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Abstract 

This diploma thesis is focused on the analysis of Russian foreign policy towards 

Kazakhstan and Ukraine. The actions of the external players, namely the US (NATO), the 

EU and China are discussed in order to see how these foreign entities can modify Russia‟s 

actions in its backyard. 

The current state of affairs demands a careful examination of Russian foreign 

policies. As Russia has demonstrated in Georgia, Ukraine, Syria, it is willing to protect its 

interests at any cost. Thus, it was decided to analyze whether the foreign involvement in 

Kazakhstan would provoke Russian aggression. The primary aim is to provide a complex 

examination of Russian involvement in Kazakhstan and Ukraine along with the increasing 

influence from external players. This thesis is expected to contribute to the existing 

research on Russian foreign policy by providing an essential background for future 

researches as well as by presenting previously incomparable cases. 

This work presents a significant historical background that provides a reader with 

the in-depth analysis of Russia‟s relations with Kazakhstan and Ukraine. Geopolitical, 

military, economic, social factors are analyzed to present a broader perspective of the 

regional interconnections. Thus, this work analyzes how Russia has established its 

dominance in the region. It has been argued that the post-Soviet space represents a priority 

region for Russia. Numerous joint activities which are described in this thesis support the 

claim. The evolution of Russian-Kazakh and Russian-Ukrainian connections presents an 

interesting topic for the comparison. Russia‟s cooperative ties with Kazakhstan are 

compared to Russian-Ukrainian hostile relationship. This dissertation tests how Russian 

reaction varies depending on the external actor‟s involvement.  

The empirical analysis and qualitative methods are used to explore the cases. The 

combination of realist and constructivist theories is used to fully assess the influence of 

foreign actors as well as areas which are being affected. Academic sources with pro-

Russian, pro-Western and pro-Chinese views were examined to have a broader 

perspective. The comparative approach helps to determine the key differences in Russia‟s 

behavior and arrive to valuable conclusions. 

 

 



 

 

Abstrakt 

Tato diplomová práce je zaměřena na analýzu ruské zahraniční politiky zaměřené 

na Kazachstán a Ukrajinu. Diskutuje se o akcích externích hráčů, jmenovitě USA (NATO), 

EU a Číny, aby se zjistilo, jak tyto zahraniční subjekty mohou změnit ruské akce na svém 

dvorku. 

Současný stav vyžaduje pečlivé prozkoumání ruských zahraničních politik. Jak 

Rusko prokázalo v Gruzii, na Ukrajině a v Sýrii, je ochotno chránit své zájmy za každou 

cenu. Bylo tedy rozhodnuto analyzovat, zda by zahraniční účast v Kazachstánu vyvolala 

ruskou agresi. Hlavním cílem je poskytnout komplexní analýzu ruské účasti v Kazachstánu 

a na Ukrajině, spolu s rostoucím vlivem externích hráčů. Očekává se, že tato práce přispěje 

ke stávajícímu výzkumu ruské zahraniční politiky poskytnutím nezbytného výchozího 

bodu pro budoucí výzkumy a předložením dříve nesrovnaných případů. 

Tato práce představuje významné historické pozadí, které čtenáři poskytuje 

hlubokou analýzu ruských vztahů s Kazachstánem a Ukrajinou. Geopolitické, vojenské, 

ekonomické a sociální faktory jsou analyzovány tak, aby představovaly širší perspektivu 

regionálních propojení. Tato práce tedy analyzuje, způsob jakým si Rusko v regionu 

vybudovalo dominantní postavení. Bylo argumentováno, že postsovětský prostor 

představuje pro Rusko prioritní region. Toto tvrzení podporuje řada společných aktivit, 

které jsou popsány v této práci. Zajímavým tématem pro srovnání je vývoj rusko-

kazašských a rusko-ukrajinských spojení. Ruské kooperativní vztahy s Kazachstánem jsou 

srovnávány s rusko-ukrajinským nepřátelským vztahem. Tato disertační práce testuje, jak 

se ruská reakce mění v závislosti na zapojení externího aktéra. 

Empirická analýza a kvalitativní metody jsou využity ke zkoumání případů. 

Kombinace realistických a konstruktivistických teorií je využita k úplnému posouzení 

vlivu zahraničních aktérů i oblastí, které jsou ovlivněny. Akademické zdroje s pro-

ruskými, prozápadními a pro-čínskými názory byly zkoumány za účelem rozšíření 

perspektivy. Komparativní metoda je využita za účelem určit klíčové rozdíly v ruském 

chování a dospět k hodnotným závěrům. 
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Introduction 

The system of international relations is constantly evolving. After the collapse of 

the Soviet Union in 1991, the United States retained its role as the universal hegemon. 

However, the unipolar system is facing challenges from rising regional players.  

Russia sees itself as a major regional power in the post-Soviet area. The more it 

develops, the more vocal it becomes about the importance of protecting its interests. Russia 

has been trying to restore its prestige on the international arena. But most importantly, it 

attempts to maintain powerful presence in its neighborhood. 

Russia failed to become the only major player in its backyard; the area is constantly 

experiencing foreign influence. The engagement of various actors is justified by their own 

ambitions in the post-Soviet region. One of their main interests is to reduce Russia‟s 

involvement in the area and to establish beneficial ties with the states. Since Russia 

considers most of the post-USSR countries as its special sphere of influence, it does not 

support the intensive foreign involvement. Officially, the main political traits are 

transmitted through the country‟s foreign policy. That is why Russian foreign policy 

requires extensive study. 

In this work, two case studies will be presented: Russian-Kazakh connections and 

relations between Russia and Ukraine. By doing this, we will attempt to examine bilateral 

ties between countries, Russian position towards the states and the degree of foreign 

involvement that Russia can tolerate.  

The thesis will mainly focus on the analysis of the historical background, which 

will allow us to trace the establishment and development of ties between Russia and 

Kazakhstan, as well as those of Russia and Ukraine. 

This study will be presented as a comparative analysis of Russian policy towards 

different cases of foreign involvement in the post-Soviet region, using Ukraine and 

Kazakhstan as an example. As of today, these two cases represent different approaches 

used by Russia in its bilateral relations. Based on a study of the Ukrainian case, which 

escalated into violence due to the involvement of various external actors, we will analyze 

the case of Kazakhstan, and whether the foreign influence will prompt Russia to choose the 

violent way again to protect its national interests. 

I believe that only comprehensive analysis, which covers a number of issues, such 

as historical, economic, political and military factors, can demonstrate real Russian 
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ambitions in relation to Ukraine and Kazakhstan. It is essential to investigate the issue 

from a historical perspective in order to understand the country‟s motives and correctly 

interpret its future actions. For this, methods of analysis of explicative international 

relations and analysis of content and events will be used. This approach is expected to lead 

us to the consistent and valuable conclusions. 

The main objectives of the study are as follows: 

1) to trace back the establishment of Russian-Kazakh and Russian-Ukrainian 

relations and to describe the differences between them; 

2) to examine the development of the relationships through several perspectives; 

3) to describe multilateral initiatives in the region; 

4) to discuss the factor of foreign influence in Kazakhstan and Ukraine; 

5) to analyze Russian reaction towards the third parties‟ involvement. 

The practical significance of the study lies in the fact that the conclusions and 

generalizations of the thesis can be universally used by authors who are interested in 

Russian foreign policy regarding its post-Soviet neighbors, Ukraine and Kazakhstan. The 

research can be important for both pro-Western and pro-Russian audiences as the topic 

discusses matters that are vital for all participants. 

The purpose of this thesis is to contribute to the existing literature on Russian 

interconnections within the CIS and its ambitions in the region by providing deeper 

explanations of Russia‟s involvement and comparing its strategies towards Kazakhstan and 

Ukraine. It is expected that Russia will become a more understandable subject for the 

reader. The analysis is mainly done from the high-politics perspective, a classical state-

centered approach is applied, which deliberately omits public polls and various unofficial 

opinions.  

The research question will be as follows: based on the Ukrainian scenario, how 

Russian policy corresponds with the involvement of various foreign influencers in 

Kazakhstan? In order to answer it, I will start the analysis from the very beginning of the 

Russian-Kazakh relations, and this approach should shed a light on Russian interests. I will 

proceed with an evaluation of the foreign involvement in both cases. After that it should 

become more clear whether Russia wants to use Ukrainian scenario in Kazakhstan to 

prevent foreign countries from interfering into regional business. Causal mechanisms will 

be explored and interpreted using recurring discursive patterns. 
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The research hypothesis is as follows: the aggressive position of Russia will be 

unlikely if Russia has cooperative relations with foreign entities, influencing the countries 

of the post-Soviet region. The Russian vision of external powers and their relations will be 

analyzed as a dependent variable, while Russian relations with Kazakhstan and Ukraine, 

will be researched as independent variables. Testing the hypothesis will lead us to the 

determination of Russian stance regarding foreign participation in its backyard and events 

that could lead to more aggressive policymaking. My assumption is that after the relations 

between Russia and the West will continue to deteriorate, Russia is more likely to establish 

closer ties with China. Thus, Russia will not act aggressively in Kazakhstan, because it will 

have friendly ties with foreign influencer. 

After the escalation of the Ukrainian crisis, the international community began to 

consider Russia and its government unpredictable and prone to violence. I will argue that 

the intensive interference of Western players in Ukrainian affairs provoked Russia to use 

its means in order to secure its interests, and led to the still ongoing crisis.  

The violent escalation of Euromaidan protests in Kiev in 2014, triggered a chain 

reaction of uncertainty around the world. Russian influence during the revolutionary 

actions, its annexation of Crimea, and involvement in the military conflict in Donbass 

prompted the international community to take drastic measures to contain Russia. Most of 

the debates are Eurocentric in nature. This partially explains the description of Russia as an 

irrational and aggressive state. From a Western point of view, it clearly poses a threat to 

the international environment. 

Due to geopolitical issues, European countries have become largely concerned 

about the situation in the neighboring region. The Baltic states initiated more severe 

procedures than just economic sanctions. Previously, they were part of the Soviet Union, 

and are most afraid of Russian expansion. NATO members assured each other that a 

response would follow if Russia invaded the territory of any of the member states. A large 

share of the academic community, together with military and governmental 

representatives, focused on assessing the possibilities of Russian attack on the Baltic states 

and further expansion to the West. The decision to deploy missiles in Baltics (even though 

agreements were reached on the non-deployment of NATO missiles in countries 

neighboring Russia) serves as one of the examples of the global concern about Russia‟s 

further tactics. In this thesis, I will argue that Russia‟s position on this issue is mostly 

pragmatic and defensive.  
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Currently, the focus of international community has shifted from the Ukrainian 

crisis to more pressing challenges (war in Syria, COVID-19 crisis). I will argue that it is 

essential to continue the study of Russian interests. The Ukrainian case demonstrated the 

inability of politicians to predict the possible outcome of unrest that escalated into regional 

crisis and the threat for stability. Looking at how Ukraine is used as an example of 

Russia‟s commitment to pursue its interests, Kazakhstan could be the next battlefield. 

Kazakhstan was chosen because it is located between Russia and China, the main regional 

players. As Chinese power and involvement are constantly growing, there is room for 

confrontation. I believe that the analysis of the regional ties is crucial, because the balance 

of power in the region can be upset, which will provoke a major international crisis. 

In this work I will examine the factors of foreign involvement in order to present a 

clearer picture of Russian interests and behavior in the region. The ability to understand the 

established connections, would allow us to foresee the future actions of the Russian 

Federation. 

The data used were obtained from primary and secondary sources. It includes 

official statements made by leaders, foreign policy and strategic documents, academic 

books, journal articles, and media reports. Most importantly, the use of various regional 

sources should provide a balanced picture, presenting authors with different points of view. 

There is absence of academic literature in the academic debate related to Russian 

ambitions in Central Asia. That is why this thesis will try to act as an important source with 

an attempt to explain the Russian actions in its backyard. Obviously, there are several 

articles available that describe Russian-Kazakh regional cooperation, but a comparison 

with the Ukrainian case makes this work a unique reference source.  

According to defensive realists, states are clearly interested in exercising power, 

nevertheless they tend to pay attention to factors essential to their survival. This theory can 

be seen in the Russia‟s response to international involvement in the region. As other actors 

are trying to pursue their policies in its backyard, it is not surprising that Russia is 

interested in using its own power. We will challenge the argument that Russia‟s behavior is 

dictated by its ambitions to restore the USSR or to establish its own Empire. It can be 

argued that Russian leadership is interested in ensuring its regional dominance, and its 

leading position may serve as one of the key elements of regional security. Given Russia‟s 

aggressive response in Ukraine, we will try to comprehend if its offensive approach would 

be viable in case of Kazakhstan. A defensive position seems more appropriate, since 
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Russia did not try to challenge the world order, but wanted to protect its influence on “its 

territory”.  

The geopolitical rivalry between Russia and NATO/EU expansion has been debated 

for decades. Due to the location of Ukraine, it served as a place for counteractions between 

major players. However, little attention was paid to another part of Russian sphere of 

influence. While Ukraine represented an essential territory in the West, Kazakhstan is a 

strategically important entity in the East. The active involvement of China and Russia in 

Kazakhstan may lead to the next stage of Russia‟s aggressive behavior to protect its 

national interests.  

When it comes to debates about international involvement in Kazakhstan, the 

actions of the US (NATO) and the EU are generally presented. While this study will 

provide a brief examination of the Western influence, it will present another most 

important challenger of Russian domination in Kazakhstan – China. This comprehensive 

analysis will provide an important assessment of main powers involvement. Since Russia 

considers its position in Kazakhstan as an integral part of its foreign policy, the actions of 

other states can lead to undesirable consequences and develop into violent actions. For 

Russia, Kazakhstan is one of the most important partners in the economic sphere. 

Geographical proximity, historical ties and ethnic interconnections are the unifying factors 

in bilateral relations. Kazakhstan‟s position allows it to participate in various regional 

projects. On the other hand, it dictates the need to for calculated and well-balanced policy 

to maintain positive relations with the neighboring entities, which are crucial for the state‟s 

survival.  

Both Ukraine and Kazakhstan are influenced by Russian policies, but they also 

experience the regional participation of other major players. The EU influenced Ukraine 

from various perspectives, mainly from economic and political aspects, while NATO 

focused mainly on military and political factors. In Kazakhstan, the Western influence is 

not a decisive factor, but a  relatively insignificant aspect. Yet China is the one who 

pursues its interests in Kazakhstan through economic channels. The amount of interactions 

is constantly growing, thus, there is a ground for Russian concern about the loyalty of its 

ally.  

Once the balance of foreign involvement in Kazakhstan is disrupted, the Chinese, 

Russian and Western powers will suffer the consequences. The importance of Kazakhstan 

lies not only in its geopolitical power, but also in the fact that it represents itself as an 
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attractive partner due to the huge resource base and potential transit route. Currently, Nur-

Sultan is pursuing its interests through multi-vector policies with the participation of all 

major actors in the region. However, as we would discuss later, a similar strategy adopted 

by Ukraine failed miserably. Thus, it is important to identify different variables that can 

either secure Kazakhstan or lead to a new confrontation.  

In order to fully present the researched material, the structure of the thesis will be as 

follows. After the introduction, the methodology and literature review will familiarize the 

reader with the tools used for the research, the gaps and the findings in existing literature. 

After that, a list of Abbreviations will be presented to introduce the reader to the main 

abbreviations used in this work.  

Chapter 1 presents a historical overview of the establishment of Russian-Kazakh 

and Russian-Ukrainian relations. The state cannot exist in complete political and economic 

isolation; therefore, weak entities usually fall under the influence of a stronger neighbor. 

This part contains assessment of various military, political and economic factors that have 

brought the countries together. In section 1.1 the Russian-Kazakhstani case is studied in 

detail, and section 1.2 is devoted to Russian-Ukrainian historical background. As current 

trends are based on historical formations, it is essential to trace back Russian-Kazakh, and 

Russian-Ukrainian relations and examine the underlying major economic, political, social, 

and military factors. Historically, Kazakhstan and Ukraine experienced a massive 

involvement of Russia in their domestic policies. The beginning of the relationship is 

briefly described. In order to provide a more sufficient background for the current state of 

affairs, the main attention is paid to the times when Ukraine, Kazakhstan and Russia 

represented a single entity within the Russian Empire and the USSR. 

Chapter 2 provides a deep insight into Russia‟s actions in the region after the fall of 

the USSR. The evolution of the newly-born states‟ policies towards each other is 

discussed. Subchapters 2.1 and 2.2 are devoted to the study of Russian-Kazakhstani 

relations since 1991, while subchapters 2.3 and 2.4 demonstrate the developments of 

Russian-Ukrainian relations. The relations based on the principles of cooperation between 

Russia and Kazakhstan are compared with more hostile ones with Ukraine. The argument 

is given that the Ukrainian crisis was triggered by a series of events and specific 

conditions.  

Chapter 3 discusses the interventionist practices of the US (and NATO), the EU, 

and China. Not surprisingly, Russia does not appreciate the foreign involvement, and its 
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counteractions are also being examined. The EU policies, NATO‟s eastward expansion, 

and Russia‟s attempt to halt the West‟s advance are discussed in section 3.1. A review of 

the involvement of external actors in Kazakhstan can be found in subchapter 3.2. The 

history of the active participation of the US (NATO) and the EU in Ukraine, which 

provoked a harsh reaction from Russia, is compared with the Chinese, the EU, and the US 

(NATO) involvement in Kazakhstan. Since there is a potential for conflict in Central Asia, 

it is important to analyze Russia‟s stance on this matter. 

The analysis and its results are presented, followed by concluding remarks on the 

research. Literature used for the study is presented in the bibliography section. 
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Methodology & Literature review 

The way in which the work is written and the instruments applied for the 

conduction of the research are presented in this section. The approach taken in this study 

demonstrates a certain combination of realism and constructivism. The theories are used in 

a complementary manner in order to consider both socially constructed patterns of 

behavior and the importance of power. As realism portraits the cases of conflict from the 

perspective of security dilemma, constructivism is taking into account the concepts of 

regional order. Another important aspect applied from the classical realist approach 

emphasizes on the importance of national interests and their impact on the state‟s actions 

on the international arena. The states‟ governments are regarded as the most important 

bodies as they formulate the foreign policies, which are pushing countries in their further 

actions. Additionally, the realism paradigm was used as it is considered as one of the main 

characteristics of the Russian foreign policy. Its involvement in Georgia, Ukraine and Syria 

demonstrates that it puts power above the rule of law. It is clear that Russia views its 

security and national interests as the main driving force in its interactions on the 

international arena. Most importantly, Putin was called a classic proponent of realism when 

he demonstrated that sovereignty, security and power of the Russian Federation are the 

priorities of his policies. 

The use of combined theoretical approach is expected to bring us to the valuable 

conclusion on the Russian vision of its relations with Ukraine and Kazakhstan. According 

to both realist and constructivist approaches, it is natural for states to pursue security. 

However, constructivists argue that the policies are constructed by the involvement of 

other actors. That is why this approach is useful for the analysis of external parties‟ actions 

in the Russian backyard and Russian stance on it. 

The basis of theoretical approaches taken by Carr, Kissinger and Mearsheimer are 

used for this study. The realist school of thought dominates the debate (Barkin, 2003; 

Brzezinski, 2014; Carr, 1964; Kissinger, 2014; Mearsheimer 2001, 2014). The findings of 

Wendt, Buzan & Waever also served as a theoretical inspiration for this thesis. 

The qualitative research method is used for this work. The empirical mechanisms of 

data analysis provided an opportunity for careful examination of various aspects, such as 

the reasons behind countries‟ actions towards each other. The comparative analysis of 

Russian behavior in Kazakhstan and Ukraine is used for this study in order to compare 
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Russian stance on its relations with the neighboring entities as well as the degree of foreign 

involvement in Kazakhstan and Ukraine. 

The thesis is focused on Russian stance. Thus, it is mainly focused on the state‟s 

behavior and its foreign policy. Nevertheless, the EU and NATO involvement provides a 

valuable insight on the regional interactions and needs to be analyzed. The thesis examines 

the conditions under which Russia established ties with Ukraine and Kazakhstan, how 

these relations developed and how Russia reacts to the foreign challengers to its regional 

leadership. 

With the help of qualitative methods of research, the history of the relations 

between Russia-Kazakhstan and Russia-Ukraine are examined. This approach would allow 

us to examine the in-depth problematic, investigate the main events and reasons behind 

them. The challenges and cooperative aspects are presented through the prism of political 

processes. Historical research methods were used in combination with the general 

scientific method of analysis. Both comparative and descriptive methods were selected for 

the research. It allowed us to systematically asses the findings on the Russian foreign 

policy. The analysis includes permanent elements, such as geographic location, and 

changing elements such as economic and military power of the countries.  

Additionally, we traced the challenges and cooperative aspects of Russian-Kazakh 

and Russian-Ukrainian relations. The historically-descriptive method was used in order to 

provide the reader with the understanding of the deeply-rooted ties between the states. 

Event study allowed us to examine the sequence of major developments in Russian-

Kazakh and Russian-Ukrainian relations, as well as to assess the main points of the foreign 

involvement. The combination of the approaches allows us to have a complex analysis of 

the issue, see the developments and reach the established aims of the research. 

Nevertheless, the thesis suffers from certain weaknesses. One of the major 

challenges for conducting this kind of research is the unwillingness of Kazakhstan‟s and 

China‟s government to demonstrate several aspects of their policies. The absence of the 

access to the strategically important documents makes it difficult to critically assess the 

current policies and to accurately foresee the countries‟ ambitions. 

The data is used from the variety of sources. It includes the primary sources in 

order to provide the reader with the access to the agreements signed between the parties, 

foreign policy strategies and regional powers‟ perceptions of the international 

environment. For instance, the Agreement on the Creation of the Commonwealth of 
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Independent States (CIS), the Resolution “On the main directions of Ukraine‟s domestic 

and foreign policy”, Kazakhstan‟s Foreign Policy Strategy, National Security Strategy of 

the Russian Federation are presented. The secondary literature consists from the academic 

articles and books written by pro-Western, pro-Russian and pro-Chinese scholars in order 

to provide a more balanced view on the subject. For instance, the publications of Courtney, 

Kurylev, Jumadilova represent three different aforementioned schools of thought. 

Additionally, online sources, news reports are making an important contribution in 

providing the research with the much needed updated information on the situation in 

Ukraine and Kazakhstan. Such websites as Sputnik News, Focus, Qazaqstan Tarihy, RBC 

News, Kazakhstanskaia Pravda, TASS News are used. 

The topic of Russian actions is widespread in the academic debate. Nevertheless, its 

position on foreign involvement is relatively unstudied. That is why the work is done in the 

form of exploratory type of research to gather the data from various levels. Additionally, 

the thesis presents an important piece due to the analysis of previously incomparable cases. 

The essential literature concerning the developments in Kazakhstan and Ukraine is 

provided in this section of the thesis. It is expected to help the reader to understand the 

evolution of the Russian-Kazakhstani and Russian-Ukrainian relations throughout history 

and determine the factor of the foreign involvement.  

As Russia has always been regarded as a suspicious and an aggressive actor by the 

Western scholars, its policies and actions in the region have been discussed by the variety 

of international scholars. Additionally, there has been an attempt by Russian academics to 

provide an alternative view on the Russian stance. The combination of approaches is used 

in this thesis. The usage of the sources written in Russian and Ukrainian allows us to have 

a broader picture of the cases.  

Russian ambitions to exercise control in the region have been present during 

various historical periods.  Chapter 1 is focused on the analysis of historical factors, thus, a 

number of historical articles and books were used for this section. Most importantly, it 

gathers the works of Russian, Kazakh and Ukrainian authors to avoid the dependency on 

Russian vision of the historical developments.  

The first subchapter is focused on the Russian-Kazakh case. The works of 

Dmitrova, Tsemenkova and Lapin were used for the brief presentation of the medieval 

interactions (Dmitrova, 2011; Lapin, 2020; Tsemenkova, 2015). Relatively opposing views 

on the early developments of Russian-Kazakh ties were presented by Glushchenko and 
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Isin. Glushchenko emphasized on the importance of the Russian expansionist policies 

during formation of regional relations, while Isin argued that it was mostly Kazakhstan‟s 

initiative to establish regular interactions (Glushchenko, 2010; Isin, 2002). The 

encyclopedia literature and historical manuals were analyzed to provide the assessment of 

the interactions with more authentic information (Arslanov, Kerov, 2001; The Russian 

Academy of Sciences, 2009). 

The next part provides the reader with the information on the development of 

bilateral ties in times of the Russian Empire. A number of scholars view Kazakhstan‟s 

readiness to join Russia as a beneficial event for regional stability, economic and social 

development (Pavlovich, 2003; Putiatin, 2020; Vasiliev, 2015). While Putiatin points out 

to the successes of the Russian diplomacy, Vasiliev finds the unification mostly 

advantageous for Kazakhstan as it resolved country‟s security challenges. Central Asian 

region has been a part of Russian foreign policy for centuries. Kakhkharov‟s analysis 

provided an interesting view on Russian-Kazakh relations, he pointed out that the area 

represented a strategic importance not only for Russia. In his analysis, he discussed the 

19th century confrontation of two of the most important actors of that time: The Russian 

Empire and the United Kingdom of the Great Britain (Kakhkharov, 2007). The term “The 

Great Game” was used to describe the rivalry in Central and South Asia. However, the 

paper lacks the objective discussion on the true Russian and British intentions. As stated in 

the historical analysis of the thesis, Russia was already influencing Central Asian region by 

that time. It could have continued its expansion to the East but it did not see it as a core 

priority of its foreign policy. Online sources provided an additional perspective on the 

foreign policies and ambitions of the states as the main stages of the bilateral developments 

were summarized (Ieliubaiev, 2010; Pochekaev, 2016; Qazaqstan Tarihy, 2013). 

The last section of the Russian-Kazakh historical development serves as an 

important part of the analysis. It provides the reader with the understanding on how Russia 

and Kazakhstan cooperated when they represented the Republics of the USSR. In general, 

the books of regional scholars question the real developments in Kazakh SSR, while 

Russian academics tend to praise the cooperation within the USSR. Thus, a combination of 

both schools allows us to see a relatively balanced case. The books of Artykbaev, 

Kovalenko, Isaev served as the basis for this section, the authors analyzed the 

developments through economic and social factors (Artykbaev, 2006; Kovalenko, 2010; 

Isaev, 2004). These studies provided an important basis for the exploration of relations 
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between Kazakh SSR and Russian SSR. The publications of Tolts, published at the Radio 

Free Europe/Radio Liberty website allowed us to see the negative factors of bilateral ties, 

including hunger issues in the 1930s and questionable consequences of the Virgin Lands 

Campaign (Tolts, 2004).  

The second subchapter of the Chapter 1 is devoted to the historical background of 

Russian-Ukrainian relations. The works of Gorskiy, Polonska-Vasilenko, Kudritsky served 

as the basis for examination of the Kievan Rus‟ period (Gorskiy, 2004; Polonska-

Vasilenko, 1993; Kudritsky, 1981). Nevertheless, authors have different intentions. For 

instance, Gorskiy‟s work is focused on the idea of common Slavic developments, while 

Polonska-Vasilenko finds Kievan Rus‟ an exceptional factor for the development of the 

future Ukrainian statehood. The differences in authors‟ approaches can be partially 

explained by the conditions they were facing. Initially, Polonska-Vasilenko was publishing 

her books in the beginning of the 20th century, thus she has more anti-Russian approach as 

she was forced to leave the Russian Empire due to the Revolutions. While Kudritsky‟s 

work was published in the Soviet times, there is a high possibility that it was influenced by 

the Soviet propaganda and norms. Gorskiy represents a part of new academic debate as he 

was actively publishing his works after both Ukraine and Russia became sovereign states.  

It was important to analyze the following authors as they provided an interesting 

stance on the development of Russian-Ukrainian ties. The book of Petrukhin provided 

essential additions on the details of the middle ages politics from the modern perspective 

(Petrukhin, 2000). Khannikov points out to the involvement of other external factors in the 

formation of Ukraine. He argues that Ukraine has been substantially influenced by such 

European powers as the Lithuanian and Polish Kingdoms (Khannikov, 2013).  

Officially, Ukraine was divided into several parts and did not represent a sovereign 

state. The oppressed population formed a state-like entity Zaporozhian Sich, which was 

aimed at the decrease of the influence of the external actors. Apanovich, one of the most 

prominent figures in the analysis of historical Cossack peculiarities, argues that 

Zaporozhian Sich was a relatively powerful entity, nevertheless, it could not cope with the 

external pressure of Poland and Russia (Apanovich, 2009). Buzyna, a famous Ukrainian 

journalist, presented a different overview. He claimed that Zaporozhian Sich was aiming at 

the unification with Russia due to social ties, possible economic and military benefits 

(Buzyna, 2008). Jakovenko‟s work was chosen for this part as it provides an interesting 

insight on the cooperation between Zaporozhian Sich and the Russian Empire (Jakovenko, 
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1997). Sazonov‟s research was adopted as it provided an important event analysis, which 

allowed us to chronologically assess the entering of Ukraine into the Russian Empire 

(Sazonov, 1992). The findings of Kappeler provided an important basis for the social 

factors assessment. It served as a valuable source for the determination of segregation and 

discrimination of Ukrainian society (Kappeler, 2001). Based on the information provided, 

we can conclude that Russian and Ukrainian ethnicities have been co-existing peacefully. 

The work of Korol presents the destruction of Zaporozhian Sich as a solely idea of the 

Russian Empress – Catherine II (Korol, 2008). While it has been proven that it has 

happened during her reign, the focusing on the ban of Zaporozian Sich as the only policy 

initiative is a rather imperfect scientific approach. The work suffers from the author‟s 

inability to analyze other important developments of that time and the fact that various 

fortresses were ruined across the Russian Empire due to the reclassification of the military 

structures. At the same time, the study conducted by Radziyevskyy proves that Ukrainian 

case was not exceptional, it was affected by the similar processes that could be found 

across the Empire (Radziyevskyy, 2013, p. 119). A research of Allen provided a well-

balanced study not influenced by ethnic and social personal preferences. His assessment of 

the local tensions provided an important insight on the ongoing relations (Allen, 1940).  

The next section is devoted to the cooperative and challenging aspects of Moscow-

governed USSR and the Ukrainian SSR. Korol pointed out to existence of relative ethnic 

equality and the SU‟s policies towards the active use of Ukrainian language on the territory 

of the Ukrainian SSR (Korol, 2002). The works of Goble and Grekov provided a basis for 

the analysis of the challenges Ukraine faced, such as the famine in the 1930s and the active 

involvement in the WWII (Goble, 2017; Grekov, 1954). 

Chapter 2 presents the evolution of the regional dynamics in the modern times. The 

analysis is mainly focused on the developments and challenges of Russian-Kazakhstani 

and Russian-Ukrainian relations. 

The first subchapter provides the overview on regional Russian-Kazakhstani 

cooperation on multilateral level. The official documents on the creation of the CIS and the 

CSTO are used in this section (The Ministry of the Foreign Affairs of the Russian 

Federation, 1991; CIS Legislation, 1991; Eurasian Economic Union, 2018). The analysis 

of which allowed us to have a clear understanding of the alliances‟ ambitions and 

strategies. The work of Parfiriev provided additional information on regional ties. He 

mentioned that the CIS does not represent a unified actor, various dynamics can be seen. 
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But most importantly, he claimed that countries, who represent the closest allies willing to 

foster regional cooperation in various aspects, are Russia, Kazakhstan and Belarus 

(Parfiriev, 2016). Nevertheless, Rusakovich mentioned that Kazakhstan does not blindly 

support any Russian decision. It considers Russian position but pursues the agenda of its 

national interests. For instance, Kazakhstan rejected the use of ruble as one single currency 

(Rusakovich, 2016).  

Russian-Kazakhstani cooperation within the military aspects in the CSTO is 

regarded as an important issue for regional stability. The works of Schnabel and Golub 

presented the main factors of cooperation and further implications. By doing this, they 

contributed to existing research on security factors of the post-Soviet space (Schnabel, 

2001; Golub, Golub, 2018). 

The next section covers a range of challenges that Russia and Kazakhstan had to 

resolve after the fall of the USSR. 

It was important to analyze the work of Golunov who emphasized on the 

importance of the nuclear factor as both Russia and Kazakhstan were nuclear powers in the 

1990s. Based on his research, we can conclude that the failure to establish friendly bilateral 

ties could have led to the universal crisis (Golunov, 2008). The analysis of the works of 

Baigarin, Kassenova, Ayagan, Akkulin allowed us to trace the developments in the 

coordination of nuclear policies, Kazakhstan‟s rejection of its arsenal and Russian 

assistance in the field (Baigarin, 2016; Kassenova, 2017; Ayagan, 2014; Akkulin, 2012).  

Military cooperation is examined with the help of the primary sources, including 

bilateral Russian-Kazakhstani agreements in the security aspects, joint operations, common 

military objects (Russian Federation Council Committee on Foreign Affairs, 2014; 

Electronic Fund of Legal and Regulatory Documentation, 2013; The Embassy of the 

Russian Federation to the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2020). 

Another important aspect for the analysis is the question of ethnicity. Socio-cultural 

tensions and ethnic issues could have worsened the bilateral ties significantly if Kazakh 

government discriminated ethnic Russians who largely populate the Northern part of 

Kazakhstan. For instance, Kuznetsova found the minority question as an essential part of 

regional stability. If the ethnic tensions arose, Russia could have used its economic and 

military actions to prevent the discrimination of ethnic Russians (Kuznetsova, 2006). 

Furthermore, Andreev claimed that in the 1990s, the active glorification of Kazakh identity 

in reality was discriminating the Russian population and had a negative impact on the 
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social dinamics within the country (Andreev, 2009). The works of Raimondi and Golunov 

were used to assess the levels of the policy of Kazakhization, its main aspects and 

ambitions (Raimondi, 2019; Golunov, 2008). 

Second subchapter of Chapter 2 presents an overview of the important factors of 

Russian-Ukrainian relations starting from 1991. 

The Ukrainian policies are presented in chronological order as every new President 

was pursuing different vector. The works of Mikhaleva, Oleinik, Arel were used to assess 

the Ukrainian involvement in regional cooperation mechanisms, mainly in the CIS, and to 

see the priorities of the governmental policies based on the elected leader (Mikhaleva, 

1998; Oleinik, 2013; Arel, 2005). The information provided in these publications can be 

found useful by scholars who are interested in the political analysis of the Ukrainian 

development as the sources significantly elaborated on the issue.  

The research done by Proedrou, Zinovyev, Troitskiy, Kasianov provided the basis 

for the analysis of Ukrainian dependency on Russia, while its foreign policy was aimed at 

the integration with the EU. The steps taken by the Ukrainian government to maintain 

friendly relations with Russia were presented, as well as its pro-EU preferences (Proedrou, 

2010; Zinovyev, Troitskiy, 2015; Kasianov, 2008). The authors provided quality and 

reliable information for the further research.  

The official documents were accessed from Russian and Ukrainian policy websites 

in order to provide the reader with trustworthy information on the signed agreements. The 

main topics of cooperation included economic, trade activities, political and military 

factors (Electronic Fund of Legal and Regulatory Documentation, 1992; Verkhovna Rada 

of Ukraine, 1993). 

The next section is focused on the questionable aspects which provoke hostile 

actions from both sides. 

First of all, the issue of Russian fleet staying in Sevastopol needed to be addressed. 

The works of Parfiriev and Fedorovykh were analyzed as they contain a precise data on the 

topic. For instance, the authors presented a number of the vessels granted to Russia and the 

compensation it had to pay to Ukraine in order to maintain its presence in the military base 

in Sevastopol (Parfiriev, 2016; Fedorovykh, 2007). The research done by Feskov was 

applied to assess the conditions Ukrainian military faced after the fall of the USSR. The 

work provided a valuable insight on the previously classified information (Feskov, 2004).  



 

18 

Nuclear remnants posed another challenge to the local actors. That is why the work 

includes the data on the amount of nuclear warheads (Rafeyenko, 2004) and the 

compensation which was paid to Ukraine when it proclaimed itself a nuclear-free state 

(Heifetz, 2005). The aspects of the Russian-Ukrainian negotiations were fully presented as 

well. 

The next part of the analysis is preoccupied with the Crimean question. The work 

written by Medvedev was chosen for the analysis as it created an important description of 

the Crimean crisis of the 1990s, when it became visible that Crimean population did not 

fully support the Ukrainian government (Medvedev, 1991). The research done by Collet-

White, Popeski, Tsykunov presented an overview on the current Crimean issue (Collet-

White, Popeski, 2014; Tsykunov, 2016). The analyses presented both Ukrainian and 

Russian stance on the conflict. The authors provide detailed information and formulate the 

main goals and the initiatives of the involved countries.  

Energy-related disputes are another challenge which has been on the agenda since 

the 1991. Despite the fact that Ukraine is dependent on Russia because of oil, gas supplies 

and revenues which Ukraine receives as a transit country, still, it does not fully adhere to 

the Russian requirements. The work of Zaika was chosen as it presented an important 

statistical updates on the current transit situation (Zaika, 2019). While the works of 

Tikhonov and Levi provided as information on Russian intensions to bypass Ukraine as its 

instability threatens secure energy supplies. For Ukraine, it is a huge loss because it was 

receiving sufficient revenues from the transit of Russian gas to the EU (Tikhonov, 2020; 

Levi, 2014). The works complete the academic debate by providing alternative information 

on the matter.  

Ethnic issue has been a challenging factor for Russian-Ukrainian relations. Due to 

mass interconnections, especially in the Eastern and Southern parts of Ukraine, Russian 

minority occupies a large share of the population. The works of Gruniv, Chekh, 

Neshimenko provided statistical data to support the claim (Gruniv, Chekh, 2017; 

Neshimenko, 2015). Vardomskiy has analyzed the socio-cultural aspects and their 

likelihood to bring instability to Ukraine. His research was used in this work to assess the 

regional tensions based on ethnicity (Vardomskiy, 2013). 

The works of Amadeo, Gowen, Demirjian, Englund provided specification on the 

parties involved, their characteristics and intentions (Amadeo, 2020; Gowen, Demirjian, 

2014; Englund, 2019). Thus, their research served as a basis for the description of the 
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peculiarities of the current war. Nevertheless, such authors as Antonuyk, Malskyy, 

Polityuk see the conflict from rather positive perspective. They have been arguing that 

there is a visible international concern and the parties are willing to stop the violence 

(Antonuyk, Malskyy, 2016; Polityuk, 2020). 

Chapter 3 provides an analysis of the foreign impact in Kazakhstan and Ukraine 

and Russian reaction on certain advancements in the region.  

First subchapter analyzed NATO involvement in Ukraine and Russian 

counteractions. Thus, the works of both pro-Western and pro-Russian scholars have been 

examined. For instance, Ruhle, Ray have been advocating for the opinion of seeing Russia 

as an aggressive, egotistical state which regards international relations in Cold War terms 

(Ruhle, 2014; Ray, 2013). At the same time, the works of Sushentsov, Aladyina have been 

used to see the developments from Russian defensive perspective. As they argued, Russia 

could not accept the increase of the American influence and NATO enlargement because it 

was found threatening for its national interests and security (Sushentsov, 2016; Aladyina, 

2008). The analysis of the opposing views helped the work to assess the situation from 

various perspectives. 

Ciobanu, Sauer, Markedonov provided examples of various stages of Russian 

actions to stop NATO enlargement, nevertheless the attempts were not sufficient and 

Russia had to play the Crimean card and to support the Eastern part of Ukraine in its 

separatist ambitions (Ciobanu 1998; Sauer, 2017; Markedonov, 2019). Nevertheless, the 

works of Orlov and Shiptenko served as the basis of the analysis of the historical examples 

of the possibilities of Russian-American cooperation on Ukraine. It was found in their 

attempts to put pressure on Ukraine, so it would sign the non-proliferation treaty (Orlov, 

2001; Shiptenko, 2019). Thus, there is a certain room for cooperation between these two 

actors, even though currently it seems like they are not willing to find a common ground.  

Mearsheimer‟s analysis of the current case of Ukraine was used for this work as 

well. It served as an important addition to the examination of the regional dynamics. It also 

provided a pragmatic and realistic assessment of the conflict (Mearsheimer, 2014).  

The next part presents an overview how the EU affected Ukrainian policies and 

whether it provoked any response from Russia.  

The works of Shulga, Barata were used in order to demonstrate the EU 

requirements towards Ukraine, namely the reforms and changes in policies it was expected 

to make, to get an opportunity to become closer with the EU (Shulga, 2016; Barata, 2014). 
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Smith‟s research was an essential part of the analysis as it provided an important 

perspective on why the EU was interested in Ukraine and what kind of benefits from its 

reforms it could receive (Smith, 2014). The work of Cadier brought an exceptional view on 

the EU policies by introducing and analyzing the concept of three Ms, namely Money, 

Markets and Mobility (Cadier, 2014). It allowed examining the EU ambitions in Ukraine. 

The uncertainty of Ukraine in its foreign policy vector was analyzed in details by 

Riabchuk. He pointed out to the bifurcation of the Ukrainian preferences, when it was 

pursuing both pro-EU and pro-Russian policies (Riabchuk, 2007).  

The work of Trenin undermined the Russian position. He provided a valuable 

classification of the Russian interests in the region (Trenin, 2009). By using it, it was 

relatively easy to see that Russia was actively competing with the EU for the influence 

over Ukraine. Such scholars as Armandon, Delcour, Wolczuk presented the counteractions 

taken by Russia to maintain its economic presence in the region (Armandon, 2013; 

Delcour, Wolczuk, 2013). It was providing its supporters with beneficial deals in return to 

loyal partnerships.  

The second subchapter of Chapter 3 presents the analysis of the foreign 

involvement in Kazakhstan and it consequently examines the Russian response. 

At first, NATO actions are presented. Fuller‟s research was chosen as the important 

source due to its specific classification of the US and NATO interests in Kazakhstan 

(Fuller, 1992). Simultaneously, the work of Popov provides an important source due to its 

exploration of Russian military involvement in the region (Popov, 2015). Additional 

cooperative motives were found in the work of Kuzembayeva as she pointed out not only 

to the importance of Kazakhstan, but also to the possible use of the territory as a transit to 

unstable Afghanistan, where NATO has been involved in various military activities for 

decades (Kuzembayeva, 2014). Kurylev‟s article provided an important basis for the 

examination of Russian actions in the security field to deter the Americans to affect the 

region. He presented the idea of the creation of the CSTO as the core factor of this strategy 

(Kurylev, 2007). 

The EU involvement is mainly analyzed through the perspective of economic and 

political factors.  The work of Akkazieva was used as it has clearly structured assessment 

of the EU interests in Kazakhstan (Akkazieva, 2012). Paramonov‟s research does not 

provide the positive judgment of the EU involvement as it might worsen the regional 

stability. He argues that further collaboration is likely to disrupt the existing balance 
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(Paramonov, 2017). Additionally, Komilova‟s study was used to demonstrate the concern 

of Russian leaders and their quick ability to provide their opinion on the issue (Komilova, 

2009). This work was found as an important academic source as it presented well-

formulated analysis on the issue of Russian counteractions. 

The last subchapter is devoted to the exploration of the Chinese interests and 

policies in Kazakhstan along with Russian reaction on these doings. 

The works of Cohen and Thehen were chosen as they provided a clear description 

of the Chinese-Kazakh cooperation on the multilateral level within the SCO, their motives 

and joint policies were well-analyzed (Cohen, 2006; Thehen, 2006). Palkin, Sadri, Akar 

publications were used in order to describe the cooperation in the field of energy sector. 

The works provided independent analysis of various factors and presented valuable 

examples on the cooperation between the two states (Palkin, 2011; Sadri, Akar, 2019). The 

significance of the One Belt One Road initiative was found in different publications. The 

works of Sahajpal, Blockmans, Svetlichnii, Kawasoe provided an additional data on the 

developments. Furthermore, the authors attempted to stick to the security aspects of the 

route (Sahajpal, Blockmans, 2019; Svetlichnii, 2018; Kawasoe, 2015). This approach is 

unusual, as most of the academic debate is focused on the description of the economic 

factors when it comes to One Belt One Road initiative.  

The maintenance of friendly Chinese-Russian relations is seen as the major 

stabilizing factor in the region. The works of Grigorenko and Kulagin were chosen to 

support the claim as the authors have provided an extensive overview of the cooperative 

ties between China and Russia (Grigorenko, 2016; Kulagin, 2019). In the end, Russian 

foreign policies are analyzed to present a clear picture on its official interests. Both 

National Security Strategy and the statements of the Security Council of the Russian 

Federation are used to explore Russian stance towards Chinese actions in Kazakhstan. 

After the analysis of a number of different sources, it becomes obvious that there is 

a clear distinction between pro-Western and pro-Russian authors; pro-Chinese scholars 

present views similar to the Russian one. Their personal views are significantly shaping the 

debate by making it look like a propaganda competition. Thus, the examination of various 

perspectives is essential to come to a valuable conclusion. 
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1. Historical background of Russian-Kazakhstani and Russian-

Ukrainian links 
 

The purpose of this chapter is to set a historical background for the future analyses 

of Russia‟s current foreign policies towards Kazakhstan and Ukraine. To understand the 

current state of affairs it is essential to trace back the establishment of the foreign relations 

between the above mentioned countries. But since the topic of this paper is generally 

focused on the current situation, a detailed description of the ancient history will not be 

included. 

The historical introduction plays a significant role in this study. It will allow us to 

trace the very first modern Russian cooperation with Ukraine and Kazakhstan. If we take a 

look from historical perspective, it would become obvious that both countries share certain 

similarities when it comes to relations with Russia. However, there are also several 

dramatic differences that can be seen right from the start. Even after a quick glance at the 

historical preconditions, one would have a clearer understanding of the current state of 

affairs, as many of these issues are deeply rooted in history. 

  

We need to look into the past 

to understand the present and 

see the contours of the future. 

   N. Nazarbayev 

1.1. The evolution of Russian-Kazakhstani relations 

Kazakhstan has established relations with Russia a long time ago. It is difficult to 

precisely determine when the Russian-Kazakh relations have begun, as there is no source 

that would mark the exact date or year of the first contact. The territories of modern 

Kazakhstan have been populated by various nomadic tribes for centuries. They were 

famous for cattle breeding and successful domestication of horses. The first Turkic 

Khanate was formed in AD 552 and it was an essential part of the Great Silk Road (The 

Russian Academy of Sciences, 2009, p. 92). In 1218, the tribes were conquered by Mongol 

Empire, which later was transformed into the Golden Horde. When the Golden Horde has 

weakened and started to lose its influence, Kazakh tribes, after centuries of oppression, 

gathered momentum and created the Kazakh Khanate in 1460 (Consulate General of the 

Republic of Kazakhstan in Sydney, 2017).  
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After having a short introduction of the establishment of the first Kazakh state, it is 

essential to describe the Russian perspective on the first contact. One of the most 

trustworthy sources from the Medieval Times is called the Tsar‟s Archives. It serves as the 

main source of knowledge about Russian history of 16
th

-17
th

 centuries (Tsemenkova, 2015, 

p. 30). Its first notes were taken during the reign of Ivan IV (Ivan the Terrible). He 

launched campaigns into neighboring territories, some of which were successfully 

conquered. During that period of time, Russia was occupying only a small part of its 

modern territory, while Kazakhstan was represented by the Kazakh Khanate, which was a 

more powerful and bigger entity. During the reign of Ivan IV, Russia significantly 

strengthened its position in the East. Tatar tribes were attacking Russia frequently, so it 

was important to establish more powerful military fortifications and conquer more lands. 

Also, eastern direction represented a significant part of Russian foreign policy due to the 

possible benefits of trade and transportation. The addition of Kazan in 1552 was a 

significant geopolitical success for Russia, along with the conquest of Astrakhan Khanate 

(important port and trade center), which took place in 1556 and facilitated the 

establishment of direct relations with neighboring tribes on the territory of modern 

Kazakhstan (Erudite, 2007, pp. 32-33). Since Russia was interested in creating the safe 

passage for its trade routes, it was paying attention to the political situation in the region. In 

1574, Ivan the Terrible granted a special right to Stroganov family, famous wealthy 

merchants, to have a duty free trade with the Kazakhs. Trade connections were followed by 

political ties (Dmitrova, 2011, pp. 153-157; Skrinnikov, 2007, p.53).  

The archive mentions the beginning of Russian-Kazakh diplomatic relations, which 

took place in the first part of the 16
th

 century (Lapin, 2020). The establishment of Kazakh-

Russian relations is usually explained by the expansion of Russia in the eastern direction 

(towards Kazan and Astrakhan Khanates). As a result, the two countries became neighbors 

and had to establish friendly relations. However, there is another point of view, according 

to which, the contact was established even before Russian expansionist policies when 

Kazakhs represented more powerful entity and thus were moving in the western direction 

(Isin, 2002, pp. 23-65). 

As it was evident from the first documented contacts in the 16
th

 century, trade gains 

were the priority for both entities. Russia established economic relations with neighboring 

states to have more friendly and secure environment and to benefit from trade activities. 
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Furthermore, Russia also wanted to take control of the trade routes between Europe and the 

East in order to receive regular income revenues (Glushchenko, 2010, p. 64). 

During the reign of Peter the Great, Russia experienced a number of modernization 

processes and reforms. It allowed Russia to become one of the greatest powers in the 

world. After becoming strong enough, Russia expressed its will to acquire new territories 

and to come up with new strategies, which would strengthen country‟s security. Russian 

foreign policy combined the need to ensure the security within the state and the ambitions 

to conquest new lands. 

Thanks to its location, Russia was an essential part of the European-Asian trade during 

the reign of Peter the Great. As it has been mentioned earlier, Ivan the Terrible wished to 

take control over the trade route and larger territories. However, at that time, it was 

impossible due to relative weakness of the state. Since Russia transformed itself into the 

powerful Empire, it had more possibilities and ambitions to conquer new territories 

(Nikitina, 2019). As a result, the core territory of the modern Russia was acquired in times 

of modernization of the Russian Empire. The role and influence of Russia has grown on 

the international arena. It has to be mentioned, though, that the developments were more 

Europe-oriented. Reforms, alliances, and even fashion were inspired by the European 

countries. The main battles were fought in the European part of Russian Empire or for its 

interests in Europe (war against Sweden, Crimean war, Balkans). Not much effort was 

given to establish tight connections with its Eastern neighbors (Arslanov, Kerov, 2001, pp. 

122-133). 

Even though Kazakhstan was not a priority in Russian foreign policy, still, significant 

political ties existed due to Russian interest in its further expansion to the East. The 

centralization and the strengthening of the state power increased the trade exchange 

between the neighboring states. It is important to note that both actors were interested in 

having stable economic ties. Russia needed a free access to the markets of Central Asia. 

Kazakhs were interested in Russian assistance in fighting against raids of different Central 

Asian tribes. In order to ensure the safety of the trade routes and to assure Kazakhs in their 

peaceful intentions, Russians started constructing fortresses on the border with Kazakhstan, 

and sending various merchants and country‟s representatives. Initially, Kazakhstan was 

regarded as a transit country through which Russian government expected to have secure 

trade routes with the Central Asia. However, as the trade with Kazakhstan proved to be 
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more beneficial than initially expected, Russia expressed more interest in its expansionist 

policies in the 17
th

-18
th

 centuries. 

Russian power and interests were growing fast. At the same time, Kazakh state was 

getting weaker and more fragmented. The territory of Kazakhstan has been populated by 

various tribes for centuries, so, not surprisingly, this area has been under attacks by 

neighboring entities. As it has been already mentioned, Kazakhstan was a part of Kazakh 

Khanate, an entity which lost its power in the 17
th

 century and was divided into three new 

lands: Junior Zhuz, Middle Zhuz and Senior Zhuz (New Illustrated Encyclopedia, 2000, p. 

34). The beginning of the 18
th

 century was a troubling period for Kazakhstan. It suffered 

from endless wars against its neighbors, which resulted in severe weakness and devastation 

of the lands. It was inevitable for the Kazakhstan to fall under some form of dependency 

from the main powers of that time. 

1.1.1. The roots of Kazakhstan’s dependency 

In 1717, Kazakh leaders initiated the creation of the military alliance between 

Russia and Kazakhstan. However, this initiative did not result in the agreement as Russia 

had different priorities in its foreign policy (such as the war with the Swedish Empire). 

Nevertheless, the stability of Kazakhstan was essential for Russia as it served as a secure 

zone, some kind of protection of Russian eastern borders. Russian military fortresses such 

as Yamishevskaya (1716) and Semipalatinskaya (1718) were established to monitor the 

situation (Qazaqstan Tarihy, 2013). 

Despite of the fact that the parties did not reach an agreement on military alliance, 

they were still cooperating on other issues (mainly in economic aspects). After another 

devastating attack of the Central Asian tribes, Kazakh leaders headed by Abdulhair were 

looking for the assistance from abroad, and they ended up asking Russian Empress for help 

(Pavlovich, 2003, p. 41). In 1730, Anna Ioannovna hosted the ambassadors from 

Kazakhstan. On February 19
th

, 1731, the Empress signed the letter which stated that 

Kazakhstan would continue its existence under the patronage of Russia. Abdulhair 

represented the Junior Zhuz, later the Middle Zhuz followed. It was granted the patronage 

on the same conditions in 1734 and fully became under Russian control in 1740s (Putiatin, 

2020). 

Kazakh leaders wanted to unite all 3 Zhuzes to form Kazakhstan under the Russian 

protectorate. Russian support was beneficial for internal stability, especially the political 
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situation. Another important benefit of having the protectorate was the decrease of the 

external aggression (Vasiliev, 2015, pp.151-156). Previously, Kazakh territories were 

attacked from all sides, but some tribes such as Bashkir and Kalmyk were forced to stop 

the violent actions because they were also a part of the Russian Empire. So, signing the 

treaty with Russia had obvious benefits for the leaders of Kazakh lands. Russia also 

profited from the deal. One of the signals of Russian real interest in the neighboring land 

was the creation of the Orenburg expedition. Its goal was to explore natural resources, 

establish new fortress and mark new borders. For Kazakhs, it was important to have 

Russian patronage as it protected their territories from possible future invasions. 

The process of Kazakhstan coming under Russian control has started in the first 

part of the 18
th

 century, the whole connection of Kazakh territories finished much later, in 

second half of the 19
th

 century (Ieliubaiev, 2010). The obtainment of such a huge territory 

undoubtedly had to take some time. At first, Kazakhstan was under Russian patronage, but 

later found itself under total Russian control. 

In the beginning, Kazakh leaders, even being under Russian patronage, still 

experienced a certain degree of autonomy. They were even conducting talks with Chinese 

leaders in order to have another form of patronage. This stimulated Russian authorities to 

strengthen control over the territory and to choose wisely when appointing regional leaders 

(Pochekaev, 2016). The old-type Kazakh government was destroyed, and Russian 

population was stimulated to settle in the new territories. People from the European part of 

the Empire were welcomed to move towards new lands (Pavlovich, 2003, pp. 32-44). 

Russia exercised its rule and adopted its colonizing policies. From one point of view, 

Russia oppressed local population by changing their ways of living and expanding on 

Kazakhs‟ lands, however, on the other hand, people mainly benefited from these changes. 

Russians brought the literacy and revitalized trade, invested in roads and manufacturing. 

Lands were used for capitalistic purposes and cultural ties were strengthened (Qazaqstan 

Tarihy, 2018).  

As Russian Empire kept acquiring more wealth and power, it continued its 

expansion to the East. The territories of modern Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan 

were added to the Russian Empire in the 19
th

 century. Geographically, Russia could not 

reach those areas without going through Kazakh territories. As Kazakhstan was not the 

bordering land anymore, it had to be integrated into the Russian Empire more actively 

(Pochekaev, 2016). It has become even more of a concern due to the growing influence of 
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foreign actors on the Kazakh population and the possibilities of their discontent turning 

into massive revolts. It fostered the socio-cultural expansion, assimilation and more active 

possession and usage of the locals‟ land. Once again, it boosted the amount of newcomers 

from traditionally Russian territories. Massive industrialization, literacy and culture 

transformed nomads into class divided society. It resulted in the formation of intelligentsia 

which later will play a decisive role in the division of society over revolutionary ideas. 

Kazakh population was actively involved in supporting the Revolution of 1905-1907 

against the Russian monarchs.  

1.1.2.  Kazakhstan’s aspirations for sovereignty 

In 1917, another political struggle took place. The Russian Empire suffered from 

numerous revolts, monarchs could not effectively control the territories. National 

movements grew stronger. Anti-Russian sentiments became widespread in the region. 

Kazakh population was expressing its discontent because of land confiscations. Ethnic 

Russians and their way of living were attacked and new Muslim organizations appeared 

(Arslanov, Kerov, 2001, p. 331). 

After the fall of the Russian monarchy, Kazakhstan declared autonomy and created 

its own government. On December 13
th

, 1917 Alash Autonomy was proclaimed. The 

government was mainly formed by the local intelligentsia with Kazakh ethnicity. The 

leaders did not represent one political party, thus, their views on the future autonomy 

differed. As they attempted to secure their positions, they were forced to maneuver 

between White (loyal to the Emperor) and Red (Bolshevik) powers. Civil war was taking 

place in the Central Asian region. It resulted in massive disorganization in manufacturing, 

decline of agricultural activities, deaths of protesters who represented opposing powers. In 

1919, Soviet leadership strengthened its position in Moscow and tried to consolidate other 

territories. To gain the support of Kazakh region, a special Decree was published, which 

granted amnesty to all the people involved in Alash Autonomy decision-making. However, 

the leaders were still killed in the 1930s (The Russian Academy of Sciences, 2009, pp. 60-

61, p. 258). 

1.1.3.  The value of Kazakhstan as a part of the USSR 

In the beginning of the 1920s, the Bolsheviks led by Lenin began exercising power 

in Russia. According to the strategy of those times, communism had to be established on 

the eastern territories as well. Thus, administrative-territorial entities were created. In 
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August 1920, Kyrgyz Republic entered the Soviet bloc (The Russian Academy of 

Sciences, 2009, p. 46). Power institutions in Kazakhstan were established according to the 

general Soviet model. In 1925, following the results of the national-territorial delimitation 

in Central Asia, the Kyrgyz ASSR was renamed to Kazakh Autonomous Socialist Soviet 

Republic. The restructuring of the administrative division of the republic was done within 

several years. By 1925, almost all Kazakh lands were united into one republic and the task 

of establishing its territorial integrity was completed (New Illustrated Encyclopedia, 2000, 

p. 34). This transformation was crucial for Kazakhstan. It was the time when the borders 

were defined as we know them today. The capital was moved to Alma-Ata; it became an 

economic and cultural center in the region. In December 1936, the Kazakh Autonomous 

Socialist Soviet Republic became one of the Soviet republics - the Kazakh SSR (Isaev, 

2004, p. 727). The proclamation of the Kazakh SSR was a turning point in ensuring the 

territorial integrity of Kazakh Soviet statehood. Officially, Kazakh SSR was an equal 

republic within the USSR which united various nations and nationalities. However, 

Moscow authorities still viewed it as a territory that belongs to Russia.  

The gradual eradication of a traditional way of life and national differences was 

conducted in the republics which were a part of the USSR. This period of formation can be 

characterized by harsh policy aimed at the unification of various republics. At the same 

time, joining the USSR was a step towards stability and equality. Kazakh SSR enjoyed 

more freedoms when compared to its past of being a protectorate under the Russian 

Empire. Apart from the obvious benefits of Kazakhstan entering the USSR, several 

important developments should be mentioned. Economic activity was boosted together 

with cultural ties. The mandatory education was introduced in all republics in order to 

eradicate the illiteracy. The first university in Kazakhstan was opened in 1928. People got 

an opportunity to educate themselves and to get jobs in more professional areas. However, 

it also had a negative impact on Kazakh identity, as the classes were conducted in Russian. 

Kazakh language suffered from severe rivalry on official level, as well as in people‟s 

everyday lives. Initially Arabic Kazakh alphabet was forcibly reorganized; Kazakh 

alphabet has been based on Cyrillic since 1940 (Political Atlas of Modern Times, 2020).  

The industrialization has been conducted in all Soviet republics, and Kazakhstan 

was no exception, as it developed into one of the biggest industrial zones. Mining became 

the main industrial specialization of Kazakhstan, and it kept its importance until the 

collapse of the USSR (Pochekaev, 2020). Due to its location, the building of Turkestan-
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Siberian Railway in 1926-1931 was initiated; it significantly increased the commodities 

circulation. However, the economic transformation was not carefully planned (did not take 

into account regional specifics) and included many harsh measures. Locals were forced to 

lead a settled way of life, which ruined their traditional community structure. Rural areas 

experienced difficulties due to massive harvesting campaign of agriculture production and 

strong tax policy. The redistribution of lands, violent collectivization, high state demands 

for bread and livestock resulted in population starvation in 1932-1933 and mass deaths of 

cattle. This was a sorrowful event in Kazakh history, as a result of which approximately 

one million Kazakhs moved to neighboring countries or other republics of the USSR. 

There are different estimates of the number of people who died due to the famine and 

epidemics. Officially, the commission of the Presidium of the Supreme Council of the 

Republic of Kazakhstan (November 1992), estimated that 49% of population (2 million 

200 thousand people) died (Kazakhstanskaia Pravda, 1992). Until now, scholars debate 

whether it was a planned genocide of Kazakhs or the tragedy that happened because of 

economic miscalculations and natural hazards (Imangaliev, 2018).  

During the WW2, Kazakh SSR became a center of military industry because of its 

location huge distance away the ongoing combat operations. It served as a base for 

numerous industrial manufactories, academic and cultural artefacts and prominent figures. 

It was a safe haven for the production of weapons and ammunition for the army. During 

the war, the volume of military production has increased by 5 times in comparison to 1940 

(Tkachova, 2004, pp. 15-19). It had beneficial effects for Kazakhstan as it allowed to build 

new settlements, develop various local industries, together with playing an important role 

in the wartime period (Kovalenko, 2010, pp. 31-33). More than 1 million ethnic Kazakhs 

were drafted to the army, 500 Kazakhs became Heroes of the Soviet Union (Consulate 

General of the Republic of Kazakhstan in Sydney, 2017). The specific conditions of the 

WW2 and post-war period (the occupation of most of the European territory of the USSR) 

have repeatedly increased the importance of these territories for the USSR. 

After the war, Moscow initiated another plan in order to develop Kazakh region 

and to revive the European part of the USSR. The government came up with the Virgin 

Lands campaign. Starting from 1954, numerous Russians, Ukrainians, Belarusians came to 

Kazakhstan for working purposes. It was a huge agrarian-political campaign for growing 

wheat on empty lands. Once again, Kazakhstan played an essential role as Soviet 

leadership regarded vast uninhabited lands as opportunities to increase agricultural 
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production. At first, virgin harvests exceeded all expectations. In 1956-58 they gave half of 

the total grain crop received in the USSR. And in subsequent years, from 25 to 40% of the 

grain harvest was collected on virgin soil (Tolts a, 2004). It had several negative impacts 

on the local population such as an increase of criminality, newcomers with different 

ethnicities also changed demographics, but the campaign helped to feed the whole USSR, 

so in the long run it proved to be a relatively successful plan. Previously empty places were 

populated, hundreds of villages appeared in the steppe, and the amount of population has 

increased.  

The territory was used for different purposes by the Soviet leadership; it opened 

numerous possibilities for local population to improve their living conditions, employment 

rates and to have a positive effect on the developments of the whole USSR. Due to the 

large territory, Kazakhstan, apart from being a huge area of Virgin Lands used for 

harvesting, also had a military importance for Moscow. The developments of the military 

required the modernization of the army. Soviet leaders were planning to acquire a new type 

of weapon able to bring the larger level of destruction. In order to create it, scientists 

needed a desert test site, which was remote from large settlements. Kazakh SSR became a 

center of nuclear tests, missiles creation and space flights. One of the historical 

significance of this region lies in the fact that Semipalatinsk nuclear polygon was the place 

where the first Soviet nuclear bombs were tested. On August 29, 1949 at 4 a.m. Moscow 

time the first atomic bomb explosion took place in a remote steppe region of the Kazakh 

SSR (Tolts b, 2004). In 1957, military polygon of Baikonur for ballistic missile tests was 

created. Soviet leadership was increasingly interested in the formation of military bases 

and test sites. As a result, new enterprises appeared to help meet country‟s military-related 

needs. The republic was the main source of uranium, there were enterprises of the military-

industrial complex, providing the production of nuclear material, there were military 

divisions serving intercontinental missiles and nuclear warheads located on the territory of 

Kazakhstan, heavy bombers and nuclear warheads (Kassenova, 2017). It fostered the 

industrial capabilities of Kazakh SSR, new technologies also improved the manufacturing. 

Nevertheless, it is essential to note that the developments at Baikonur have a universal 

importance. The first artificial satellite (Sputnik 1) and the first manned space flight 

(Vostok 1) were launched from this Cosmodrome. Yuri Gagarin, who was piloting Vostok 

1, became the first human to be in space (Antonov, 2017). 
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The republic experienced its ups and downs simultaneously with other regions of 

the USSR. The period of instability started in the end of the 1980s. In 1985, the USSR 

adopted the course of Perestroika and Glasnost which was aimed at the certain 

democratization of society. It had an impact on the revival of national self-awareness of 

population, and resulted in the nationalist movements (Artykbaev, 2006, p. 272). On July 

22
nd

 1989, the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Kazakh SSR appointed a 

new first secretary - Nursultan Nazarbayev. He faced a huge amount of alarming 

challenges; social tensions, economic issues, environmental problems were only a few. The 

transition to the market economy has started, independent media appeared, foreign 

influence increased. On December 10
th

 1991, Kazakh SSR was renamed into Kazakhstan 

Republic with Nazarbayev as a new President. It was the last republic to leave the USSR 

(Pochekaev, 2020). 

1.2. Historical overview of Russian-Ukrainian interconnections 

After reviewing the establishment of Kazakh-Russian relations, it is important to pay 

close attention to the formation of Ukrainian-Russian ties. In this instance, the situation 

would look even more complicated and controversial. From the modern perspective, it is 

difficult to mark the time when Ukraine and Russia established foreign relations, because 

both states have been a part of one country.  

In 9-13th centuries Ukraine, Russia and Belarus existed as a common entity known as 

Kievan Rus‟ (Gorskiy, 2004, pp. 15-29). It was organized in the form of a federation; local 

dukes representing their tribes were governed by the Grand Duke of Kiev. Vladimir 

Monomakh (1053-1125) is considered to be the last powerful Grand Duke of Kiev 

(Alekseiev et al., 1997, p. 17). His son, Yuri Dolgorukiy had been fighting for the throne in 

Kiev, however, he did not succeed and was forced to find another territory to govern. He 

went to reign on the Eastern territories and founded Moscow (Polonska-Vasilenko, 1993, 

pp. 147-154), which together with its neighboring areas formed a medieval state - 

Moscovy (an entity which would be transformed into Russia).  

Initially, multinational tribes of Kievan Rus‟ were united by the Grand Duke and the 

church with power centered in Kiev. However, in the second half of the 12
th

 century 

Kievan Rus‟ found itself divided into several independent East Slavic States (such as Kiev, 

Novgorod, Moscovy, Halych-Volynia). Along with the weakening of the state came 

worsening of the internal stability due to internecine wars for the main throne and the 
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fights between the different principalities. In the 13
th

 century, the Golden Horde moved in 

eastern direction and conquered the state (Petrukhin, 2000, p. 13). The mixture of internal 

and external factors led to the end of Kievan Rus‟ existence. For some time Kiev was ruled 

by the Golden Horde, then later it got under the rule of various European powers (Gorskiy, 

2004, p. 21). Moscow did not experience such pressure from neighboring countries, and 

therefore it managed to preserve its autonomy, develop into more powerful entity and to 

win the fight against Horde for the independence.  

As Russian leaders experienced more power, they started expanding the country‟s 

territory. One of the priorities was to regain the control of Kievan Rus‟ lands. During the 

reign of Ivan the Terrible the reunification of Orthodox population and the returning of 

former unity of Kievan Rus‟ have begun (Khannikov, 2013, pp. 13-18). This process has 

been lasting for centuries due to understandable unwillingness of other foreign actors to 

give up the territories.   

Meanwhile, Ukrainian lands, devastated after the Horde conquerors‟ oppression, 

were divided into 2 parts: the Right Bank and the Left Bank. By the end of the 15
th

 

century, both parts were ruled by foreign powers. In 13
th

-14
th

 century, the Right Bank 

became a part of the Lithuanian state (Khannikov, 2013, pp. 4-10). Starting from 1569, it 

suffered from the Polish occupation. At the same time some parts of the Left Bank were 

regained by Russia, when others served as a base for Cossacks, who were fighting against 

Polish and Turkish aggressive expansionist actions (Golobutsky, 1994).  

The biggest and the most important Cossack grouping was populating central and 

southern parts of modern Ukraine and became known as the Zaporozhian Sich. It was a 

military-administrative entity which united men in their fight against the foreign influence 

during 16
th

 -18
th

 centuries (Apanovich, 2009, p. 219).  

In 1648, after Cossacks‟ unsuccessful fights resulted in another advancement of 

Polish military, Cossack leader (Ukrainian Hetman Bohdan Khmelnytsky) decided to turn 

to Russia for help (Vechirniy Kyiv, 1991, pp. 36-41). At first, Cossacks viewed the 

agreement as a temporary military alliance. However, later they had to agree to Russian 

terms, which included more limitations and responsibilities for Cossacks. Despite 

unsatisfactory conditions, difficult military and political situation motivated Khmelnytsky 

to seek Russian patronage. 

The idea of rapprochement with Russian forces seems understandable, if we take 

into account religious similarity between the two entities. Besides, Moscow was willing to 
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support Cossacks, because they were not only guarding Ukrainian territories against the 

Polish influence, but also protecting Russia from the Tatar raids from the South. 

Zaporozhian Sich received gunpowder, weapons, food and supplies from Russia 

(Jakovenko, 1997, p. 228). 

Several councils and peace talks were held, as Khmelnytsky demonstrated the 

Ukrainian willingness to come under the Russian patronage and to enter into the agreement 

with Russia (Sazonov, 1992, pp. 33-34). The agreement between Ukraine and Moscow was 

signed in 1654. It covered administrative, political, economic and military aspects. For 

Ukraine, the most important clauses were the possibility to appoint its own hetmans 

(leaders) and the legal ability to receive representatives from foreign countries. Apanovich, 

one of the most prominent researchers of Cossacks‟ history, defines Ukrainian contacts 

with Turkey, Sweden, Crimea, Poland as demonstration of independence; as a sign that 

other countries were dealing with Khmelnytsky directly, without the permission of the 

Russian leaders (Apanovich, 2009, pp. 52-56). Even though Cossacks‟ leaders had to 

sacrifice certain liberties, the main goal was reached – Russia declared war against Poland 

in 1654 (Vechirniy Kyiv, 1991, p. 42). By doing this, Russia demonstrated the 

international community willingness and, most importantly, ability to fight for its interests 

on post-Kievan Rus‟ territories. 

1.2.1. Ukraine as a part of the Russian Empire 

The process of Ukrainian lands coming under the Russian influence started in the 

17
th

 century, after Cossacks‟ leaders initiated the formation of the military alliance against 

Poland. Another important agreement called Moscow Articles was signed in 1665. 

According to this treaty, Ukrainian population, headed by Hetman Ivan Briukhovetsky, 

abandoned the goal of having an independent or autonomous state, and asked Russia to 

take over the Left-Bank Ukrainian cities and introduce its laws and norms (Apanovich, 

2009, p. 393). The population was freed from religious and cultural oppression, but it did 

not experience total economic and political freedoms. However, the existing order cannot 

be described as colonizing or oppressive. Ukrainians, for example, had an opportunity for 

education and could occupy any position in the Russian Empire if they spoke Russian. 

There were no obstacles for children from mixed Russian-Ukrainian marriages (Kappeler, 

2001, pp. 5-7). Thus, Ukrainians were not singled out or infringed either on confessional or 

racial grounds. 
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At the end of the 18
th

 century, Russian leadership destroyed Zaporozhian Sich, 

divided Poland together with other powerful entities, and established full control over the 

territories (Korol, 2008, pp. 157-166). During the rule of Catherine II (1762-1796) Russian 

Empire turned into one of the largest and most important European powers. In accordance 

with the policy of Empress, Russian lands must expand constantly, thus a large part of her 

foreign policy was devoted to this issue. The success of Russian troops and diplomats 

contributed to the enlargement of the territory of modern Ukraine and has increased the 

development levels. The merits of Catherine II include the liberation of the Right-Bank 

from Polish rule, after the Ukrainian lands previously owned by Poland were included in 

the Russian Empire. Also, Southern Ukraine and Crimea were freed from the Turkish rule 

and added to the Ukrainian lands. Since Ukrainian lands became a part of the Russian 

Empire, certain rules were applied. One of the most important administrative reforms was 

carried out – the establishment of Malorossiya (meaning small Russia) governorate (Focus, 

2007). The cities were ruled by Russian aristocracy representatives, Ukrainian language 

was banned, and all official documentation should have been written in Russian instead. 

The same processes were happening in other parts of the Russian Empire due to the official 

policies of centralization and unification (Radziyevskyy, 2013, p. 119).  

Even though Ukrainian political freedoms were limited, Russian Empire was 

extremely supportive in territorial and military matters. Russia has been involved in 

securing the area for centuries. For example, it has been participating in Russo-Polish wars 

in the 17
th

 century and in Russo-Turkish wars for dominance on the Black Sea in the 18
th

 

century (Erudite, 2007, p. 128). The Ukrainian territory was bordering with other Empires, 

so it had to be protected at any cost. 

The second half of the 19
th

 century was characterized by industrialization, 

capitalism and development of cities (Kudritsky, 1981, p. 17). Previously underdeveloped 

periphery, formerly oppressed by foreign (Tatar, Turkish and Polish) military structures, 

has been developing as a part of the Russian Empire. The construction of the big port city 

of Odessa, the emergence of new settlements, transformation of Crimea and revival of 

Kiev - all serve as an example of a fruitful reforms of those times (Radziyevskyy, 2013, p. 

119). It resulted in more accessible education and led to the spread of cultural and political 

ideas. Kievan (Central Ukraine) scholars were supporting Ukrainian existence as a part of 

the Russian Empire, while educated society in Lviv (Western Ukraine) was more radical; it 

was highly influenced by the Austro-Hungarian Empire and was seeking independence 
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(Buranov, n.d.). However, according to William Allen, a British scholar who devoted 

much of his career to the study of the bordering lands of the Russian Empire, namely 

Ukraine and Georgia, Slavic people felt united. In general, Ukrainians were aware of their 

national identity and they wished to be a part of the Russian world (Allen, 1940). 

Nationalistic sentiments of some parts of the Western Ukrainian population were dissolved 

in the mass support for Slavic unity.  

During the WWI, Russian and Ukrainian troops were fighting against the Austro-

Hungarian invasion (Svechin, 2009, p. 12). According to the official result, Russia was a 

part of the winning coalition; however, in reality it suffered huge economic, social, military 

and political damage. In total, due to internal instability, the Russian Empire was not able 

to conduct a united policy and large-scale military operations. The lack of unity in the 

ruling circles and conflicting public opinion constantly deepened the crisis of power 

relations. 

1.2.2. Ukraine’s fight for independence 

By the time the Russian Empire collapsed, Ukrainian elite members tried to 

establish their own government. The forces were not united and could not agree on the 

main political decisions, which led to a huge political instability which lasted for several 

years and included numerous coup d‟etats. Significant changes in the conflict between the 

two entities were caused by the revolutionary events of 1917 that triggered a sharp 

development of the Ukrainian national movement and the growth of the aspirations of its 

leaders for autonomy and subsequently for complete separation from Russia. 

In the beginning of the 20
th

 century, Ukraine experienced serious qualitative 

changes. In different times, the authority belonged alternately to the Provisional 

government, the Central Council of Ukraine (Ukrainian People‟s Republic), Hetman 

Skoropadsky (Ukraine), military structures, anarchists, loyalists, socialists (Soldatenko, 

2018, p. 22). Constant governmental changes led to the inability of Ukraine to provide an 

adequate policy due to its weakness. As new leaders were coming to power, they were 

more interested in various possibilities to increase the territory under their control. 

Crimean issue has always been on the agenda. The leader of the Central Council, 

one of the most prominent Ukrainian historians, Hrushevsky, established a special criteria 

on how to evaluate the affiliation of the region. According to him, the best option for 

determining the borders of the state should be ethnic criteria (at least 50% + 1 resident of 
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the same nationality of each historically established compact separate territory). Based on 

the population census conducted in the early 20
th

 century, out of a total of 749.8 thousand 

inhabitants of Crimea there were 309.2 thousand Russians, 215.3 thousand Tatars, and 5 

thousand Ukrainians. The leaders of the Central Council came to the conclusion that 

Crimea cannot be included in the autonomous Ukraine. The structure of reviving Ukraine 

(in any status) was supposed to include only the provinces where the predominant mass of 

inhabitants was ethnically Ukrainian (Soldatenko, 2018, pp. 12-13). 

1.2.3. The development of Ukraine within the Soviet Union 

After a number of unsuccessful attempts to establish an autonomous/an 

independent Ukraine, the power was finally captured by the Socialist supporters. As a 

result, Ukraine (together with Russia, Belarus, Azerbaijan, Armenia and Georgia) signed 

the Agreement on the Formation of the USSR on December 29
th

, 1922. The document 

determined the basic principles of unification: equality and voluntary membership, the 

right to freely withdraw from the USSR and the right for other Soviet socialist republics to 

join the USSR. Later, the Agreement served as the basis of the Constitution of 1924 (Boris 

Yeltsin Presidential Library, 2020). 

After Ukraine joined the USSR, the official Soviet policy started to apply there as 

well. One of the priorities was the spread of literacy, so mass education was introduced. 

Also, every SSR was stimulated to preserve its cultural identity; it resulted in the 

governmental-organized wave of Ukrainization. For example, the official report of the 

Communist Party Central Committee from 2-6 June 1926 stated that the results of the 

Ukrainization at that time were satisfactory. The greatest achievements include the raise of 

the usage of Ukrainian language in the state apparatus (reached 65%) and in the press 

(reached 60%) (Korol, 2002, p. 299). 

The instability of the first half of the 20
th

 century, along with the lack of well-

planned strategies and poor weather conditions that resulted in crop failure, led to food 

shortages. The sown areas of Ukraine have decreased by 30 percent, the number of 

livestock has declined dramatically. There was a shortage of food throughout the whole 

country (Group of Authors, 1984, pp. 130-149). But Ukraine was one of the Republics that 

suffered the most. According to the experts from the Kyiv Institute of Demography, 

Ukrainian SSR lost the largest amount of population – 3.9 million, which makes 13.3 

percent of the total number of its citizens. Only Kazakhstan surpassed Ukraine, losing 22.4 
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percent of the population (Goble, 2017). Up to date, it is considered as one of the biggest 

tragedies Ukrainian nation ever experienced.  

When the USSR just managed to recover from the terrible food shortages and 

began to experience good economic growth, its foreign policy calculations turned out to be 

erroneous. The country was completely unprepared when the Nazi Germany attacked it.  

Due to their location, precisely between Europe and Moscow, Ukrainian and 

Belarusian lands and people suffered the most. While Ukrainian territories were occupied 

by Nazi forces, enormous damage was inflicted on industry, agriculture and culture 

(Grekov et al, 1954, p. 101-106). The Nazis turned thousands of Ukrainian cities and 

villages into ruins, killed and forcibly sent to work in Germany millions of civilians. 

Millions of Soviet soldiers were killed defending and freeing Ukrainian lands. 

 It has to be mentioned that while Ukrainian SSR and the entire USSR were 

fighting back, some parts of the population of Western Ukraine united in the radical 

Ukrainian Insurgency Army under the leadership of Bandera. Its main goal was to fight 

against both Soviet and German/Polish armies, thus the attitude towards them remains 

controversial to this day. Its actions, supported by locals, were the main reason why the 

population of the Western Ukraine was called untrustworthy; forcible transportation of the 

locals to other Soviet Republics was conducted in the post-war times in order to decrease 

the separatist movements.  

After the WWII, Soviet Union restored its might. Ukrainian SSR has turned into a 

powerful industrial and collective farm socialist actor. The agriculture of Ukraine has 

achieved tremendous success; the Republic became the main producer of grain in the 

Soviet Union. Ukraine also has become the largest coal-metallurgical and energy base for 

the whole country. 

Another important factor for Ukrainian SSR was the territorial formation. The 

territory of a modern-day Ukraine was created thanks to the Soviet leaders. Lenin included 

lands between Odessa and Luhansk region when the borders of Ukrainian SSR were 

marked; Stalin added the Western Ukraine (1939), Bukovina region (1940) and 

Zakarpatska oblast (1946); Khruschev transferred control of the Crimea (1956). When the 

Soviet Union was expanding to the west, Ukrainian SSR received additional lands due to 

the fact that it was a bordering zone. The Soviet social system opened the way for the 

Ukrainian people to cultivate their statehood, economy and culture. The Communist Party 
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and the USSR government made a lot of effort to develop the national economy of the 

Soviet Ukraine. 

It is important to note, that Ukrainian SSR was among the UN founding members 

(together with Belarusian SSR and Russian SFSR). Once again, it proves the importance of 

the Republic and Moscow‟s appreciation of it. The Ukrainian SSR was the most influential 

Republic after the RSFSR in terms of population and economic significance (Grekov et al, 

1954, p. 101-108). In Kiev, the level of culture and education was as high as in Moscow 

and Leningrad (modern Saint Petersburg).  

In the mid-1980s, the Soviet Union began to weaken while trying to introduce more 

liberal policies. Regional powers gained the momentum and organized peaceful coup 

d‟etats in several Republics of the USSR (Yekelchyk, 2007, p. 239). When the collapse of 

the USSR was practically inevitable, the Ukrainian SSR held a referendum where all its 

population was asked if it supported the independence. The referendum took place on 

December 1
st
, 1991, and on the December 8

th
 the then President of Ukraine Leonid 

Kravchuk, together with his Russian counterpart Boris Yeltsin and Chairman of the 

Supreme Council of Belarus Stanislav Shushkevich, signed the abolition of the USSR 

(Golod, 2011). 

1.3. Comparative analysis of historical preconditions for Russia’s dominance 

After the in-depth analysis of the historical factors, we can see that current Russian-

Kazakh and Russian-Ukrainian ties are based on a series of events. 

The histories of Russia and Ukraine go hand in hand as both countries appeared as a 

part of the Kievan Rus‟. In 1240, the Federation got invaded by Khanate. Kiev was 

ruthlessly destroyed, while Moscow managed to preserve the autonomy and to get 

independence, which allowed it to conduct its own foreign policy and to evolve into a 

powerful state. Kiev was always viewed as a symbol of glorious ancient times and many 

Russian leaders have tried to return Ukraine under Slavic influence.  

On the contrary, we can note that Kazakhstan and Russia did not have many unifying 

factors during the Middle Ages. The entities were not sharing one ethnical or socio-cultural 

identity, did not have many points of contact. The pattern of ties established in the 16
th

 

century left a mark on Kazakh-Russia relations. When Kazakh leaders understood that they 

could not rule in peace without the support from the outside, they turned to the Russian 

Empire for assistance. That marked the beginning of official Kazakh dependency which 
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took different forms throughout centuries. Russian first attempts to stay in the Central Asia 

were made during the reign of Ivan the Terrible and followed by Peter the Great. Due to 

their policies, complicated and controversial relations of Russia and Kazakhstan have 

started.  

At the same time, we can see that Ukraine entered the Russian Empire in a relatively 

similar scenario. In the 17
th

 century, after numerous anti-Polish uprisings have failed, 

Ukrainian leader Khmelnytsky asked the Russian Emperor for a patronage. Later, the 

agreement was altered and Ukraine officially became a part of the Russian Empire. It 

marked the beginning of Ukrainian autonomy within the Russian Empire, which later 

transformed into the USSR. 

It is important to note that both Kazakh and Ukrainian cases represent the voluntarily 

joining processes. When they were facing security challenges from the external actors, they 

turned to Russia for the protectorate and stayed in its sphere of influence for centuries. 

For Russia, the importance of both Kazakhstan and Ukraine was regarded through the 

prism of geopolitical factors.  

For centuries, Russian leaders were interested in the securitization of the Ukrainian 

territories due to its bordering location. One of the consequences of that strategy was 

continuous expansion and development of the Ukrainian lands. The biggest cities such as 

Kiev, Zhytomyr, Vinnitsa and Lviv (as well as thousands of settlements) were regained 

from Poland, Turkey, etc. and became Ukrainian, or rather, part of the Russian Empire 

thanks to Russian weapons and diplomacy. For the Russian policies in the regions, the 

decisive part was played by religion and citizenship, Ukrainian population was not 

segregated by its nationality. Similarly, during the times of the Russian Empire, 

Kazakhstan was important as a bordering region. As the Empire was expanding, 

Kazakhstan (as Ukraine) experienced Russification policies. 

During the Soviet period, Kazakhstan and Ukraine were developed in a different way 

and shared various relations with Russia as it represented the main center of the Soviet 

policies. Kazakhstan‟s remote location assisted in war activities by hosting refugees and 

producing weapons. Later, the vast territories were used for both peaceful and military 

purposes: the harvesting at the Virgin Lands saved the USSR from famine, while the 

productions and tests at Baikonur and Semipalatinsk demonstrated the power and 

prosperity of the USSR.  
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On the contrary, Ukraine and its population were directly involved in the war process, 

which resulted in mass devastations and decrease of the number of citizens. Later, for the 

USSR, Ukraine mostly represented an important actor due to its factories and enterprises, 

which were manufacturing products for all the Soviet area; it was regarded as the second 

most important republic due to its developments, material base and seashores. 

Nevertheless, it has to be mentioned that while Kazakh population was largely Russified, 

Ukrainian case presented a more challenging picture. The territory of Ukraine was re-

gained gradually. Some parts of the Western Ukraine were under Austria-Hungarian for 

centuries and were finally added to the Ukrainian SSR in the 20
th

 century. Thus, the 

population was not supportive enough and the territories were difficult to control; it 

resulted in the instability in the regions which served as one of the reasons for Ukrainian 

independence movement in the 1990s. 

At the same time, Kazakhstan and Ukraine received a legal right to become 

independent states thanks to their earlier existence as Soviet Republics. The intellectual 

and industrial levels were raised significantly during the times of the USSR. In the end, the 

policies, which can be described as aggressive and colonial, were mostly beneficial for the 

republics. Both Kazakhstan and Ukraine have experienced various stages of development 

under the Russian influence. These developments gave the states a prospect to become 

independent and relatively important actors in the world politics.  

As we can see, both countries experienced major Russian influence. However Ukraine 

represents a more challenging case as it has been also influenced by other regional players 

due to its close location to the powerful European entities, while Kazakhstan did not have 

significant regional tensions. 

After the fall of the USSR, both Kazakhstan and Ukraine got to a new round of 

development. They received a new status together with a chance to conduct its own foreign 

policy. As the states were not officially dependent on Russia, Kazakhstan and Ukraine had 

opportunity to choose any direction of external relations.  
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2. Russian policies towards independent Kazakhstan and Ukraine  

According to the structure of the thesis, after describing the historical background, the 

relations of modern Kazakhstan and Ukraine with Russia will be presented. All these 

countries became independent in 1991 and established new diplomatic relations as new 

entities. 

After the collapse of the USSR, the geopolitical situation changed significantly. It 

marked the end of the bipolar world order and initiated the fall of communism worldwide. 

Russia was officially recognized as the successor of the Soviet Union, therefore, it reserved 

a right to remain a member of various international organizations, including the right to 

permanent membership in the UN Security Council.  

Russia also got the opportunity to conduct already-established policies from the 

existing modernized institutions. Previously, the focus of its foreign policy was on Western 

countries (primarily the United States). In the 1990s, the Western direction was still 

important; however, the establishment of friendly, or at least not hostile relations with the 

new states bordering Russia was essential for its future survival. The course towards the 

maximum severance of ties with Russia was immediately taken by Lithuania, Latvia and 

Estonia, which turned towards Europe. The rest of the former Soviet republics eventually 

remained with Russia and formed the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). 

Since the topic is focused on the behavior of states, certain aspects will be described 

without special attention to non-governmental actors. These will be mainly economic and 

military points. This part will be completed with the national and ethnic assessment of both 

countries. 

2.1. Russian-Kazakhstani collaboration in regional structures 

The first aspect to point out is that Kazakhstan and Russia are the biggest and the most 

economically important countries in the region. It is important to see the connection 

between them on bilateral and multilateral levels. That is why the cooperation between 

Russia and Kazakhstan should be presented within the CIS (including economic and 

military aspects), as well as at the level of Russian-Kazakh relations. This section describes 

the key aspects of cooperation and grounds for potential disputes. The membership of both 

countries in regional organizations is presented.  

As mentioned earlier, Kazakhstan and Russia have a long history of interactions. Both 

countries were a part of the Russian Empire, later both were included in the USSR. Thus, 
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they have a variety of economic, political, cultural and traditional ties. For example, in 

accordance with the Soviet economic system, the Kazakhstan‟s economy was focused on 

the extraction and production of raw materials, which were subsequently processed in 

Russia. The rupture of inter-republican ties after the collapse of the Soviet Union had a 

devastating effect on Kazakhstani industry. During the transition period, it was difficult to 

maintain peace and order in the country and at the same time respond to external threats 

coming from various directions. The unstable situation in the region posed security threats 

not only for Kazakhstan, but also for the international community (Swanstrom, 2010). At 

the same time, Russia lost its geopolitical significance and all former republics became 

independent states. The collapse of the Soviet Union caused the disintegration of the once 

common political and economic space, and created major socio-economic crisis.  

All post-Soviet states were relatively weak entities on their own. And since for several 

decades they were a part of one huge country, for most of them, the creation of a joint 

governing body was a natural decision. The core priority of Russian foreign policy, was to 

draw up important political agreements with Ukraine, Belarus and Kazakhstan, due to their 

past significance as parts of the USSR and strategically important near-border locations 

(Melville, Shakleina, 2005, pp. 25-34).  Leaders of post-Soviet countries decided to create 

an alliance that would unite former republics in order to develop cooperation and ensure 

the peaceful ambitions of all newly created states. On December 8
th

, 1991, in Minsk, 

Belarus, Russia and Ukraine signed the agreement on the creation of the Commonwealth of 

Independent States (CIS). On December 21
st
, 1991, an extended version of the agreement 

was presented in Almaty. It resulted in the signing of Almaty Declaration by former Soviet 

republics, in which independent states expressed their willingness for mutually respectful 

relations (The Ministry of the Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 1991). The 

countries recognized each other‟s territorial integrity and agree to strengthen historically 

friendly relations and mutually beneficial cooperation. Most importantly, all participants 

agreed to transfer possession and control of nuclear weapons to Russia, while Ukraine, 

Belarus and Kazakhstan renounced their right to retain nuclear weapons. The parties 

agreed to respect each other‟s will to have a nuclear-free or neutral state and to try to 

ensure international strategic stability and security. Countries also expressed their interest 

in creating a single economic space (CIS Legislation, 1991). Various events and regular 

meetings, an alternate chairmanship of the participating states, the creation of additional 

bodies aimed at expanding cooperation in the regions, demonstrated the members‟ interest 
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in collaboration within the CIS. However, for various reasons, not all countries were 

equally involved in the integration process. Some feared Russian influence and the return 

of the USSR and wanted to retain power, while others were too focused on solving the 

internal problems of their countries, such as economic crises. Thus, only a few countries 

agreed on closer cooperation. In 1995, the foundation was laid for the creation of a 

customs union between Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. In March 1996, these 

countries signed a treaty on the deepening of integration in the economic and humanitarian 

spheres (Parfiriev, 2016).  

As for the CIS, it later evolved into the agreement on deepening integration in the 

economic sphere. In 2010, several CIS members, namely Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan and Russia established the Customs Union, which served as the basis for a 

single economic and trade space (Eurasian Economic Union, 2018). Later, the Eurasian 

Economic Union was created to strengthen ties between the countries even further. Its 

responsibility is to ensure the free movement of goods, capital, and labor, as well as to 

develop common economic policies. This international organization of economic 

integration is as important factor for the development of cooperation in the region. 

According to the statistics, provided by the Eurasian Economic Commission, the volume of 

mutual trade between member states increases significantly every year (Eurasian Economic 

Commission, 2018). The possibilities of economic gains are obvious if we take into 

account vast territories, natural resources and huge populations. However, the Eurasian 

Economic Union might face a crisis due to several issues. Russia is pushing for a closer 

cooperation, including the introduction of a common currency and the establishment of a 

Parliament of the EEU, which would have higher authority than local economic 

governments. Kazakhstan rejected the possibility of such developments (Rusakovich, 

2016). This disagreement might lead to the breakdown of friendly relations which could 

result in freezing of the cooperation in certain areas. 

The EEU, created on the basis of the CIS countries serves primarily economic 

purposes. Some scholars consider it a geopolitical failure due to its inability to reach 

achieve a higher form of integration (Matlack, 2014; Kononchuk, 2007; Petrovich-Belkin 

et al., 2019). Today, it represents an interstate group of independent states. But further 

integration will not be supported by its members, as well as by the international 

community which will consider this as the return of the USSR. However, under current 
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conditions, this cooperation proves to be beneficial; countries have the same interests in 

such key issues as trade, stability and good-neighborly relations in the region. 

Kazakhstan was among the countries that joined the CIS. This was one of the most 

important agreements signed by the country after the fall of the USSR. In general, this 

demonstrated the readiness of the post-Soviet countries to cooperate on various issues. As 

already mentioned, the CIS is mainly regarded as an instrument of economic integration. 

Nevertheless, this is not the only aspect that unites the countries of the region.  

An important element of regional cooperation is security engagement. In 1992, 

Kazakhstan, Russia, Armenia, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan signed the Collective 

Security Treaty (Schnabel, 2001, p. 45). Russia has always actively promoted the idea of 

closer cooperation in the military sphere. To date, the treaty has been transformed into 

regional collective security organization (CSTO), whose members are: Armenia, Belarus, 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia and Tajikistan. The CSTO is considered as the main 

institution responsible for ensuring Eurasian security. The most important Article 4 

resembles the famous Article 5 of the NATO Charter. It says: “if one of the States Parties 

is subjected to aggression by any state or group of states, then this will be considered as 

aggression against all States Parties to this Treaty. In the event of an act of aggression 

against any of the participating States, all other participating States will provide it with the 

necessary assistance, including military” (Collective Security Treaty Organization, 2020). 

Member states have signed a strategic partnership agreement that will be implemented 

until 2025. The military and police forces regularly participate in joint exercises with a 

goal of increasing defense capabilities and combat readiness. At present, the CSTO is 

actively involved in countering modern threats such as terrorism, illegal drug/human 

trafficking, emergencies, information security and state border protection (Golub, Golub, 

2018, p. 199-200). The chairmanship changes every year, so each member state has equal 

opportunities to receive it. In 2021, it will be Kazakhstan‟s turn to assume the presidency.  

The CSTO is responsible for combating security threats in the region. The CIS and 

the CSTO are examples of Russian-Kazakhstani supportive actions in cooperation at the 

multilateral level; both countries are among the closest allies in the post-USSR space. 

Russia and Kazakhstan are powerful actors with a strong stance regarding their national 

interests, which share common state border, so their bilateral cooperation should be 

defined. 
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2.2. The basis of Russian-Kazakhstani bilateral agreements 

Diplomatic relations between the two largest CIS members went through certain 

stages of development. Russia and Kazakhstan established diplomatic relations in October 

1992. The Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual Assistance was signed the same 

year. The states expressed their readiness to coordinate actions, strengthen cooperation, 

exercise joint control over several military bases, respect territorial integrity and build 

relations as friendly states (CIS Legislation, 1992). This could be seen as a typical friendly 

agreement between neighboring states. In fact, intensive bilateral interactions required 

additional agreements to strengthen the relations. In 1998, the Declaration on Eternal 

Friendship and Alliance Oriented Towards the 21
st
 century was signed (Sagidnikov, 2014, 

p. 174). At that time, this type of document had no analogues in the region. It represented 

the commitment of Russia and Kazakhstan to continue steady development of bilateral ties 

and to maintain partnership based on common interests. One of the latest agreements 

reached between Russia and Kazakhstan is the Agreement on Good Neighborhood and 

Alliance in the 21
st
 century signed in 2013 (The Kremlin, 2013). It emphasizes the 

importance of a tradition of fruitful cooperation. The countries agreed not to enter into any 

alliance that would be against the other state. In addition, the agreement confirmed the 

integration processes already stimulated by the Customs Union and economic unification. 

All these documents demonstrate developments in collaboration policies in both bilateral 

and multilateral relations.  

It can be assumed that Kazakhstan actively promoted the policy of good 

neighborliness in order to get more economic benefits, since a certain level of 

Kazakhstan‟s dependence was still present even after it became a sovereign state. The 

integration of the industry during the Soviet times (especially oil and gas enterprises) 

forced Kazakhstan to continue to rely on Russia for import and export operations. It also 

depended on the Russian army to defend its long border, which was also perceived as a 

potential threat to national security in the early years of independence. Russia, in turn, used 

its advantageous position to impose its own interests in the region. 

It is obvious, that both states ensured their stability and development through 

economic ties. After Belarus, Kazakhstan ranks as the second biggest economic ally for 

Russia among the CIS countries. Trade relations show positive dynamics: Russian export 

to Kazakhstan reached 12.9 billion $, and import - 5.3 billion $ (Shkurenko, Egypets, 

2019).  
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2.2.1. Challenges and successes in cooperation 

However, despite significant economic benefits, Russia and Kazakhstan did not 

agree on all aspects of each other‟s policies. They had disputes over the borders, the 

Caspian Sea, the ethnic Russian population of Kazakhstan, Soviet military equipment, 

nuclear and space testing and launching grounds (such as famous Baikonur). 

2.2.1.1. Territorial disputes and their resolution 

The issue of borders was officially resolved in 2005. Currently, countries share the 

longest uninterrupted border, the length of which is 7500 km. The dispute was resolved 

through peaceful dialogue. Fortunately, countries took into account each other‟s 

requirements and came to a general agreement (Golunov, 2008, p. 49). By this agreement, 

both countries demonstrated their respect for the principles of international law and 

territorial integrity. This treaty can be considered as an example of successful bilateral 

cooperation, which led to the strengthening of intra- and inter-state relations, and reduced 

social tensions in the region (The Kremlin, 2005). It is also important to note that the 

presence of unresolved territorial problems could lead to a deterioration of bilateral 

relations, which could deprive Russia of one of the few remaining allies in the post-Soviet 

space. 

Another territory-related issue that could worsen bilateral relations is the dispute 

over the Caspian Sea, the biggest lake on Earth with 5 countries claiming the rights to own 

its resources. These are Kazakhstan, Russia, Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan and Iran (Kara-

Murza, 2018). The importance of the Caspian Sea lies in its connecting location of the 

European and Asian continents, as well as the presence of a large number of natural 

resources. The Caspian issue occupies an important place in Kazakh-Russian relations, 

mainly due to cooperation in the field of exploration, development, production and 

transportation of natural resources. After decades of ineffective disputes, Russia and 

Kazakhstan have adopted the main provisions for determining the legal aspects, as well as 

the rules for the joint use of biological and mineral resources. The cooperation between 

Kazakhstan and Russia can be illustrated by the successful construction of an oil pipeline 

connecting the Tengiz field in western Kazakhstan and the city of Novorossiysk in the 

Russian Federation. This is a win-win situation for both countries. Russia got an 

opportunity to use the fields, which are expected to provide 40 million tons of oil annually 

(Brovkina, 2018). From military perspective, it secured the area by banning the presence of 
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the armed forces of countries that do not have any territorial possessions on the Caspian 

Sea.  

For Kazakhstan, the agreement allowed the use of more advanced Russian 

technological developments and intellectual property. Kazakhstan and Russia are 

coordinating efforts to extract hydrocarbon deposits of the Caspian Sea shelf owned by 

Kazakhstan. In addition, three border deposits, namely Kurmangazy, Khvalynskoye and 

Tsentralnoye are planned to be used by Russia and Kazakhstan in equal proportions. Both 

countries will receive 50% of each field (Osadchiy, 2002, pp. 70-72). In recent years, 

cooperation has been strengthened by a series of dialogues on oil and gas issues. Moreover, 

Russia and Kazakhstan have developed joint energy strategies. They have already created a 

common electricity market in Russia and Kazakhstan. A coordinated energy policy is 

expected to be implemented by 2025 (Shaltykov, 2017). 

2.2.1.2. Mutual interests in nuclear and military spheres 

Another challenge that Russia and Kazakhstan faced was the details of the 

agreement regarding the nuclear arsenal and military bases. After the fall of the USSR, 

Kazakhstan was among the countries with nuclear power. In 1991, Russia announced its 

willingness to be the only post-Soviet country possessing nuclear weapons, and thus, as the 

successor state of the USSR, it demanded Ukraine, Belarus and Kazakhstan to respect its 

initiative. In accordance with the agreement signed within the CIS, Kazakhstan agreed to 

transfer some of its weapons to Russia and to get rid of its nuclear arsenal. 

As of 1991, there were more than 100 missiles with nuclear warheads and 40 

strategic bombers with cruise missiles on the territory of Kazakhstan. In addition to 

weapons already manufactured, Kazakhstan owned tons of nuclear material, as well as 

enterprises working for the military complexes. Kazakhstan had a huge arsenal of weapons 

of mass destruction, including 1216 nuclear warheads for intercontinental ballistic missiles. 

The complex of nuclear strategic forces on the territory of Kazakhstan included all possible 

and most modern means of mass destruction (Baigarin, 2016). Kazakhstan‟s nuclear legacy 

threated regional and international stability. Due to domestic calculations and pressure 

from the foreign actors, who were concerned about the possible proliferation of nuclear 

materials, Kazakhstan decided to choose the path of a nuclear-free country (Kassenova, 

2017). In 1991, the Semipalatinsk Test Site was officially closed.  On May 23
rd

, 1992 in 

Lisbon, the foreign ministers of Kazakhstan, Russia, Ukraine, Belarus and the US 
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Secretary of State signed a protocol to the Soviet-American Strategic Arms Reduction and 

Limitation Treaty, defining the parties‟ areas of responsibility. In the Lisbon Protocol, 

Kazakhstan, Belarus and Ukraine pledged to become nuclear-free states (Ayagan, et al., 

2014, p. 368). All three former Soviet republics received financial assistance from Russia, 

NATO and the United States after they agreed to relinquish their claims to the post-Soviet 

nuclear arsenal (Akkulin, 2012). 

Remnants of nuclear materials were not the only dangerous factor causing 

instability and violence in the country. The state of the army and its Soviet weapons was 

also a cause of concern and an object of domestic politics. The total strength of the Armed 

Forces of Kazakhstan was then about 40 thousand military personnel, but most of their 

technical equipment needed modernization. The overall combat effectiveness of the 

military units was low (Baigarin, 2016). Kazakhstan was faced with the need to create a 

completely new military force. Kazakhstan and Russia have been collaborating on military 

issue bilaterally, as well as within the CIS and the CSTO. 

On December 24
th

, 2013, the Presidents of Russia and Kazakhstan signed an 

Agreement on military-technical cooperation. The agreement stipulated the procedure for 

the supply of military products to national armed forces, military units, law enforcement 

agencies and special services (Russian Federation Council Committee on Foreign Affairs, 

2014). It served as the basis for the supply of Russian-made weapons to Kazakhstan, 

assistance in the repair and modernization of Kazakh military equipment, joint testing of 

weapons and military exercises (Electronic Fund of Legal and Regulatory Documentation, 

2013). Also, Russia leases four military sites on the territory of Kazakhstan, namely the 

Emba and Sary-Shagan training grounds, facilities and battlefields of the 4th State Central 

Test Range and 929th State Flight Test Center (The Embassy of the Russian Federation to 

the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2020). 

One of the major military achievements in the region is the creation of common 

regional air defense forces in 2013. This contributes to Kazakhstan‟s stability and security. 

For Russia, it provides a larger area for patrolling and control, so the likelihood of a 

surprise attack is significantly reduced. Russia is obliged to provide Kazakh army with the 

newest military equipment, while Kazakh enterprises provide repair works and 

modernization of vehicles (Сenter for Analysis of World Arms Trade, 2014). In the 21
st
 

century, it is merely impossible to have only one partner, therefore, Kazakhstan cooperates 

with the US, Canada, China, regional actors on various military issues. However, Russia 
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remains the main partner of Kazakhstan in the field of military-technical cooperation, and 

has the largest share in the arms market of Kazakhstan (McDermott, 2012, p. 28).  

Military-technical cooperation is an important component of the interaction of 

states. For Russia, this is expressed in strengthening its position in the region, and 

increasing its export potential in the field of armaments and military equipment, and 

developing the scientific and technical base of the defense industries of its state. 

Consequently, the development of military-technical cooperation, mainly with the 

neighboring states, is one of the mechanisms to ensure Russia‟s national interests. 

2.2.1.3. Joint activities in space and technology fields 

An important factor in the further development of bilateral interstate cooperation is 

the interaction of Kazakhstan and Russia in the space sector. Russia is interested in 

maintaining its presence at the Baikonur Cosmodrome, and Kazakhstan is interested in 

joint space exploration with Russia. After the fall of the USSR, it was significant for 

Russia to maintain control of Baikonur in view of its exceptional importance due to its 

history of the first trials and achievements of the Soviet Union in space. In 1994, 

Kazakhstan leased Baikonur Space Complex to Russia. The agreement stipulated that 

Russia would annually pay Kazakhstan $ 115 million for the right to use Baikonur and 

another $ 50 million per year for the maintenance of facilities.  

According to Russian Space Agency, during 1994-1999, 18 successful flights from 

Baikonur were completed. The number of space flights had been constantly increasing. In 

2014, there were 21 successful flights. However, in 2019, only 13 space flights were 

conducted, since Russia also uses its new Vostochniy Space Complex located in the 

Eastern part of its territory (Roscosmos, 2020). The countries renewed the agreement in 

2004; Russia is renting Baikonur until 2050, thus the actions should be coordinated from 

both sides. The new Agreement covers the increased participation of Kazakhstan in the 

implementation of space programs and projects carried out at the Baikonur Cosmodrome 

through equal participation in the financing and implementation of projects. In 2013, the 

Intergovernmental Commission on the Baikonur Space Complex was created to facilitate 

cooperation on space issues (RBC News, 2004).  

Currently, sharing the complex benefits both participants. Kazakhstan has huge 

revenues from leasing the facility, which also provides a large number of employment 

possibilities. Out of 80 thousand people living in the city of Baikonur, 40 thousand workers 
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are associated with the Complex. Kazakhstan also benefits from the participation of 

Kazakh and Russian specialists and organizations on equal terms in joint projects, as this 

contributes to the development of its space industry. As for Russia, it managed to keep the 

test site for itself by paying rent. This greatly simplifies the feasibility of future Russian 

space projects, since the complex is perfectly suitable for Russian space technologies. 

Also, Russia can conduct tests without harming its own territories. Another important 

reason for preserving the Baikonur Space Complex is its ideological and historical 

significance for the Russian population. The creation of Baiterek test facility and space 

complex by the joint efforts of Russian and Kazakh forces can serve as an example of 

effective collaboration, which is likely to last for decades. 

2.2.1.4. The assessment of the ethnic question. Kazakhization in the 1990s 

Ethnic and socio-cultural problems can also become a serious challenge for 

bilateral relations. The state border that arose after the collapse of the USSR separated 

numerous groups of Russians living in Kazakhstan. The policy of alienation was typical for 

all the former Soviet republics after they were granted independence. Kazakhstan was an 

exception as it used to be the only post-USSR country where the titular nation did not 

constitute the majority of the population, and almost the entire Kazakh society was 

Russified/Sovietized (Kuznetsova, 2006, p. 74). Russians were mainly populating northern 

and western parts of Kazakhstan, which were bordering Russia, and separatist movements 

could threaten the territorial integrity of Kazakhstan and stability in the region. 

In the 1990s, the Kazakh authorities began to pursue a policy of accelerated 

Kazakhization. The transition to Kazakh as the main state language was stimulated. Much 

attention was paid to the study of national history, the restoration of historical monuments. 

The government promoted the revival of national toponyms as an important evidence of 

Kazakh history. Nationalist sentiments grew stronger; Kazakh language was used as a 

symbol of national revival. Ethnic Kazakhs were invited to move to the northern part of 

Kazakhstan, which was mostly populated by ethnic Russian population. These actions 

were aimed at the strengthening of Kazakh identity (Raimondi, 2019, pp. 25-26). The 

return of Kazakhs living abroad was encouraged; they were granted the right to obtain 

Kazakh citizenship without losing the citizenship of their former host country. In other 

words, a Kazakh living in Russia could obtain Kazakh citizenship while retaining Russian.   
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Although these changes had a positive effect on ethnic Kazakhs, they had a 

negative impact on the Russian population in Kazakhstan. The difficult socio-economic 

situation, together with the segregation of Russian population in education and work 

sectors, especially on the administrative level, led to mass migration of the Russian-

speaking population. Domestic nationalism became an extremely serious factor, the 

manifestations of which were observed daily in crowded places, in shops, and in public 

transport (Andreev, 2009, pp. 191-192). Throughout the 1990s, the ethnic Russian 

population declined by more than 2.5 million people. Migration reached its peak in 1994, 

when 346 363 former Kazakhstanis moved to Russia (Federal State Statistic Service, 1995, 

pp. 401-403). Interestingly, the pro-Russian population opted for non-violent behavior; 

people who did not agree with the new state policy and living conditions preferred 

emigration to manifestations of separatism. 

Both Russia and Kazakhstan attempted to stop the disintegration of the regions and 

the instability it caused. As mentioned earlier, during the 1990s, the parties managed to lay 

a solid organizational and legal basis for the development of bilateral relations. However, 

protecting the rights of ethnic minorities was not a priority of these relations. Countries 

were more concerned about the economic and military aspects of cooperation. Russia 

practically did not react to campaigns initiated by the Kazakh authorities to oust the 

Russian language from the official communication (Golunov, 2008, pp. 51-56). It should 

be noted that the national policy in Kazakhstan later began to evolve taking into account 

the interests of the Russian-speaking population of the republic. The Kazakh leadership 

assessed the negative consequences of harsh nationalist policies for the socio-economic 

development and stability of the country and introduced more neutral regulations. 

Currently, Kazakhstan has two official languages: Kazakh and Russian. For hundreds of 

years of living together in the vast neighboring territories, Russians and Kazakhs have 

accumulated rich experience in good neighborliness. Millions of Russian-speaking citizens 

who reside in Kazakhstan are one of the factors that bring Kazakhstan closer to Russia 

(Akbergenov, 2009). The gradual resolution of the Russian issue in Kazakhstan proves the 

effectiveness of moderate current policies of Kazakhstani government towards minorities. 

Nowadays, the attitude of Kazakhs towards Russians is very positive. A survey 

conducted in 2017 showed that 81% of the respondents were in favor of Russia. They 

regarded it as a friendly country, were interested in traveling or studying there; 60% of the 
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respondents said that they have relatives in Russia. When Russians were asked to evaluate 

their attitude towards Kazakhstan, 61% of Russians spoke positively about it (Shibutov, 

Solobozov, 2019, pp.15-16). Due to a number of historical, economic, social and political 

factors, Russia can be regarded as an important partner of Kazakhstan with a special status. 

2.3. Russian-Ukrainian multilateral initiatives 

After analyzing the general trends in Kazakhstan-Russia affairs, the relations 

between Ukraine and Russia should be presented. As we have already seen in the historical 

part, the dialogue between the countries was established long ago. Common history, 

geographical proximity, economic interdependence and a large proportion of Russian-

speaking people are undoubtedly unifying factors. However a number of issues have led to 

serious international disputes. This subchapter focuses on current issues between the two 

aforementioned states. Regional cooperation, military and economic ties will be presented 

along with ethnic issues and disputes. 

Ukraine declared independence in 1991. As a new entity, it began to look for 

foreign partners for future cooperation. When Ukraine decided to follow a multi-vector 

policy, it was more striving for unity with the EU than with Russia, but could not achieve 

its goal due to ethnic problems, the weakness of the local economy and the huge economic 

and energy dependence on Russia.  

Relations of close cooperation have developed between the countries of the post-

Soviet space. The countries have signed friendship and cooperation agreements, as well as 

many cooperation agreements in various fields of economics, science and culture. Ukraine 

was one of the founders of the Commonwealth of Independent States. The first agreement 

was signed on December 8
th

, 1991 by Yeltsin, Kravchuk and Shushkevich, representing 

Russia, Ukraine and Belarus respectively. 

On January 22
nd

, 1993, at a meeting of the Council of the CIS Heads of States 

adopted the Charter of the Commonwealth of Independent States, which defined the main 

goals for implementing cooperation in the political, economic, environmental, 

humanitarian, cultural areas, ensuring human rights, fundamental freedoms and 

coordination of foreign policy activities (Mikhaleva, 1998, pp. 15-33). However, Ukraine 

has not ratified the CIS Charter; therefore, de jure it was not a member state. Ukraine and 

Russia had different views of the future of the CIS. The leadership of Ukraine opposed the 

transformation of the CIS into some kind of supranational structure. Moreover, Ukraine 
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was not an active member of any of the international organizations of the Commonwealth. 

Despite the fact that Ukraine has never officially ratified the CIS Documentation, it has 

been considered as a member of the CIS by other members of the Commonwealth and the 

international community. In September 1995, there were 74 committees in the CIS 

structure, of which Ukraine worked in 54: in 27 as a full member, in others - as an 

observer. Ukraine had the right to be the head of the committee in 2003-2004 and in 2014. 

As we can see, Ukraine enjoyed certain advantages because it was one of the founding 

members, although it did not have full membership. It is important to note that more than 

half of Ukraine‟s trading operations were conducted with members of the CIS (Oleinik, 

2013, pp. 184-185). It was unprofitable for Ukraine to refuse favorable trading conditions 

in the region, especially with Russia. Other members were interested in stable cooperation, 

so they have agreed to work on these terms. One of the reasons Ukraine could not keep 

closer cooperation with Russia and other former Soviet states is its ambitions to become a 

part of the EU bloc. 

President Kuchma (1994-2005) and his administration managed to strike a balance 

between the West and Russia. He advocated a multi-vector policy and signed international 

agreements with both Russian and Western states, unlike the next President Yushchenko 

(2005-2010), who announced an emphasis on cooperation with the US and the EU. Euro-

Atlantic integration has become the main priority of Ukraine‟s foreign policy (Arel, 2005, 

pp. 39-51). During the presidency of Yushchenko, Ukraine experienced a huge wave of 

Ukrainization; mainly the Western parts were glorified, while the Southern/Eastern parts of 

Ukraine were seen as previously Russian. Ukraine raised the question of the possibility of 

secession from the CIS during the presidency of Yushchenko. Kiev limited participation in 

negotiations on the formation of the Common Economic Space, restrictions on Russian 

investments intensified, and the creation of a consortium for joint management of gas 

pipelines was suspended. However, the president of Ukraine could not have a completely 

pro-Western policy, mainly because of economic dependence on Russia and the pro-

Russian supporters from eastern and southern Ukraine. 

The Ukrainian political system is a complex structure. There are two main forces: 

pro-Russian and pro-Western. When a pro-Western leader is elected, Ukraine is leaning 

towards closer ties with the EU and the US. But when a pro-Russian leader gets the power, 

Russia becomes a priority in the foreign policy. This can be partially explained by the 
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regional geopolitics. Ukraine is located between two influential political players, so it has 

to balance between two different camps. 

When Yanukovich came to power (2010-2014), he pursued a Russia-friendly 

policy, which helped strengthen cooperation within the CIS. In 2012, Ukraine signed an 

agreement to create a free trade area among the CIS countries. The Ukrainian leader was 

also the head of the CIS in 2014.  

However, after the 2014 Revolution, the course of Ukrainian policies changed 

radically again and turned towards rapprochement with the EU and NATO. This was one 

of the reasons for the deterioration of relations with Russia and the CIS. 

In March 2014, the new authorities of Ukraine announced the beginning of the 

procedure for leaving the CIS, followed by the preparation of a draft law on the 

denunciation of the agreement on the creation of the Commonwealth. From 2014 to 2019, 

documents were prepared and formulated on Ukraine‟s exit from the CIS. But there is still 

no official document that would denounce Ukraine‟s membership in the CIS. Politicians 

use rhetoric about leaving the CIS in order to emphasize their unwillingness to work with 

Russia and their priorities for the integration with the West. As we can see, a degree of 

Ukraine‟s willingness to be a part of the CIS can be explained by different approaches of 

those in power and by foreign influence. At the same time, the relations with Russia, the 

biggest and the most powerful CIS member have influenced Ukrainian interests in regional 

cooperation. 

2.4. Bilateral agreements between Russia and Ukraine 

Diplomatic ties between Russia and Ukraine were established on February 14
th

, 

1992 (Polozhihina, 2014, p. 86). For Russia, the establishment of friendly relations with 

Ukraine was one of the priorities. This can be explained by the economic and industrial 

importance of Ukraine and its previous interdependence with Russia (Electronic Fund of 

Legal and Regulatory Documentation, 1992). Also, the location of Ukraine was a great 

importance for Russia, as it borders Western countries. For Ukrainian politicians, bilateral 

ties with Russia were seen as an unavoidable policy. They understood that due to 

economic, political and military factors, Ukraine should maintain friendly relations with 

Russia. 

At the initial stage of the development of independent Ukraine, the basis of the 

foreign policy of Leonid Kuchma (1994-2004) was the concept of multi-vector policy. The 
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government acknowledged its dependence on Russia, but at the same time rapprochement 

with the EU and NATO was on the agenda. Ukraine was interested in pursuing a multi-

vector foreign policy, adhering to the path of cooperation with various countries and 

avoiding of being dependent on one actor (Proedrou, 2010, p. 449). On July 2
nd

, 1993, the 

Verkhovna Rada (the Parliament) of Ukraine adopted a resolution “On the main directions 

of Ukraine‟s domestic and foreign policy” which affirmed the priority of the European 

vector and the desire to join the European Union (Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine, 1993). It 

also mentioned the importance of maintaining good neighborly and friendly relations with 

Russia as a key factor in country‟s survival and regional stability (Zinovyev, Troitskiy, 

2015, p. 207). After Ukraine signed several agreements with the EU, it tried to reduce its 

dependence on the Russian Federation: it left the unified energy system, then refused to 

join the Customs Union, introduced duties on Russian goods and limited the investment 

activity of Russian companies in Ukraine. The result of these actions was negative for 

Ukrainian economy, Russia in turn had more diverse trade, so it did not experience huge 

decrease in revenues. Since Ukrainian actions were not beneficial for Ukraine itself, course 

towards a partial rapprochement with the Russian Federation was adopted. The signing of 

the fundamental agreement between Ukraine and Russia in 1997 can be seen as evidence 

of the mutual desire of the Russian and Ukrainian leadership to expand good-neighborly 

relations between the two countries (Electronic Fund of Legal and Regulatory 

Documentation, 1997). It should be noted that the Agreement was seriously supported by 

both countries and was annulled only in 2019. In the Agreement of 1997, Ukraine declared 

its readiness to have close ties with the West but stressed that it would not take any actions 

which may worsen its relations with Russia. In February 1998, the agreement on economic 

cooperation was signed, which was actively used until 2007 (Electronic Fund of Legal and 

Regulatory Documentation, 1998). In the early 2000s, Ukraine actively developed 

economic cooperation with the Russian Federation. When Putin came to power in 2000, he 

began to promote the importance of having closer ties with Ukraine and initiated regular 

meetings of senior officials. In February 2003, at a meeting in Moscow, the Presidents of 

Russia, Ukraine, Belarus and Kazakhstan announced the start of negotiations on the 

formation of the Common Economic Space and their intention to create a four-way 

integration association (The Kremlin, 2003). But the further fate of these decisions was 

changed by the new course of relations between Russia and Ukraine when Yushchenko 

came to power in 2005. His rise to power was a significant issue as his presidency began 
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with the Orange Revolution. It has shown democratic ambitions of the Ukrainian society, 

however it can also be considered as a financial project supported by the US and the EU. 

Russia preferred Yanukovich in power, as he was viewed as more suitable candidate who 

was interested in Russia being a close ally. This event brought significant changes in 

relations between Russia and Ukraine. After the Orange revolution, Ukraine‟s foreign 

policy was mainly focused on Western direction. Consequently, the Ukrainian leadership 

worsened relations with Russia and pushed for new wave of the EU integration (Kasianov, 

2008, pp. 385-387). 

With the advent of each new leader, we see changes in foreign policy, but it is also 

worth pointing out that the policy of worsening relations with Russia was carried out at 

different levels. For example, the history of Ukraine, especially the Soviet period, was 

rewritten. Russia has been demonstrated as a subject that should be blamed for all the 

challenges that Ukraine has faced in the past. Even though Ukrainian leadership did not 

advocate close ties with Russia, relations remained at a pragmatic level. Trading activities 

were of the greatest interest to both participants. Bilateral trade reached $30 billion in 

2007. In 2008, Putin and Yushchenko signed the Plan on Common Development. 

According to this document, the countries agreed to foster Russian-Ukrainian cooperation 

in areas of energy, trade, agriculture, transport and science (Khmelev, 2010, pp. 134-137). 

Yanukovich was finally elected in 2010. His foreign policy can be described as a 

relatively neutral balance between Russia and the West. In 2010, the Law on the Principles 

of Domestic and Foreign Policies was signed. It proclaimed non-aligned status of Ukraine, 

which demonstrated the reluctance of the new administration to pursue NATO membership 

(Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine, 2010).  

On one hand, Yanukovich and his administration were interested in having closer 

ties with Russia. Examples include the adaptation of laws such as recognition of the use of 

Russian language as the second official and the promotion of bilateral trade. The largest 

share of Ukrainian trading activities was reserved by Russia. Russian share amounted to 

25% of the total volume of Ukrainian export, and 35–36% of the total import (Vardomskiy, 

2013, p. 36). In 2010, Yanukovich met Medvedev and assured then Russian President of 

his readiness to have good neighborly relations. The parties signed a number of 

agreements. They covered a range of topics, such as trade, investment, energy, space, 

aviation, transport and information technologies. However, the most important deal was on 

prolonging the Russian navy stay in Sevastopol (The Kremlin, 2010). On the other hand, 
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Yanukovich and his administration supported the association with the EU. In November 

2013, right before the signing of the Association Agreement between Ukraine and the EU, 

the Ukrainian government suspended negotiations, as it was simultaneously considering 

the possibility of joining the Customs Union. This led to mass protests on the streets of 

Kiev, and later grown into a phenomenon now known as the Maidan. Anti-Presidential 

protests also expanded against all who supported Russia. After a relatively violent coup 

d‟etat on February 22
nd

, 2014 and subsequent elections on May 25
th

, 2014, the pro-Western 

government came to power. That was yet another radical change in the Ukrainian foreign 

policy. This time, Ukraine was officially focused on pursuing a policy of integration with 

the EU. These actions did not satisfy Russian politicians and led to dramatic changes in the 

region.  

2.4.1. Preconditions for cooperation and problematic issues 

Regardless of which government was in power, Russia and Ukraine had many 

common problems that needed to be addressed. The challenges will be described in 

historical order. In the 1990s, the main issues were preventing the proliferation of nuclear 

weapons, disarmament of Ukraine, and military issues (including possession of naval 

bases). In the 2000s, Ukraine and Russia had conflicts over natural resources and their 

transition, the Orange revolution divided the population of Ukraine and demonstrated the 

unwillingness of the Ukrainian leadership to have close ties with Russia. In the 2010s, 

relatively stable relations were destroyed by Ukraine‟s desire to participate in both pro-

Western and pro-Russian unions. Politicians fueled a split in the populations, which led to 

mass protests, the annexation of Crimea and military conflict in Donbass. All the above-

mentioned challenges will be analyzed in the following subsections. 

2.4.1.1. Challenges in military and naval spheres 

The fate of the Black Sea Fleet was a hot topic in the 1990s. Initially, both Russia 

and Ukraine announced ownership of the fleet. After a series of talks, the agreement was 

finally signed on June 9
th

, 1995. According to the Agreement, Russia received the naval 

base in Sevastopol and about 80% of all ships (Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine, 1995). Russia 

paid Ukraine compensation in amount $526.509 million for acquisition of naval equipment 

and vessels (Parfiriev, 2016). However, other fleet-related assets not based in Sevastopol 

were granted to Ukraine. Russia was obliged to pay $97.75 million per year for the 



 

59 

maintenance of its fleet in Sevastopol (Fedorovykh, 2007). According to the Agreement, 

Russia had a right to use the naval base until 2017. Yanukovich and Medvedev extended 

the deal in 2010, according to which the Russian Black Sea Fleet received a right to remain 

in Sevastopol for another 25 years. As Ukraine handled control over the naval base in 

Sevastopol to Russia, it was concerned about the creation of its own fleet. Thus, there were 

two fleets on the territory of Ukraine: Naval Forces of Ukraine and Black Sea Fleet of the 

Russian Federation. Both fleets regularly conducted joint exercises, exchanged 

informational and technological developments. 

As we can conclude, Russian side gained control over the vessels and Sevastopol 

naval base; however Ukraine retained most of the regional infrastructure and control over 

the Crimean peninsula. The fact that Ukraine allowed Russia to exercise control in 

Sevastopol demonstrates Ukraine‟s pragmatic assessment of international politics, as it has 

stayed as a part of Russian military-political strategy.  

In 2014, the situation changed dramatically. After the referendum took place in 

Crimea, and most of the population declared their willingness to join Russia, the question 

of Sevastopol and the naval base was no longer under Ukrainian jurisdiction. Currently, 

Russian fleet uses the base, while Ukrainian fleet is based in Odessa region. Thus, we can 

conclude that this issue has not yet been resolved and will not be resolved in the 

foreseeable future, since Ukraine does not accept Russian control over Crimean territories.  

After analyzing the disputes over the fleet and the naval base, it is important to 

discuss other military challenges that the two countries have faced. Military problems 

between Russia and Ukraine could serve as a basis for instability in the region. As of 1990, 

Ukrainian territory was divided into 3 military areas (Kiev, Odessa, Carpathian), which 

included 540 thousand military personnel, 4.5 thousand tanks, 5.2 thousand armored 

fighting vehicles (Feskov et al., 2004, pp. 8-9). Russia did not claim the ownership over 

any military structures. So, the countries did not have to debate about this. On the contrary, 

they have established an effective cooperation in the military sphere. Joint exercises were 

conducted in various military structures, the industries were interconnected as both 

countries needed to exchange materials and equipment. In the early 2000s, the defense 

industry of Ukraine depended on 70–80% on the supply of components and materials from 

Russia. At the same time, Russian defense industry was 60% dependent on Ukrainian 

manufactories (The Eurasian Development Bank, 2012, pp. 148-152). 
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However, nuclear cooperation was more problematic. Russia, as the official 

successor of the Soviet Union, announced its goals to secure its interests in the region at 

any cost. One of the most high-risk topics was its claim over the nuclear arsenal. As it was 

already mentioned, Kazakhstan, Belarus and Ukraine signed an agreement with Russia 

confirming the countries‟ willingness to liquidate their nuclear arsenals or transfer them to 

Russia. However, Ukraine has not fully committed to the deal. The leadership of Ukraine 

expressed its desire to evacuate the nuclear weapons located on its territory, but in practice 

it delayed the resolution of questions on its elimination. In July 1993, Ukraine declared two 

thousand warheads - approximately 20% of the strategic arsenal of the former USSR as its 

property (Rafeyenko, 2004, pp. 60-63). Russia was interested in ensuring the security of 

the region and in exercising control over the nuclear arsenal, so it made several 

concessions. For example, Ukraine received $500 million for tactical nuclear weapons and 

$200 million for nuclear materials (Heifetz, 2005). The weakness of Russian foreign policy 

of the 1990s and the interests of the Ukrainian leadership in obtaining greater benefits 

slowed down the execution of agreements. Russia‟s inability to deal with the crisis 

required American intervention as the mediator in the conflict. The US was interested in 

non-proliferation of nuclear arsenal, so it forced the Ukrainian leadership to abandon its 

claims for ownership in exchange for financial benefits. In 1994, the Budapest 

Memorandum was signed between Russia, Ukraine, the US and the UK. Its main goal was 

to guarantee Ukraine that signatories would respect its territory and protect it from the 

possible threats (Orlov, 2014, pp. 2-5). Thus, we can conclude that Ukraine tried to declare 

itself as an important player on the international arena that possesses nuclear weapons and 

to receive sufficient financial support from both Russia and the US. However, after the 

pressure from foreign actors, it finally agreed to follow the signed agreements. Ukraine has 

finally complied with the terms of the deals, but negotiations and transfer of materials took 

almost a decade. 

2.4.1.2. Crimean question 

Crimean question has received a lot of attention of the international community in 

2014. It was the first case in the 21
st
 century Europe when a country lost its territory due to 

a referendum and did not agree on ratifying it (Collett-White, Popeski, 2014). However, 

the Crimean issue has been on the table since the 1990s. 
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When Ukraine held its first referendum in 1991, 90% of the population voted in 

favor of independence from the USSR. The population of Crimea did not fully support the 

cause, only 54% of the population chose to be part of independent Ukraine (Medvedev, 

1991). The results can be explained by the diversity of ethnic groups in Crimea, including 

large numbers of Russians and Tatars. Ethnical Russians preferred to remain in the big 

multi-ethnical entity, rather than being part of a new independent state. Officially, Crimea 

was part of Ukraine as an autonomous republic. During the 1990s, the Ukrainian 

leadership worked hard to ensure sufficient governance in Crimea.  

Ukrainian politicians faced resistance from the local Crimean population not only due 

to ethnic issues. The Russian fleet was based in Sevastopol. Not surprisingly, this fact had 

a great influence on people‟s sentiments. A large part of the population was employed by 

the Russian agencies working in the region. Russia had a certain degree of influence in the 

region, but it did not have any claims to this area. The situation changed dramatically in 

2014. The Russian government was not confident in the safety of its position in the area, so 

it decided to take action. When the government in Ukraine was overthrown, Russia gained 

momentum and facilitated a referendum in Crimea. On March 16
th

, 2014 Crimean 

referendum took place.  Two questions were asked: does the person support the Crimean 

policy in relation to joining the Russian Federation, or does the person want Crimea to stay 

in Ukraine. More than 96% of the population voted in favor of Russia (Tsykunov, 2016, 

pp. 550-555). The Ukrainian leadership ignored the referendum, while Russia actively 

supported it with social and military means. So, on March 18
th

, 2014, the leadership of 

Russia and Crimea signed the Agreement on the accession of the Republic of Crimea to the 

Russian Federation (The Kremlin, 2014). The Ukrainian government declared Russia‟s 

actions illegal and called on the international community to recognize the Crimean case as 

annexation. Ukraine has started a transport and energy blockade to demonstrate its hostility 

towards the situation. The Crimean incident had a severe negative impact on bilateral 

relations. As of today, Ukraine, supported by the West, still does not officially recognize 

Russian control over the territories. 

2.4.1.3. Energy-related disputes 

After Ukraine gained independence in 1991, it still relied on Russia in energy 

sector. The production of Ukrainian gas was insufficient, so it was importing gas from 

Russia. Since Ukraine was a weak entity, it did not have enough currency to pay for the 
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necessary gas. That is why the disputes between Russia and Ukraine have begun. Ukraine 

wanted to lower the price on energy resources, while Russia was interested in generating 

income. Besides, Ukrainian territory has been used as a transit route for Russian gas/oil to 

Europe. Russian main goal is not only to provide Ukraine with the resources, but also to 

use its territory to enter the European market (Kasianov, 2008, pp. 290-291). Ukraine, in 

turn, is willing to provide the service as it will receive significant economic benefits. The 

Ukrainian company Naftogas has entered into an agreement with the Russian company 

Gazprom on transfer of gas to Europe. 

Due to the country‟s internal weakness and instability, caused by various oligarchic 

clans and corruption, Ukraine refused to pay the required amount of money. In the 

beginning of the 2000s, Naftogaz had to pay several debts to Gazprom. When Yushchenko 

declared his willingness to move from a multi-vector policy to a pro-Western one, Russia 

stopped the gas transition through Ukraine to Europe to demonstrate its protest. Changes in 

Ukraine‟s foreign policy negatively impacted its economic relations with Russia. The 

major incident of gas wars took place in 2006 and 2009, when Russia completely blocked 

its gas supplies. As we can see, gas disputes had both economic and political motives.  

After the disruption of relations in 2014, Russia once again demanded that Ukraine 

pay off its debts. As Ukraine rejected the deal, Russia cut off gas supplies. Over the past 

six years, numerous court cases were held at European arbitration courts. In 2019, the first 

bilateral negotiations took place. Russia and Ukraine agreed to restore the transit routes 

through the Ukrainian territory. In December 2019, Gazprom and Naftogas signed an 

agreement on gas transit of to Europe through Ukraine. The Russian side guaranteed the 

transfer of 65 billion gas cubes in the first year and 40 billion gas cubes per year for the 

next four years. It will provide Ukraine with $3 billion per year and Russia will secure its 

transit route to Europe (Zaika, 2019).  

Due to unstable relations with Ukraine, Russia began to build new transit routes in 

order to diversify its trading opportunities. The routes are as follows: Nord Stream 

(Germany), Nord Stream 2 (Scandinavia) and South Stream (Turkey). Currently, even if 

one of the transit routes is totally blocked, Russia will be able to supply gas to other 

countries (Tikhonov, 2020). Thus, Russia is not focused on Ukraine and its importance as a 

transit country, it has managed to create a number of reliable and secure routes. At the 

same time, Ukraine missed the opportunity to secure a gas deal at lower prices and has to 

buy reverse gas that comes from Russia to the EU (Levi, 2014). In the long run, Ukraine is 
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likely to lose its transit status because Russia has created various routes to surpass the 

Ukrainian territory. 

2.4.1.4. Ethnic division of Ukraine 

Based on historical data, Ukrainian territories, especially those that have direct 

borders with Russia, have been influenced by Russian politics for centuries. People were 

affected by pro-Russian sentiments, but most importantly, a significant part of the 

population was ethnic Russian and had close relatives in Russia. The population statistics 

can serve as an illustration. In 1991, Ukrainians made up 73% of the total population, 

Russians reached 20%. And in Donbass region, ethnic Ukrainians reached 57%, while 

Russians made up 39%. At the same time, only around 2% of ethnic Russians resided in 

the Western territories of Ukraine (Gruniv, Chekh, 2017). The issue of the Russian 

speaking and ethnically Russian population occupies a special place in the socio-cultural 

and political spheres. Ethnic Russians represent the largest minority in Ukraine 

(International Alert, Ukrainian Center for Independent Political Research, 2017, p. 6). 

When Ukraine became independent, the policy of moderate Ukrainization began. It 

should be noted that the rewriting of the history and the change of toponyms took place 

later (in the early 2000s and mainly after 2014). The government assured the Eastern part 

of Ukraine and the South that Russian language will not be discriminated against 

(Medvedev, 1991). These steps have been taken in order to prevent the spread of separatist 

movements in the country.  

The formation of a common understanding of the country and its national interests, 

along with the development of the multi-vector relations, was significantly hindered by the 

population of Ukraine and its diverse ethnic composition. The Eastern industrial regions of 

the country, which are inhabited mostly by Russian-speaking people, ethnic Russians and 

pro-Russian population, worked closely with their neighbors, had relatives there and were 

oriented towards Russia in their international relations. At the same time, the agrarian 

Western part of the country is mainly populated by ethnic Ukrainians, who are more 

inclined towards rapprochement with the EU. In the 2000s, regional preferences were 

clearly defined: while the majority in the West of the country favored joining NATO, the 

East, South and Crimea rejected this approach and preferred to have closer ties with 

Russia. Despite the fact that the preferences of the population varied significantly, we can 

see that both politically and economically Ukraine has been dependent on the Russian 
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Federation for a long time. However, the EU and NATO countries were also interested in 

establishing new partnership with Ukraine, primarily because of its geopolitical position. 

The social, economic, cultural heterogeneity, as well as various electoral preferences in the 

West and East served as a fertile ground for internal instability and potential international 

disputes (Vardomskiy, 2013, pp, 7-8). 

The last official census was conducted in 2001. According to its results, the total 

population of Ukraine was 48 million 457 thousand. The analysis of the ethnical division 

shows that ethnic Russians make up only 17.3%. The largest share was found in Crimea 

(58%) and in the Eastern region (39%) (Neshimenko, 2015, pp. 128-129). Nevertheless, 

the question of ethnic Russians living in Ukraine as well as numerous ethnic 

interconnections pose a significant challenge for Ukrainian statehood. 

Bilateral relations between Russia and Ukraine continue to change. Initially, the 

Russian-speaking and ethnic Russian population did not feel any pressure from the 

authorities in Ukraine. Now, de jure, Ukraine has only one official language. At the same 

time, a large part of the population calls Russian their native language or consider 

themselves bilingual.  

The attitude has changed significantly in 2014. After Russian involvement in 

Crimea and Donbass, Ukrainian leadership initiated a severe Ukrainization. One of the 

aspects of this policy is the fight against Russian propaganda. It led to a ban on 

broadcasting of Russian television channels and TV programs. A new law was introduced 

that approved the establishment of a quota for Ukrainian-language music on the radio; it 

reached 35% (Verkhovna Rara, 2016). The Russian language was banned for use in 

official statements and for communication in national companies. Russian-speaking 

population and ethnic Russians are faced with discriminatory attitudes. However, these 

actions seem inevitable during military conflict and formation of new Ukrainian identity 

(other post-Soviet states conducted their own identity policies in the early 1990s). The 

military conflict allowed the Ukrainian government to take active measures to promote the 

policy of Ukrainization. The importance of maintaining of country‟s territorial boundaries 

superseded the language controversy. Despite the fact that at present the main focus has 

been shifted, in the long run, it would be essential to provide a clear program governing the 

use of Ukrainian and Russian languages. If the Ukrainian government is unable to do this, 

potential conflicts may arise across the country. 
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2.4.1.5. Military conflict in Donbass 

With the change of the Ukrainian government in 2014, relations with Russia 

reached their lowest point. Initially, the Russian leadership did not accept new Ukrainian 

government. Also, Russia did not want to cede its sphere of influence to the EU and 

NATO. Therefore, a scenario similar to that used in South Ossetia and Abkhazia during 

Russo-Georgian conflict was realized. Russia supported the Eastern population, which was 

not satisfied with the new administration in Kiev and its pro-European policies (Amadeo, 

2020). Separatists backed by Russia started the violence in the region. The protests 

escalated into a military conflict between Ukraine and Russia. Even though in the 

beginning Russia refused to acknowledge its participation in the conflict, later it stated 

officially that it was supporting local groups with financial and military aid (Gowen, 

Demirjian, 2014). The separatist groupings are made up of local pro-Russian supporters 

and former Russian military personnel. The conflict can be characterized by the lack of 

active direct military confrontations, variety of rebel groupings involved; the informational 

field serves as one of the important means of psychological warfare (Englund, 2019). 

During 2014-2019, more than 10 thousand people died as a result of the military 

conflict, 30 thousand were seriously wounded. Thousands have lost their jobs and homes 

(International Crisis Group, 2016). The conflict has not only worsened the situation in the 

region. The bilateral trade was also completely stopped. Interestingly enough, the 

diplomatic relations between Ukraine and Russia were not disrupted. 

Russian actions have been condemned by the international community. Due to the 

Ukrainian crisis, the confrontation between the EU, NATO and Russia has reached a new 

level. However, the countries failed to influence and deter Russian policy. This 

demonstrates either the inability of the EU and NATO or their unwillingness to cope with 

new crisis.  

It is important to note that certain agreements were nevertheless reached on the 

international level. In 2014, Russia and Ukraine tried to resolve the conflict during the 

Geneva talks. The agreement to end the use of weapons was signed. However, both 

countries broke the deal, and the conflict entered a new phase. Despite the fact that leaders 

signed an agreement on ceasefire, the war continued at a low level (Kramer, 2020). 

Another round of peace talks was conducted in Minsk. This time, the parties 

included Ukraine, Russia, France and Germany. The participation of foreign players 

facilitated cooperation (Antonuyk, Malskyy, 2016, pp. 32-34). The Minsk Accords were 
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signed which emphasized the importance on finding a common ground in the Ukrainian 

crisis. The election of Zelenskiy in 2019 resulted in the establishment of warmer ties 

between the states. Putin and Zelenskiy agreed on several prisoners exchanges in 2019 and 

2020 (Polityuk, 2020). Even though the final agreement on the termination of the military 

conflict is not expected in the foreseeable future, we can nevertheless observe a certain 

thaw.  

2.5. Comparative analysis of current trends in Russian-Kazakhstani and 

Russian-Ukrainian relations 

Russia and Kazakhstan managed to resolve disputes peacefully, although 

sometimes it took several decades. The tradition of focusing on the benefits for national 

priorities and willingness to negotiate proved to be effective in the case of bilateral ties. As 

aforementioned, the Caspian Sea, nuclear/space issues served as an important test for 

Russia and Kazakhstan relations. 

On the contrary, Russian-Ukrainian relations present a combination of attempts to 

cooperate and unwillingness to resolve numerous disputes. The relationship between 

Russia and Ukraine can be divided into several stages. In the beginning, Russia saw 

Ukraine as an essential ally, while Ukraine pursued a multi-lateral policy. Ukrainian 

agenda has changed significantly after the Orange Revolution and the election of 

Yushchenko. During his presidency, it became obvious that Ukraine was interested in the 

Western direction of development. Even though Russia supported its interest in the area, it 

could not prevent the EU and NATO from entering the region. 

However, conflicts between Ukraine and Russia were arising throughout all the 

post-Soviet years. In the 1990s, countries faced difficulties in coordinating the Ukrainian 

elimination of nuclear weapons. The issue was finally resolved with the involvement of the 

international community. In the 2000s, Gas Wars were threatened gas supplies to Ukraine 

and further transfer to Europe. Also, the ethnic issue and the status of the Russian language 

was a dividing factor in Ukrainian domestic policy and its relations with Russia. As 

Russian national interests and security were threatened in 2014 due to Ukraine‟s desire to 

welcome NATO and the EU forces on its territory, the Russian leadership conducted an 

active aggressive policy against Ukraine. This allowed Russia to exercise a certain degree 

of control in the area.   
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Russian foreign policy has always been a controversial issue in regional politics. 

Ukraine has long been given a status of a special neighbor due to the geopolitical, 

economic and social factors. Russia insisted on regional cooperation and the establishment 

of multilateral ties. Ukraine‟s participation in the CIS cannot be called extremely active; it 

has rejected offers to join such unions as the CSTO or the CU. Ukraine was pushing for 

pro-Western policy without paying too much attention to its neighbor‟s interests. In the 

case of Ukraine, it is essential to look at the situation from both European and Russian 

perspectives, otherwise, it would end up destroyed and fragmented. 

However, Kazakhstan‟s case did not have radical changes in the foreign policy as it 

was mainly ruled by the same government. Nazarbayev and Putin have established friendly 

and cooperative relations that have helped to find a common ground on all problematic 

issues in the region. Nazarbayev‟s successor, Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, was appointed as 

the President of Kazakhstan in 2019. He declared his readiness to continue the policy of 

good neighborliness that was established during the rule of Nazarbayev. Tokayev as an 

acting President chose Russia as the first country to visit. It demonstrates Kazakh leader‟s 

determination to maintain friendly ties. He emphasized the importance of the existing 

relations by providing trade statistics: in 2018, trade between Russia and Kazakhstan 

reached $17.6 billion, followed by China with $11.6 billion (Voloshin, 2019). According 

to the priorities of the Russian foreign policy, it sees Kazakhstan as a key ally in 

strengthening regional cooperation. Russia sees friendly relations with Kazakhstan not 

only as economically benefiting but also as those that bring stability and development for 

both countries (The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016). 

Integration process increases commodity circulation and the number of joint projects. 

Regular dialogue serves as an efficient aspect of coordinating Russian-Kazakh foreign 

policies (Sputnik News, 2019). Cooperation between Russia and Kazakhstan can be 

observed at the bilateral level and on the international arena (in regional organizations such 

as the CIS, the CSTO or universal ones such as the UN). Kazakhstan Foreign Policy 

Strategy describes Russia as an important trade and economic partner, particularly in the 

fuel and energy sectors, since a significant share of Kazakh oil and gas goes through the 

Russian territory. In general, Kazakhstan considers cooperation with Russia, both directly 

and through various integration organizations, as one of the most important priorities of its 

foreign policy. Other countries, such as China and the US, cooperation with which should 
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be increased, are also mentioned as important partners in the Strategy (Decree of the 

President of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2020). 

We can conclude that both Ukraine and Kazakhstan have a long common history 

with Russia that has been uniting nations. The cooperation increased significantly in the 

Soviet times; such iconic objects as Baikonur and Semipalatinsk were located on the 

territory of Kazakhstan, while Ukraine was seen as the leading Russian ally.  

For Russia, the region has ideological importance, thus it is using the soft power 

when dealing with Kazakhstan, mostly economic benefits and military agreements. It has 

been pursuing relatively similar strategy in relations with Ukraine, however, the 

unwillingness of Ukrainian government to promote the special status of Russia led to the 

failure of this approach. 

Russia has been using its geopolitical advantage to impose the policy decisions in 

the region in order to have a certain degree of control over the area. In Kazakhstan, a 

number of social, cultural and educational projects are also implemented every year to 

present Russian culture and developments in various areas and to share most current 

information in an informal setting. Using the slogans of good neighborliness, Russia 

pushes for closer integration in order to secure its sphere of influence. Thus, a study shows 

the dynamics of the socio-economic development of Russia and Kazakhstan which are 

constantly striving for the integration of states within the post-Soviet space, while Ukraine 

tends to get closer to the EU. 

Reforming the economy and the social sphere allowed Russia and Kazakhstan to 

embark on the path of sustainable development, supported by the Presidents and peoples of 

both countries. As a result, Russia and Kazakhstan continue effective economic and 

political partnership. Simultaneously, the number of unresolved challenges and ethnic 

tensions do not give a chance to the formation of a new round of negotiations between 

Russia and Ukraine. While the relations with Ukraine have deteriorated dramatically, 

Russia acts as close partners with Kazakhstan. Nevertheless, Kazakhstan has its own 

national interests and its own vision of international politics. Therefore, its opinion can 

sometimes diverge from the Russian stance. Kazakhstan‟s relations with other international 

actors will be presented in the next chapter along with the foreign involvement in 

Ukrainian affairs. The reaction of Russia will be analyzed as well. 
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3. The involvement of foreign actors. Russian attempts to maintain its 

regional influence 

In the beginning of the 1990s, Russia could have presented a threat to the world 

community due to its unpredictability and inability to control its own territories. Economic 

crisis as well as political challenges forced Russia to look for foreign assistance. Russia 

was cooperating with such entities as the EU and NATO. In the second half of the 1990s, 

Russian leadership realized the need to conduct more pragmatic policy in order to secure 

national interests; one of the priorities was to maintain the influence in post-USSR area, 

namely the Central Asia (Bazarov, 2016, p. 81).  

The Russian Federation had to demonstrate itself as a moderately powerful and 

reliable state. As it is visible from the analysis of Russian-Kazakhstani relations, it was 

interested in friendly relations with its post-Soviet neighbors, thus, it tried to resolve 

disputes peacefully, even when it had to make concessions. Russia has become a powerful 

actor in the 2000s; simultaneously, it started taking more actions in its sphere of influence. 

The transition became obvious when Russia has demonstrated that it would secure its 

interests at any cost (as in the case of conflict with Georgia over Abkhazia and South 

Ossetia) with no regards to international rules. Before, it was only concerned about the 

beneficial relations in the region. However, when foreign actors started paying too much 

attention to the post-Soviet area and Russia became significantly stronger than it had been 

in 1991, Russian leadership decided to take actions to secure its status quo in the region. 

Nowadays, the international community describes Russian foreign policy as an 

aggressive pursuit of its national interests by any means. Russian involvement in 

Transnistria (a region of Moldova which has been out of governmental control since the 

beginning of the 1990s), South Ossetia and Abkhazia (parts of Georgia which suffered a 5 

day military conflict and proclaimed independence in 2008), Donbass region (violent 

confrontation between the Eastern part of Ukraine backed by Russia and the capital‟s 

policies) demonstrated Russian dedication to keeping the region under control. All above-

mentioned countries would have entered closer alliances with the EU or NATO. However, 

Russia could not allow the foreign actors to intervene in its backyard, thus, it chose an 

active involvement of economic pressure at first, when it did not have a sufficient impact, 

Russian policies were aimed at the influencing of a pro-Russian population.  



 

70 

This chapter will be focused on the involvement of the EU and NATO in Ukrainian 

affairs and the involvement of the EU, the US and China in Kazakhstani affairs. Russian 

stance on the various challenges posed by the above-mentioned interactions will be 

studied. The hypothesis whether Russian response may vary as different actors get 

involved will be tested. 

3.1. The evolution of Western influence in Ukraine 

Starting from 2014, Ukraine has received lots of media and political attention from 

various actors. The annexation of Crimea and the military conflict in the Eastern Ukraine 

provided a fertile ground for security-related discussions all over the world. The 

international community tends to blame and pressure Russia for its involvement in the 

issue. The West has started demonstrating Russia as an aggressive state with imperial 

policies (Kroenig, 2016, pp. 1-10). This study argues that Russia represents a pragmatic 

actor, which is willing to secure its national interests. This subchapter will present the case 

study of the foreign involvement in Ukraine. It will be divided into two parts. Firstly, the 

analysis of NATO involvement and Russian reaction will be presented. It will allow us to 

focus on the military issues in the area. The second part will discuss the EU actions 

towards Ukraine and Russian response to them. It will present the economic example of 

the foreign involvement in Ukraine. 

3.1.1. The US and NATO enlargement 

This subchapter provides the analysis of NATO involvement in Ukraine, which 

stimulated Russia to react aggressively. Gradual NATO appearance in Ukraine is examined 

along with Russian counteraction policies. 

Starting from the 1991, Russia has been involved in tense relationship with NATO. 

The first major challenge of NATO-Russian relationship was the already-existing problem 

of untrustworthy ties. For instance, in 1990, NATO officials declared that they had no 

intention to expand eastwards or come any closer to the borders of the USSR (Rühle, 2014, 

p. 3). However, after the fall of the Soviet Union, NATO members decided to moderate the 

policies and started considering further enlargement towards the Warsaw Pact and the post-

Soviet states. The first visible disagreements between NATO and Russia were present 

during the conflict in Yugoslavia and Kosovo.  

For Russia, the US (NATO) policies are concerning because they contradict its 

main interests, such as the increase of international recognition, deterrence of NATO 
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expansion to the East, continuation of the already-established military cooperation and 

military-related trade activities (Sushentsov, 2016, p. 114). However, the countries 

managed to overcome the challenges and co-exist in the international environment, even 

though they viewed each other with a certain level of suspicion. It has to be noted that 

NATO enlargement was facing challenges from within and from various members of 

international community. Most prominently, supporters of the realist school of thought 

were against this policy as it could provoke an aggressive reaction from Russia (Walt, 

1998, p. 30). As we will see later, these objections were based on the careful assessments 

of the geopolitical order in post-Cold War Europe and correct estimations of the Russian 

capabilities. In the 1990s-2000s, NATO active expansion eastwards clearly influenced the 

NATO-Russia relations in a negative way. Moscow viewed NATO enlargement, plans to 

deploy US missile defense forces in Eastern Europe, opposing positions of Russia and the 

USA on such issues as the status of Kosovo, Transnistria and other problematic entities as 

one of the core security concerns (Pangireeva, 2013). Not surprisingly, NATO involvement 

in Ukrainian affairs worsened the security situation in the region. It deteriorated not only 

Russian-NATO relations but also it had a negative impact on Russian-Ukrainian 

relationship. Below, I will present the exploration of NATO-Ukrainian cooperation 

together with Russian opinion on these developments. 

Ukraine was the first CIS country to join the Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council 

(EAPC) and the Partnership for Peace (PfP) program in 1991 and in 1994 respectively 

(Koziel, 2011, p. 276). For Ukraine, this was a good opportunity both for the recognition of 

its authority in the world, and the development of security relations. Thanks to the 

membership, Kiev got the opportunity to conduct joint exercises with NATO countries and 

partners, and intensify the dialogue. For instance, Ukrainian forces were involved in the 

conflict in former Yugoslavia supporting the PfP program. The Partnership for Peace was 

signed in 1994. It allowed Ukraine to cooperate with NATO members and partners on 

security issues. For instance, it covered such issues as the cooperation on the peacekeeping 

projects, fight against terrorism, non-proliferation of weapons of mass destruction 

(Aladyina, 2008, pp. 55-58). Apart from helping Ukraine to foster the cooperation with 

NATO members, the agreement was also intended to assure Russia that non-hostile ties 

can be established even without being a NATO member (Ray, 2013, p. 201). 

Another important aspect that brought Ukraine closer to the US and NATO was the 

consistent financial assistance. For instance, in 1994, Ukraine ranked third in the list of 
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countries receiving American aid. At the same time, the idea of expanding diverse 

cooperation with the US was widespread in the political circles. Additionally, the intension 

to form a certain security alliance with the US began to form (Efremova, 2009). Thus, we 

can see that the US was also investing in the Ukrainian politics to maintain loyal relations. 

As for military cooperation, the joint exercises have been conducted regularly since 1995. 

For instance, the operation Peace Shield was focused on the ground forces, while yearly 

military exercises Sea Breeze provided an opportunity for joint naval trainings.  

In 1997, a Charter on a Distinctive Partnership between the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization and Ukraine was signed. By singing it, the actors demonstrated their devotion 

to increase the level of mutual trust and cooperation in order to keep the region stable. 

Furthermore, NATO expressed its acknowledgment for the Ukrainian factor in the 

European security, thus, it claimed its interest in assisting Ukraine to become more 

democratic and developed country (NATO, 1997). Russia immediately provided its 

commentary on the issue. It claimed that the US was playing Russian Roulette when it 

attempted to increase NATO involvement in the post-Soviet region (Ciobanu, 1998, pp. 

13-14). As we can note, it does not look as a distinctive threat, however, Russia decided 

not to stay silent on the issue and demonstrated its opinion on the possibility of Ukraine 

joining NATO. 

While Russian position was focused on the proclamation of its interests without any 

additional actions, it was not very concerning for NATO, which continued pursuing its 

interests in the CIS. Next important step of NATO-Ukrainian cooperation was the adoption 

of NATO-Ukraine Action Plan, which took place in 2002. According to this document, 

NATO and Ukraine were committing to deepen the cooperation, formulate the priorities 

and possibilities of future integration. Here, the aspirations of Ukraine to become a NATO 

member in the long run were officially stated (NATO, 2002). The action plan defined the 

common goals of Ukraine and NATO in the areas of politics and security, military 

cooperation. The political and economic sections of the plan mentioned the goals in the 

field of domestic and foreign policy, in the field of security, and tasks for reforming the 

Ukrainian economy. The document also defines the tasks in the field of reforming military 

structures, as well as issues of financing joint actions. As we can see, this document 

provides a sufficient ground for Ukrainian dependency on NATO political and military 

offers. By signing this document, Ukraine demonstrated its determination to pro-Western 

policies and the decrease of its ties with Russia. Nevertheless, Ukrainian policy represented 
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a mixture of pro-Western vector and economic interests from the cooperation with Russia 

(Zhiltsov, 2013, p. 17). 

Moscow does not appreciate foreign influence in its backyard, especially when it 

comes to hostile alliances which might be able to act aggressively. Such high level officials 

as the President of the Russian Federation, the Minister of Foreign Affairs and the 

Ambassador of Russia to the US have expressed their dissatisfaction with the NATO 

policies coming too close to Russian borders (Sushentsov, 2016, p. 122). They have 

repeatedly stated that Russia will see the future NATO enlargement as a potential military 

threat. Based on the Agreement on Friendship, Cooperation and Partnership signed 

between Ukraine and Russia in 1997, countries should take into account their partner‟s 

security concerns. As stated by S. Lavrov, the Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Russian 

Federation, in case Ukraine would not follow the obligations, Russia would have to take 

measures and protect its interests (Sushentsov, 2016, pp.129-131). As we can see, Russia 

has expressed its disagreement with NATO expansion clearly. However, at that point, it 

was too weak to take active measures or it just did not feel threatened enough. It became 

obvious that Russian and Ukrainian geopolitical interests differ and their position on a 

number of crucial security issues does not correspond. 

Meanwhile, an important NATO enlargement took place in 2004. Bulgaria, Estonia, 

Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia joined the alliance (Davis, 2016, p. 21). 

While the countries from the Warsaw Pact favored the enlargement, it provided an 

opportunity for NATO to come directly to the post-Soviet areas. 

During the presidency of Yushchenko, Ukrainian course towards NATO was 

officially recognized as the priority in security field. The involvement of the Ukrainian 

army in NATO peacekeeping operations was encouraged, joint operations on the Ukrainian 

territory were conducted regularly (Oleinik, 2013, pp. 186-187). This brings us to the 

conclusion that there was a certain possibility of NATO forces being close to the Russian 

border. It is important to note that an excessive pro-Western policy did not bring a 

desirable effect. Ukraine was not welcomed to join any alliances, at the same time, the 

relations with Russia worsened. While Yushchenko was conducting an active pro-Western 

policy, the relationship between Ukraine/NATO and Russia started to deteriorate 

dramatically. Thus, Russia started demonstrating its stance on the matter.  

We can divide the mechanisms how Russia demonstrated its disagreement into 

several categories. At first, it used only diplomatic dialogue. However, this policy did not 
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bring desirable results. As Russia reached a sufficient level of influence and development, 

it started applying economic and energy pressures. Moreover, Russia decreased the number 

of military equipment bought in Ukraine. It affected Ukrainian economy in a negative way. 

However, it did not have a pressuring influence as the military-related trade activities were 

maintained until 2014. And the last tactics used by Russia was the military involvement. 

After the analysis of all Russian counteractions to NATO enlargement, it will become 

obvious that Russia regards this military option as the last resort and prefers to pressure 

actors through economic and political mechanisms.  

It is important to note that the first Russian negative response towards Ukraine 

joining NATO was already visible in the 1990s. At that point, it was done through the 

diplomatic channels, Russia only expressed its preoccupation. Meanwhile, NATO got used 

to its unlimited actions in the region. However, the situation began to change once Russia 

demonstrated itself as a powerful international actor. 

Territorial proximity of Ukraine was another major concern for Russia. As Ukraine 

shares land and sea border with Russia, it served as an additional factor of possible 

tensions. Not only NATO could have directly bordered Russia, but also it could have taken 

control over its naval base in Crimea, thus, it could have become an important actor in the 

Black Sea and diminish Russian influence. As NATO presence would have directly 

decreased the place for Russian policies and bases, Russia decided to look for a regional 

ally. That is why Russia initiated the dialogue with Turkey in 2002. This strategy was 

oriented at the separation of power by two major players at the Black Sea (Braun, 2008). 

Bucharest Summit of 2008 may serve as one of the core events in NATO-Russian 

confrontations. At this Summit, NATO demonstrated its willingness to allow Ukraine and 

Georgia to join the alliance in the long run (Markedonov, 2019, p. 952). Interestingly 

enough, Russian Foreign Minister warned the US officials before the Summit. He 

mentioned his concerns about NATO invitation for Ukraine to join the alliance. He also 

pointed out that the issue can lead to violence and it would result in the need for the 

Russian intervention (Sauer, 2017, pp. 86-89). However, Western powers did not pay 

attention to the remarks and crossed the red line of Russian interests.  

During the Summit, Putin stated that Moscow regarded NATO enlargement as a 

direct threat and he would do anything to stop the process. Additionally, he mentioned the 

possibility of putting pressure on Abkhazia and South Ossetia not to let Georgia join 

NATO, whereas in case of Ukraine Russia could count on ethnic Russian population in 
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Crimea and eastern part of Ukraine (Allenova et al., 2008, p. 9). As we can conclude, 

Russia has been notifying the West on its understanding of the further NATO expansion 

before it got involved in the military conflict in Ukraine.  

As a countermeasure, after NATO proclaimed its interest in having Ukraine and 

Georgia as the alliance members, Russia turned to active measures. For instance, the Czech 

Republic was among the states which actively supported the idea of Ukraine joining 

NATO. Additionally, it signed the agreement with the US on the deployment of the missile 

defense system in 2008. Russia temporarily turned off the oil transit in order to notify the 

Czech Republic that it did not support such behavior (Larrabee, 2010, pp. 38-45). It is only 

one of the examples how Russia tried to influence the actors in security field by using its 

energy routes.  

As we can note, Russia did not support Ukrainian and Georgian membership in 

NATO. It expressed its position in different ways. Starting from 2008, Russian leadership 

has taken attempts to notify the Ukrainian government on the possible future 

confrontations. At some point, it even considered the annulment of the Agreement on 

Friendship, Cooperation and Partnership (Usova, 2011, p. 158). Both sides managed to 

reach an agreement and the conflict did not escalate then. However, the case of Georgia 

was more problematic. Russia has demonstrated more aggressive policies towards its 

southern neighbor. Most importantly, Russia took part in Georgian military conflict by 

supporting Abkhazia and South Ossetia. However, it has to be mentioned that Russia did 

not try to challenge the global state of affairs, it was trying to take control over its 

backyard. It can be described as the defensive strategy with the aim to remind that its 

interests should be taken into account by the international community once it decides to get 

involved in the area. Even though Russia received negative diplomatic response from the 

foreign actors, still it could consider the invasion as a successful one because it stopped the 

further enlargement in the region. Furthermore, Russia demonstrated its dedication to 

keeping the leading position in the area. In 2009, the Russian Duma published a law which 

justified the intervention of Russian forces abroad to support Russian citizens (Larrabee, 

2010, pp. 47-49). We will see the example of the usage of this policy when Russia gets 

actively involved in Ukrainian affairs in 2014. 

Russian military involvement in Georgia did not fully stop NATO enlargement 

eastwards. Even though NATO was not that interested in Georgia joining NATO, it had 
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certain reservations for Ukraine. In 2010, the Alliance mentioned its willingness to keep 

the integration processes with Ukraine (Usova, 2011, p. 158). 

The creation of the CSTO may be considered as a regional counteraction conducted 

by Russia. Despite the fact that it included Russia, Kazakhstan, Belarus, Armenia, 

Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, it provided a local community with the military assistance. Ukraine 

did not become a member, nevertheless, the existence of the CSTO in its neighborhood 

was demonstrating the West that there are regional players that are less likely to tolerate 

NATO enlargement and will stay by the Russian side. 

The importance of Ukrainian case is also dependent on the relationship between 

Russia and the US. For instance, during the second term of Bush presidency (2004-2009), 

the number of conflicting topics increased. For example, Russia did not support the 

American involvement in Iraq. The relations entered such a distant phase that some 

scholars predicted the new form of the Cold War. Simultaneously, NATO members agreed 

on the prospects of Ukraine joining NATO (Pantin, Lapkin, 2014, p. 43). This chain of 

events could have led to a major crisis. 

 Taking into account the already existing tension between NATO and Russia, the 

case of Ukraine did not serve as a positive aspect of bilateral ties. We can note that 

Russian-NATO conflict has been on the agenda for decades. 

Nevertheless, it is essential to note that Russia can cooperate with the US when 

both states are facing the threat. The cases might be found among the collaborative actions 

against terrorism, drug trafficking and other universal challenges. When it comes to 

Ukraine, both actors were concerned about its nuclear arsenal in the 1990s (Shiptenko, 

2019, pp. 156-159). Russia claimed its successor status, which meant that it is the one who 

has the right over post-Soviet nuclear arsenal, while the US was mostly concerned about 

the possible proliferation. That is why Russia and the US agreed to pressure Ukraine and 

promise it financial benefits once it will denounce its claims and transfer the equipment to 

Russia. After a number of joint attempts by Russia and the US, Ukraine signed the Lisbon 

Protocol and the Non-Proliferation Treaty (Orlov et al., 2001, pp. 28-29). Thus, we can 

conclude that the US and Russia are capable of conducting joint activities once they can 

find a common interest. Unfortunately, the further Ukrainian case will mostly present a 

basis for disagreement between Russia and the West. 

As it has been mentioned earlier, Russia has tried various strategies in order to 

establish closer ties with Ukraine and dominate in its foreign policy. One of the factors 
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which ensured Russian position was its agreement with Ukraine on the issue of Sevastopol. 

As Russia was leasing the naval base, Ukraine could not count on NATO membership as it 

was against the rules of Alliance (Barata, 2014, pp. 41-45).  From economic perspective, 

the attempts of Russia to keep its leadership in the area can be seen in its creation of the 

common economic area. During 2011-2013, Russia was trying to drag Ukraine into its 

economic sphere of influence by offering economic benefits for all actors (Zhiltsov, 2013, 

p. 21). When the promises of economic revenues did not bring expected result, the pressure 

regarding gas prices and its transit was applied. Furthermore, in 2014, Putin required new 

government to reject Western proposals as he would not tolerate NATO forces in Ukraine 

and free flow of the EU goods in the CIS. As it did not convince new Ukrainian 

government, Russia allied with the eastern part of Ukraine and supported the separatist 

movements there (Mearsheimer, 2014, p. 82). By doing that, Putin ensured that Ukraine 

would not enter NATO in the foreseeable future as it has territorial and military issues to 

resolve. 

Another point which provoked a negative response from Russia was its concern 

about the defense industry. Russian and Ukrainian military enterprises have been mostly 

interconnected for decades. Russian government understood that it would have to adapt to 

new challenges and manage to transfer the factories and manufacture its own weapons 

without the Ukrainian involvement. Not only the trade balance on military issues, but also 

the general economic ties were expected to be worsened (Sushentsov, 2016, p. 133). Thus, 

costly changes were awaiting Russia if Ukraine would have entered NATO. For NATO, it 

would have served beneficial purposes as it could allow it to establish itself as the main 

arms dealer and military influencer in the region (Kurylev, Kazanchev, 2013, pp. 16-18). 

The policy documents demonstrate Russian official stance on the issue of the 

Western involvement in the region. For instance, point 17 of the National Security Strategy 

adopted in 2015, is completely devoted to the condemnation of the EU and NATO actions 

in Eurasia. Russia claims the Western actions are antagonizing the integration processes 

and support the tension in the post-Soviet region. The document also mentions that the 

actions taken by the external players threaten Russian national interests, especially the 

support Western powers provide to Ukrainian government (The Security Council of the 

Russian Federation, 2015). Thus, Russian side sees the US and NATO involvement as the 

long-term negative factor for regional stability. 
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Based on the examination of the Russian Foreign Policy Strategy, we can conclude 

that Russia declares openness for the negotiations with NATO. It stresses on the 

importance of the equal partnership and respect. Additionally, Russia condemns NATO 

enlargement and the approximation of its infrastructure. Russia also states that NATO 

activities are violating the principle of indivisible security, which would lead to further 

division of Europe (The Security Council of the Russian Federation, 2018). As we can see, 

Russia keeps paying attention to the possible NATO expansion in the region. We can come 

to the conclusion that it is still concerned about the issue and will protect its interests at any 

cost.  

As of today, while Ukrainian ties with Russia have deteriorated, NATO considers 

its expansion to the East. Currently, its main objective is the Russian position and possible 

aggressive actions towards other actors. For instance, NATO increased its aviation forces 

in Baltic countries, formed additional financial assistance to ensure European members that 

it will protect its interests if the territory of its member state would be under attack 

(Kufcak, 2014, p. 4). Ukraine is a beneficiary of 10 trust funds of NATO. The US became 

the most valuable Ukrainian ally; Joint exercises are conducted on a regular basis. 

Currently, the countries discuss the future exercises in the Black Sea in summer 2020 

(Markedonov, 2019, p. 953).  

To conclude, the Ukrainian crisis does not seem to be resolved anytime soon. The 

relationship between Ukraine, backed by NATO, and Russia is suffering at all levels. Post-

2014 Ukrainian leadership is pushing the agenda for joining NATO and rejects any 

possibility of having military or close economic ties with Russia. Despite the fact that 

NATO and Russian relations are at one of the lowest points, the escalation of conflicts 

which will include other states is unlikely. 

3.1.2. EU-Ukrainian cooperation 

As it became obvious from the discussions in the previous chapters, Ukraine has 

played a significant role in Russian policies mainly due to geopolitical factor. In 1991, 

Ukraine became independent and had to make a choice if it wants to continue being a 

Russian backyard or join the Western countries as it found itself between two powerful 

actors: Russia and the European Union. This subchapter analyzes the EU‟s interests in 

Ukraine mainly from economic and political perspectives. Russian reaction and 

counteractions towards an increasing role played by the EU are presented as well.  
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From the historical analysis conducted before, it is visible that Ukraine has chosen a 

multi-vector policy in the 1990s. It can be partially explained by the internal political 

struggle in Ukraine due to the rivalry of the East Ukrainian and West Ukrainian nation-

state construction projects. For centuries, Western parts belonged to Polish Kingdom and 

later to Austro-Hungarian Empire, while the Eastern lands were a part of the Russian 

Empire. Thus, the regions have different preferences in the future policymaking. That is 

why the Ukrainian government has claimed its interest in the establishment of closer ties 

with the EU, however it acknowledged its unavoidable dependency on Russia. 

The EU had to sign cooperation agreements with the newborn states. The change 

was driven by the fall of the USSR and the need to have secure and stable environment. 

The goal was to establish new connections beneficial for the EU. As for Ukraine, it had to 

gradually adapt its economy and political standards to the European norms as it served as 

an important transit route of goods and energy resources. The long-term strategy was 

aimed at the creation of the Single Market after the countries‟ political and economic 

developments. 

Interestingly, Ukraine was the first CIS state to sign the Partnership and 

Cooperation Agreement with the European Union, which took place on April 16, 1994. Its 

main points included the relationship and future collaboration between the EU and 

Ukraine. In 1999, the EU provided a joint statement on Ukraine, it acknowledged the 

Ukrainian progress. However, it did not state that Ukraine will definitely become an EU 

member soon (Shulga, 2016, pp. 408-409). 

The EU was interested in having closer ties with Ukraine due to several factors. 

First of all, it wanted to increase its sphere of influence by adding new loyal entities. 

Ukraine represented an increasingly attractive state as it had huge amount of natural 

resources, cheap labor force, vast territories, big marketplace and a direct border with 

Russia. The EU was alluring Ukraine into its sphere of influence by using its economic 

attractiveness. By obtaining control over East European states it could have claimed that it 

became not just an important regional player, but a local hegemon (Mearsheimer, 2001, pp. 

40-43).  

In order to demonstrate the Ukrainian willingness to integrate into the EU, the 

President Kuchma (1994-2005) initiated the formulation of the Strategy of Ukraine‟s 
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integration into the European Union. This foreign policy document was regarded as a 

significant step towards establishment of closer ties (Decree of the President of Ukraine, 

1998). The goal was to create the profitable terms for having common political, economic 

vision, which would lead to the obtainment of the status of Associate Member of the EU. 

Ukraine has joined the Eastern Partnership in 1998. According to it, Ukraine was expected 

to adopt market economy policies and political reforms (Barata, 2014, p. 35). 

Thus, we see that Ukraine was actively involved in talks with the EU in the 1990s. 

At the same time, Ukrainian policymakers were not naively dragged towards the West, 

they were responding to the changing regional environment. Simultaneously to Ukrainian 

aspirations to become closer with the EU, the EU itself has made a significant progress in 

increasing its role in the Eastern and Central Europe; it influenced not only its members, 

but also the neighboring actors.  

The EU has influenced Ukrainian politics from several perspectives. First of all, it 

was interested in trade activities (Smith, 2014, 54-57). Furthermore, the EU was dependent 

on the Russian energy supplies. The transit routes were coming through the Ukrainian 

territories, so the EU was interested in having uninterrupted access to the Russian gas. Last 

but not least, the EU intended to have a loyal and stable neighbor in order to minimize the 

security risks for the EU. New agreements imposed additional requirements on reforms in 

Ukraine. According to the official EU policies, in return Ukraine could expect financial 

benefits and the possibility of entering the EU once it would be seen as a suitable 

candidate. Based on the interests of both actors, we can conclude that it was essential for 

the EU to have Ukraine as a friendly partner, while Ukraine was interested in having good 

relations with the EU mainly for financial benefits and international recognition. 

In the 1990s, Ukraine was trying to balance between its powerful neighbors. The 

presidency of Yushchenko (2005-2010) represented an even more persistent policy to get 

Ukraine closer to the EU.  

Yushchenko‟s presidency is largely associated with the Orange revolution. This 

event is one of the major pre-crisis confrontations between the EU‟s and Russia‟s interests 

in Ukraine. When choosing the president (and the policy vector) the country had to decide 

if it is willing to have a more integrated relationship with the EU or keep close ties with 

Russia (Riabchuk, 2007, pp. 71-74). In Russia, the Orange Revolution was viewed as a 
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result of the Western involvement in Ukrainian politics. It stimulated the anti-Western 

attitude as Russian powerful position in the region was in danger. Before, Russia was 

accepting Ukrainian debts in the energy sector, but when its witnessed Ukrainian pro-

Western attitudes, it decided to use its oil and gas reserves as a weapon. Since Ukraine is 

used as a transit country for energy resources for Russia, Russian government adopted the 

policy of putting pressure on it. The energy issue became one of the most vital reasons for 

the tensions. 

When Yushchenko came to power in 2005, the core priority of the foreign policy 

became the integration of Ukraine into the European structures. The entry into the EU was 

presented as an ultimate goal. The expectations rose after the EU enlargement in 2004 

when Ukrainian neighbors Poland, Slovakia, Hungary and post-Soviet states Estonia, 

Latvia, Lithuania joined. Ukraine and the EU adopted the European Neighbourhood Policy 

(2004) and the Eastern Partnership Programme (2009). The entities established closer ties 

through various economic and political interactions. After the signature of the European 

Neighborhood Policy and the winning of a pro-Western candidate during the Orange 

Revolution, we can see an increase of the EU investments, making it the most significant 

investor in Ukraine with a share of more than 72% (Linkevicius, 2008, pp. 66-68). In 

return, Ukraine was expected to demonstrate the transition to more democratic society and 

the alignment with the EU on political issues (Smith, 2016, pp. 30-33). The agreements 

also provided a common ground for the increase of trade relations and various economic 

activities (Åslund, 2013, pp. 4-7).  

The EU involvement in Ukraine is generally explained by the so-called three Ms, 

which includes Money, Markets and Mobility. By adapting this strategy, the EU, together 

with Ukraine, facilitate trade activities, financial aid and loans, access for Ukraine to the 

Single European Market, the reduction of visa-related controversies (Cadier, 2014, p. 78). 

It should be noted that the EU is involved in the investment activities. It provides 

Ukraine with the financial assistance in order to foster its reforms (Gawrich et al., 2010, 

pp. 1220-1221). For instance, in the period from 1991 to 2013, the EU have provided an 

assistance to Ukraine for more than €3 billion. Additionally, we can trace the active EU 

involvement in the area prior to 2014 crisis. During 2011-2013, the EU has granted around 

€500 million to Ukraine through the European Neighborhood Policies (Flikke, 2013). 
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As the EU was moving eastwards, it experienced certain opposition from Russia. 

Russian interests in Ukraine are not only focused on the economic aspects. Dmitri Trenin, 

the director of the Carnegie Center in Moscow, categorizes Russian areas of concern, he 

forms three groups: politico-military, economic and societal (Trenin, 2009, pp. 11-13). 

Russian government viewed close EU-Ukrainian cooperation as a threat to its interests and 

influence in the region. It resulted in the EU-Russia competition in the area. The EU, 

representing one of the wealthiest markets, was seen as a desirable partner for Ukraine, that 

is why the program of the Eastern Partnership was adopted. At the same time, direct 

relations with Russia and the CIS members called for entering the EEU in order to 

maximize revenues. In the 1990s and in the beginning of the 2000s, Ukrainian export 

products were oriented towards Russia and other post-Soviet states. That is why its 

involvement in CIS structures was beneficial for its economy. At the same time, the EU 

did not allow Ukraine to flood its market as the products‟ quality was described as low and 

not corresponding to the EU standards. However, the active involvement in Ukraine 

enforced the EU to engage in various trade activities with it. As the interactions in 

economic sphere have increased, the Ukrainian dependency on Russia was lessened 

(Smith, 2016, pp. 35-37). It should also be mentioned that when Ukraine chose a Europe-

oriented path, it resulted in mass labor migrations and negative trade balance. Since the EU 

is not willing to import loads of Ukrainian products, Ukraine is forced to export raw 

materials. After the analysis of the EU-Ukraine trade activities, it becomes obvious that the 

EU is viewing Ukraine mainly as materials exporter (Polozhihina, 2014, p. 93). As the 

production facilities and factories remain closed in Ukraine, it brings the economic crisis 

closer. 

As the EU was pushing eastwards, it generally excluded Russia from the talks. 

Thus, Russian leadership was partially isolated from the future EU policies. Some scholars 

point out to the lack of respect towards Russian interests as one of the main reason for 

miscommunications and further confrontations (Sauer, 2017, pp. 85-89). Thus, the 

combination of negative attitudes created a major concern in the Russian government. One 

of the consequences was the fact that the leadership could not correctly calculate the 

potential of the EU involvement and ambitions in the region. Russia viewed Ukraine as 

one of the main partners, which also represented a huge importance due to the territorial 

aspect. That is why the disability to have a clear understanding of Ukrainian pro-European 
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stance formed a tense relationship between the EU and Russia. The EU did not provide 

Russia with any updates on its interests and did not form any platform to have the dialogue 

(Sakwa, 2015, pp. 556-570). The situation worsened after Ukraine and the EU adopted the 

Eastern Partnership strategy as it demonstrated that Ukraine might become increasingly 

close with the EU. For Russia, it meant that it might lose its ally and influence in the 

region. An example of Baltic countries entering the EU and later joining NATO, provided 

a possible scenario for the Ukrainian future policies, which worsened the already tense 

relations in the region. Even though the EU did not claim its ambition to allow Ukraine to 

join the EU, its involvement had an irreversible impact on Russian geopolitical behavior 

(Mearsheimer, 2014, pp. 77-81). Russia could not tolerate this scenario, however, it 

demonstrated its interests in the region clearly. As we can see, the segregation of influence 

has fostered Russian active involvement in Ukraine.  

It has to be mentioned that the next president elected mostly had a pro-Russian 

position. For some, it can already serve as a signal of Russian involvement in Ukrainian 

politics. However, Yanukovich (2010-2014) maintained the course towards European 

integration while maintaining good neighborly relations and strategic partnership with 

Russia and other CIS countries (Allison, 2014, pp. 1256-1257). His first trip abroad was to 

Brussels, it assured the EU that he was not a Russian puppet. Nevertheless, within the next 

year, he made it clear that close ties with Moscow are the priority (Armandon, 2013, p. 

291). Yanukovich was trying to balance between two powerful entities and respond to all 

their requests with understanding and willingness to cooperate. However, as both the EU 

and Russia have stated repeatedly, it is impossible to be a member of the EEU and the EU. 

Russia was notifying Ukraine that it would not support its free trade relations with the EU 

as it would have negative consequences for Russian economy. In 2013, Yanukovich 

decided to freeze the talks with the EU and consider entering the EEU (at that time it was 

still a Customs Union). Mass revolts supported by the US and the EU erupted all over the 

country (Plotnikov, 2013, pp. 76-81). Simultaneously, Russia realizing that Ukraine can 

move westwards, decided to seize control over Crimea. When these actions did not 

convince Ukraine that denying Russian opinion might be fraught, it started backing up the 

separatist movements in the Eastern part of Ukraine to destabilize the country. By doing 

this, Russia has clearly expressed its viewpoint on the issue and once again demonstrated 

its unwillingness to have a direct border with the soon-to-be a European state. 
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Even though Ukrainian government proclaimed its ambitions to conduct multi-

vector policy, in reality, we can see that Ukrainian foreign policy was mainly bipolar, 

influenced by the West and Russia. As the EU was initiating the establishment of closer 

ties with Ukraine, Russia has repeatedly stated its concern. In the beginning, it was trying 

to demonstrate its position by the means of economic and energy pressure. As a 

counterweight to the European actions, Russia was promoting the creation of another 

economic project, focused on the post-Soviet states (Delcour, Wolczuk, 2013, pp. 191-

202). To support the claim, we can take a glance at the Russian initiatives. Right after 

Ukraine has signed the Eastern Partnership Program with the EU, Russia fostered the 

cooperation within its backyard and initiated the establishment of the Customs Union.  It 

did not manage to fully return Ukrainian involvement. However, it united Belarus, 

Kazakhstan and Russia in economic and trade aspects. In its foreign policy, Russia has 

emphasized on the importance of the creation of supranational group in order to benefit 

from cooperation and modernization in the region. The project resembles the internal EU 

cooperation on economic matters. So, Russian strategy for regional integration was 

influenced by the EU mechanisms, both internal and external. This case can demonstrate 

Russian willingness to form its own union, where it would enjoy the dominant position. 

The further establishment of the Eurasian Economic Union was expected to attract regional 

players, including Ukraine and to decrease the Western influence. Russian project imposed 

the same external tariff. That means Ukraine, once signed the agreement with the EEU, 

could not establish free trade area with the EU (Gehring et al., 2017, pp. 727-740). Once 

Ukraine was considering signing the Association with the EU, Russia reminded Ukrainian 

government that if it would continue to pursue pro-Western policies, Russia would ask 

Ukraine to pay all the debts (mainly for the gas). It is important to note that once Russia 

ran out of diplomatic arguments, it imposed economic sanctions on Ukraine in 2013 in 

order to prove its determination. To disrupt the cooperation between the EU and Ukraine, 

Russia did not only try to threaten Ukraine with economic sanctions, it also offered 

Ukraine $15 billion assistance and discounts on energy once it rejects the signing of the 

Association Agreement with the EU. It also stated that it would secure its own market and 

ban Ukrainian products from it. Russian politicians mentioned their ability to influence the 

whole CIS market, which is likely to become closed for Ukrainian products once it signs 

the Association Agreement with the EU. On the contrary, the EU pressured Ukraine to sign 

the Association as it viewed it as a strategic goal to secure the access to the markets with 
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46 million customers, stable transit for energy resources and keep the influence in the area 

(Barata, 2014, pp. 40-44). 

We can conclude that the Ukrainian politicians faced security and economic 

concerns from both sides. The so-called rivalry between the EU and Russia has been 

directly influencing Ukrainian politics. Understanding that by choosing one actor, the 

reaction from the other wide would follow, Ukraine tried to balance its foreign policy 

towards the EU and Russia. As for foreign involvement, Russia was favoring the 

expansion of the EEU, while the EU viewed Ukraine as its already-received market. 

In 2014, the actions taken by Russia alarmed Europe. However, if we analyze the 

Russian confrontation with the EU on Ukrainian case, we would see that Russia was 

intended to have its interests secured. When Russia ran out of the soft power mechanisms 

to influence the situation, it adopted more aggressive measures. It was perceived as a huge 

threat for the European countries which provoked more active NATO involvement in the 

region. We can state that Russian aggressive stance initiated an increase of hostile relations 

towards it.Russia was ready to get increasingly involved in Ukraine because it represents a 

core factor of its strategy, while the EU is basically interested in having favorable relations 

with Ukraine. It is important to note that the EU involvement can be mainly characterized 

with political and economic pressures. According to Keohane and Nye, economic power is 

more likely to produce effects in the long run and to save the public image and the 

attractiveness of the actor, while military involvement harms the foreign policies and 

prestige (Keohane and Nye, 1973, p. 159). 

Even after the Ukrainian crisis has started, the EU followed the tradition of the 

usage of economic mechanisms and reacted with sanctions against Russia. At the same 

time, the EU did not have military initiatives. However, as most of the EU countries are 

NATO members, we can conclude that the European response was delivered through 

various channels: the EU implied political and economic sanctions, while NATO was 

mainly involved in military sphere.  

The long problematic process of influencing Ukrainian politics from Russia and the 

EU side have ended up in the major crisis. After Russia has demonstrated that it is not 

willing to tolerate the EU involvement in the region, it turned to aggressive policies in the 

Eastern parts of Ukraine. It allowed the EU to gain support of those in power and to push 
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for closer cooperation. The Association Agreement was finally signed and ratified by the 

EU and Ukraine in 2014 (Haukkala, 2018, pp. 78-90). The agreement entered into force in 

September 2017. Since then, more than 30 euro-integration agreements were signed, 

including anti-corruption and online access to the transit system. Ukraine is expected to 

decrease tariff and technical barriers in trade, open access to market of services and 

governmental structures, adapt the law to the EU norms (Livy Bereh, 2020).  

The EU does not only provide the grants to Ukraine, it is also actively involved in 

loans provision. The aid is expected to increase Ukraine‟s readiness to cooperate and 

pursue economic developments. As financial assistance brought expected results for the 

EU, Ukraine has been actively supporting its pro-European vector and has been gradually 

neglecting its connections with Russia. It has to be noted that Ukrainian-European ties 

could have been developed faster if Ukraine was not involved in the internal struggles, 

mainly related to bureaucracy, corruption and oligarchy. The aid was directed at countering 

the above-mentioned issues and improving the general economic environment. By doing 

this, the EU was directing Ukrainian policies towards the EU understanding of right 

policymaking (Sidorenko, 2018). 

Prior to 2014, the EU assistance was generally avoiding gas sectors as it was seen 

as primarily Russian sphere of influence. However, as the relations between Ukraine and 

Russia worsened dramatically, the EU decided to take action and introduced its own 

strategies. According to which, the Ukrainian gas sector was adapted to the EU norms 

(European Court of Auditors, 2016, pp. 7-8). Analyzing international trading statistics, we 

can conclude that the EU became the main economic partner of Ukraine. In 2019, 40.1% of 

total trade volume of Ukraine was given to the EU (Evropeiskaya Pravda, 2020). However, 

the trade balance is disrupted. While Ukraine exports raw materials, it has to rely on 

imports from technologically developed EU (Evropeiskaya Pravda, 2020).  

After the analysis of the evolution of the EU involvement in Ukraine, it becomes 

more structurally clear how the relations developed. The EU was interested in having 

Ukraine as a loyal and stable partner in order to use it for energy transit and sales market. 

Additional reason for its involvement was the idea to decrease the Russian influence. 

Russia, in turn, did not regard the EU policies as an aggressive expansion (in comparison 

to NATO enlargement that provided a direct security threat). Nevertheless, Russia 

attempted to secure its sphere of influence by establishing its own regional economic 
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unions and promising its partners huge revenues in exchange for the recognition as a local 

hegemon. 

The Ukrainian crisis has shown that even though the EU and Russia can be 

involved in the geopolitical conflict, they can still agree on certain aspects. The main 

interdependence of both actors is the Russian need to export gas and the EU demand for it 

(Birchfield, Young, 2018, pp. 219-222). While the EU is involved in the construction of 

pipelines to bypass Russia, currently, it is still dependent on supplies. 

The examination conducted allows us to conclude that Ukraine is unlikely to join 

the EU soon. At first, it needs to prove that it is a reliable partner which will not cause any 

instability in the region.  Thus, Russian involvement, even though it broke international 

agreements, can be considered partially beneficial for Russia. It managed to maintain its 

presence in the region and to stop the possible EU enlargement. Despite the fact that it lost 

an important economic and political ally, it demonstrated its readiness to act when its 

interests are at stake. 

3.2. Foreign involvement in Kazakhstan 

Nowadays, challengers to Russian dominance in the region are coming from 

different directions. China is influencing Kazakhstan due to geographic proximity and its 

general powerful behavior in the region. The US is still representing a universal hegemon, 

thus, it is interested in having its policies supported in every part of the world, additionally 

close cooperative ties can possibly destabilize Russia, so Kazakhstan is viewed as an 

important actor. Apart for the EU‟s support for American policies, it is also interested in 

securing energy transit routes and spread of the so-called European values. As we can see, 

Kazakhstan represents an attractive state for several actors‟ foreign policies. The ties 

between Russia and Kazakhstan are affected by various parties‟ involvement. Increasing 

presence of foreign actors becomes concerning for Russia and its understanding of regional 

stability (Kurylev, 2007). Kazakhstan established itself as a relatively neutral and friendly 

state. The foreign actors are attracted to the region due to various factors. This subchapter 

will present the foreign involvement in Kazakhstan, namely the influence of the EU and 

the US, and most importantly it will focus on China. Subsequently, the reaction of Russia 

to the foreign involvement will be analyzed. 
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3.2.1. Western influence 

In the 1990s, when Russia was too busy concerned about its own domestic issues, 

the West started engaging with newly-established states. At the same time, Kazakhstan was 

concerned about Russian possible ambitions in the region, thus, it conducted a multi-vector 

policy. The foreign interest in Kazakhstan can be explained by Kazakhstani nuclear 

weapons, natural resources in the Caspian Sea, close proximity to the Islamic world, the 

possibility of democracy promotion, the need for prevention of Russian hegemony (Fuller, 

1992, pp.77-78). So, American foreign policy was focused on these issues with non-

proliferation actions as a priority. 

After the fall of the USSR, Kazakhstan found itself independent but burdened by 

the Soviet legacy. The main challenges were related to nuclear sphere. As Kazakhstan 

proclaimed itself as a non-nuclear state and let Russia evacuate the nuclear arsenal, it was 

viewed as a trustworthy actor in non-proliferation activities. It is important to note that in 

1994, it has been discovered that Ulba Metallurgical Plant in Ust-Kamenogorsk had 600 kg 

of highly enriched uranium, the amount of material was enough for making of more than 

20 nuclear bombs. The Kazakh authorities secretly informed the US Embassy and it 

resulted in the covert operation conducted by the joint forces of the US and Kazakhstan 

called Sapphire (Plotnikova, 1994). In 1994, in conditions of absolute secrecy, the 

Sapphire operation began to export nuclear fuel; highly enriched uranium was loaded into 

special cans, which were transported to Delaware and later transformed into safe energy 

for nuclear power stations in the US (Courtney, Starr, 2014). This operation is considered 

as one of the most successful covert actions undertaken by the US. The importance lays not 

only in the US-Kazakhstan collaborative efforts, the success of the operation also had a 

direct positive impact on the global security.   

The operation was exceptional as it was the first case involving secret negotiations 

on the nuclear matter with the post-Soviet republic. Since Russia was the successor of the 

USSR, the US leadership was concerned about its possible reaction. Both the US and 

Kazakhstan agreed that it is essential to inform Russian authorities regarding the overall 

strategy. Thus, this international project got another party involved. It is important to 

mention that high officials contacted Chernomyrdin and Yeltsin in order to make sure that 

Russia had nothing against the operation. Russian position was a significant factor during 

the project implementation. Russian authorities accepted the information and expressed 
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their support for the nuclear disarmament operation (Tirpak, 1995, p. 3). The ability of 

authorities to persuade Russia to comply with the ongoing nuclear-related operation in its 

sphere of influence proved to be an important factor in the operation. It also demonstrated 

the ability of countries with relatively different interests and approaches to cooperate when 

there is a single goal (Aleksandriya, 2012, p.152). It also demonstrated the willingness of 

Kazakhstan to collaborate with the US on important matters and the US ability to react to 

unpredictable challenges. It should be mentioned that the process of resolving the USSR‟s 

nuclear legacy problem is the first and perhaps the only time that Russia has entered into 

close cooperation with other states, primarily the United States, in such a sensitive area of 

international and national security as nuclear weapons. 

The analysis of Russian press releases of that time demonstrated that the issue was 

not really discussed in Russian media. There were no mass researches conducted by 

Russian scholars. As the discussion of this case could have ruined Russian public image, 

propaganda activities were focused on other developments in the region which included 

Russia. We can conclude that Russia did not intervene in Kazakhstani-American operation 

but it was not completely supporting it because it demonstrated Kazakhstan‟s ability to 

conduct important and dangerous operations without Russian support. As we can see, the 

importance of Russia for the US decreased as it established ties with new post-Soviet 

countries.  At the same time, Russia has been actively involved in various projects devoted 

to liquidation of Kazakhstan‟s military nuclear arsenal (Popov, 2015, p. 83). The most 

beneficial American assistance to Kazakhstan was the establishment of Nann-Lugar 

program which allowed Kazakhstan to receive significant economic support for liquidating 

its nuclear facilities.  

The US (through the military block) has been involved in the region due to the 

establishment of new agreements with the newly-born states in the 1990s. Kazakhstan 

signed a Partnership for Peace agreement in 1994. It demonstrated Kazakhstan‟s 

willingness to enjoy technological and training updates, however it declared its disinterest 

in becoming a NATO member. Russia supported Kazakh policies as they had similar 

positions in this case. Russian leadership did not find this step concerning because Russia 

has signed several agreements with NATO in the 1990s as well. It was an attempt to 

demonstrate new countries‟ respect for the established international order and to acquire 

certain benefits by having cooperative relations with the US. 
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According to NATO official statements, Kazakhstan and NATO have formed 

collaborative ties. Apart from being a member of Partnership for Peace program, 

Kazakhstan has created a special training center Kazcent, peacekeeping battalion Kazbrig. 

Yearly joint exercises “Steppe Eagle” are conducted with Kazakh and American soldiers. 

Starting from 2014 the Partnership Interoperability Initiative includes Kazakhstan in 

Interoperability Platform (NATO, 2019). It should be noted that Kazakhstan was officially 

included in Interoperability Platform in 2014, the year when Russia demonstrated its 

military ambitions in Ukraine. So, we can see here that while Russia was concerned about 

Ukrainian front, NATO forces were moving further in cooperation with other Russia-

related states. 

Kazakhstan is cooperating with NATO on such issues as combating terrorism, 

religious extremism, drug trafficking and organized crime. Kazakhstan is viewed as an 

important partner in operations in Afghanistan. Once again, due to its geographic location, 

its assistance was essential. It allowed the US to safely arrive in Kazakhstan and then 

conduct its policies in Afghanistan (Kuzembayeva, 2014). NATO had a useful ally in the 

region, while Kazakhstan improved its public image and demonstrated its dedication to the 

fight against terrorism. Thus, we can conclude that the operations were mutually 

beneficial. As for Russia, it did not have any concerns about this cooperation due to several 

reasons. First of all, successful operations had a positive impact in the region, it had 

stabilizing effect and decreased the amount of illegal activities. It should be noted that 

Russia was providing its railway services to transfer NATO cargo to Central Asia. Russia 

was not interested in being actively involved in Afghanistan due to vivid memory of the 

USSR‟s failure when it invaded Afghanistan in 1979. That is why Russian leadership, 

especially military forces would prefer not to deal with that problematic area again. We 

can conclude that Russia is “allowing” its neighbors to cooperate with NATO forces when 

it finds the operations beneficial for its own national security. In the long run, it is expected 

to decrease illegal trafficking significantly and to create more stable and secure 

environment. Afghanistan has been a priority in American foreign policy for several years. 

However, currently NATO is more concerned about Russian actions in the world. It should 

be noted that NATO members are interested in diversification of energy supplies, thus, 

they would prefer to cooperate with Kazakhstan and other Central Asian countries instead 

of dealing with the problematic Middle East and Russia.  
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At the same time, Russia is paying attention to the developments in this area. As the 

joint trainings include a large share of Americans, they can be deployed fast when needed. 

The cooperation with local forces and the familiarity with the environment would help 

NATO to effectively intervene in Russian backyard (Laumulin, 2000, pp. 57-64). Also, 

NATO activities in Central Asia decreased Russian prestige. Russian authorities analyzed 

the future possible results of Kazakhstani-American cooperation in the military sphere, and 

decided to take active measures. Russia fostered the establishment of the Collective 

Security Treaty Organization (Kurylev, 2007, p. 434). Officially, all members are equal in 

the alliance; meanwhile, it is obvious that Russia is implying its interests in the region. The 

Organization allows Russia to control the situation in its neighborhood, including the 

information gathering activities and joint military exercises. Russia secures its regional 

interests by pushing for a closer cooperation within the organization. Even though NATO 

countries are having more power and acknowledgment worldwide, the CSTO is a regional 

organization, which is focused directly on its MS security, thus, local actors are more 

likely to prefer it. 

Nowadays, the US views Kazakhstan as a leading state in the Central Asia. That is 

why the US devotes special attention to it. It is interested in securing the energy projects 

from Caspian Sea, increasing NATO capabilities, contributing to Kazakhstan‟s separation 

from Russia, supporting of liberal and opposition movements (Laumulin, 2006, pp. 226-

228).  

The application of soft power can be seen in USAID activities. The agency is 

financing various spheres in Kazakhstan in order to improve the economic situation. The 

financial assistance is given on special terms. The companies which receive grants are 

required to comply with the American policies in the state. Political opinions are provided 

through Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty media corporation. It is responsible for the 

provision of the material free from state-propaganda. Thus, we can see that the US is trying 

to provide alternative views on various issues by financing the oppositional services 

(Shibutov, 2019). 

As of today, Kazakhstan and the US have relatively vague agreement on 

cooperation. The leaders acknowledge each other‟s sovereignty and territorial integrity. 

The agreement mentions both leaders‟ aspirations in having mutually beneficial relations 

in political, security and trade spheres. This kind of agreement is typical for all 
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independent states. Also, the main topics in bilateral talks include the agreements on non-

proliferation and Afghanistan issue (The official website of the President of the Republic 

of Kazakhstan, 2018). Non-proliferation activities are obviously important, nevertheless, 

they reached its peak in the end of the 1990s. Thus, the discussion of the past success 

demonstrates that countries have not built any significant grounds for cooperation in the 

2010s. The transfer of the US and NATO military cargo to Afghanistan is an important 

issue for the regional security. Nevertheless, it has to be mentioned that the US was 

actively involved in Afghanistan since 2001, currently, it is not focused on the Afghan 

issue anymore. We can come to the conclusion that the cooperation between Kazakhstan 

and the US is at the low level. 

When dealing with Kazakhstan, a country heavily influenced by Russia, the US has 

to keep the distance. Close cooperation might provoke geopolitical rivalry. The conflict of 

interests can decrease the stability in the region and provoke a military confrontation 

(Pangireeva, 2013). This scenario would not satisfy Kazakh leadership, especially if we 

consider what happened in Ukraine as a similar case. That is why, we can conclude that 

Kazakhstan is more likely to take part in joint military exercises (as many non-members of 

NATO do), however, it would not ask for NATO membership or any significantly closer 

cooperation.  

The Western interests in Kazakhstan are imposed not only through the US and 

NATO activities, the EU is involved in the region as well. In the 1990s, cooperation was 

held on basic issues; diplomatic contacts and institutional frameworks were set up. In 

1999, Kazakhstan signed and ratified an Agreement on Partnership and Cooperation with 

the EU. In 2007, the EU has started a program devoted to the establishment of closer ties 

with the Central Asian states (Anceschi, 2014, p. 6). Even though the developments were 

made, the cooperation was still at the low level. The EU did not mention its interest in 

having Kazakhstan as a new member state. 

Taking into account its interests and goals, the European Union has identified a 

number of priority topics. It includes the cooperation on energy, transport issues, 

combating security threats, such as drug trafficking, terrorism, illegal immigration. Today, 

the main interests of the EU in Kazakhstan involve the extraction, transportation of energy 

resources and using the territory of Kazakhstan as a transit route from China (Akkazieva, 

2012, pp. 220-222). However, the EU does not support Kazakhstan in its undemocratic 
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governmental policies and human rights issues. The analysis of the EU statements 

demonstrates that it contains certain amount of rhetoric about the need to respect human 

rights and democratic institutions (Zheriborov, 2017, p. 496). At the same time, economic 

interests, which mainly defined the policies, are expressed. Out of many priorities 

identified in the EU strategic documents on Central Asia, the highest priority turned out to 

be related to creating favorable conditions for European investors, ensuring the import of 

resources and EU energy security (Pogorelskaya, 2011, pp. 109-118). We can conclude 

that the EU claims its interest in establishing more democratic societies, nevertheless it 

agrees to cooperate with controversial regimes when it sees the benefits. As in the case 

with Kazakhstan, Nazarbayev has been in power for almost 30 years, but Europe only 

commented on that issue without raising major disputes. It can be explained by the EU‟s 

interest in Kazakhstan‟s energy resources as an alternative to Russian energy market. By 

importing oil and gas bypassing Russia, the EU hoped to reduce its dependence on it in 

matters of energy supplies. 

As of today, Kazakhstan does not have close ties with the EU. Even though 

officially the partnership is mentioned in the statements, both the EU and Kazakhstan do 

not see these relationships as a priority. The latest update on the bilateral ties took place in 

March 2020 when Kazakhstan ratified a new agreement with the EU. It should be 

mentioned that the agreement is touching upon numerous aspects, such as trade activities, 

investments, tourism, energy and science (Council of the European Union, 2015). 

However, the points discussed are covered in a relatively basic form. Thus, we can see the 

slow increase in cooperation which can be possibly interpreted by Russia as a threat. 

Currently, the existing agreements do not provide a sufficient ground for Russia to act 

aggressively. New document points out to European policy of resilience and connectivity 

in Kazakhstan. Nevertheless, the strategy has too many broad terms, thus, its meaning and 

importance cannot be assessed at the moment. Kazakhstan is interested in cooperation with 

the EU as it expects to receive significant revenues from economic and transportation 

activities. At the same time, Kazakh leadership is not willing to accept closer cooperation 

as it might weaken its position or even lead to the construction of new political system 

(Paramonov, 2017, pp. 24-25). 

While the EU was focused on energy transportation issues, Russia was actively 

involved in alternative projects. For example, Russia signed an agreement with Kazakhstan 
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and Turkmenistan on the construction of new pipelines among the Caspian Sea shores. 

Additionally, the countries agreed on the connection of Russian gas pipelines in order to 

transfer gas to Europe (Akkazieva, 2012, pp. 223-225). The already existing pipelines are 

constantly modernized to keep the Central Asia using the routes. According to Russian 

expectations, Kazakhstan would not be significantly interested in alternative routes if it 

would have beneficial routes going through Russian territories. 

The official position of Russia regarding gas and oil transfer programs is neutral, 

supported by negative comments claiming that the EU is bypassing Russia on purpose and 

it is interested in disintegration of the CIS. It should be understood that one of the unifying 

factors on the post-Soviet space is the transportation of the natural resources. If Russia 

would be excluded from that activity, it would lose huge revenues, regional prestige and 

ability to influence local actors. 

It is worth mentioning that once the Central Asian countries have agreed to take 

part in the EU‟s projects, Russian President paid a visit. Russian leader discussed with 

Kazakh side the importance of the existing developments in energy sector and the need to 

construct further pipelines. According to the experts from the Information and Analytical 

Center of Moscow State University, one of the main tasks of the Russian leadership 

includes gaining the support of Kazakhstan in determining the rules of game and 

preventing chaos around energy supplies from Central Asia to foreign markets (Komilova, 

2009, pp. 57-58). This position demonstrates Russian willingness to secure the oil and gas 

business to itself. We can expect the increase of Russian presence in energy-related 

activities. 

Kazakhstan has to take into account the interests of its main neighbors – Russia and 

China.  If we have a look at Kazakh foreign policy doctrine, we would see its 

determination in having close ties with Russia and China. For example, from economic 

perspective, closer integration within the CIS, the EEU and the SCO is presented as a 

priority in trade activities (Address of the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan N. 

Nazarbayev to people of Kazakhstan, 2007). If we analyze the last available official 

Address of the President of Kazakhstan, we would see its obvious interest in continuing 

having good-neighbor policy. The President mentions the importance of the Eurasian 

Economic Union and its beneficial results for all member-states. This alliance is likely to 

foster the integration in the region. As Russia and Kazakhstan are the most valuable 
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members, their cooperation might reach a new level. The development of the CIS ties is 

also mentioned as an example of fruitful collaboration in the region (Address of the 

President of the Republic of Kazakhstan N. Nazarbayev to people of Kazakhstan, 2018). 

The official acknowledgment of the results of regional cooperation demonstrates 

Kazakhstan‟s willingness to emphasize on the importance of such developments. By doing 

this, Kazakh leadership once again shows that it wants to enjoy the regional cooperation, 

especially the already-established good-relations with Russia. 

3.2.2. Chinese policies  

As it has been established, Russia has a significant influence in the region. 

However, its leading role does not mean that Kazakhstan is irreversibly dependent on its 

support. In the last decades, it managed to conduct a multi-vector policy and increase the 

benefits from the involvement of various global actors (Patnaik, 2016).  

The geopolitical situation in the region is forcing Kazakhstan to balance between 

Russian and Chinese interests. This subchapter will focus on the rising engagement of 

China in Kazakhstan and Russian reaction to it. 

The ability of the West to dominate the global economy and politics is reduced, 

thus, it provides the ground for another actor‟s involvement. The importance of China has 

risen on the international arena. Unsurprisingly, with the increase of power, China started 

influencing its neighbors. In accordance with its multi-vector policy, Kazakhstan sought to 

build its relations with China, given its rapidly growing demand for energy. A 

comprehensive strategic partnership with the People's Republic of China is steadily 

developing. The Chinese involvement will be analyzed from several perspectives: its 

interest in energy resources, the availability of trade and transit routes, and overall stability 

of the region. 

To start with, I would like to discuss the Chinese-Kazakh cooperation on the 

multilateral level. The most prominent example is the participation of both countries in the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO). It was formed in 1996 with the main aim to 

ensure security and stability in the region. China and Russia represent the most powerful 

members of the organization, followed by the Central Asian countries (Cohen, 2006, p. 4). 

Currently, the organization is dealing with numerous local threats. It is mostly concerned 

with the provision of the secure environment, especially with the threat coming from 
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radical and terrorist movements. The participants also express the willingness to decrease 

the influence of the US and the EU in Central Asia (Thehen, 2006, p. 112). The joint 

activities are aimed at the reduction of such various threats, such as drug trafficking, 

terrorism, radicalism, which are mostly coming from Afghanistan. The SCO members 

reduced American presence, however, now they have to conduct more activities in order to 

preserve stability in the region. Apart from the cooperation in the security sector, the 

participation in the organization also provides economic benefits for China. It is fulfilling 

its strategic interest in raw materials (Isabaieva, 2019). It is important to mention that the 

SCO also provides its participants with such economic gains as the increase of investments 

in the region, connection of infrastructure and certain facilitations in trade activities. Most 

importantly, the countries signed the agreement in which they have expressed their non-

acceptance of monopolizing policies (Svetlichnii, 2018, p. 17). However, for China, the 

main importance of the SCO lies in its ability to influence security issues in Central Asia. 

Since Kazakhstan is directly bordering China, it is essential for the Chinese government to 

make sure that the neighboring entity is stable. It is involved in multilateral exercises 

which are expected to promote security (Muzalevsky, 2015, pp. 20-21). The cooperation 

within the SCO is demonstrating Chinese capabilities to influence Kazakhstan in the 

security field. Even though the organization is not fully functioning due to various visions 

of the future cooperation among the member states, it provides an important place for the 

talks. It is important to note that China is more involved in the economic aspects rather 

than various military issues. 

When it comes to bilateral ties between China and Kazakhstan, we can see the 

constant increase of the cooperation. The major agreements include the Good-Neighborly 

Friendship and Cooperation Treaty and the signing of a Comprehensive Strategic 

Partnership, signed in 2002 and 2013 respectively (Yujin, 2019, p. 28). 

The first factor of the analysis of China-Kazakhstan cooperation will be presented 

by the Chinese involvement in the energy sector. In the recent years, China has been 

implementing plans to strengthen control of natural resources in the world, especially in 

the energy sector, in order to maintain sustainable economic growth. The limited oil and 

gas fields in the PRC are forcing the country's leadership to look for oil and gas reserves 

abroad (Palkin, 2011, p. 37). Kazakhstan is holding huge oil reserves, thus, it is regarded as 

an important partner by China. 
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It has to be mentioned that China has been cautious in its energy policies. It prefers 

to have various energy suppliers from different states. Nevertheless, Kazakhstan and 

Russia have huge shares in energy transfers to China. The peculiar feature of the Chinese 

energy policy is its direct involvement without monopolization. For instance, China and 

Kazakhstan are having joint field developments and enterprises. Kazakhstan has put into 

operation a joint pipeline with China to transport oil from the western Kazakhstan city of 

Atasu to the border point Alashankou on the Chinese-Kazakh border. The Chinese and 

Kazakh sides each have a 50% stake. As we can see, China does not only import oil, it is 

also interested in having a share in the oil companies. China has been using its major 

company called the China National Petroleum Corporation to gain significant energy 

advance in the region. It has established trade relations with Kazakhstan in 1997. Most 

importantly, it bought more than 60% of stocks from Kazakhstan. This company also 

signed the agreements with Kazakhstan on the extraction and transit of oil in 2005 and gas 

in 2007 (Sadri, Akar, 2019, pp. 9-13). As Kazakhstan is not capable of conducting all 

energy-related activities, China is investing in it or providing loans in exchange for more 

rights in the area. By investing in Kazakhstan‟s energy sector, China reserves a place for 

its interests in the decision-making. China is responsible for the successful conduction of 

the Central Asia-China gas pipeline system. It transfers gas not only to China, but also 

satisfies the needs of the southern part of Kazakhstan (Shibutov, Solobozov, 2019, p. 10). 

Currently, China owns large shares not only in oil/gas sector, but also in mining, 

transport and infrastructure (Belt & Road News, 2019). The case of the company 

Kazakhmys may serve as an interesting illustration of Chinese involvement in Kazakhstan. 

This company has a dominant share in the extraction of copper, gold and zinc. It operates 

thanks to the Chinese investments and 80% of its production goes directly to China 

(Plotnikov, 2019). We can conclude that China is importing diverse raw materials from 

Kazakhstan, it is not only focused on the oil/gas trade. Also, by investing in the companies, 

it reserves itself an opportunity to export to China directly without additional payments.  

Chinese-Kazakh cooperation in the energy-related areas proves beneficial for both 

actors. China has an access to the resources, while Kazakhstan‟s economy is mostly 

export-oriented, thus, it mainly receives revenues from the sales and transport of energy. 

Furthermore, Kazakhstan finds the partnership beneficial due to the modernization of its 

infrastructure. According to Chinese and Kazakh experts, the bilateral cooperation has a 
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huge potential: a number of trade activities, pipelines, railways, as well as others objects of 

infrastructure is constantly growing (Palkin, 2011, p. 41). 

As for statistics, the pipeline which leads from Kazakhstan to China has transferred 

a new record amount of oil in 2017 – it reached 12 million 308.2 thousand tons. In 

addition, according to analysts, the successful and safe operation of the Kazakh-Chinese oil 

pipeline helped Kazakhstan to diversify its oil exports and allowed China to expand its oil 

import channels (Russian News, 2018). 

China views energy issue as an essential part of its national interest. That is why it 

is investing huge money in Kazakhstan to have an uninterrupted access to resources. China 

views the land routes as more reliable strategic options. They can be of high importance in 

case the US would threaten China‟s security and block the Malacca Strait (Sahajpal, 

Blockmans, 2019). 

Another important aspect of the analysis goes hand in hand with China‟s energy 

policies. China is not only concerned about the acquiring of raw materials, it needs to 

secure the routes as well. That is why China is investing in the infrastructure in 

Kazakhstan. However, China is investing in infrastructure for different reasons. Firstly, 

China is concerned about the securitization of its access to the resources. Furthermore, the 

other dimension serves China‟s economic interests, which will be discussed below. 

Chinese involvement is constantly growing in the region. As of today, China is 

financing more than 2.5 thousand projects in financial, banking and trading spheres. China 

has moved more than 50 enterprises to the Kazakhstan‟s territories (Segodnya news, 2019). 

It is beneficial for Kazakhstan as well as it allows to create working places at a range of 

enterprises. The investments serve as a huge support of Kazakhstan‟s economy. The 

projects implemented include important infrastructure as well as factories and public 

services (Cohen, 2006, pp. 9-10).  

One of the most visible factors of the Chinese involvement in Kazakhstan is the 

bilateral interest in the trade-related and transit aspects. The following part will present the 

foreign actions in these spheres. 

Both countries actively cooperate on the trade issue. In 2016, the Kazakhstan-China 

Production Capacity Fund was formed. By doing this, both countries expect to increase the 
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economic interactions and to cooperate on more trade-related aspects (Belt & Road News, 

2019). Due to its location, Kazakhstan has an immense importance for China in its 

ambitions to form a trade route from China to Europe. The transit potential is the main 

topic discussed between the countries. If energy sources are important for China, still, there 

are opportunities to import it from other countries, while the trade routes must go through 

Kazakhstan. The establishment of the One Belt One Road initiative is regarded as a major 

economic advance of China. However, in order to fully benefit from it, Chinese companies 

had to invest in Kazakhstan‟s infrastructure. One Belt One Road initiative has put relations 

between China and Kazakhstan on a new level. For China, it is important to secure the 

trade routes. Kazakhstan‟s vast territory and political stability attract Chinese interests. 

Once again, China is investing in infrastructure, this time, to serve its economic interests in 

the long run. China is involved in the activities at various levels, starting from roads 

building to the modernization of the already-existing infrastructure. 

China‟s One Belt One Road initiative was formed in 2013 and since then it 

occupies an important place in Chinese foreign policy. It has to be mentioned that Chinese 

President, Xi Jinping announced the plan to establish such route while visiting Kazakhstan 

(The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People‟s Republic of China, 2013). Officially, the 

main aim of this initiative is the decrease of trade barriers, stimulation of investments in 

the area and establishment of secure passage of goods (Svetlichnii, 2018, p. 9). As a part of 

the One Belt One Road initiative, Kazakhstan and China have successfully constructed a 

railway route from Chinese city Lianyungang to Kazakhstan (Kawasoe, 2015). Not 

surprisingly, Chinese economic and political influence would be increased in Central Asia 

and on the international arena. Some experts found this initiative threatening as the 

intensification of China-Kazakhstan ties can disrupt the balance of power in the region 

(Summers, 2016, p. 1634). While Chinese influence certainly increased, Kazakhstan also 

increased its importance on the international arena due to its inevitable participation in the 

project. 

The Chinese rapid involvement in Kazakhstan could have become a concern of 

Russian foreign policy. That is why it is essential to analyze Russian reaction towards the 

Chinese influence in the area. Both countries have certain shared concepts, at the same 

time they differ on their methods of involvement. 
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As it has been mentioned earlier, China is devoting much of its attention to the 

investments in the region. Comparing to Russia, it does not have many personal and 

ethnical connections, so it has to influence Kazakhstan in economic terms. Furthermore, 

China does not have any sufficient military involvement in Kazakhstan, while Russian 

cooperation with Kazakhstan covers various security dimensions (Kuzmina, 2011, pp. 168-

170). When it comes to the regional investments, interestingly enough, Russia and China 

have invested roughly the same amount of money into Kazakhstan‟s economy. In 2018, 

both states gave away $1.5 billion each (Sputnik News, 2019).  

However, it has to be mentioned that while Russian involvement in Kazakhstan is 

not always supported but is regarded as something inevitable and understandable, China is 

facing resistance from the population. One of the concerning topics is a new Kazakhstani 

law which allows foreign actors to rent Kazakhstan‟s land for a period up to 25 years. The 

government gave 1.7 million hectares to support this program (Plotnikov, 2019). Not 

surprisingly, China was one of the main participants in this project. This step was regarded 

as an attempt of China to gain significant control not only over Kazakhstan‟s resources, but 

also over its land. In the long run, Kazakhstan can find itself dependent on the Chinese 

regular investments and major involvement in the region. A certain degree of Sinophobia 

among the population does not let Kazakhstani government to fully turn to its Eastern 

neighbor.  

Kazakhstani scholars are looking for a way to secure the country‟s position in the 

region. While Chinese investments are obviously beneficial for the country, it also tries to 

attract the investments from Russia and the US in order to avoid falling into a debt trap or 

complete dependence on China. Local experts prefer the idea of establishing good relations 

with both Russia and China. However, it should also be done carefully in order not to 

disrupt the balance in the region and to preserve its international stance without becoming 

a backyard of two powerful states (Zhanbulatova, Zhiyenbayev, 2018, pp. 86-88). 

The analysis of the Chinese interests in Kazakhstan allows one to see the absence of 

the pressure from political viewpoint. Comparing to the European Union or NATO 

involvement in the region, China is seen as more friendly actor as it does not demand any 

political changes and does not implement any human rights initiatives. Thus, both Chinese 

and Russian involvement can be considered as beneficial for Kazakhstani government.  
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As we see the increasing involvement of China in economic matters, not 

surprisingly it raises concerns of another powerful neighbor – Russia. Russian reaction and 

counteractions towards Chinese involvement will be discussed below. 

Up to date, Chinese actions in Kazakhstan haven‟t provoked major negative 

Russian reaction. One of the reasons behind these non-hostile relations is the cooperation 

between Russia and China. On the multilateral level, both countries often support each 

other in the UN Security Council, Shanghai Cooperation Organization and BRICS 

association. The high officials‟ meetings are conducted regularly (Kulagin, 2019). The 

countries do not have ideological confrontation, however, they share an adversary – the 

US. The common perception of the enemy undoubtedly helps to foster the cooperation 

between Russia and China. It has to be mentioned that Russia gained the acceptance from 

China while it was forming the Eurasian Economic Union, while China received Russian 

support in the formation of One Belt One Road initiative (The Kremlin, 2015). This 

regional bilateral cooperation demonstrates that countries are taking into account each 

other‟s interests and are not willing to act against each other. Their stance on Kazakhstan 

confirms the current trend. 

Nowadays, Russia treasures its relations with China as it is one of its major allies, 

especially after 2014, when the relations between Russia and the West became tense. Apart 

from obvious economic and political advancements, friendly relations with China have a 

positive impact on the regional stability (Grigorenko et al, 2016, p. 256). For China, Russia 

represents an important ally due to its constant willingness to export oil and gas to China. 

Furthermore, China finds it beneficial to cooperate with Russia against the US initiatives in 

the region. 

Some experts point out to the inevitability of Russian friendly ambitions towards 

China. Since Russia partially lost access to the trade activities with Western powers, 

together with sanctions implementations, it has to rely on the Eastern partners (Grigorenko 

et al, 2016 p. 258). In order to minimize the material losses, Russia is pursuing a close 

cooperation with China. 

Russian politicians have started being actively involved in the Eastern direction. 

For instance, a contract between China and Russia worth $400 billion was signed for the 
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period of 30 years. The constant talks on the necessity of the bilateral cooperation were 

held both in China and in Russia (Piniugina, 2016, p. 132). 

The most recent developments include the construction of the additional Russian-

Chinese oil pipeline in 2018. By doing this, Russia has become capable of exporting 30 

million tons of oil per year (Toom, 2018). It makes Russia an important player in Chinese 

energy sector. Interestingly enough, China imported an exceptionally high amount of 

Russian Urals oil in the first quarter of 2020. It reached 4 million tones. This cooperation is 

beneficial for both actors. Russian companies are experiencing difficulties when selling 

gas/oil to Europe, so Chinese purchases have a direct positive impact on the Russian 

economy. For China, it is beneficial due to the low prices, it can afford to buy more and to 

secure its reserves.  

Even though Kazakhstan is actively engaged in various Chinese projects, it still 

confirms its dedication to the bilateral cooperation with Russia. The numbers support the 

claim. As of 2018, the most important importer for Kazakhstan was Russia, while China 

held the second place (Jumadilova et al, 2018, p. 63). We can see that the trade cooperation 

with China has not reached its peak yet, Russia is still holding its position in terms of trade. 

In order to secure its position in the region, Russia has been actively involved in the 

fostering of cooperation within the Eurasian Economic Union. Currently, it is the leading 

partner of all members (Ustyuzhanina, 2016, p. 39). Thus, we can see that Kazakhstan is 

experiencing both direct Russian involvement in trade activities and the influence on the 

multilateral level through the EEU. 

After the analysis of Chinese involvement in Kazakhstan, it becomes visible that 

China is mostly concerned about energy and trade issues, thus, we can conclude that it 

occupies a large share of economic involvement in the area. Even though Russia cannot 

provide Kazakhstan with that huge amount of investments, still, it is actively involved in 

the economic activities. It has to be mentioned that the absence of Chinese military 

initiatives demonstrates that China is more likely to implement its policies through the 

financial channels. It serves as a good signal for the Russian government. First of all, it 

does not see Chinese influence as a threat to its national interests. While China is actively 

involved in the economic activities, Russia is providing Kazakhstan with military-related 

operations. Thus, we can see that Russia occupied a niche in providing Kazakhstan with 

military equipment and trainings. Furthermore, China does not significantly influence the 
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political life of Kazakhstan. So, Russia can enjoy its own influence in the region. We can 

witness a certain division of the interests in Russian-Chinese involvement in Kazakhstan. 

However, we should note that not all academic community supports the ties 

established between Russia and China. Kissinger once pointed out to the importance of 

carefully interpreting Chinese ambitions. He claimed that China considers itself as a 

returning power. It is likely to increase the might and return to the once lost powerful state 

of affairs (Kissinger, 2012, p. 546). These ideas are supported by skeptics in the Russian 

government who are trying to prevent a close Sino-Russian dialogue as Russia might be 

used by more powerful China to reach its goals.  

Even though China claims it is not interested in crossing the path of Russian 

interests, Russia is not always taking part in the important multilateral economic 

agreements. For instance, China initiated the creation of the Foundation of Economic 

Cooperation among China and Central Asian states. Another example can be found in 

signing of a number of projects in 2016 between China, Kazakhstan, Iran and Pakistan 

worth 40 billion Yuan (Piniugina, 2016, pp. 140-142). 

 In order to minimize the possibility of future confrontation of interests, Russia is 

defending its interests in Kazakhstan through several aspects: energy routes (which are 

essential for Kazakhstan‟s revenues), huge share of Russian population (which prefers 

cooperation with Russia over China) and friendly relations among the leaders of Russia 

and Kazakhstan (many leaders were educated in Russia and the governments have a 

history of friendly connections). Additionally, the most sufficient Russian influence in 

Kazakhstan is provided through its military involvement. Kazakhstan is more likely to act 

in favor of Russia due to Russian constantly military presence (Laruelle et al, 2019, p. 

218). As has been discussed in the previous chapter, Russia rents military bases, initiates 

joint military exercises, conducts joint air defense policies and fosters the trade of military 

equipment with Kazakhstan. Currently, we can state that Russian involvement serves as a 

guarantee for Kazakhstan‟s security, it makes the foreign military involvement almost 

impossible. However, apart from providing Kazakhstan with its security assistance, Russia 

also demonstrates Kazakhstan that it should remember about mutually beneficial policies. 

As a result, Kazakhstan is dependent on the Russian military presence in the country as an 

assurance of its stability, whereas the presence of Russian military forces has an impact on 

Kazakhstani decision-making. Additionally, we have to point out that Russia is actively 
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using its friendly neighbor status to influence the public opinion and the governmental 

policies in Kazakhstan. It is promoting its interests through the channels of soft power, it is 

imposing its public image through its own media corporations. 

As the analysis of the Chinese involvement suggests, China tends to care about its 

public image. Though various political and economic interactions with Kazakhstan, it is 

reinforcing the picture of a good neighbor and it also points out to the concept of “win-

win” cooperation. As it has been seen from the overall Chinese foreign policy, it is rarely 

involved in major confrontations. When it comes to its vision of policies towards 

Kazakhstan, it rejects the notion of the Big Game which used to be applied to the region 

during the confrontation between Russia and the UK (Yujin, 2019, p. 27). 

As of today, in comparison with the previous subchapter, we can see that Russia is 

more concerned with the US influence in Kazakhstan. The amount of multilateral and 

bilateral cooperation with China proves efficient in deterring both countries from an 

aggressive involvement in the region. For Russia, it is beneficial to have China as a partner 

against the US, NATO, the EU involvement, while China supports the initiative in 

decreasing the Western influence in the region. It is also unlikely to get heavily involved in 

the region due to the highly possible disruption of balance of power.  

Let us turn to the official statements and documents published by the Russian 

government. Russian intentions can also be traced after the analysis of its Foreign Policy 

Concept. On the universal level, Russia points out to the importance of its membership in 

BRICS and the SCO. On the regional level, Russia acknowledged the developments within 

the CIS and initiated a next round of integration. Russia also mentions the EEU and CSTO 

as its major gains on the regional level in the last years. It is devoted to the provision of 

economic and security cooperation. Most importantly for Kazakhstan, Russia states its 

acknowledgment of other regional actors‟ conducting their own foreign policies.  

However, it also mentions that it would prefer the countries to have beneficial cooperation 

within the CIS framework (The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 

2016). As we can see, Russia reaffirms its own interest in having a leading role. 

Additionally, it unobtrusively notifies local powers that the regional cooperation should be 

a priority for them as well. In order to support the claim, we can have a look at the latest 

developments in Russian-Kazakh relations. During the conference conducted between 

Russia and Kazakhstan in 2018, Vladimir Putin stated that Russia and Kazakhstan have a 
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long history of contacts on the various levels. Both countries share common interests, thus, 

they need to keep the partnership. The leader also commented on the importance of the 

further integration (The Kremlin, 2018). 

We can also take a glance at one of the most important Russian documents in the 

foreign policy. National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation also provides an 

important insight on the Russian intentions. There, Russia mentions its unwillingness to get 

involved in the costly military confrontations, however, it can take place if Russian 

national interests and security would be at the stake (point 27). Furthermore, Russia 

formulated the bilateral and multilateral cooperation within the CIS as one of its core 

priorities in the foreign policy (point 89). The further integration within the EEU and the 

CSTO is also presented as an essential aspect of the Russian policies in the region, which 

is expected to keep the region stable (points 90-91). Points 92-93 are devoted to Russian 

appreciation of the cooperation with China on bilateral level and in the SCO. The strategy 

mentions the tremendous importance from the collaboration which beneficially affects the 

economic and political situation in the area (The Security Council of the Russian 

Federation, 2015).  

Based on the information published by the Security Council of the Russian 

Federation in 2018, we can come up to the conclusion that Russia is willing to enjoy the 

strategic partnership with the PRC. In order to do so, it mentions the possible cooperation 

in different areas. Once again, it states the commonality of Russian and Chinese vision of 

the world politics, which could serve as a unifying factor. Also, Russia acknowledges that 

the cooperation of the two countries is essential for the regional stability. Thus, its foreign 

policy will be focused on the development of the relationship full of trust and mutually 

beneficial actions on bilateral and multilateral levels (The Security Council of the Russian 

Federation, 2018). 

3.3. Comparative analysis of external players’ ambitions and Russia’s response 

After the analysis of various international authors with pro-Western, pro-Russian, 

and pro-Chinese views, together with the works of regional scholars, we can certainly 

conclude that Russia is interested in having a direct access to Kazakhstan: its resources, 

markets and transit routes. Judging by the official statements and the ongoing Russian 

involvement, it is more likely to keep influencing the region through soft power, economic 
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and energy mechanisms. Russia is active in Kazakhstan in various trade, military, 

information and educational spheres. 

We can conclude that the accusations from both Western and Russian scholars are 

providing only a part of the whole picture. The combination of the Western active 

involvement in Ukraine and the inability of Ukrainian authorities to balance between its 

powerful neighbors, prompted the aggression from the Russian side.   

The examination of the Russian reaction to the Western influence in Ukraine 

demonstrated that its strategy has significantly evolved. While Russia was pursuing the 

policy of regional economic benefits, it attracted Ukrainian policymakers only to a certain 

degree, while Russia‟s aggressive stance demonstrated its interests in maintaining regional 

domination.  

In Kazakhstan, comparing with the EU or NATO presence, Russian involvement is 

conducted on more favorable terms as it does not threaten the ruling power. Kazakh 

authorities are more willing to cooperate with Russia as it is regarded as an important 

aspect of the regime survival; it has established close cooperative ties with the Kazakh 

politicians. 

On the other hand, Ukrainian politicians were accepting the Western influence, 

claiming they would reform the country politics to make it equal to the European norms. It 

has to be mentioned that despite numerous claims that the Ukrainian government is 

providing reforms, in reality it mostly drowned in corruption and oligarchy. One of the 

reasons the EU and NATO were actively participating in the Ukrainian affairs, is the 

potential divergence of Russian-Ukrainian connections that is expected to significantly 

increase the Western power globally as Russian position would be weakened. Numerous 

attempts of Russia to counteract to the Western expansion did not persuade the 

policymakers. Thus, it had to turn to more aggressive actions to defend its interests. Russia 

could not accept the idea of its closer neighbor falling under complete Western influence. 

It is important to note that Russia did not tolerate both the EU and NATO involvement. 

The EU‟s possible enlargement concerned Russia because it weakened its economic 

prosperity and political power, while NATO provided a direct military threat.  

As for the Chinese involvement in Kazakhstan, it demonstrated a different pattern. 

Russia and China, unlike other global players, share a border with Kazakhstan. Therefore, 
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they are directly interested in the stability of the existing political regime and its economic 

potential. While the priorities of the West covered such topics as the democratization of the 

post-Soviet areas, decrease of Russian influence, secure passage of oil and gas (in 

comparison with the unstable Middle East). It is important to diverse the areas of interest 

and the further implementation of the policies. All the above-mentioned actors are 

interested in preserving the region stable because they all need the access and transit of 

energy resources. While the US and the EU are pushing Kazakhstan for the 

democratization and still cooperate with Kazakhstan regardless of any development in the 

sphere, China and Russia have different approaches. Chinese influence is based on the 

economic and investment aspects, while Russia is actively involved in security and 

military spheres. Both China and Russia are actively working on the reduction of the US 

and the EU presence (especially military). If the trends would stay the same, we can expect 

the increase of Russian and Chinese influence in Kazakhstan. China would regard it as an 

important ally in its energy and trade policies, while Russia would also have a strong 

stance in economic activities, the attention would be devoted to military and cultural 

spheres.  

The analysis of Russian policy documents demonstrated the willingness of the 

Russian leadership to be actively engaged in Kazakhstan. The process of further 

integration is mentioned with the recommended increase of cooperation on military and 

economic issues. Russian policy is aimed at the provision of the stability in the region as it 

is vital for its own security. The examination of Russian official documents has shown that 

Russia makes a clear distinction between the Western involvement and the Chinese 

participation. It mentions Russia‟s willingness to cooperate with China at various levels, 

while the remarks about the EU and NATO receive mostly negative comments.  

Russia does not support the involvement of the Western powers both in Kazakhstan 

and in Ukraine. Nevertheless, the Ukrainian case triggered Russian counteractions as the 

Western actors started pushing Ukrainian government for significantly closer cooperation, 

whereas the EU and NATO do not have the same level of involvement in Kazakhstan. 

Russia is not likely to tolerate the Chinese dominance in Kazakhstan. The current 

state of affairs allows us to conclude that China is not willing to go against Russian 

ambitions. Thus, while both countries can find a common ground, Kazakhstan will be 

enjoying the safety and protection. 
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Conclusion 

After the exploration of Russian regional ambitions, it has been discovered that the 

EU and NATO enlargement eastwards has provoked Russian hostile reaction as it began to 

border the post-Soviet territories. For Russia, which sees the area as its backyard, it 

represented a threat to national interests and survival. As the EU is now bordering the CIS, 

Russia is concerned about the regional cooperation in order to deter the EU and NATO 

from further expansion. The foreign involvement disrupted the balance of power in the 

region and provoked a major international crisis as Russia did not accept the state of affairs 

and decided to take military actions in Ukraine. 

We can conclude that the diplomacy initiatives of external actors and Ukrainian 

government have led to violent confrontations, while the case of Kazakhstan demonstrates 

a relatively opposite scenario. After the analysis of the foreign involvement in Kazakhstan 

and Ukraine, we can argue that currently the case of Kazakhstan represents mostly 

beneficial scenario as it managed to use its bordering position to balance different actors‟ 

interests and initiatives. The case of Kazakhstan has demonstrated that the foreign actors 

managed to avoid the overlapping of activities, while Ukrainian case serves as the example 

of the unsuccessful combination of politics of the parties involved.  

The research question was posed in order to answer how Russian policy 

corresponds with the involvement of various foreign influencers in the region. The foreign 

policy analysis of Russia regarding the involvement of external actors, as well as historical 

background of Russian-Ukrainian and Russian-Kazakh connections provided a complex 

examination of the issue. Based on this work, we can conclude that Russian stance differs 

depending on the foreign actor and its methods.  

The research hypothesis was the following: the aggressive position of Russia will 

be unlikely if Russia has cooperative relations with foreign entities, influencing the 

countries of the post-Soviet region. In order to test it, we have analyzed the levels of the 

EU and the US (NATO) involvement in Ukraine and the Western, Chinese involvement in 

Kazakhstan. After the comparison of Russian reactions, the hypothesis was verified as 

Russian stance depends on the ties established with external players. Russia has been 

involved in contest over influence in Ukraine, its policy was rather aggressive as the EU 

and NATO involvement represent a constant threat to Russia‟s influence. The moderate 

involvement of these actors in Kazakhstan is not supported by Russia as well. So, it is the 

factor of the hostile relations with the foreign influencer that triggers Russia; while in case 
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with China, it has established a tradition of good cooperative ties and does not mind its 

regional presence. Thus, despite certain similarities found, the Ukrainian scenario is not 

applicable to the Kazakh case.  

We have achieved the main aims of the study. In Chapter 1, the establishment of 

Russian-Kazakh and Russian-Ukrainian ties was presented by using the historical analysis 

to trace the reasons behind Kazakhstan‟s and Ukraine‟s falling under the Russian sphere of 

influence, namely becoming the part of the Russian Empire, and later the USSR. The 

major links between the actors and their interconnections were described.  

As it has been found out, Ukraine has a long tradition of being one entity with 

Russia. For instance, both Russia and Ukraine were a part of the Kievan Rus‟. It served as 

one of the major reasoning for Russian expansion to the West as it was seen as a righteous 

reunification. However, Kazakhstan did not have ethnical, historical connections with 

Russia. It was initially considered as different actor due to nomadic way of life in the 

steppe. The similarities of Kazakh and Ukrainian case can be seen after the examination of 

how countries allied with Russia. In the 17th century, both entities were devastated by 

attacks from neighboring actors, therefore, they turned to Russia for military assistance. In 

return, they agreed to Russian domination in political affairs in the region. It resulted in the 

elimination of statehood both in Ukraine and Kazakhstan as they have been included into 

the Russian Empire. The analysis of the historical developments demonstrated that both 

Ukrainian and Kazakh lands have been constantly protected by the Russian forces. It was 

regarded as a core aspect of regional stability. Thus, Russia secured its borders and any 

involvement of external actors was considered as a military challenge. The analysis of the 

Soviet period provided an important insight on the regional dynamics. De jure, all Soviet 

republics were equal, de facto all processes were formed in Moscow. Thus, we were able 

to trace the interconnections between Moscow and Kazakhstan, Moscow and Ukraine. The 

important cooperative aspects as well as challenges which the republics faced were 

presented. The Soviet period of development strengthened Russian position in the region. 

While the policies were directed from Moscow, the republics blindly followed the plans. 

This period can be also characterized by the minimization of direct foreign influence 

because the USSR adopted the policy of Iron Curtain. 

Nevertheless, the future potential for Russian-Ukrainian tensions is presented by 

the ethnic question. The successful policy of Russification was conducted on the territories 

of Kazakhstan and Eastern Ukraine. While the Western territories of Ukraine were added 
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to the USSR in the 20th century, they served as a certain degree of instability as they did 

not fully agree with the Russian policies. The result of this confrontation will be visible 

both in bilateral tensions of independent Russia and Ukraine, in pro-Western vector of 

Ukrainian politicians, in internal division of the Ukrainian society and Ukrainian crisis of 

2014. 

In order to provide an in-depth analysis of the bilateral ties and Russian multilateral 

initiatives to unite local actors Chapter 2 was presented. The challenges of Russian-Kazakh 

and Russian-Ukrainian connections, as well as cooperative aspects were discussed.  

The analysis allowed us to see striking differences in Russian approach towards its 

neighbors. It generally depended on Ukrainian or Kazakh leaders‟ willingness to 

cooperate. Kazakhstan was actively involved in the resolution of territorial disputes; the 

countries found a common ground on the issue of the Caspian Sea, formed sustainable 

economic ties. The states also cooperated on the military, nuclear and space issue. This 

provided benefits for both actors. The policies were cooperated on bilateral level, as well 

as on the regional scale. The active involvement of Kazakhstan and Russia in the CIS, the 

EEU and the CSTO served to support the claim. On the contrary, the examination of 

Russian-Ukrainian connections showed that Ukrainian leaders were actively pushing for 

the Ukrainian alignment with the EU and NATO, while trying to establish relatively 

cooperative ties with Russia. Thus, Ukraine was not a full member of the CIS, it did not 

join regional economic union. The examination of different presidential policies allowed us 

to see the challenges Ukraine was facing. The nuclear factor served as a basis for 

significant international dispute in the 1990s, unwillingness of Ukraine to pay for the 

Russian gas led to the Gas Wars in the 2000s, inability to balance between major regional 

players led to the Revolution in 2014 which escalated into violent confrontations in the 

Eastern part of Ukraine.  

The analysis of Russian foreign policy showed that Russia is more likely to 

establish close economic and military cooperation with supporting entities. It applies the 

principles of soft power to influence the dynamics in Kazakhstan. However, as we seen in 

the case of Ukraine, Russia can also use economic, political and military pressure to reach 

its policy goals and secure the national interests. 

In Chapter 3, we have examined the factor of external involvement in Kazakhstan 

and Ukraine, along with Russian response towards the foreign influencers. 
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In this research, we analyzed the involvement of the EU and the US (NATO) in Ukrainian 

affairs. The influence of the Western powers, along with Chinese active presence was 

discussed in case of Kazakhstan. The attention was drawn to the Russian response and 

counteraction to these developments. 

The examination of the Ukrainian case allowed us to see the evolution of the 

Western approach and Russian actions. It has been found that the EU enlargement was 

concerning for Russia as it shifted the priorities of Ukraine and pulled it out of Russian 

sphere of influence. While the EU was financing Ukraine to stimulate the reforms, Russia 

realized that the reforms would bring Ukraine closer to the EU norms. That meant that 

Russia would lose its special access to Ukraine as it would be mostly influenced by the 

EU.  Apart from the EU active involvement in Ukraine, the analysis demonstrated that the 

largest concern for Russian regional domination and stable position was represented by 

NATO‟s expansion. As it has been stated in 2008, NATO was assuming that Ukraine can 

become its member. For Russia it presented several challenges. Most importantly, it meant 

that NATO forces would be present at the Ukrainian territory, thus, they would directly 

border Russia. Also, the fate of Russian leasing naval base of Sevastopol was uncertain, as 

well as Russian domination on the Black Sea. Russia has mentioned its concern in 

diplomatic circles. Later, it put economic pressures on Ukraine. It was also actively 

supporting the elections of pro-Russian president who was likely to reject the Western 

vector of Ukrainian policy. As the complex measures did not bring an expected result and 

Western influence was constantly increasing, Russia gained the momentum and initiated 

the annexation of Crimea and started supporting separatists on the East of Ukraine. Thus, 

the analysis has shown that Russia has used a number of mechanisms to influence 

Ukrainian politics and to notify the US and the EU that it is not willing to tolerate their 

involvement in its sphere of influence. 

On the contrary, the case of Kazakhstan presented a moderate involvement of 

external actors. Based on the analysis of the EU and the US (NATO) participation in 

Kazakhstan, it has been found that the actions of Western players. Both entities favor the 

cooperation with Kazakhstan, nevertheless, they do not interfere in country‟s politics. The 

Chinese involvement was another important aspect of this study.  Its actions occupy mainly 

investments, trade and energy-related spheres. Russia finds Kazakhstan as an important 

economic partner, the Chinese economic activities definitely influence the trade balance. 

Nevertheless, Russian dominant position in political and military spheres is not challenged. 
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Moreover, Russia has cooperative relations with China on a number of regional issues; the 

countries even support each other in the regional expansion in order to decrease the 

Western influence.  

In case of Ukraine, Russia and the external influencer are expected to find a 

common ground on major issues. If they fail to do so, the country might get completely 

fragmented and Ukraine might cease to exist. Kazakhstan‟s case has more positive 

tendencies. Based on the analysis, we can argue that Chinese and Russian friendly ties, 

mutual respect and willingness to collaborate are among the main factors for Kazakhstan‟s 

stability. As long as Russia has good ties with China, it is unlikely to get massively 

involved in challenging its influence. Additionally, Russia and China divided the spheres 

of influence in Kazakhstan. China is occupying an important place in Kazakhstan‟s 

economic policy, while Russia presents the main political and military ally. Thus, the 

ability of major players to secure their niches allowed them to have peaceful division of 

spheres of influence. 
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Summary 
 

The thesis aimed to develop a general explanation of the Russian involvement in 

the post-Soviet space, namely in Kazakhstan and Ukraine. By basing on the historical 

background, we identified how Russia became a prominent player in the region. It has been 

argued that Russian regional hegemony serves as one of the driving forces in Russian 

policies aimed at the protection of its area of influence. The analysis of Kazakhstani and 

Ukrainian case presented two opposite Russian strategies: aggresive behavior in one case, 

but friendly attitude in the other.  

The comparative analysis of the development of Russian-Ukrainian and Russian-

Kazakh ties demonstrated that both Kazakhstan and Ukraine were interested in marking 

their sovereignty and independence starting from 1991, but as relatively week entities, they 

needed foreign assistance. Ukraine and Kazakhstan, after gaining independence, chose 

different paths of development. If Ukraine was declaring its interest in becoming a member 

of the EU or NATO and maintaining cooperative relations with Russia, Kazakhstan 

claimed its multi-vector policy but never had ambitions to join any bloc apart for the 

regional organizations created by Russia.  

For Russia, the post-Soviet space has ideological importance, it still regards the 

region as its backyard. The analysis of economic, military, political and ethnic factors 

demonstrated the high level of interconections within the post-Soviet area. 

The EU and NATO expansion to the East provoked a hostile reaction from Russia 

as these actions were directly threatening its national interests. Nevertheless, the case of 

Kazakhstan presents an example when Russia can cooperate with the foreign influencer. 

The involvement of NATO and the EU in Kazakhstan is not massive, thus, it does not 

provide a concern for Russia, while China presented itself as the peaceful companion; this 

strategy, along with Russian-Chinese cooperation against the Western domination, 

provided a fertile ground for friendly relations of major powers in the region. It has been 

discovered that Russian foreign policy is using selective methods. It does not have one 

approach towards every concerning issue. The foreign policy strategy is mainly focused on 

the protection of Russian interests and spheres of influence. When Russia‟s ambitions are 

violated by external players, it is demonstrating its disagreement; as it was discussed in this 

work, Russia views the aggressive stance as the last resort. 
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