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Abstract 

There is no question that one of the main features of today’s global geopolitics is the perplexing relationship 

between Russia and the West.  

Post-Soviet Russia never made Atlanticism and Europeanism its own causes, even though the disintegration 

of the Soviet Union and the breakdown of the Warsaw Pact generated hopes that the new Russia would 

embrace the liberal values of the world’s democracies. Quite the opposite, with its domestic and foreign 

policies, Moscow was oriented in a direction that, while approaching China and other authoritarian regimes 

(Iran, Syria, Egypt), it has been increasingly pulling away from the West.  

Being what it is and with the role it plays in the broader Euro-Asian space and the Middle East, Russia is a 

great dilemma for the United States, for Europe and generally, for the West. It causes frustration and 

uncertainty in Washington and Brussels, making it very difficult for them to devise common policies and 

conduct joint actions vis-à-vis Moscow, because Russia is not a country that can be ignored politically, 

economically, or diplomatically. 

Russia retains a strong interest in the Balkans too. In one way or another, Moscow is actively involved in 

every Balkan nation. Although Russia’s presence in the former Yugoslavia is growing, Moscow’s 

involvement in the region will remain constrained due to some reasons. Russia may have some compelling 

interests in the Balkans but this region is not only geographically far from Moscow’s orbit, but also 

politically, economically and militarily well under the protective umbrella of the West. 

However, Russia has certainly benefited from the slowdown in Europe’s integration efforts in the Balkans 

and from the funding slump that the European economic crisis created in the region. To lessen Russia’s 

craving for the Balkans, NATO and the EU should no longer deny or delay their admission into both.  
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Post-Soviet Russia’s Relations with The West 

For the West, as Winston Churchill once stated, Russia embodies a “combination of challenge, 

dilemma and puzzle”. “I cannot forecast to you”, Churchill said in a BBC radio broadcast, on 

October 1, 1939, “the action of Russia. It is a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma; but 

perhaps there is a key. That key is Russian national interest”. 

Post-Soviet Russia never made Atlanticism and Europeanism its own causes, even though the 

disintegration of the Soviet Union and the breakdown of the Warsaw Pact generated hopes that the 

new Russia would embrace the liberal values and join the ranks of the world’s liberal democracies. 

This did not happen. Quite the opposite, with its domestic and foreign policies, Moscow was 

oriented in a direction that, while approaching China and other authoritarian regimes (Iran, Syria 

and Egypt), it has been increasingly pulling away from the West. Although Russia is 

geographically closer to Europe, she has distanced itself geopolitically more and more from it. Its 

relations with Europe and the U.S. have in the past 10 to 15 years shifted from bad to worse to 

reach the lowest point in 30 years, since Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev began the slow 

but steady effort to end the Cold War (Daalder 2016). 

Being what it is—what it represents and the role it plays in the broader Euro-Asian space and the 

Middle East—Russia is a great dilemma for the United States, for Europe and, most generally, for 

the West. It causes frustration, confusion and uncertainty in Washington and Brussels, making it 

very difficult for them to devise common policies and conduct joint actions vis-à-vis Moscow. 

This is because Russia is not a country that can be ignored—or isolated—politically, economically, 

or diplomatically. Russia is not Belarus; it cannot be “Lukashenized”, meaning isolated from the 

West because of its president’s authoritarian policies. 

That Russia is a challenge to America and Europe it is almost a truism. There is hardly a single 

political speech given in the West without this phrase, or something similar to that. What aren’t 

clear, however, are the nature and the magnitude of that challenge. For most people in Washington 

and Brussels it is not clear what today’s Russia really wants. Does it, for example, want to restore 

the USSR and with it the glory of its past? Does it want to unify all Russian-speaking lands? Or, 

is it the current international order itself that she wants to change? 

Understanding what Russia stands for is very important for the current West-Russia relations and 

for future developments on the global stage. As Kadri Liik, a senior policy fellow at the European 

Council on Foreign Relations, rightfully observes, misconceptions about Russia’s geopolitical 

views can lead to “misguided responses”, and then whether the West “wins” or not will come down 

to “blind luck” (Liik 2017). Liik makes the case that the West and Russia are indeed locked in a 

disagreement of a fundamental paradigmatic nature. But that standoff, she contends, is not centered 

on a competition between domestic political or economic models, as was the case during the Cold 

War, although these do play a role. Nor is it primarily focused on control over territory, although 
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territory too plays its part. In her view, “Russia’s true challenge has to do with the questions of the 

post-Cold War international order: the rules and taboos of international relations” (ibid). The 

paradox is, however, that Russia and the West are again “locked in a conceptual standoff, not 

unlike that of the Cold War—this time, not over domestic models, but over the international order” 

(ibid). 

Many in the West believe that Moscow is the bigger loser from the recurring tensions between 

Russia and the West. There’s no doubt that Russia is not winning the contest, but neither are 

Washington and Brussels. Irrespective of Russia’s efforts, the West is also loosing (McCarthy 

2017). It is no secret that Russia’s greatest vulnerability is its economy, dependent as it is on 

resource extraction. She is currently suffering from lower oil prices and from economic sanctions 

over actions against Ukraine’s territorial integrity, targeting specific sectors of the Russian 

economy.  Yet, in her tense relationship with the West she has two major advantages: 

First, Putin remains an admired leader by most Russians for standing up to the West and for 

restoring Russian national pride, as well as for raising their living standards, as is reflected in 

serious polling, including the Pew Research Center. Indeed, many Russians today do not want to 

admit that they were the ones that lost the Cold War; hence they do not want to be treated as losers. 

This mindset has been expressed very clearly by Vladislav Surkov, a high ranking official in the 

Kremlin: “We don’t believe we were defeated in the Cold War. We believe we defeated our own 

totalitarian system” (quoted in Dibb 2006: 4). 

Second—and this is ultimately more important—the West is weak, rather confused, and indeed 

divided when it comes to counter Russia. And Kremlin’s strategy is to exploit this weaknesses and 

confusion as much as it is geared towards showing a bellicose face, whether in Georgia, Ukraine, 

Syria or cyberspace (see McCarthy (2017). There is little doubt Russian power is in the offensive. 

Since 2014, when it deployed its troops in Ukraine and annexed Crimea, and since its policies in 

Syria have been considered as overtly hostile to western efforts, “Russian aggressiveness” has 

become a mainstay of the official political discourse in the West. Then there is Brexit and the 

national-populist movements in Europe, which echo Kremlin’s illiberal narrative and have even 

produced some useful allies. 

Putin himself has shown a particular brand of pragmatism. He “does not bow to pressure, but he 

recognizes realities, even if with a delay, and he accepts them, even if unwillingly” (Liik 2017). 

As one observer puts it, “If he senses strong pushback, he adapts. If he detects gaps, he strikes at 

the Achilles heel” (Nougayrède 2016). And, as John McCarthy (2017) maintains, at the time being, 

Putin is “a better politician than anyone in the West except Angela Merkel”. 

Russia has become a divisive issue for the 28 (now 27) EU members states; that means that the 

EU has no coherent Russia policy, so states pursue their own interests. Given Europe’s dependence 

on Russian energy (30 percent of oil imports and 44 percent of natural gas imports come from 
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Russia, and these numbers run as high as 90 percent for the new members), it behooves most of 

EU members to engage Russia on as many issues as possible. But “Europeans are also divided 

over how to balance encouraging greater transparency and democracy in Russia against the need 

for Russia’s cooperation. The debate over “values versus interests” is most noticeable between the 

European Parliament, which has been highly critical of domestic developments under Putin, and 

the European Commission and the European Council, which take a more cautious public stance” 

(Stent 2007). 

The persistence we observe in German and European politics towards Russia is a product of 

geography, of history and of common economic interests between Western Europe and Russia. 

Germany, for instance, is Russia’s most important trade partner in Europe; it remains the leading 

buyer of Russian energy, whereas Russia is a huge market for German products and capital 

investments. France, on its part, continues to be the EU member state pushing hardest for a softer 

line on Russia (Shevstova 2017). As if to confirm this account, not long ago French President 

Emmanuel Macron that declared he would abandon efforts to overthrow Syrian President Bashar 

al-Assad, since Assad, who enjoys support from Russia and Iran, was not the enemy of France and 

that, with Russia’s support, French foreign policy in Syria would focus on targeting jihadist groups, 

whose supporters have killed hundreds in France. Macron’s stance reveals a major departure from 

the position of previous French administrations on the six-year war in Syria (O’Connor 2017). 

Even if Washington would prefer to maintain a tougher stance on Moscow—although we are not 

sure that this is what the Trump Administration really wants—Germany, France and other EU 

countries are interested in developing closer economic ties with Russia. That’s why it has been 

generally difficult for Washington to secure the support of individual EU member states (which 

are also NATO members) for its stance towards Russia, as well as on issues of strategy and of the 

international policies which the Kremlin opposes. 

From a geo-economic perspective, the divergences between Europe and the United States vis-à-

vis Russia can, to some extent, be justified. Angela Stent has a good point: “Since Russia and 

Europe are neighbors”, she argues, “their ties are much deeper than those between the United 

States and the Kremlin. Europe views the prospect of deteriorating ties with Russia with greater 

alarm than does the United States (Stent 2007: 51). 

The fundamental question remains: How should Europe and the United States approach an 

autocratic and challenging Russia, which pursues an essentially anti-Western policy, seeking to 

fulfill its ambitions to become a leading actor on the global stage and regain the status of a great 

power? Or, let us put it this way: Can the United States or Europe really have any influence on 

Moscow and can they really offer Russia an effective cooperation? This question could also be 

formulated as follows: “How important is Russia’s cooperation today and in the next several years 

on issues clearly most connected to American and allied vital national interests?” (Blackwill 2008: 

68). 
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The answer, we believe, is simple: Despite Washington’s and Brussels’s moralisms, humanitarian 

lessons, and sometimes harsh criticism of Russia, the fact of the matter is that the West needs 

Russia as much as Russia needs the West. To resolve some of the major international problems 

today Russia’s collaboration remains vital. Up until now, even after the events of 2008 in Georgia 

and the Russian annexation of Crimea, neither Washington nor the governments of EU member 

states have acted determinedly and they are unlikely to do so beyond a rhetoric quasi in rem, for 

they see Russia—and, in fact, need her—as a partner in the fight against international terrorism, 

including the fight against ISIS, in their efforts to prevent the spread of nuclear technology and 

nuclear weapons as well as in solving the energy problems (Wolffe and Conant. 2005: 49). In all 

these and many other important global issues the U.S. and Europe are “unlikely to succeed without 

Moscow”, hence they need to have Russia play “a central and positive role” (Blackwill 2008: 70) 

in partnership with them. 

How? Ivo Daalder, President of the Chicago Council on Global Affairs and formerly a security 

and foreign policy advisor to Bill Clinton and Barack Obama, provides a sound argument: A new 

Western strategy of containment for Russia. In his view, “political and economic engagement 

coupled with military forbearance will eventually bring Moscow around to a more constructive 

relationship” (Daalder 2016). The rationale behind this strategy is much the same today as it was 

back in the late 1940s, when George Kennan advised the U.S. administration that containment was 

“the necessary response to a Soviet system that was driving towards external expansion because 

of its internal weaknesses” (ibid). Kennan believed that outside pressure—“a long term, patient 

but firm and vigilant containment of Russian expansive tendencies”, not only in Europe, but 

globally (Kennan 1947: 25)—would lead to the internal change necessary to modify external 

Soviet behavior. 

Daadler maintains that containment must be a long-term strategy that can be “best sustained by 

emphasizing western strengths and Russian weaknesses” (Daalder 2016). Whereas the core of the 

strength for the West is the unity of the trans-Atlantic alliance, Russia’s greatest vulnerability is 

its economy. But if that strategy of containment took 40 years to bring about a change in Soviet 

behavior and ultimately the collapse of the USSR, with a far weaker Russia today containment—

applied with patience and firmness—may succeed in a much shorter time to make Russia change 

its behavior (ibid). 

 

Russia and the Balkans 

Putin is rightly criticized by Western Foreign Policy and security establishment (particularly in the 

U.S. and the UK) for being behind the involvement of Russian agencies in Western elections, 

Russian activities in Ukraine, and Russian cruelty in Syria. But Moscow is also criticized for its 

involvement in Serbia, in Bosnia-Herzegovina, in Montenegro, and in Macedonia. It was accused 
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for meddling in Montenegro’s parliamentary election campaign and of involvement in a coup 

attempt in October 2016, aimed at preventing Montenegro from joining NATO. Moscow was also 

accused for its concerted effort to inflame Macedonia’s political crisis in 2017. The goal was, 

Janusz Bugajski observes, “not only to diminish prospects for Macedonia’s entry into NATO and 

the EU, but even more alarmingly to turn the Balkans into a conflict zone that illustrates Western 

weakness and intensifies Russia’s influence” (Bugajski 2017). 

All of the former Yugoslav republics—Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, 

Montenegro and Macedonia—as well as the two Albanian states, Kosovo and Albania—are part 

of the European borderland contested by Western Europe, Turkey and Russia, and, therefore, a 

longtime playground for all three. They all have developed strong political and commercial ties to 

Europe and either have been or aspire to be integrated into the European Union. It is almost certain 

that they want to maintain close ties to Europe and Western institutions—especially NATO—that 

provide them with security and financial assistance. 

Russia, however, retains a strong interest in the region. In one way or another, Moscow is involved 

in every Balkan nation, and that involvement is increasingly active. It includes a Serbian-language 

propaganda machine and a network of friendly local nongovernmental organizations and media 

outlets (Bershidsky  2017)—this is not the case in Albania. Yet, not all the former Yugoslav 

republics are as close to Russia—Slovenia and Croatia are certainly not. It has been mainly through 

the use of energy projects and opportunities created by the European economic crisis that Moscow 

has been trying to build and solidify its influence in the region. Although a major project like the 

Russian-backed South Stream natural gas pipeline—that would have strengthened Russia’s 

economic grip on Bulgaria, Serbia, Hungary, Slovenia and Croatia—failed in 2014 (Yardley and 

Becker 2014), Moscow’s attempts to economically penetrate and politically persuade the region 

were not halted. First and foremost Moscow is involved in Serbia, reaching thus both the 

geographic center of the Balkans and the historic, political, and—one could almost certainly say—

the metaphysical heart of their tragedy. 

Russia is already the biggest investor in Serbia’s economy. In 2009 Gazprom Neft purchased 

Serbian energy company NIS, which operates in Serbia, Montenegro, Macedonia and Bosnia-

Herzegovina. Even outside the energy sector, Russian companies are taking advantage of Europe’s 

current economic weakness and are picking up numerous strategic assets. In 2013 Moscow 

extended to Belgrade an $800 million loan to finance the upgrading of Serbia’s railway system. 

That same year, Moscow granted Serbia a $500 million credit to help plug Serbia’s budget deficit 

and restore its annual growth (Reuters 2013). 

Serbia and Russia are jointly producing military vehicles in Serbia for export. In November 2016, 

just six months before Montenegro officially joined NATO, Serbia, Russia and Belarus began joint 

military exercises—called “Slavic Brotherhood”—on Serbian territory in a move likely to 

reinforce increased East-West tensions (Vasovic 2016). Most recently, Russia gifted Serbia $600 
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million worth of weapons, including six MiG-29 ‘Fulcrum’ fighter jets, 30 T-72 tanks and 30 

BRDM-2 armored reconnaissance vehicles (US House of Representatives 2017). Of course, 

Washington and Brussels are growing increasingly concerned with the choices Belgrade is making 

on military and security matters. 

The words of Ivica Dacic, Serbia’s former prime minister, to Russia’s Prime Minister Dmitry 

Medvedev, in April 2013 that “Serbia can continue to aspire to join the European Union but never 

forget that Russia and the Russian people are our greatest friends” (ibid), are very revealing. One 

should recall the imperial welcome (with troops, tanks and fighter jets) Serbia gave Vladimir Putin 

during his visit to Belgrade, in October 2014, balancing Serbia’s ambitions for European 

integration with enduring reverence for a big-power ally deeply at odds with the West 

(EUROACTIV 2014). On that occasion, Putin declared that “Russia, just as it was in the past, will 

always see Serbia as our closest ally” (ibid). 

Serbia, of course, is not entirely pro-Russian—it is, after all, an EU accession candidate, and about 

40 percent of the population is pro-EU. Serbia’s ambiguous position vis-a-vis Brussels and 

Moscow is demonstrated, among others, by its pledge to respect the territorial integrity of Ukraine, 

whose own moves towards the EU prompted Moscow’s annexation of Crimea and a pro-Russian 

revolt in the east in 2014, as well as Belgrade’s refusal to join the West’s sanctions on Russia, 

something the EU’s commissioner tasked with accession negotiations, Johannes Hahn, has said 

Belgrade would “have to address”. 

Although Russia’s presence in the former Yugoslavia is growing, I believe that Moscow’s 

involvement in the region will remain constrained. Even Serbia, Russia’s traditional Slavic and 

Orthodox Christian ally in the Balkans and, ipso facto, an important country for Russia, tries to 

avoid an open confrontation with the West. A candidate country for EU membership since March 

2012, Serbia is not actively seeking membership in NATO, which remains unpopular among the 

Serbs because of its 1999 bombing campaign to drive Serbian forces out of Kosovo. However, as 

part of its integration with the West, in 2015 Serbia signed the Individual Partnership Action Plan 

(IPAP), the highest level of cooperation between NATO and a country not aspiring to join. 

In the new global realities Russia’s traditionally relatively strong cultural ties with the Slavic and 

Orthodox countries in the Balkans cannot have the same relevance as in the 19th century. We 

disagree with those who believe that although “quieter and far less violent than other assertive 

moves by the Kremlin”, Russian power play in the Balkans is “no less important in the 21st century 

re-enactment of the Great Game” (Bershidsky 2017). 

Although the “potential expansion of NATO to include Montenegro, Macedonia and Bosnia”, was 

named as “among the biggest Western threats to Russia” (ibid) by the head of Putin’s Security 

Council, Nikolai Patrushev, earlier this year, we strongly believe that the Balkans are not the region 

in which Russia is willing to heavily invest its energies and resources, neither is it the region that 
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defines Russia’s global geopolitical ambitions. Therefore, fears about the Russification of the 

Balkans, like those of the re-Ottomanization of the region are overly exaggerated, not to say 

groundless. 

The Balkans is not the Baltics. Russia may have some compelling interests in the Balkans but, 

again, this region is not only geographically far from Moscow’s orbit, but also politically, 

economically and militarily well under the protective umbrella of the West. Russia may still be 

adopting a hard-headed Bismarckian stance towards the Balkans, but is it worth the trouble? As 

much as Russia may want to have a strong grip on the Balkans, it will most likely not actively risk 

its relations with the United States over a region that is not directly central to her global agenda, 

as the Baltic region surely is. For one thing, you don’t hear in Tirana, in Skopje, in Sofia or in 

Zagreb the same talk centered on the strengthening of western defense guarantees that you hear in 

Riga or in Talin. 

One should be reminded that “Russia’s post-Soviet geopolitics was defined by the voluntary 

surrender of the Soviet Union’s Western ramparts: the Baltic States, Ukraine, Belarus and 

Moldova. Acquired between 1650 and 1825 this land bridge to Europe had made both the Russian 

Empire and its Soviet successors a European great power” (Dal Santo 2017). This being the case, 

Russia’s geopolitical ambitions are primarily focused on its immediate neighboring states, or 

Russia’s “near abroad” (blizhnoe zarubezhe’e), where some 20 to 40 million ethnic Russians 

(depending on the definition of “ethnicity”) live and which Russia considers its natural sphere of 

influence. 

It is certain that Russia does not intend to restore the Soviet Union—it knows full well that this is 

simply not possible. Russia does not want the dissolution of NATO either—this, too, is beyond 

Russia’s might, therefore impossible. Boris Mezhuev, a leading theorist of post-Soviet critical 

geopolitics, maintains that, what Russia really wants is that “the Western block gives up 

incorporating Ukraine, Moldova and, in the Balkans, Serbia would instead remain neutral. Crimea 

and Belarus...would by contrast remain culturally and strategically an indisputable part of the 

wider Russian world” where they belong (quoted in Dal Santo). 

With the inclusion of the three Baltic States in 2004, NATO become Russia’s geostrategic 

neighbor on its northwestern flank and Moscow considers this a serious threat to its national 

security. Likewise, Moscow has viewed the U.S. backed “color revolutions” in former Soviet 

states—the “Rose Revolution” in Georgia, in 2003, the “Orange Revolution” in Ukraine, in 2004, 

and the “Tulip Revolution” in Kirgizstan, in 2005—not as spreading democracy, but as “state 

coups”, engineered by the CIA and American and West European NGOs, such as the Freedom 

House etc., designed to advance Western influence in Moscow’s backyard” (Dibb 2006: 83-84) 

and even Russia’s destabilization itself. The mainstream opinion among Russian elites holds that 

NATO enlargement and democracy-promotion efforts in Russia’s neighboring countries represent 

a “divide-and-rule strategy” managed by Washington, attempting “to encircle [Russia] with 
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governments more friendly toward Washington than Moscow” (Saunders 2007: 7). In light of these 

concerns, as Kadri Liik, puts it: 

 

What Russia truly wants in terms of territory is a sphere of control in its neighborhood—mainly, 

the six countries that lie between the EU and Russia and comprise what the EU calls its Eastern 

neighborhood: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine. Moscow expects 

these countries to be sensitive to Moscow’s wishes; it wants to have the ability to manage, arbitrate, 

and veto their relations with the West, and to prevent the Western organizations into that part of 

the world, based on the assumption that any Western actions there could have Russia’s approval 

(Liik 2017). 

 

In other words: 

 

Russia needs a ‘demilitarized zone’ from Stettin to Trieste, from the Baltic to the Black Sea…, 

without missile defense, without NATO battalions, without air bases and missile launchers, 

[combined with] the guarantee of self-determination for those who are ready to fight for 

membership of Russian civilization (quoted in Dal Santo 2017). 

 

Be that as it may, Russia has certainly benefited from the slowdown in Europe’s integration efforts 

in the Balkans and from the funding slump that the European economic crisis created in the region. 

To lessen Russia’s craving for the Balkans and to ensure the Atlanticist and Europeanist future of 

this entire region, NATO and the European Union should no longer deny—or delay—their 

admission into both. For the Balkans, as well as for Europe itself, this is one of those rarities that 

Hegel termed history’s “unique moments”. Therefore it must not be missed. 

  

 

 

 

Conclusion 

The main aim of the article has been to contribute to a discussion about how is the relationship 

between Russia and the West in today’s global geopolitics. What are the features of this 
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relationship? As a starting point it is explained what Russia represents and the role it plays for the 

United States and the Europe, and most generally for the West. For sure Russia for them is a great 

dilemma and a big challenge. After that we have tried to explain Russia’s two major advantages 

towards her relationship with the West: a leader as Putin who has restored Russian national pride 

and the fact that the West is weak when it comes to counter Russia. Through our analyses we came 

to conclusion that the West needs Russia as much as Russia needs the West.  

When it comes to the Balkans, Russia retains a strong interest in the region. We argued that 

although Russia’s presence in the former Yugoslavia is growing, Moscow’s involvement in the 

region will remain constrained due to some very concrete reasons.  

Therefore fears about the Russification of the Balkans are overly exaggerated, not to say 

groundless. Russia does not intend to restore the Soviet Union—it knows full well that this is 

simply not possible. Russia does not want the dissolution of NATO either—this, too, is beyond 

Russia’s might, therefore impossible. But Russia has certainly benefited from the slowdown in the 

Europe’s integration efforts in the region. 

To lessen Russia’s craving for the Balkans and to ensure the Atlanticist and Europeanist future of 

this entire region, NATO and the European Union should no longer deny—or delay—their 

admission into both. For the Balkans, as well as for Europe itself, this is one of those rarities that 

Hegel termed history’s “unique moments”. Therefore it must not be missed. 
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