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A NEOCLASSICAL REALIST PERSPECTIVE
ON RUSSIAN FOREIGN POLICY
IN THE EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN IN THE PUTIN ERA

Russian regional activity in the Eastern Mediterranean represent a significant part of its global po-
sitioning. Reassuring itself as a great power capable of bringing loud voice into international affairs,
Russia secures its national interests by building up its power capabilities in the Eastern Mediterranean,
which consequently influence the geopolitical balance of power in the region. However, against the
background of Russia’s economic weakness and political isolation, expressed in a decrease in its relative
material capabilities, why does it continue to expand its participation in remote regions like the Eastern
Mediterranean? What systemic and domestic factors are driving its foreign policy towards this region?
How Moscow perceive the Eastern Mediterranean? Which strategy does Russia apply in maintaining its
position in the region, and how it behaves vis- -vis key regional actors? Taking neoclassical realism as a
theoretical basis, this article aims to answer the above questions providing an analysis of systemic incen-
tives and domestic (unit) level variables, which are instrumental in understanding Russian foreign policy
behavior in the region (dependent variable), as well as globally. Focusing on the geographical area of
Eastern Mediterranean, this article offers insights into Russia’s interaction with this region and within it,
its behavior pursuing its interests exposing areas of potential conflict and cooperation with relevant ac-
tors, and the patterns of Russia’s interaction in regional balance of power. The significance of this study
lies in the applying of a relatively new theoretical approach (neoclassical realism) to a specific geographi-
cal case (Eastern Mediterranean) in a certain time frame (Putin era) in the study of Russian foreign policy.

Key words: Russia, Eastern Mediterranean, neoclassical realism
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Mytun aApyipinaeri LUbiFbic XKepopTta TeHisiHaeri Peceiain
CbIPTKbI CasicaTblHa HEOKAACCHKAABIK, PEaAUCTIK Ke3Kapac

O3iH XaAblKapaAbIK, iCTepre AaybiC KOTepe aAaTblH YAbl AeprkaBa peTiHAe ceHAipe OTbipbin, Peceit
LLbiFbic XKepopTa TeHi3iHAeri KyaT MYMKIHAIKTEPIH apTTblpy apKblAbl ©3iHiH YATTbIK, MYAAEAEpiH
KamTamacbI3 eTeAl, OyA alMaKTarbl KYLUTEPAIH reocascu Tene-TeHairiHe acep eteai. Aaanaa, Pecenain
CaAbICTbIPMaAbl MaTepPUaAAbIK, MYMKIHAIKTEPIHIH, TOMEHAEYIMEH KOPIHETIH SKOHOMMKAAbIK, SACI3AITI
MEH Casicn oKllayAaHybl ascbiHaa OA LLbiFbic JKepopTa TeHi3i CHMaKTbl WaAFai aimakTapra KaTbICyblH
KEHEeNTYAl HeAiKTeH >kaAracTbipyAa? OHbIH OCbl aliMakKa KaTbICTbl CbIPTKbl CasgcaTblH KaHAAM XKYMEAI
XoHe iwki dakTopaap mtepmesen oTbip? Mackey LLbiFbic YKepopTa TeHi3iH Karail KabblAAAMADBI?
Pecein anmakTaFbl MO3MUMAICBIH cakTay YLWiH KaHAQA CTpaTernsiHibl KOAAQHAAbl XX8HEe OA Herisri
aNMaKTbIK, CybbekTirepre Karan Kapanabl? HEOKAACCUKAABIK, PEAAM3MAT TEOPUSIABIK, HETi3 PETIHAE aAa
OTbIpbIN, 6YA Makara Pecerain anmakTarbl CbIPTKbl CasiCaTbiHbIH MiHE3-KYAKbIH (TOYEAAI aiiHbIMaAbI)
TYCIHYre KOMeKTeCeTiH >XYMEeAl bIHTAAAQHAbIPYAAp MeH ki (GipAiK) AeHremaeri anmHbIMAAbIAAPADI
TaAAQyAbl KaMTaMachl3 eTETiH XXOFapblAd aTaAFaH CypakTapra >kayan 6epyre 6arbiTTaAraH. )ahaHAbIK,
LUbirbic YKepopTa TeHi3iHiH reorpacmsAbiK aiMarbiHa Ha3ap ayAapa oTbipbin, 6yA Makasa Pecenaix
OCbl aMaKMEH >X8He OHbIH WeHOepiHAeri e3apa opekeTTecyiHe, OHblH MYAAEAEPIH KO3AENTIH
MIHE3-KYAKbIHA, bIKTMMAA KAKTbIFbICTAp MEH TUICTi CyObeKTiAepMEeH bIHTbIMAKTACTbIK, aiiMaKTapbiH
aluKepeAeyre xaHe PeceiaiH aiMakTbIK, KYLUTEP TEHrepiMiHAEr ©3apa apeKkeTTecy YATiAepiHe TYCiHiK
Gepeai. . bya 3epTTeyaiH MaHbI3AbIAbIFbI Pecerain, ChIpTKbl cascatbiH 3epTTeyAe OGeAriai 6ip yakbiT
weHbepiHae (MyTuH AdYipi) HaKTbl reorpadmsAbIK, karaarra (LLbiFbic X)KepopTa TeHi3i) CaAbICTbIPMaAbl
TYPAE >KaHa TEOPUSAbIK, K&3KapacTbl (HEOKAQCCUKAABIK, PEaAU3M) KOAAAHYAQ XKaTbIp.

Ty#in ce3aep: Peceit, LLbirbic JXepopTa TeHi3i, HEOKAACCHKAABIK, peaAn3m
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Poccuiickas BHewwHssi noauTHKa B BoctouHOM Cpe,A,M3eMHOM0pbe
B 2Moxy HYTMHa C NepcneKTuBbl HEOKAACCHUYECKOro pearAMama

YT1Bepxkaasi cebsi B KauecTBe BEAMKOM AepyKaBbl, CMOCOOGHOW TIPOMKO 3asiBuTb o cebe B
MEXAYHapOAHbIX AeAax, Poccunst 3awmiaeT cBOM HaLLMOHaAbHbIE MHTEPEChI, HapalluBas CBOM CMAOBOW
noteHumMaa B BoctouHom CpeaM3eMHOMOpPbE, UTO, CAEAOBATEAbHO, BAMSET Ha reornoAMTUYECKWI
6araHc cuAa B pervoHe. OAHaKo Ha (hOHEe 3KOHOMMYECKOW CAABOCTU U MOAMTUYECKON W30AILMM
Poccun, Bbipaxkalolencs B CHMXKEHWM ee OTHOCUMTEAbHbIX MaTepWaAbHbIX BO3MOXHOCTEN, novemy
OHa MPOAOAXKAeT paclMpaTb CBOE YyyacTMe B OTAAAEHHbIX permoHax, TakuMx Kak BocTtouHoe
CpeamnzemHoMopbe? Kakue cucTeMHble M BHYTPeHHWe (DakTopbl ONPEAEASIOT ee BHELLUHIO MOAUTUKY
B OTHOLUeHnn 3Toro perrvoHa? Kak MockBa BocnpuHumaeT BoctouHoe CpeaunzemHoMopbe? Kakyto
CTpaTerunio npumeHsieT Poccust AAS COXpaHeHUst CBOMX MO3WLMIA B PErMOHe, 1 Kak OHa BEAET cebsl no
OTHOLLEHMIO K KAKOUEBbIM PErMOHAAbHbIM akTOopam? B35B 3a TeOpeTHUeCcKyo OCHOBY HEOKAAQCCUUYECKMI
peaAmM3M, AaHHag CTaTbs MpM3BaHa OTBETUTb HA BbllleyKa3aHHble BOMPOCHI, NMPEAOCTaBMB aHaAM3
CUCTEMHbBIX CTUMYAOB U MepPeMeHHbIX BHYTPEHHEro (EAMHWYHOIO) YPOBHS, KOTOPble UrpaloT BakHYIO
POAb B MOHMMAHUWM BHELLHENOAMTUYECKOrO NoBeAeHUs Poccum B pervoHe (3aBMCHMMast nepemMeHHas),
a Takxke B raobarbHom Macwtabe. CoCcpeAOTOUMB BHUMAHKME Ha reorpacuueckoit 3oHe BoctouHoro
CpeaAn3eMHOMOpPbS, 3Ta CTaTbsl AQeT NPEACTAaBAEHWE O B3aMMOAENCTBUKM POCCUMM C 3TUM PErmoHOM 1
BHYTPW Hero, ee NMoBEAEHWM, MPECACAYIOLLEM CBOU MHTEPEChI, U BbisiBASS 06AACTM MOTEHLMAABHOIO
KOH(AMKTA M COTPYAHMYECTBA C COOTBETCTBYIOLLMMM aKTOpPaMM, a Tak)ke O MOAEASIX B3aMMOAENCTBUS
Poccum B pervoHaabHOM GaaaHce CMA. 3HAUMMOCTb AQHHOTO MCCAEAOBAHMS 3aKAIOUAETCS B PUMEHEHMM
OTHOCUTEAbHO HOBOIO TEOPETMYECKOro MOAXOAQ (HEOKAACCMUECKOro peaAm3ma) K KOHKPETHOMY
reorpacuyeckomy cayyaio (BoctouHoe CpeanzeMHOMOpPbE) B ONPEAEAEHHbI NEPUOA BPeMeHM (arnoxa
[TyTrHA) B M3yuyeHnn BHelLHen NoAnTuKn Poccum.

Karo4yeBblie cAoBa: POCCVIH, BocTouHoe CpeAVBeMHOMOpbe, HEOKAQCCUMYeCKnn peaAn3m

Introduction

The global and comprehensive activity
(diplomatic, military, and economic) of Russia is
conditioned by anumber of factors at the international
and domestic levels. In modern conditions of
transformation of the global international system,
regional subsystems play an important role. Changes
taking place at the regional level affect the dynamics
of the global international system. Asserting itself
as a great power, which is considered as such by
other global actors, Russia seeks to project its
power in different regions, from the Middle East to
Latin America, in order to establish the world order
according to its own vision.

With the coming to power of Vladimir Putin
in 2000, there has been a gradual strengthening
of Russia’s position in the international arena,
its greater engagement in the different regions
and larger involvement in resolving of global
issues. A window of opportunity opened at the
regional level (events in the MENA region and the
adjacent Mediterranean) and a favorable domestic
environment led Moscow to seek to expand its
interests abroad. One of the regions of such interest
became the Eastern Mediterranean.
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Back in 1999, Vladimir Putin, being the Prime
Minister of Russia, declared the need to restore
Russian military presence in the Mediterranean Sea
(Lutterbeck, 2009: 393). This idea was reflected in
the Russia’s Maritime Doctrine of 2001 (Morskaya
doktrina Rossiyskoy Federatsii na period do 2020
goda 2"V, thereby designating the Mediterranean as
a strategically important region for ensuring national
interests. Since then, the Mediterranean has taken a
firm place in Russia’s foreign policy confirmed by
the new edition of the 2015 Maritime Doctrine of the
Russian Federation, which sets the task of ensuring
a sufficient naval presence of Russia in the region on
a permanent basis (Morskaya doktrina Rossiyskoy
Federatsii, 2015). Drawing a historical parallel,
it should be noted that in imperial times Russia
maintained its permanent fleet in the Mediterranean
Sea until 1917 (Zonova, 2015: 522).

Thus, since 2008, a major turning point in
Russia’s foreign policy after its involvement in
Georgia, Moscow has become increasingly assertive
gradually increasing its naval presence in the Eastern
Mediterranean. This becomes especially noticeable
in the contrast to Russia’s withdrawal from the
region in the 1990s after the collapse of the Soviet
Union.
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Russia has its stake in the Eastern Mediterranean
that has significant implications for regional balance
of power and policies of regional actors. The
underlying causes of Russian policy in the Eastern
Mediterranean are considered from neoclassical
realist theory, taking in consideration systemic and
domestic levels. The Type III neoclassical realism
is chosen as the theoretical framework of this paper
seeking to resolve the research puzzle of consistent
Russia’s assertiveness to exert its influence in
remote regions as Eastern Mediterranean in spite
of ambiguous international and domestic situation.
This article argues that Russia’s foreign policy
behavior is mainly determined by the international
system. But the way Moscow responds to the
Eastern Mediterranean challenges is filtered through
Russia’s domestic elements. Neoclassical realist
theory appears to be useful for understanding
Russia’s approach towards Eastern Mediterranean,
as it examines both the international and domestic
levels, as well as their interaction with each other.

Material and Methods

The materials used for this study were obtained
exclusively from open sources. Both primary
(official documents) and secondary sources
(scientific articles, monographs, books, research
papers, reports) were used in the course of the
research. As noted previously, the theoretical basis
of'this article is the neoclassical realist theory, which
is used to analyze Russia’s foreign policy in the
Eastern Mediterranean. The article follows the logic
of developing a theoretical approach, analyzing the
international environment (independent variable)
and the impact of systemic stimuli on Russian
policy responses (dependent variable), as well as
the domestic environment (intervening variables),
namely the leader image and the strategic culture of
Russia, which have strong influence on the shaping
of foreign policy decisions.

Literature Review

Within the framework of this research, the
literature review covers two areas, theoretical and
empirical.

The theoretical underpinnings offered by Norrin
M. Ripsman, Jeffrey W. Taliaferro and Steven E.
Lobell in their common work Neoclassical Realist
Theory of International Politics purports to explain
phenomena ranging from short-term crisis decision-
making by individual states up to and including

broader patterns of international outcomes and
structural change (Ripsman, 2016). This book was
used as a main theoretical guideline in developing
the question under investigation.

An addition to the book mentioned above was
the article Contemporary Realism and the Foreign
Policy of the Russian Federation written by Jacek
Wieclawski, who analyzes Russian foreign policy
from the perspective of the theory of contemporary
realism. He observes the complex nature of the
foreign activity of the Russian Federation using
the framework of classical realism, neorealism
and neoclassical realism. This article defines a
broad range of international (systemic) and internal
political variables of the foreign policy of Russia.
The article notes the evolution of Russia’s foreign
activity after the end of the Cold War, as well as the
growing importance of neoclassical realism as an
explanatory tool in this regard (Wieclawski, 2011).

Moreover, by studying many sources on the
issue under study, it is useful to read the works
of junior scholars who can not only provide
information, but also help to look at the situation
from a different angle or give a new understanding
of the phenomena. Thus, Julian Mark Reder’s
dissertation The Medvedev Years: An Examination of
the External Forces & Internal Dynamics Affecting
the Kremlin’s Foreign Policy Decisions, although
focusing on the period of the presidency of Dmitry
Medvedev, provides a reference to previous periods,
including the presidency of Vladimir Putin. In the
framework of this study, such points as the nature of
forces and personal dynamics are of interest, since
they ultimately determine the Kremlin’s reaction
to foreign policy issues. The author analyzes
the key players involved in the formulation and
implementation of foreign policy decisions (Reder,
2013). Another thesis written by James Adam
Oswell is of interest for this research as an example
of theoretical application to the particular case.
Referring to structural realism and neoclassical
realism, the author addressed to the case of the British
strategy of appeasement in the 1930s to show how
these theories explain the British strategy. Turning
to the theory of neoclassical realism, he identified
“particular ways in which domestic politics played
an intervening role in impacting British power,”
(Oswell: 2013 abstract) reyeqling the gap of structural
realist analysis.

Mark R. Brawley’s Political Economy and
Grand Strategy: A Neoclassical Realist View
gives theoretical overview of the concept of grand
strategy. Although the focus is made on the political-
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economic perspective, it completes the theoretical
basis for this research. Author explores a theory
of balance of power applying it to the historical
examples, including the Soviet grand strategy in
the 1980s that gives an important impetus for the
further research of modern Russian grand strategy
(Brawley, 2010).

In search of answers to questions how
contemporary international system looks like, who
are the modern great powers, and what role Russia
plays in the international system, a number of articles
by foreign and Russian researchers were studied.
Thus, Richard Sakwa wrote about the international
system and models of global order from the positions
of liberal and conservative internationalism (Sakwa,
2019). Richard Haass analyzed possible responses
to a disordered world (Haass, 2014). Among
Russian researchers, the article of Igor Istomin is of
interest, in which he compared the Russian official
and expert foreign policy discourse on the example
of the ratio of centers of power and principles of
building relations between them (Istomin, 2016).

Another layer of sources is empirical, aimed
at studying Russian foreign policy in the Eastern
Mediterranean. Among the huge variety of works
devoted to Russian foreign policy and its relations
with different regions (see, for example, Degterev,
2019; Gubaidullina, 2011), a rather modest
number of works, relative to the total number,
concerns the Eastern Mediterranean. As a rule, this
region is considered either as part of the greater
Mediterranean, or together with Europe or the Middle
East, which has attracted the attention of scholars
in the last decade. Among the available works, one
can single out Marc Pierini’s article about the actors
involved in the region and their struggle for power
(Pierini, 2020). Furthermore, he separately studied
the issue of Russia’s positioning in the region and
the consequences it brings to NATO and Europe
(Pierini, 2021).

Another article Russia’s Eastern Mediterranean
Policy written by Agnieszka Legucka gives a short
but insightful review of Moscow’s activity in the
region, defining its goals and motives, as well as the
areas of Russian national interests (Legucka, 2020).

Tailor Craig Cayce’s master’s thesis Russian
Military Basing in the Black Sea and Eastern
Mediterranean: The Central Component to the
Regional Foreign Policy describes Russian foreign
policy toward Georgia, Ukraine and Syria and
explains how regional military bases fitinto it (Cayce,
2016). The important aspect that author reviewed
in his work was the presence of military bases in
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each of these regions, which, in their turn, were at
stake during the conflicts with Russian engagement.
The researcher maintained that one of the causes of
Russia’s activities was the threat of losing its power
that was projected by the means of relevant military
bases (Gudauta in Georgia, Sevastopol in Ukraine,
and Tartus in Syria). As he observes, military bases
represents a tool of spreading Russian influence
in the Black Sea and Middle East (via the Eastern
Mediterranean). Further, the thesis holds that these
regions have strategic and geographic importance
for Russia. Thus, this thesis gives another aspect
of Russia’s power projection in the Eastern
Mediterranean that is of interest for current research.

The book Russia: Re-Emerging Great Power
edited by Roger E. Kanet examines the increasing
role of Russia in the world affairs (Kanet, 2007).
Although this book is not new, it gives a deep
insight into the concept of great power and Russia’s
self-perception of greatness. As such, it can be
beneficial for the analysis of systemic level of
Russian foreign policy. Another book of interest is
Russia in the Changing International System edited
by Emel Parlar Dal and Emre Ersen. This work is
valuable in terms of studying Russia’s perception of
a changing international system in the twenty-first
century. The studies done by the authors allow the
reader to evaluate motives and strategies of Russia
in relation to a number of contemporary problems
(Parlar Dal, 2020).

An additional source that broaden an
understanding of Russian foreign policy in the
Eastern Mediterranean is Igor Delanoé’s article
devoted to the return of Russia to the Mediterranean
region. The author analyzes the contemporary
policy of Russia in the region, but also presents a
historical retrospective in his research. In particular,
he gives an idea of the traditional historical view
about Russian defensive position (Delanog, 2014).

As such, it is apparent that Russia’s foreign
policy has come under scrutiny from different
aspects of many researchers. However, the Eastern
Mediterranean seems understudied and deserves
special attention, which this study is aimed to.

Results and Discussion

The International Level: Power Distribution
and Foreign Policy Behavior

Considering Eastern Mediterranean as a
regional subsystem, one can see that it reflects
the global arena presenting its mini projection but
adding some regional actors. This is explained
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by the interdependence of global and regional
fluctuations as mutually influencing components of
one whole, that is, the regional subsystem is a part of
the global international system. Indeed, the Eastern
Mediterranean is part of the Mediterranean region,
which is adjacent to Europe, the Middle East and
North Africa, which can be considered as separate
subsystems, and which also provides the opportunity
to enter the World Ocean.

Russia’s presence in the Eastern Mediterranean is
opposed to the active actions of the United States and
its Western allies in the face of the European Union
in the region. Moreover, the last decade has been
marked by the increasing activity of both regional
(Egypt, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates and
Turkey) and global actors (China). The discovered
reserves of energy resources in recent years are of
strategic importance and can affect the distribution
of power both in the region and undermine Russia’s
position in the international arena. Therefore,
controlling its extraction and transportation in the
region allows Moscow to keep dominant position in
the supply of energy resources to Europe. Another
important aspect of Russian interest in the region is
security. Before considering these factors, it is worth
paying special attention to the structural modifiers
that play a role in shaping Russian foreign policy
towards Eastern Mediterranean.

Russia’s geographic location relative to the
Eastern Mediterranean region has predetermined its
policy for centuries. The vast territory of Russia has
no access to warm seas, which naturally impeded
its trade and economic development, as a result of
which Russia has historically sought to find a way
to the shores of warm seas expanding its defensive
territory to the south. The events of the Arab Spring
provided an opportunity to strengthen Russian
position in the region, which culminated in Russia’s
engagement into the Syrian Civil War. Providing
significant military and diplomatic support to the
Assad regime, Russia got under its control the naval
base in Tartus, the strategic port of Latakia and the
Khmeimim air base in Syria, which allow Moscow
to project its influence and power not only in the
Middle East, but also in the Eastern Mediterranean
and beyond. Two of these military bases, namely a
naval base in Tartus and an air base in Khmeimim
ensure Russia’s presence in the region in the extended
time frame for 49 years (long-term) starting from
2017 (Legucka, 2020: 2). This region is a “south
key” to open the “door” to the World Ocean and
project Russian power globally. Thus, the Eastern
Mediterranean, which is located at the intersection

of the Middle East, Europe and North Africa and
provides access to the World Ocean, is an important
communications and transmission route, thereby,
representing a strategically significant region for
Russia in terms of projecting its influence and power.

Another structural modifier that affects the way
actors interact and behave towards each other is the
offense-defense balance in military technologies,
which intensifies the security dilemma in the
relevant region. Russia got access to naval and air
facilities in Syria that has expanded its operational
capabilities throughout the Eastern Mediterranean,
as well as beyond. Thus, for example, a naval base
in Tartus has the potential to accommodate eleven
warships.

As Russia’s case shows, its activities in the
Eastern Mediterranean are largely built on the
perception of the ongoing enlargement of the
European Union and NATO, and their immediate
proximity to the borders of Russia, thereby
exacerbating the feeling of a “besieged fortress”
(Delanoé, 2014:24). Thus, Russia’s presence in the
Eastern Mediterranean is primarily conditioned by
its national security requirements. Nevertheless,
the consistent development of the European Union
in the process of enlargement has institutionally
complicated its foreign policy decision making,
which impeded the European Council “to reach
a clear consensus on the EU’s policy in Syria,
Libya, or Turkey” (Pierini, 2020: 104). Meanwhile,
the COVID-19 pandemic that began in 2020 has
created uncertainty and further distracted the
European Union from the Eastern Mediterranean
affairs (Pierini, 2020: 104). Furthermore, there has
been a relative weakening of the US role in the
Eastern Mediterrancan and Middle East, which
led to a power vacuum (Dalay, 2021: I). This, in
its turn, contributed to the opening of a window of
opportunity for other actors, and, as a consequence,
led to Moscow’s decisive actions in this region.
As noted by Dario Cristiani, Russia’s approach is
“exploiting strategic vacuums,” (Cristiani, 2020: 2)
which is recently being traced in its foreign policy.
Nevertheless, it would be imprudent to claim that
Washington is completely leaving the Eastern
Mediterranean, reorienting itself to the Asia-Pacific
region. As the former US Secretary of Defense Leon
Panetta noted, the ratio of American naval power
between the Pacific and the Atlantic would change
by 60/40, in contrast to the previous 50/50 (Perlez,
2012). Despite this shift, the Eastern Mediterranean
remains a strategically important region for the
United States, allowing it to project its power. This
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region is a kind of ‘springboard’ for exerting US
influence in a number of directions, mainly in Africa
and deep into Eurasia, reaching Central Asia, which
is of interest to Washington in the geo-political
confrontation with China above all (Nopens, 2013:
3-4). These were external systemic incentives,
which influenced Russia to tailor its foreign policy
in accordance with the circumstances designed by
the international system.

Russian foreign policy in the Eastern
Mediterranean is also closely linked to its Middle
Eastern policy, as its posture in the Eastern
Mediterranean is intended to preserve its gains in
Syria. Thus, Russia’s policy in the region is dictated
by a defensive position and a simultaneous desire to
assert itself as a great power within the international
system, a power, which is capable to transform the
existing rules of the world order. However, there is
another point of view. Some researchers believe that
the main driver for Russia’s activity in the region
is not its desire to establish itself as a great power
due to the lack of the necessary means for this, but
the pragmatic task of ensuring the security of its
southern flank in the event of a possible conflict with
NATO (Rumer, 2021: 1).

As it was mentioned above, the Arab Spring
and subsequent events in Libya and Syria provided
Russia with opportunities to expand its participation
in the region. Representing itself as a great power
and being at the same time an external actor in the
Eastern Mediterranean, Russia took its place in the
complex equilibrium of interests of external and
regional actors. It has managed to forge relations
with all the key regional powers.

The power structure of the Eastern Mediterranean
is characterized by the involvement of major powers
(China, European Union, Russia and the United
States), regional powers with direct access to the
Mediterranean (Israel and Turkey), and Middle
Eastern regional powers (Iran, Qatar, and Saudi
Arabia). In addition, there is a de facto divided
Cyprus that is facing off against Turkish pressure.
In their dispute over energy resources, Russia also
plays an important role, influencing the balance of
power. Kremlin seizes every opportunity to exert
its influence on any crisis situation in the Eastern
Mediterranean, which would make it possible
to freeze competitive projects for the extraction
of energy resources and their transportation to
Europe continuing to keep a dominant position
in the supply of energy resources. Indeed, the
destabilized situation in the Eastern Mediterranean
causes concern in the ranks of the EU and NATO,
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thereby distracting them directly from Russia itself.
For example, Russia has offered its mediation
services between Cyprus and Greece with Turkey
on the maritime delimitation and division of Eastern
Mediterranean energy resources accordingly,
which could potentially expand its influence on
the southern borders of the EU and NATO taking
in consideration their indispensable geopolitical
significance for Western allies’ positioning in the
region. In addition, by doing so, it would displace
Germany, which is the preferred intermediary in
this dispute (Madeira, 2020). Another leverage of
Russia’s influence on the extraction and supply
of energy resources is its striving to participate in
regional energy projects. For example, in 2017, a
30% stake in the Egyptian Zohr gas field, which
is the largest gas field in the Mediterranean Sea,
was acquired by the Russian state-owned company
Rosneft (Rosneft Information Division, 2017).
Besides that, other Russian companies got energy
contracts in Libya and Syria (Legucka, 2020: 2).

Russia used its military position in the Eastern
Mediterranean to strike at ISIS positions in Syria,
thereby demonstrating its power and establishing
itself once again as a great power in the transforming
international system. The United States acted
similarly during the Gulf Wars, striking Iraq
with long-range missiles deployed in the Eastern
Mediterranean. Thus, Russia is leaning more towards
internal balancing, rearming its forces and emulating
the successful security behavior and the military
practice of its rival. Vladimir Putin, expressing his
sympathy to the foreign policy of Imperial Russia,
is guided by Alexander III principle that “Russia has
only two allies - its army and its navy.”

The Domestic Level: Variables Constraining
Foreign Policy

The difference between neoclassical realism
and earlier versions of realism is its taking into
account a number of domestic factors that affect
the likelihood and form of the state’s response
to certain international systemic imperatives.
Type III neoclassical realist theory considers
four categories of intervening variables, namely
leader images, strategic culture, state-society
relations and domestic institutions (Ripsman,
2016: 58-59).

It is apparent that the figure of Vladimir Putin
in power plays an important role in the activation of
Moscow on its southern flank. This is especially true
in contrast to the foreign policy course pursued by
the previous President of Russia Boris Yeltsin, when
Russia withdrew from a number of regions, including
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the Eastern Mediterranean, and focused its attention
mainly on the western direction. Russian foreign
policy under Vladimir Putin stepped up its efforts to
return from abandoned regions and develop new ties
and directions. As mentioned earlier, from the very
beginning of his tenure in power, he declared the
need to strengthen Russia’s military presence in the
Mediterranean. His assertive foreign policy in the
region serves as a justification of its imperial nature
for the Russian society, as well as provides access to
profitable agreements, including energy and military
sectors, for his close teammates (i.e. Gennady
Timchenko and Yevgeny Prigozhin) (Legucka,
2020: 1). As is known, one of the continuities of
the Soviet period in the shaping of modern Russian
foreign policy is its ‘over-centralization’ and the
role of personal ties within the circle of political
elites (Chernyshev, 2014: 19).

The place of the Eastern Mediterranean in
Russian strategic culture is mainly seen as a part of
the larger Mediterranean region, which is adjacent to
Europe. Therefore, Russian Eastern Mediterranean
policy is inextricably linked with Moscow’s
foreign policy towards Europe. However, the
events taking place in the Middle East over the past
decade have given even more weight to the Eastern
Mediterranean in the foreign policy of many states,
including Russia. Back in 1996, the then Minister
of Foreign Affairs, the famous Arabist Yevgeny
Primakov, noted the importance of this region for
Russia as providing direct access to the strategically
important region of the Middle East (Delanog,
2014: 28). At that time, the degree of significance
was determined by the instability of the southern
borders of Russia itself. Today, the threat comes
directly from the Middle East region and threatens
to revive the separatist and extremist sentiments
of the so-called “soft underbelly” of Russia. This
term was used by Primakov to designate Russian
southern flank (Kreutz, 2007: 11). What is more, the
so-called concept of the “Greater Mediterranean”
in Russia’s strategy towards the region, reflected
in the Memorandum on Russian Policy in the
Mediterranean of 1995 (Memorandum o politike
Rossii v Sredizemnomor’ye , 1995), implies
partnership relations between the countries of the
Black Sea, the Mediterranean and the Middle East,
which shows its strategic importance as one of the
parts (subsystem) of a single whole (international
system).

As for the perception of the need for Russia’s
presence in the Eastern Mediterranean, this is due to
the fact that Russian elites, like Russian society as a
whole, perceive the idea of Russia’s greatness and
do not agree only on defining its role as a regional
power (Lukyanov, 2016: 34). Thus, Russia’s
presence in the Eastern Mediterranean meets its
national interests in ensuring economic interests,
primarily in the energy sector, and security. The
weak economic and political situation is certainly a
limiting factor. The budget allocated for the military
maintenance of Russian troops and foreign military
bases could be distributed to solve domestic socio-
economic problems, and this causes discontent
in society. However, the perception of systemic
incentives through the prism of the leader, as well
as the established strategic culture, make their own
adjustments to Moscow’s foreign policy decisions.

Conclusion

Russian foreign policy in the Eastern
Mediterranean has become assertive in the Putin
era. This is due to Russia’s geopolitical, economic
and military interests both in the region itself and in
other regions adjacent to it. A number of systemic
factors, such as American declining role in the
Eastern Mediterranean and the Middle East, regional
rivalries, disputes over maritime delimitation and
energy resources, inconsistent Western policy,
and the outbreak of military conflicts open up
opportunities for Russia to strengthen its position in
the region and exercise its influence. Together with
systemic factors (independent variable), domestic
factors (intervening variables) such as leader image
and strategic culture play an important role in how
the Kremlin processes and responds to systemic
pressures. For more than two decades, Vladimir
Putin has been consistently expanding the scope of
cooperation with remote regions and deepening it in
various areas, from trade and economic to military
issues.

Moscow perceives the Eastern Mediterranean as
its southern flank and strategically important region
located at the crossroads of Europe, the Middle
East and North Africa, and providing access to the
open ocean. Russia’s strategy in the region is aimed
at ensuring security and preventing the spread of
influence of other actors in the international system.
It maintains the balance of power in the region.
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