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Abstract
Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the problem of Russiaʼs relations with the countries of the former 

USSR has traditionally been the focus of attention of both the academic and the expert community. This issue 
becomes especially urgent in the context of significant changes in world politics caused by the rapid deterioration 
of relations between Russia and the western world following the escalation of the Ukrainian crisis. This article 
identifies the key economic, political and social factors having a negative impact on the current dynamics of 
relations between the Russian Federation and the countries of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) 
and thereby gradually decreasing Russiaʼs influence in the former Soviet Union.

The article is structured around three groups of factors – objective, ambivalent and subjective – which 
impede the growth of Russiaʼs influence in the former Soviet Union. Objective factors are related to economic 
and political issues, ambivalent (mixed) factors are those of sociocultural and historical nature and subjective 
factors are predominantly psychological. Based on an extensive analysis of relevant material, the authors 
conclude that the CIS countries refuse to follow the pro-Russian path not only (and in some cases not so much) 
due to the objective need of the post-Soviet countries for diversified political, trading and economic ties, but also 
(and rather) for several subjective, social and cultural, political and psychological factors considered in detail 
below. An important conclusion of this research is that most subjective factors negatively affecting the efficiency 
of Russiaʼs policy in the former Soviet Union can be potentially and significantly minimized in a relatively 
short term. Objective factors, especially those concerning Russiaʼs declining role in the world economy and its 
reduced trade volumes with the CIS countries, on the contrary, are of a rather long-term nature and therefore 
it may take a considerable amount of time to adjust the current dynamics.
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Introduction: The Purpose and Objectives of the Research

The need for a comprehensive study of the specifics of Russiaʼs foreign policy carried 
out in the former Soviet Union is conditioned by both the rank that the region holds in 
the structure of Russiaʼs foreign policy interests, ref lected in several conceptual docu­
ments of the country (in particular, the 2016 Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian 
Federation2), and the trends that are increasingly evident over the past decades in the 
relations between Russia and the countries of the former Soviet Union. There are at 
least three specific features characteristic of Russiaʼs interaction with these countries 
which have led to the gradual decline in Russiaʼs influence.

First, a variety of political forces in the Commonwealth of Independent States 
(CIS), previously focused on Russiaʼs foreign policy course, are now striving to employ 
an increasingly diversified, multilateral approach, thereby de jure or de facto distanc­
ing themselves from close coordination of their own foreign policy interests with those 
of Russia. Second, this trend results in a significant decrease in Russiaʼs foreign policy 
efficiency in the former Soviet Union. To a large extent, this is because quite often 
Russiaʼs assumption that the national elites of the CIS countries are natively loyal and 
pro-Russian is not completely accurate. Third, foreign policy divergence between Rus­
sia and the countries of the former Soviet Union means that the relations between Rus­
sia and several post-Soviet countries have lost their former privileged status, having a 
negative impact on political, economic, cultural and humanitarian relations between 
them.

The objective of this research is to identify the key economic, political and social 
factors adversely affecting the current dynamics of relations between the Russian Fed­
eration and the CIS countries which are causing a gradual decline in Russiaʼs influ­
ence. In particular, the combination of the above factors often results in a sometimes 
quite noticeable cooling of Russiaʼs relations with individual countries of the former 
Soviet Union (for example, occasionally, with Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and 
Turkmenistan). In exceptional cases it even results in the emergence and subsequent 
escalation of a political conflict (involving Ukraine, Georgia and Moldova). Moreo­
ver, to a certain extent a similar trend can be observed in the larger international arena, 
involving the western states with whom the quality of Russiaʼs relations are currently on 
the downturn. This research analyzes the factors causing the gradual drift of the pro-
Russian forces in the former Soviet Union toward multilateralism. 

This requires first, identification and analysis of factors causing a decline in Russiaʼs 
influence; second, assessment of the objective, ambivalent and subjective subgroups of 
factors; third, consideration of the importance of the deterioration of relations between 
Russia and the West between 2014–2018 as a factor; and fourth, analysis of Russiaʼs ac­

2  “The foreign policy priorities of the Russian Federation include developing bilateral and multilateral 
cooperation with member States of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) and further strengthening 
integration structures within the CIS involving Russia” [Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 
2016, Clause 49].
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tivities in the CIS, the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) and the Collective Security 
Treaty Organization (CSTO) on the understanding that Moscowʼs desire to intensify 
integration in the former Soviet Union was a response to its reduced influence in the 
region. 

Key Definitions, Methodology and Historiography

To begin, it is necessary to clarify terms such as the pro-Russian focus (pro-Russian 
forces) and multilateralism (multilateral approach).

When speaking about the pro-Russian focus of certain forces in the former So­
viet Union, the authors are referring to the objective or subjective viewpoint of certain 
political leaders or members of the national elites of the CIS countries, directly inter­
ested in building close, privileged relations with Russia in political, economic, social, 
cultural, humanitarian and other spheres. Accordingly, the authors use the term multi­
lateralism (or multilateral approach) as a kind of antithesis, meaning the foreign policy 
strategy and actions of certain forces in the former Soviet Union aimed at diversifying 
the political relations of the country in the international arena, as well as forming stable 
interstate relations with the widest range of international actors, which can be objec­
tively proven or subjectively perceived as a rejection of privileged relations with Russia.

The research methodology employed focuses on both objective and the subjective 
components underlying the drift of pro-Russian forces toward multilateralism. In this 
connection, the authors single out five groups of factors (economic; political; sociocul­
tural and historical; political and psychological), which in turn are divided into three 
broad subgroups: objective (economic and political), ambivalent (historical, social and 
cultural) and subjective (political and psychological) factors.

The authors use quantitative and content analysis to compare the economic in­
dicators of gross domestic product (GDP) growth and trade dynamics between Russia 
and the countries of the former Soviet Union and employ event analysis to consider 
the issue of several CIS states shifting from Cyrillic to Latin. A systemic approach and 
analysis of the process of foreign policy decision-making was used to evaluate subjec­
tive political and psychological factors affecting the relations between Russia and indi­
vidual post-Soviet countries.

In recent years, the problem considered in this article has been reflected in the 
work of several Russian and foreign authors. In particular, in the Russian histori­
ography, it has been considered by researchers including D. Degterev, I. Vasilyuk 
and V. Baum [2018], K.P. Kurylev [2016a, 2016b], V. Lapkin and V. Pantin [2016],  
N.G. Galoyan [2015] and others. In this context, it is worth mentioning the collective 
English monograph, titled Russia and East Central Europe after the Cold War, under the 
scientific editorship of A. Zagorsky [2015], a Russian researcher. The problems of trade 
and economic relations between Russia and the countries of the former Soviet Union 
have been addressed in the work of authors such as S.P. Bazyleva and Y.F. Chernenko 



Multilateral institutions under stress?

97

[2016], S.N. Fedorchenko [2017] and V. Obolensky [2017]. Cultural and humanitarian, 
as well as ideological, determinants of Russiaʼs foreign policy in its historical retrospect 
were examined in detail by R.A. Arslanov et al. [2017]. As for the foreign historiog­
raphy, for objective reasons the relevant works are not so numerous. In this context, 
the most topical ones are the scientific works of such authors such as R. Menon and  
E. Rumer [2014], C. Descalzi [2011] and T. Gomart [2006].

Economic Factors Underlying Russiaʼs Declining Influence  
in the Former Soviet Union

One of the main economic factors determining Russiaʼs gradual loss of political in­
fluence in the former Soviet Union is the general decrease over the last 25 years in 
Russiaʼs role in the world economy and international commodity turnover. In par­
ticular, according to the World Bank, while in 1991 the Russian Federation (RSFSR) 
had a purchasing power parity GDP share totaling 3.9% of the global value, by 2008 
it dropped to 3.4% and by the end of 2017 it declined further to 2.8% [World Bank, 
n.d.]. Undoubtedly, this decline in Russiaʼs economic opportunities reduced the ef­
ficiency of its policy in the former Soviet Union. This can be explained in several ways. 
First, there is an ever-increasing deficit in the economic (and consequently, political) 
instruments of Russiaʼs influence in the CIS region. Second, because the attractive­
ness of a foreign policy course aimed at building close trade and economic ties with 
Russia is generally declining for a number of post-Soviet countries, they are gradually 
refocusing their policies toward multilateral economic cooperation with dynamically 
developing actors external to the region. For instance, they are shifting toward coopera­
tion with China (which is primarily relevant for the countries of Central Asia). Third, 
the gradual decline in Russiaʼs role in the world economy has had the most negative 
impact on Russiaʼs trade turnover with the post-Soviet countries, with a particularly 
pronounced decline between Russia and several CIS countries in the period after 2014, 
including a sharp aggravation of Russiaʼs economic problems due to the consequences 
of the Ukrainian crisis and the introduction of western sanctions. For example, for the 
period of 2014–2016, the aggregate trade turnover decreased by 23% between Russia 
and Belarus (from $30.5 billion to $23.5 billion); by 37% with Kazakhstan (from $20.8 
billion to $13.03 billion); by 32% with Uzbekistan (from $3.96 billion to $2.7 billion); 
by 4% with Armenia (from $1.4 billion to $1.34 billion); by 51% with Azerbaijan (from 
$3.96 billion to $1.95 billion); and by 63% with Ukraine (from $27.8 billion to $10.2 
billion) [Foreign Trade of Russia, 2017].

The situation over the past few years has been characterized by a tangible decrease 
in the intensity of certain trade and economic ties between Russia and the majority of 
the post-Soviet countries, and by the ongoing process of Eurasian integration. The de­
velopment of the EAEU has unfortunately not slowed this process by a visible degree. 
The result of these dynamics is the disappearance of the “economic airbag” which 
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had previously smoothed out some of the contradictions emerging from time to time 
between Russia and individual CIS countries, and which had acted as a solid basis for 
building a constructive political dialogue on the widest possible range of matters. In this 
context, the situation with Ukraine is particularly symptomatic, causing the aggrava­
tion of foreign policy contradictions between the countries which leads to a decrease in 
the intensity of trade and economic interaction between them and, as a consequence, 
to a sharp reduction in their trade turnover. In turn, the breakup of trade and economic 
ties results in the disappearance of a limiting factor which, to a certain extent, would 
prevent a further escalation of political tensions between the countries.

The decline in trade turnover between Russia and the countries of the former So­
viet Union entails a gradual decline in the influence of pro-Russian members of the 
CIS countriesʼ political elites, as well as the related special interest groups in the econ­
omy (entrepreneurs, financiers, etc.) which are objectively interested in maintaining 
close ties with Russia in both economic and political spheres. This naturally makes the 
countries in question turn to an alternative foreign policy direction based on a multi­
lateral course.

And, finally, another important economic factor contributing to the decline of 
Russiaʼs influence in the former Soviet Union is the objective interest of the CIS coun­
tries in developing trade and economic interaction with the widest range of extra-
regional actors, for instance, with the countries of the West. Earlier, in the absence of 
a conflict between Russia and the western world and the existence of relatively close 
economic, cultural and humanitarian links between them, such aspirations did not 
and could not entail any serious financial or reputational losses for Russia. However, 
after the introduction of western sanctions and a sharp aggravation of foreign policy 
contradictions generated primarily by the Ukrainian and the Syrian crises, individual 
CIS countries (such as Ukraine, Moldova and to a lesser extent, Belarus) are facing 
a dilemma: they must choose between Russia or the West – there is no third option. 
Earlier, for the post-Soviet countries it was just a matter of diversifying the economic 
course and establishing stable trade relations with the widest possible range of external 
actors. Today, it is increasingly evident that the countries in question have to play a 
zero-sum game, being forced to make a choice in favour of one of the two sides of a 
global confrontation. This choice inevitably deteriorates the relations (possibly even 
resulting in a conflict) with the country losing in this competition. Undoubtedly, such 
a dilemma, faced by a multitude of CIS countries (and, above all, by those countries 
that already enjoy long-standing trade relations with the western world) cannot help 
but deteriorate Russiaʼs economic and, consequently, political positions in the former 
Soviet Union.

At the same time, the significance of these economic factors reducing Russiaʼs 
influence in the CIS region should in no way be overemphasized. For instance, this 
trend does not fit the situation of the Republic of Belarus which has traditionally main­
tained a high level of trade and economic ties with Russia. Minsk is, nevertheless, quite 
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independent from Moscow in the way it conducts its foreign policy, which shows that 
the above methodology should be employed with a considerable degree of caution. It 
is also necessary to consider the important fact that the indicators of economic trade 
turnover between Russia and the CIS countries are quoted in US dollars, and therefore 
the relevant statistical data should be adjusted to account for the substantial devaluation 
of the Russian national currency in 2014–2018 (one should not ignore, however, that 
the national currencies of several other post-Soviet countries were also devalued during 
the period in question, and therefore it is necessary to approach each case of declining 
goods turnover on a strictly individual basis).

Based on analysis of the economic factors causing the CIS countries to drift to­
ward multilateralism, one can conclude that post-Soviet countries often take a similar 
approach because of their aspiration toward a gradual geopolitical turn to the West and 
subsequent integration into the relevant political and economic structures (the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the European Union (EU), for instance), 
while retaining financial and resource support from Russia. Such a foreign policy 
course is not a novelty, and to varying degrees it has been typical of several post-Soviet 
countries (Ukraine and Georgia, for instance, and to a lesser extent, Moldova) since 
these countries celebrated their independence in 1991. However, in the context of a 
sharp aggravation of relations between Russia and the West, this phenomenon may well 
receive a new embodiment. To date, it is difficult to assess how efficient such a policy 
can be, but it will undoubtedly have influence on Russiaʼs position in the former Soviet 
Union.

Political Factors Making Multilateralism Attractive  
for the CIS Countries

In close relationship with economic circumstances contributing to the decline of 
Russiaʼs inf luence in the former Soviet Union, there is another group of objective 
factors that can be roughly attributed to politics. The gradual decline in Russiaʼs role 
in the world economy and international commodity turnover pushes the CIS coun­
tries to diversify their own economic, and consequently, political courses. In this 
regard, multilateralism and the consequent need for a balanced foreign policy is a 
theme in many speeches and interviews of state representatives and political leaders 
in various countries of the former Soviet Union [Dorozhkin, 2012]. This is illustrated 
in statements by the presidents of Belarus, Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan. A.G. Lu­
kashenko, president of the Republic of Belarus notes: “We have no other fate than 
to build our foreign policy as a multilateral one. Today we find ourselves in the epi­
center of the Eurasian continent, this is our fate. We have no other way but to develop 
multilateralism” [RIA News, 2017]. A.S. Atambayev, former president of Kyrgyzstan 
observed: “One of the main tasks of foreign policy is to maintain a balance of inter­
ests among the major players in world politics. Consequently, for us, multilateralism 
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is an independent and free choice of foreign policy, which is based, first of all, on 
the national interests of Kyrgyzstan and the welfare of the nation” [KRG, 2016]. 
N.A. Nazarbayev, president of Kazakhstan stated: “Due to its geopolitical position 
and economic potential, Kazakhstan has no right to confine itself to narrow regional 
problems. It would be incomprehensible not only to our multinational population, 
but to the whole world community either. The future of Kazakhstan lies both in Asia 
and in Europe, in the East and in the West. If we carry out such a policy, we will be 
able to exclude any manifestations of security threat to Kazakhstan. We will be able 
to improve favorable external conditions for economic and political reforms in our 
country” [Foreign-policy priorities of Kazakhstan, 2016].

These statements are essentially based on the same idea, even while articulated in 
somewhat different ways. Despite the absolute dissimilarity of the political, economic 
and social situations in Belarus, Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan, these CIS leaders per­
ceive the choice for multilateralism as an objective political and economic need for 
their respective countries. The statement by N.A. Nazarbayev is particularly indicative 
in this regard, as it dates back to early December 1991 (that is, several weeks before the 
collapse of the USSR), and de facto was the political programme of Kazakhstan for the 
next few decades. In addition, it should be emphasized that although these statements 
do not directly articulate this idea, they nevertheless contain it implicitly: the leaders of 
post-Soviet countries view a gradual refusal or, at least, a departure from an exclusively 
pro-Russian focus in favour of a more multilateral approach as an advantageous foreign 
policy alternative. Therefore, the existence of objective political and economic inter­
ests in the CIS countries which do not always coincide with Russiaʼs national interests 
and foreign policy needs should be pinpointed as being among the most important 
reasons for the pro-Russian forces to drift toward multilateralism, gradually reducing 
Russiaʼs influence. Moreover, considering the objective nature of this factor, it is virtu­
ally impossible to resolve it in “manual control mode,” that is, using purely subjective 
measures (for example, building up warm personal relationships with the leaders of 
the respective countries). On the contrary, in order to change the current situation for 
the better, it is necessary to use the widest range of measures designed to overcome the 
existing disagreements and coordinate joint efforts of Russia and the CIS countries to 
address key economic, political and humanitarian issues. This would ensure the con­
vergence of the positions and national interests of Russia and the post-Soviet countries 
and minimize the threat of conflict or sharp deterioration of relations between the par­
ties in the future.

Historical, Social and Cultural Factors Impeding the Growth  
of Russiaʼs Influence in the Former Soviet Union

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the emergence of CIS countries gave a strong 
momentum to the rise of identity in the newly formed states, and quite often the search 
for ethnic and national identity carried out by the post-Soviet republics went in hand 
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with a sharp rejection of their own past. Another serious contradiction is the fact that 
often members of the new national elites blamed the current social, economic and po­
litical problems peculiar to their countries on what they viewed as their colonial past, as 
well as on the policy of the Soviet Union and Russia as its legal successor. In particular, 
this trend was most visible from 1991–2017 in the Baltic states, Ukraine, Moldova and, 
to some extent, Georgia, while in the countries of Central Asia, Armenia and Azerbai­
jan this trend was rather less pronounced. Logically, the subjective perception of the 
Russian Federation as an actor more or less responsible for the current domestic and 
foreign political failures of the newly formed states, combined with objective problems 
in establishing a full-scale dialogue with Moscow on the widest range of fairly complex 
issues (relating, among other things, to such sensitive topics as the common past within 
the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union) had a negative effect on Russiaʼs positions 
and the degree of influence in the former Soviet Union.

The decreasing relevance of pro-Russian special interest groups in several CIS 
countries has been discussed from an economic viewpoint. However, the trend to­
ward multilateralism is driven by more than just trade and economic factors. The 
determining impact of historical and social factors as well manifested in a gradual 
divergence of the cultures of Russia and other post-Soviet countries after the col­
lapse of the USSR, as well as in the declining role of the Russian language in the 
social and cultural life of CIS countries. To date, Russian has been given the status of 
an official language in only three states of the former Soviet Union, namely Belarus, 
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, while in the rest of the CIS countries its relevance is 
steadily decreasing. Moreover, the situation is aggravated by three important factors. 
First is the systematic reduction in the scope of the Russian languageʼs use in both 
comprehensive and higher education, science, culture, television and radio broad­
casting and in everyday life, evident in practically all the countries of the former 
Soviet Union. Second, we observe an almost complete absence of support for the 
Russian language in the former Soviet Union by federal authorities of the Russian 
Federation, as well as low efficiency of the Federal Agency for the Commonwealth 
of Independent States, compatriots living abroad and international humanitarian 
cooperation (Rossotrudnichestvo). Third is the transition of several CIS countries 
from the Cyrillic alphabet to Latin: a similar reform was carried out in Moldova in 
1989, before the collapse of the Soviet Union. Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan shifted 
to the Latin script in 1993. Azerbaijan gradually rejected Cyrillic in 1992–2001. Fi­
nally, a similar reform was launched in Kazakhstan following a presidential decree 
dated 26 October 2017 [President of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2018]. The decline 
in the size of the Russian-speaking diaspora and, consequently, the pro-Russian 
special interest groups in the CIS countries, is among the most important social and 
cultural preconditions for the decrease in the significance and the degree of Russiaʼs 
inf luence in the former Soviet Union.
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Political and Psychological (Subjective) Factors Reducing 
Russiaʼs Political Efficiency in the Former Soviet Union

The political and psychological factors contributing to the decline in Russiaʼs influ­
ence in the former Soviet Union include an extensive range of personal and subjective 
reasons directly or potentially leading to a distorted assessment of the current status 
and specifics of Russiaʼs bilateral relations with individual CIS countries. Political and 
psychological factors can be divided into three subcategories.

The first subcategory includes incorrect assessments by the Russian ruling class 
about the initial intentions and political preferences of certain forces in the former 
Soviet Union which position themselves as being pro-Russian. Often, representatives 
of the national elites of the CIS countries use pro-Russian rhetoric either as a pop­
ulist tool aimed at attracting some of the electorate or to obtain immediate benefits 
from Russia. The most vivid example of this is the strategy of the Belarusian political 
class, interested in sourcing financial benefits for Belarus by positioning themselves 
as Russiaʼs closest (or the only) reliable ally. Similarly, this subcategory includes the 
national elites of Armenia, who view the pro-Russian focus not as a value in itself, but 
rather as a tool helpful to ensure their own security and the most rapid resolution of 
the frozen Nagorno-Karabakh conflict in their favour. Another example of the Rus­
sian ruling class having a distorted view of the political aspirations originally attributed 
to the supposedly pro-Russian forces in the former Soviet Union is the situation that 
arose in 2003 after the Rose Revolution in Georgia. In particular, the Russian estab­
lishment initially considered Mikheil Saakashvili as a pro-Russian candidate, a lucra­
tive alternative compared to Eduard Shevardnadze who tended to pursue a multilateral 
foreign policy course. Subsequent events clearly showed that the initial confidence in 
Mikheil Saakashviliʼs supposed pro-Russian focus was fundamentally wrong, and this 
later became one of the key reasons for the escalation of the South Ossetia conflict and 
the five-day Russia-Georgia war in August 2008.

Second, another problem of Russiaʼs foreign policy in the former Soviet Union 
is a certain overemphasis on the concept of pro-Russian focus, that is, the identifica­
tion of this term with the alleged readiness of certain political forces of CIS countries 
to make any possible concessions and compromise on the widest range of issues. In its 
reasoning, this viewpoint leads to the erroneous conclusion that finding a pro-Rus­
sian force in power in a given country of the former Soviet Union gives Moscow some 
kind of green light for any foreign policy actions it wants regarding the relevant subject. 
This causes serious damage to bilateral ties and, moreover, causes the previously loyal 
and completely pro-Russian forces to rapidly move toward multilateralism. Previous­
ly, a similar trend was typical for Russia-Ukraine relations during the presidencies of  
L.D. Kuchma (1994–2005) and V.F. Yanukovych (2010–2014). Today it is most promi­
nent in Russiaʼs interaction with Belarus and some other EAEU states (Armenia, Kyr­
gyzstan and partly, Kazakhstan) in whose regard Russia follows a logically mistaken thesis 
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about the single-option nature of the pro-Russian course of these countries (which, for 
clarity, can be described with a well-known, though not so academic phrase, “there is 
no way around it”). Consequently, their readiness to make the most serious conces­
sions in the economic, political and humanitarian spheres for the sake of preserving a 
long-term, close and privileged relationship with Russia is overestimated.

Third, the political and psychological aspect determining Russiaʼs declining influ­
ence in the former Soviet Union is also driven by the significant overestimation by the 
Russian ruling class of the so-called subjective (personal) factor in relations with the 
CIS countries. This problem is most clearly manifested in three key areas. First, the 
Russian establishment erroneously equates good personal relations with the leaders/
members of the national elite or the ruling class of the CIS countries with their readi­
ness to pursue an absolutely pro-Russian foreign policy. This misunderstands the fact 
that warm and friendly relations with the leader of a corresponding country does not 
imply any guarantee that the countryʼs foreign policy will always unquestionably follow 
a course profitable for Russia. This kind of error is quite clearly manifested in relations 
with both counties of the former Soviet Union and countries of the far abroad (in this 
context, a notable example is the good personal relationship between President V. Pu­
tin of Russia and President D. Trump of the U.S., finding almost no correlation with 
the dynamics of bilateral relations, and in fact not helping to ease the current contra­
dictions between the two countries).

The second way in which this problem manifests itself is in the tendency of the 
Russian establishment to make separate, often significant foreign policy decisions 
stemming from a relatively unpromising, subjective approach which is not based on a 
comprehensive rational analysis of a vast array of objective economic and political data. 
The authors believe that at all times this kind of subjectivistic, irrational approach to 
making key foreign policy decisions has been a direct consequence of excessive con­
centration of power in the hands of one leader or a small group of individuals. At the 
same time, one can note the following logical pattern: the stronger the concentration 
of power observed in a particular country, the greater the percentage of domestic and 
foreign policy decisions made on the basis of a subjectivistic approach. Ultimately this 
results in serious mistakes and miscalculations in the international arena.

The third way the problem appears is that the two above-mentioned tendencies re­
sult for the Russian ruling class in a significant underestimation of the urgent need for se­
rious and systematic cooperation with the civil society structures, political opposition and 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in the post-Soviet countries. In other words, 
the overestimation of the role of pro-Russian (or mistakenly recognized as such) politi­
cians of the CIS countries induces a rather risky foreign policy course aimed at interact­
ing with only one of the important public groups of the respective country (again, using 
less academic terminology, such a foreign policy course can be metaphorically charac­
terized as an “putting all of its eggs in one basket”). The result of using this approach in 
practice is often a situation when a power shift in a particular CIS country de facto leads 
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to an almost complete loss of all existing ties with Russia and a subsequent escalation of 
the conflict. This was most clearly manifested in 2004 after the Orange Revolution in 
Ukraine and after the Euromaidan events in Kiev in late 2013 and early 2014.

Regional Integration as a Mechanism  
to Support Russiaʼs Influence in the Former Soviet Union

In the historical context, the formation of the Russian Federation coincided with the need 
to counter the disintegrational trends in the former USSR which threatened to disrupt the 
existing economic, political, cultural and social ties between the former Soviet republics. 
Initially, the main mechanism designed to ensure the preservation of Russiaʼs influence 
in the former Soviet Union was the CIS, which implied integration in all the above areas. 
However, subsequently, for a variety of reasons the Commonwealth demonstrated its low 
efficiency, motivating Russia to adapt its foreign policy course to some narrowly special­
ized formats of regional integration. In particular, the high-priority areas of interaction 
with the countries of the former Soviet Union, namely the trade and economic, and the 
military-political spheres, have found their practical implementation in the activities of 
the EAEU and the CSTO, respectively. The principal objective Russia pursues in carry­
ing out its own activities in terms of these regional organizations is reduced to counteract­
ing the negative factors causing its influence in the region to decline. Thus, the activities 
of integration associations in the former Soviet Union can be considered as a kind of 
counter-trend in relation to the effect of the factors described above.

In this context, a comprehensive assessment of the efficiency of regional integra­
tion instruments employed by Russia to strengthen its own positions in the former So­
viet Union must answer the following question: how successfully does Russiaʼs activity 
in regional organizations neutralize the factors causing the CIS countries to drift to­
ward multilateralism? In view of its exceptional complexity and ambiguity, this ques­
tion should be considered in a dialectical way.

On the one hand, there have been considerable advances made by the EAEU: 
elimination of customs restrictions and duties on a variety of commodity categories; 
greater freedom of movement for capital, services and labour within the integrative 
organization; registration of the legal framework for a common economic space; ar­
rangement of a common market for certain product categories (pharmacological sub­
stances and medical products, for instance [EEC, 2017]; development of a programme 
liberalizing the electricity market, planned to take effect in 2019 [EAEU, 2016; EAEU 
2018]; and the creation of a free trade zone between the EAEU and Vietnam (2016) 
[EEC, 2016], the Peopleʼs Republic of China, Iran and Cuba (2018). The undeniable 
achievements of the EAEU increased Russiaʼs influence in the former Soviet Union as 
their immediate consequence was the strengthening of trade, economic and social ties 
between Russia and its partners in the organization.

Similarly, certain success was also achieved in the military-technical and political 
spheres of cooperation, in particular, the signature of the CSTO Peacekeeping Agree­



Multilateral institutions under stress?

105

ment [CSTO, 2007a]; creation of the Joint Staff [CSTO, 2012] and the Emergency 
Management Coordination Council [CSTO, 2007b]; and the approval of the Action 
Plan for the Implementation of the Basic Guidelines for the Development of the Col­
lective Security Emergency Response System [CSTO, 2014]. Some noteworthy results 
were achieved in ensuring information security of Russia and its partners in the or­
ganization. These accomplishments, despite their local and rather limited nature, had 
a certain positive impact on Russiaʼs position in the former Soviet Union.

On the other hand, economic integration in terms of the EAEU has not yet be­
come the basis (some kind of a driver) for acceleration and expansion of integration ini­
tiatives in other spheres. Moreover, the dynamics and pace of economic integration are 
affected by several negative factors, in particular, the remaining disagreements among 
the EAEU members on the list of categories of goods and services to be regulated by the 
legal and regulatory framework of the organization. As the latest example illustrating 
this trend, one can recall the discrepancy of the positions of Russia and Belarus regard­
ing the supply of dairy products [Tut.by, 2018]. Similar problems arise from time to time 
in relations between other EAEU participants (for example, between Kazakhstan and 
Kyrgyzstan). Also, the members of the organization have not yet reached an agreement 
on the introduction of a single currency in mutual trade, and several countries directly 
oppose such an innovation even in the long term (consider Nursultan Nazarbayevʼs 
statement, “Earlier, there was one single currency, but now we donʼt have such a ques­
tion on the agenda. There is nothing to be afraid of” [Altyn-orda, 2015]). This position 
is largely explained by the fears of several post-Soviet countries that a further integra­
tion of the economic sphere could make the EAEU members excessively dependent 
on Russia and, as a result, subsequently deprive them of their political independence.

Another problem of regional integration in the former Soviet Union is the actual 
inequality of the economic potentials of the participating countries which leads to a 
significant imbalance in the structure of mutual trade and to an excessive fiscal burden 
for many countries of the EAEU. According to Alisen Alisenov, PhD (economy), as­
sociate professor of the Department of Economics and Finance of the Russian Acad­
emy of National Economy and Public Service under the President of the Russian Fed­
eration, “In 2014, the fiscal burden to GDP was 34.5% in Russia, 42.6% in Belarus, 
and 26.4% in Kazakhstan. For the same period, the inflation indicators also display a 
significant difference: 11.4% in Russia, 16.2% in Belarus, and 7.0% in Kazakhstan.” 
[EAEU: Wishing for the Better, Having the Same Old Story] Therefore, the potential 
of free market instruments in terms of the EAEU has not been fulfilled, which has a 
negative bearing on the dynamics of strengthening Russiaʼs influence in the former So­
viet Union through regional integration mechanisms.

The following conclusion can be drawn based on the foregoing: the mechanisms of 
regional integration, due to the insufficient fulfillment of their potential and the exist­
ence of significant contradictions between individual countries, can only slightly offset 
the negative factors causing Russiaʼs influence in the CIS region to decline. However, 
the current situation is not a dead end. The authors believe that with the proper politi­
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cal will of all the parties concerned, the role of regional integration associations may 
significantly increase in the long term, having a most positive effect on Russiaʼs posi­
tion in the former Soviet Union.

Conclusion 

Having analyzed the factors causing the pro-Russian forces to drift toward multilat­
eralism, and, consequently, causing Russiaʼs influence in the former Soviet Union to 
decline, we are able to draw several conclusions. First, considering the current relations 
between the Russian Federation and the CIS countries, the dynamics of their bilateral 
and multilateral ties are largely determined by the broadest range of both objective and 
subjective factors. Unfortunately, in the near future this trend, paralleled with a gradual 
decline in the influence of pro-Russian forces in the former Soviet Union, is unlikely to 
stop and is even less likely to reverse. The authors believe this assumption to be a logical 
derivative from the thesis that the trend analyzed comprises numerous economic, po­
litical, historical, social and cultural, political and psychological factors that, mutually 
supplementing and reinforcing each other, acquire a significant synergetic effect.

Second, the mechanisms of regional integration in terms of the CIS, the CSTO 
and the EAEU could become effective instruments helping Russia preserve its influ­
ence in the former Soviet Union, but due to a variety of factors listed above this poten­
tial remains partly unfulfilled. Nevertheless, the foreign policy course to expand and 
deepen the integration processes in political, social and economic spheres may well 
become a fairly effective Russian response to the challenges threatening its positions in 
the CIS region.

Third, while the subjective factors having a negative bearing on the efficiency of 
Russiaʼs policy in the former Soviet Union can potentially be minimized in a relatively 
short-term perspective, the situation regarding the objective factors, and especially 
those concerning Russiaʼs declining role in the world economy and the reduction of 
its trade turnover with the CIS countries, is much more complicated, requiring a con­
siderable amount of time to adjust the current dynamics. At the same time, the world 
political and economic situation will play a significant role in this process, and it is vital 
for Russia to exercise particular prudence, caution and delicacy in making key foreign 
policy decisions affecting its interests in the former Soviet Union. In the context of 
globalization and the buildup of numerous transnational challenges and threats, every 
foreign policy action of a country should be cleared of any emotional components and 
must rely on a thorough and painstaking analysis of the entire array of empirical and 
factual data available. The result of this approach should be absolute rationality and 
predictability of the foreign policy course of the corresponding actor.

Ultimately, the success of Russian foreign policy in the CIS region will largely 
depend on Moscowʼs restrained reaction to the sovereign choices of post-Soviet coun­
tries in the trading, economic, political, social, cultural and humanitarian spheres, as 
well as on the prompt minimization of the subjective factors discussed above, that is, 
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on the total rejection of any irrational, not completely circumspect actions that could 
potentially damage the relationship between Russia and a significant part of the world 
community and, in particular, with its closest former USSR neighbours.
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С момента распада Советского Союза проблема взаимоотношений России с государствами постсоветского про-
странства традиционно находится в центре внимания как академического, так и экспертного сообщества. 
Особую актуальность данный вопрос приобретает в контексте существенных изменений в мировой политике, 
вызванных стремительным ухудшением отношений между Россией и западными державами на фоне эскалации 
украинского кризиса. В настоящей статье предпринимается попытка выявить ключевые факторы экономи-
ческого, политического и социального характера, негативным образом воздействующие на текущую динамику 
взаимоотношений между Российской Федерацией и странами СНГ и тем самым обуславливающие постепенное 
снижение влияния России на постсоветском пространстве.

Структура статьи определяется методологией исследования, состоящей в выявлении трех крупных ком-
плексов факторов (объективных, объективно-субъективных и субъективных), препятствующих укреплению 
влияния России на постсоветском пространстве. При этом под объективными подразумеваются в первую оче-
редь факторы экономического и политического характера; под смешанными, объективно-субъективными – со-
циокультурные и исторические факторы; и, наконец, под субъективными – политико-психологические факто-
ры, детерминирующие постепенное падение влияния России на постсоветском пространстве. 

Опираясь на вышеуказанную методологию и обширный аналитический материал, авторы приходят к вы-
воду, что отказ государств СНГ от пророссийского курса обусловлен не только (а в отдельных случаях – и не 
столько) объективной потребностью постсоветских государств в диверсификации своих политических и тор-
гово-экономических связей, но и рядом субъективных социокультурных и политико-психологических факторов. 
Они подробно рассматриваются в тексте статьи. Кроме того, один из выводов по итогам исследования со-
стоит в том, что большая часть субъективных факторов, негативно воздействующих на эффективность по-
литики России на постсоветском пространстве, потенциально может быть существенно минимизирована в 
относительно краткосрочной перспективе. В то же время ряд объективных факторов  – и в первую очередь 
касающихся падения роли России в мировой экономике и сокращения ее товарооборота с государствами СНГ – 
напротив, носит достаточно долгосрочный характер, ввиду чего на исправление текущей динамики может по-
требоваться много времени.
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