by choice or necessity), all former Soviet republics (including Russia) faced lower 

standards of living, with the risk of increasing internal instability. 

Therefore, establishing new mutually beneficial relationships was a shared need that allowed Russia 

to avoid losing control on a key area of strategic interest, while the new republics maintained their 

traditional references. Specific cooperation instruments were launched, providing the ideal 

framework to reassemble common interests and highlighting also, through the participation or the 

withdrawal of a state, the will to stay or not under Russia’s influence: 

 in the political and economic sphere, the Community of Independent States (CIS) has been 

established on December 8, 1991 by nine former Soviet republics (Ukraine and Georgia left it, 

respectively, in 2009 and 2014); 

 in the security field, the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) was founded on May 15, 

1992 by 6 members of the CIS; 

  in order to solve some border disputes still open during the Soviet era, Russia and China started 

in 1986 a negotiation process, which later also included four Central Asian republics (Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan), leading to the creation of the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization on June 14, 2001; 

 finally, in 1994 Kazakh President Nursultan Nazarbaev proposed to create an economic and 

customs free area among the former Soviet republics and in 2015 the Eurasian Economic Union 

became operational (its members are: Russia, Kazakhstan, Belarus, Kyrgyzstan and Armenia). 

Moscow stated also the need to protect the interests of millions of Russians who still resided in the 

former Soviet republics, securing, through them, a significant influence abroad. Therefore, the 

definition of national interests and Russian identity protection became two aspects of the same 

political need. Russia has thus opposed the rapprochement of the former Soviet countries with the 

euro-Atlantic community (NATO and the European Union), viewed as a cooperation detrimental to 

the interests of Moscow and considered an alien element within a geographical and political space 

of its exclusive domain. 

Years later the disintegration of the USSR, the Russian leadership has developed a new ideal 

approach for the protection of its interests, as President Vladimir Putin stressed on July 1, 2014 in 

the speech delivered at the annual conference with foreign ambassadors, international organizations 

and the highest political, economic and academic personalities of Russia. 

In that framework, Putin gave a wide definition of "Russian world" (russkyi mir ), defined as the space 

outside Russia’s boundaries where ethnic Russians and Russian speaking people of other ethnicity 

share the same culture and belong to the same people. It follows that Russia believes to be entitled 

to protect these groups by any necessary means, be it political, economic or military, by operations 

led within the international law or by self-defense. Given the historical moment in which it was 

pronounced, the discourse is, obviously, a political justification for the annexation of Crimea and for 

the support provided by Moscow to eastern Ukraine separatists. 

In the National Security Strategy of December 31, 2015, the protection of national interests became 

a driver of foreign policy, in order to create a system of stable and lasting international relations, 

founded on principles of equality, mutual respect, non-interference in states’s internal affairs, 

mutually beneficial cooperation and political resolution of regional and global crises (Article 87). 

These principles became the drivers for the cooperation within different multilateral forums such as: 

                                                           
1 The former Soviet states are: Ukraine and Belarus (Eastern Europe); Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia (Baltic states); 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan (Central Asia); Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia 
(South Caucasus). 
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BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa), RIC (Russia, India, and China), Shanghai 

Cooperation Organization, Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation forum, G-20.  

With regard to the former Soviet Union, the concept of cooperation, at bilateral and multilateral level, 

has been developed through the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) and also supporting 

the Republics of Abkhazia and South Ossetia (de facto states within Georgia), together with the 

development of coordination among the members of different Russia-led regional organizations: 

CIS, CSTO, Eurasian Economic Union and the State Union (with Belarus) (art.88...). 

In the last twenty-five years, Russia has established new relationships within its Soviet traditional 

area of influence, creating specific multilateral cooperation instruments through the evolution of the 

previous “center-periphery” dependence into new relations among sovereign states. As Russia 

remains a “first-among-equals”, the former soviet republics joined the Russia-led regional 

organizations in order to achieve common interests, while those members who did not share the 

common project were free to withdraw. 

In the definition of "russkyi mir", however, the effectiveness of Moscow’s initiatives is linked to the 

ability to be assertive and to act as international leader, rather than only as regional leader. It follows 

that the possibility that Russia will succeed in establishing itself as a protector of the cultural Russian 

space and of Russian-speaking peoples is linked to the effectiveness and the credibility that it holds 

beyond the regional framework. 
 

 


