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Abstract 

This case study explores the multifaceted ways in which Russia exerts autocratic effects abroad, 

with a particular focus on the Eastern and Southern neighbourhoods of the European Union. While 

Russia does not explicitly promote autocracy as a normative project, its firmly established 

authoritarian regime influences neighbouring and strategically important regions through a 

diverse set of mechanisms. The study outlines four dimensions of this influence: (1) autocracy 

support, where Russia safeguards embattled autocratic regimes (e.g., Belarus, Kazakhstan, 

Syria); (2) democracy resistance, leveraging economic, security, and subversive tools—including 

disinformation, secessionist conflicts, and military intervention—to undermine democratic 

transitions (e.g., Ukraine, Georgia, Moldova); (3) autocracy promotion by example, wherein 

Russia’s governance model, legal restrictions on civil society, and promotion of traditionalist 

values are emulated by other regimes; and (4) autocracy promotion through regionalism, via 

Russia-led organisations such as the CSTO, EAEU, and CIS, which reinforce authoritarian stability 

through legitimisation, legal harmonisation, and discursive coordination. 

Drawing primarily on developments from 2010–2021, with contextual references to earlier and 

later events, the study highlights the behavioural and discursive instruments Russia employs to 

undermine democratisation and maintain authoritarian influence. It argues that Russia’s actions 

have not only contributed to democratic backsliding within its immediate vicinity but also pose 

a structural challenge to EU democracy support strategies. The paper concludes that addressing 

these autocratic effects requires the EU to recalibrate its democracy support by integrating 

counter-autocracy measures across policy domains, enhancing resilience to authoritarian 

regionalism, and promoting alternative democratic regional networks. 

1 Russia’s Autocratic Effects Abroad: A diverse inventory1  

Although Russia does not explicitly endorse autocracy on the global scale in the same manner 

as democracy is advocated by the West (Babayan, 2015), its firmly established autocracy exerts 

regime-related effects (Tolstrup, 2009) that stretch well beyond its national boundaries (Burnell 

& Schlumberger, 2010: 2). The immediate vicinity, inherently entwined with Russia due to 

historical ties from the Soviet and pre-Soviet periods, directly experiences these pervasive 

effects (Brownlee, 2017). Nevertheless, Russia's autocratic exertions are by no means confined 

to its close neighbourhood. The European Union Southern Neighbourhood encounters their 

portion of this influence, though perhaps relatively to a lesser extent. This case study is set to 

highlight different democracy resistance and/or autocracy support mechanisms deployed by 

Russia towards the highlighted regions. In doing so, it looks at two dimensions of democracy 

resistance: 

• Autocracy support: Safeguarding autocratic regimes which face immediate threats. 

• Democracy resistance: Leveraging economic and military instruments in cooperation, 

subversion and invasion, particularly when the incumbent regime is not autocratic. 

Similarly, two dimensions of autocracy promotion are considered: 

• Autocracy promotion: leading by example. 

• Autocracy promotion through regionalism. 

 
1 Note: The content of this article was last updated on 20 November 2023 
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Far from being a systematic assessment and short of providing the full record of Russian 

autocratic effects abroad, this case study provides only the most prominent examples along the 

mentioned dimensions to illustrate the nature of Russia’s democracy resistance and autocracy 

promotion in the EU neighbourhoods. The provided examples aim to highlight both discursive 

and behavioural aspects of Russian practices in the relevant dimensions. The main timeframe of 

analysis for the case studies is 2010-2021. However, examples are drawn also from the 

preceding and succeeding years to show more nuanced aspects and highlight the relatively more 

prominent events. In conclusion, the study analytically explores the implications of Russia’s 

autocratic effects abroad for the EU strategies in the field of democracy support. 

2 Mapping out Russia’s Autocratic Effects in the Eastern and Southern 

Neighbourhoods of the EU   

2.1 Autocracy Support: Safeguarding Autocratic Regimes 

The most recent example of Russia’s standing up in support of an autocratic regime was during 

the unrest in Kazakhstan in January 2022. Following Kazakhstan’s request on January 5, the 

Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO) – Russia-led military alliance, of which 

Kazakhstan is part –intervened to clamp down on the protesters spread across the country upon 

a sudden spike in car fuel (Eurasianet staff, 2022; Kucera, 2022). This has indicated how threats 

to authoritarian rule are seen as a common concern within the alliance (Klein & Schmitz, 2022). 

The CSTO intervention only further beefed up the amalgam of authoritarianism in the region and 

dependence on Russia (Botting, 2022; Essen & Hedenskog, 2022). The fear of the spread of 

“colour revolutions” in the most stable authoritarian regime of the region, raising the stakes more 

than in the cases of Kyrgyzstan’s and Armenia’s requests in 2010 and 2020 respectively, has 

been a major driver for the involvement of the CSTO in Kazakhstan (Choi et al., 2022). The fact 

that the incumbent regime played on the Kremlin’s preference for the status quo (Clarke, 2022) 

amid what quickly turned into an intra-elite confrontation is a clear indication of Russia’s role in 

safeguarding authoritarian regimes in the region. Russia’s support has not been only in 

behavioural terms. The Russian president also supported the version of the January events in 

Kazakhstan articulated by the Kazakhstani president Tokayev (Gavin, 2022; Khamitov et al., 

2023; Pannier, 2022). 

In contrast to the situation in Kazakhstan, where Russia's intervention in support of an 

authoritarian regime was conducted under a formally legitimate guise, as it was requested by 

the president of the country and the CSTO provided an umbrella for this, the case of Belarus has 

exposed the deployment of Russian forces in aid of an authoritarian regime facing opposition 

from the masses. Lukashenko’s regime in Belarus, which for a long period managed to buy the 

loyalty of people at least partly thanks to Russia’s financial backing (Bedford, 2021; Buzgalin & 

Kolganov, 2021: 444), entered a difficult period after Western countries-imposed sanctions on 

Russia following the latter’s annexation of Crimea (Hall, 2023: 4). The situation, which was 

further severed by the government’s mishandling of the COVID-19 pandemic leading eventually 

to unprecedented mass demonstrations (IISS, 2021), was catalysed by the falsified presidential 

elections in 2020 (Buzgalin & Kolganov, 2021; Mudrov, 2021). At the initial stage, Russia kept 

silent, increasing the cost of support for Lukashenko, but eventually came to the aid of the 

Lukashenko regime, playing the most crucial role in re-instating the falling regime. This support 

included sharing the version of the story as a West-instigated discontent told by the Lukashenko 

regime to provide special forces to the defence of the regime (Onuch & Sasse, 2022b: 4; 
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Preiherman & Graham, 2020). Having burned all bridges with the West after the 2020-2021 

protests, the Belarusian government had no option but to back Russia’s war in Ukraine. It has 

subjugated itself to Russia, tying its fate fully to the regime in Kremlin. Ukraine’s victory and/or 

the cut of Russian financial backing could eventually mean the collapse of the Lukashenko regime 

in Belarus (Hall, 2023: 22), particularly given the growth of pro-EU attitudes in Belarus in the last 

two decades (Onuch & Sasse, 2022a). 

When it comes to EU’s Southern Neighbourhood, Russia’s direct engagement in Syria and Libya 

went beyond the limits it had in the above-discussed cases. In both the Syrian and Libyan crises, 

which started with the “Arab Spring” (2010-2011), Russia has persistently provided support for 

autocratic rule. Although Russia abstained from the UN Security Council Resolution 1973 in 2011, 

which authorized the establishment of a no-fly zone over Libya and the use of "all means 

necessary" to protect civilians, and thus allows it to pass, later it expressed regret over that 

decision arguing that the Western powers had exceeded the UN mandate to pursue regime 

change in Libya (Ishetiar, 2019). Whether this was a strategic choice to allow military 

intervention in Libya so that Russia could benefit from the chaos to emerge in the afterwards or 

a miscalculation on the Russian side, the following events showed once again that Russia’s 

genuine interests lied elsewhere other than helping bring stability and democracy to the country.  

Russia backed General Khalifa Haftar, who stood against the Libyan elected government and 

fought to build a military-autocratic rule in the country. Starting with Serbia in 1999 and growing 

with Iraq in 2003, Russia’s opposition against regime changes through foreign interventions has 

found a well-established ground in Libya, which played, consequently, an important role in 

shaping Russia’s position in Syria (Stepanova, 2018: 40–41). Likewise, in Syria, Russia supplied 

significant military aid and diplomatic backing to Bashar al-Assad (Hughes, 2014), as 

traditionally it did (Trofino & Nemets, 2009), and consequently, achieved keeping him in power. 

Along with geopolitical considerations related to Russia’s military bases near Latakia and in 

Tartus in Syria – a foothold in the Mediterranean Sea and the MENA region (Thornton, 2018) and 

long-standing alliance between Syria and Russia, Russia’s support for autocratic regimes also 

originated from its fear of the normalisation of regime change through international interventions 

in international politics (Antonyan, 2017: 342–343; Charap, 2013). Russia has also discursively 

supported the Al-Assad regime by denying the use of chemical weapons by the regime against 

the insurgents in Syria (Brown, 2015). Russia’s engagement in Syria eventually culminated in 

direct military involvement starting in 2015 justified by the official Kremlin as a counter-terrorism 

operation against Islamist jihadist groups such as Islamic State (Stepanova, 2018: 39–40). In 

both Syrian and Libyan cases, Russian media provided argumentative support to the sides 

backed by Russia (Strovsky & Schleifer, 2020), describing the events as part of the Western 

efforts to topple pro-Russian and/or anti-Western governments in the world, and in both cases, 

Russia is also known to have involved mercenaries, like Wagner Group, in service of the autocrats 

it supports (Marten, 2019).  

As the paragraphs above demonstrated, Russia, depending on the needs on the ground, has 

chosen to support both discursively and behaviorally the autocrats it backs by any means. 

Wherever possible, like in Kazakhstan, it did so through relatively legitimate means, while in 

Syria and Libya, it reached the point to involve its own military directly and its mercenary groups.  
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2.2 Democracy Resistance: Leveraging Economic & Security Instruments, Subversion 

and Invasion  

Russia has traditionally exploited economic, political and security interdependences with its 

neighbouring states. This has been particularly visible in Central Asia where the states have been 

substantially and principally dependent on Russia. Russia’s direct financial support to Kyrgyz 

President Kurmanbek Saliyevich Bakiev prior to the 2009 elections is, perhaps, the most 

illustrative example of it in Central Asia (Bader et al., 2010). However, Russia’s leveraging of 

economic and security instruments has by no means been limited to Central Asia. As already 

stated above, part of the reason for the Lukashenko regime’s success in generating loyalty for 

most of the 2000s was Russia’s financial support, as the latter wrote off the former’s debts 

several times during this period (Hall, 2023). Russia has similarly leveraged its cooperation 

instruments with Armenia, which is extensively dependent on Russia for security and economy, 

before, to hold its local allies in power and now, to bring them back to power. This has been 

particularly visible in Armenia’s U-turn from the Association Agreement negotiations with the EU 

and heading to the Russia-led Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) in 2013 (Vieira & Vasilyan, 2018).  

Russia's use of economic means to counteract democratic movements was vividly evident in 

Ukraine in the period leading to the annexation of Crimea. Unlike Armenia, Ukraine had to 

suspend the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement (DCFTA) for a year under the fear 

of Russian retaliatory measures, when it chose to sign the Association Agreement with the EU in 

2014 (Börzel, 2015: 523–524). Prior to this, Russia used the economic crisis and high energy 

prices to pressure on Yanukovych’s government (Balcaen et al., 2022), which resulted in the later 

drawing back from signing the Association Agreement during the Vilnius Summit in 2013 (Delcour 

& Wolczuk, 2015: 468–469). In a similar vein, Russia imposed trade embargos on Georgia 

following the Rose Revolution (Delcour & Wolczuk, 2015: 468). After Georgia signed the DCFTA, 

Russia continued pressuring Georgia with similar tools. It cancelled the free trade agreement 

established within the framework of the Commonwealth of Independent States with Georgia and 

imposed a new series of embargos on Georgia (Nilsson, 2021: 62–63). Russia has been using 

similar leverages against Moldova for a long time, too (Delcour, 2018).  

Since the early 1990s, Russia has also consistently exploited security interdependences, in 

particular, secessionist conflicts in its neighbourhood – Transnistria in Moldova, Abkhazia and 

South Ossetia in Georgia and Nagorno-Karabakh in Azerbaijan – towards its own strategic 

interests, including resisting democratization in the region (Ademmer et al., 2016; M. Nilsson & 

Silander, 2016), thus intervening in the EU’s democracy support in Eastern Partnership countries 

and eventually leading to a geopolitical competition (Antonopoulos et al., 2017; Cadier, 2019; 

Nitoiu & Sus, 2019) with diverging economic, political, security and normative framings (Mikalay 

& Neuman, 2022). 

In these conflicts, Russia has used a subversive approach, building its own leverage over the 

sides of the conflict through the provision of financial, military and political backing to one or 

the other side at different periods, to manipulate the conflict sides. In Transnistria, Russia backed 

the secessionist entities by primarily providing them with security guarantees through the 

Russian military base dislocated in this region of Moldova and closely involved itself in the 

negotiation processes (Albulescu, 2023). The Transnistria conflict emerged as a major tool in the 

hands of Russia, along with those in energy and other sectors of the trade, to sway influence 

over the Moldovan governments (Hagemann, 2013; “Moldova’s New Pro-EU Government,” 

2021).  
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In Georgia, Russia has been similarly supporting secessionist entities through different means. 

The fact that Georgia’s secessionist entities share a border with Russia, unlike the other cases, 

has made them particularly conducive to Russian subversion. Russian emissaries have been 

infiltrating both entities, particularly since the early 2000s (Berglund & Bolkvadze, 2022). The 

border factor with Russia has also facilitated these entities trading with Russia (Blakkisrud et 

al., 2021) and Russian investments in them in general (Kolstø, 2020). Russia’s “passport 

colonisation” policy2 moved smoothly with them, too (Nagashima, 2019). Moreover, as 

elsewhere, Russia could successfully install or recruit actors within the Georgian public sphere, 

political parties, civil society organisations, media as well as factions within the Georgian 

Orthodox Church to promote a political narrative favouring Russia (Nilsson, 2021). Eventually, 

Russia used these leverages not only towards its objectives related to these secessionist entities 

but also towards Tbilisi (Souleimanov et al., 2018). Fighting a five-day-long war with Georgia in 

August 2008, Russia recognised the independence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia from Georgia, 

solidifying both the dependence of these entities on itself and its influence over Georgia, blocking 

the resolution of conflicts until today (Unkerley, 2008; Mikhelidze, 2009; Tuathail, 2008; Vendil 

Pallin & Westerlund, 2009).  

Meanwhile in the case of Nagorno-Karabakh, Russia, as a co-chair of the OSCE Minsk Group, 

played the formal role of peace broker along with the US and French co-chairing. In this role, it 

balanced dynamically between Armenia and Azerbaijan, manipulating them towards its own 

desired ends – that is, control over the region (Ismayil & Yilmaz, 2022). Russia’s capacities as a 

mediator between the sides, a formal ally of Armenia and a weapon supplier to both sides, 

allowed it to have a grip over both Armenian and Azerbaijani governments, and the South 

Caucasus region, in general (German, 2012; Waal, 2010). Following the 2020 war between 

Armenia and Azerbaijan, Russia achieved to dislocate a peacekeeping mission in parts of the 

former Nagorno-Karabakh Oblast and still today continues running its own negotiation track 

independent of the EU and US-run ones. However, the geopolitical picture of the South Caucasus 

has been no less complex after the war (Abushov, 2022; Davtyan, 2023; Miarka, 2021). With the 

rising influence of Turkey in the region in the aftermath of the war (Cheterian, 2022; Ibrahimov 

& Oztarsu, 2022), Armenia’s growing disappointment with Russia and the EU’s involvement as a 

mediator in the Armenian-Azerbaijani normalisation process might have relatively limited 

Russia’s leverages over the sides in the conflict (Çakmak & Özşahin, 2023; Doukaev, 2023), 

though not necessarily opening the space for the greater democratisation of the region.  

A much more prominent example of Russia’s subversive approach has been observed in Ukraine. 

Before, but particularly following the 2013-2014 Maidan revolution, Russia built its leverages at 

the community level in the eastern (Donbas) and southern (Crimea) regions of Ukraine, cultivated 

secessionist tendencies among the Russian-speaking population of the regions and eventually 

invaded Crimea in 2014 and the parts of the Donbas region in 2022. From the above-discussed 

“gas war”3 to attempts at interfering with elections, supporting pro-Russian politicians, 

“passport colonisation” and promotion of its influence through the orthodox church, Russia 

carried out a massive subversion campaign (Hovorun, 2016; Hurak & D’Anieri, 2022; Kozelsky, 

 
2 The issuance of Russian passports to non-Russian residents in conflict areas that have geopolitical 

importance for Russia. It serves to bolster Russia's influence and claims over these regions, often creating 

pretexts for potential military or political intervention under the guise of protecting Russian citizens.   
3 The series of disputes between Ukraine and Russia over natural gas supplies, prices, and transit, which, 

in 2006, 2009, and 2014, led to periodic cut-offs of Russian gas to Ukraine and, by extension, to European 

countries that received the Russian gas via pipelines through Ukraine.  
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2014) triggering polarisation within the Ukrainian society (Matveeva, 2016). As already 

mentioned in several points above, Russia’s instrumentalization of “soft power” – the Russian 

media, Church and “compatriots” is a pattern beyond Ukraine. It is an active element of Russian 

foreign policy, particularly since the early 2000s (Rotaru, 2018). The instrumentalization of such 

elements serves Russia’s goals to subvert the target states which are not only democratising 

ones but also well-established autocracies in the region. In the case of the latter, such a 

subversion policy serves as a “preparatory” work, should a regime change be seen in prospect.  

Although historical and identity factors, economic problems and alienation from the new 

government in Kyiv could have provided some grounds for the separatist movements, they would 

hardly be possible without Russia’s sponsorship or subversive actions described above (Osipov, 

2023; Sasse & Lackner, 2018; Strasheim, 2016; Wilson, 2016). Russia has also been running, in 

parallel, a disinformation campaign which depicted the West as imperialist and willing to 

intervene in Ukraine and itself as a friendly actor and respectful towards Ukraine (Smith, 2015). 

The invasion of Crimea has, similarly, been accompanied by a disinformation campaign 

presenting distorted historical narratives (Biersack & O’Lear, 2014). However, despite all its 

efforts, Russia’s plan to establish control over Ukraine failed, and Russia saw it as a reason to 

recognise the separatist entities it backed as independent republics and immediately launch a 

full-scale war against Ukraine in 2022. The ongoing war of Russia in Ukraine presents so far, the 

most severe example of Russia’s resistance against democratisation in the region, which is a 

prerequisite for the integration of the states in the region with the Western-Transatlantic 

structures, above all, the EU and NATO (Allin, 2022; Götz & Staun, 2022).  

As the discussions above illustrate, Russia not only came to the help of falling autocratic regimes 

which are of its allies but also consistently used economic and security leverage to influence its 

neighbouring states. In this, the presence of secessionist entities in the region provided additional 

opportunities for Russia to build in its influence mechanisms. In Ukraine, Russia has engaged in 

a multi-pronged approach involving economic pressure, "passport colonization," and even 

military invasion to undermine the country's democratic progress and integration with the EU 

and NATO.  

2.3 Autocracy Promotion: Leading by Example 

Following the “colour revolutions” in the post-Soviet space, Russia has developed policies 

insulating itself from what looked initially like a new wave of democratisation, which made it a 

role model for the other autocratic regimes in the region (Ambrosio, 2009). In doing so, Russia 

has not emerged as a normative rival to the EU but rather as a norm-contester, by challenging 

the EU-promoted liberal-democratic norms without offering alternative ones (Casier, 2022). The 

Putin-Medvedev-Putin model of power management is one but salient example of Russia’s 

emerging as an autocratic role model in the region (Ambrosio, 2010: 384). Although it was not 

precisely replicated elsewhere in the region, it provided generally an example of power 

management to avoid democratisation pressures. Similarly, other authoritarian regimes in the 

region (Armenia and Kazakhstan) sought to realise their own models of power management, 

though resulting in varying outcomes. Regardless of their varying results (revolution in Armenia 

in 2018 and intra-elite conflict in Kazakhstan in 2022), they were led by the Russian example. 

Indeed, a time-series study on the NGO regulations in Eastern Europe and Former Soviet Union 

countries shows that the colour revolutions in the region lead to the growth of restrictions on 

NGO entry and operation in the region (unlike the Middle East and Africa) (Gilbert & Mohseni, 
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2018b). From an overall perspective, Gilbert and Mohseni (2018a) demonstrate that autocratic 

linkage in the form of trade or defence pacts with Russia (and China) can determine the 

expansion of repressive NGO regulations such as curtailing foreign funding, subjecting NGOs to 

stricter financial and legal reporting on programmes implemented, severing NGO registration 

process, globally. Although it cannot be claimed that no authoritarian regime other than Russian 

drew lessons from the colour revolutions themselves, with its early move and legal arrangements, 

Russia has been a leading authoritarian regime showing the rest of the authoritarians in the 

region how to deal with the growing Western-funded non-governmental organisation and civil 

society in general (Horvath, 2013; Jackson, 2010; Ziegler, 2016). Among the Eastern Partnership 

countries, traditionally Azerbaijan (Gogia, 2016; Mudde, 2017; Pearce et al., 2015) and Belarus 

(Astapova et al., 2022; Mazepus et al., 2021) but now the Georgian Dream government in Georgia 

(Katamadze, 2023; Lomsadze, 2023) have been the closer followers of Russia, along with Central 

Asian countries, in this aspect. 

Online censorship and digital surveillance are the other two major areas which are known to be 

negatively associated with democratisation on a global scale (Stoycheff et al., 2020). Russia has 

for a long time been an example of the authoritarian control of the online and digital sphere 

(Gurinskaya, 2020) and for its efforts to achieve “digital sovereignty” (Musiani, 2022) - that is, 

being not dependent on international technological supply but local resources. The Russian 

government structures engage in a subtle form of manipulation towards internet users, 

employing complex legal structures and a flurry of actors and tactics, resulting in the prosecution 

of selected individuals for their social media activities and thus, fostering a culture of self-

censorship (Gabdulhakov, 2020; Wijermars, 2022), which also often encourages digital 

vigilantism in favour of the traditional values (Favarel-Garrigues, 2020). These practices 

developed and deployed by Russia as well as the control of the traditional media through so-

called “media reforms” have resonated well in many of the former Soviet Union states 

(Sherstoboeva, 2014), including the Eastern Partnership countries (Kryzhanouski, 2022; 

Kuznetsova, 2023; Wijermars & Lokot, 2022). 

In the emphasis on traditional values, the interests of the Russian Orthodox Church and the 

Russian government converge, paving the way for the sponsored promotion of traditional values, 

in particular in relation to gender and minorities in the Russian public sphere (Agadjanian, 2017; 

Stepanova, 2019), precisely, the refutation of LGBTQ+ rights through homophobic propaganda 

laws (Wilkinson, 2014). The Russian government’s conservative approach to the gender question 

and its homophobic stance finds its resonance beyond its borders but more so in its immediate 

neighbourhood.  

Generally, the new authoritarianism in the post-Soviet space is found to demonstrate similar 

patterns of discourse and behaviour in relation not only to civil society, media and gender but 

also to other aspects of life in the former Soviet Union countries (Nisnevich & Ryabov, 2020). With 

its relatively stronger governmental capacity in the region and given its Soviet legacy, Russia 

has emerged as the driver of authoritarian legal harmonisation in the region (Lemon & Antonov, 

2020). 

Overall, not only within the Eastern and Southern neighbourhoods of the EU but also globally, 

Russia, along with China and others, contribute to the insidious normalisation of authoritarianism 

as a viable model (Buzogány, 2017), at least so until the war in Ukraine started. Russia’s role, 

among others, is empirically evidenced to be a significant contributor to the democratic retreat 

or autocratic backlash on a global scale (Burnell & Schlumberger, 2010). 
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2.4 Autocracy Promotion through Regionalism 

Beyond the individually exercised tools, Russia also exploits the opportunities arising from 

regional cooperation for the preservation of authoritarianism in the near abroad. The Russia-led 

organisations such as the CIS, CSTO and EAEU as well as the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation 

(SCO) co-led by Russia and China, further foster autocratic regimes in the region (Allison, 2004, 

2008, 2010, 2018; Cameron & Orenstein, 2012; Libman & Obydenkova, 2018; Russo & Stoddard, 

2018; Tolstrup, 2009). These organisations serve as a regional-level instrument to support the 

individual ways in which Russia’s autocratic effects abroad are realised. As each would require 

substantial discussion beyond the limits of this case study, below we limit ourselves to the mere 

differentiation of the ways in which these regional organisations support Russia’s democracy 

resistance and autocracy promotion, supplemented with a few examples. 

Proving autocracies with a regional umbrella. At a more general level, the regional organisations 

led by Russia and the SCO emerge as an additional layer of support for the regime security 

concerns of the autocrats in the region (Allison, 2004:  469). However, for the same reasons, 

these organisations have a cap on their integration ambitions, determined by the concerns of 

sovereignty should they pursue closer integration with Russia (Allison, 2004: 482–483; Libman & 

Vinokurov, 2018). The threat of democratisation emerges, thus, as a uniting ideology for the 

authoritarian regimes in the region (Obydenkova & Libman, 201: 349).   

Instilling Autocratic interdependence. Another way that regional organisations feed into Russia’s 

autocracy promotion is that they deepen economic and security interdependences between 

Russia on the one hand and the others in the region, creating more potential for the former to 

leverage its influence against the other should any democratisation processes be triggered within 

their societies (Cameron & Orenstein, 2012: 40). However, Russia’s extent of willingness to 

leverage regional organisations for democracy resistance is also suggested to be determined by 

the geopolitical importance of the country in question for Russia and its relations with the EU 

(Libman & Obydenkova, 2018), explaining Russia’s persistence on Ukraine.  

Establishing Regional Autocratic Legitimisation. Regional organisations also create different 

tools to legitimize the autocratic regimes in the member-states (for other cases see, for instance, 

(Debre, 2021). In addition to contributing to the output legitimacy of the autocratic regimes in 

the region by boosting their economic and political performance in front of the eyes of their 

societies, they provide - as in the example of the CIS Election Monitoring Observation (EMO) 

established for the Belarus elections in 2001 - a tool to support the input legitimacy of the 

autocratic incumbents or elites. CIS EMO was established on a permanent basis following the 

2002 elections in Armenia and supplied with the Convention on Standards of Democratic 

Elections and Voter Rights and Freedoms in the Member States of the CIS in 2002. It is for the 

obvious reason that Moldova and Ukraine kicked the CIS Election Monitoring & Observation 

mission out long before (Kupchinsky, 2005). Yet, the autocratic regimes in the rest of the CIS 

countries still rely on this mission. For instance, in contrast to Moldova and Ukraine, when the 

Sargsyan regime in Armenia held the referendum to shift from the presidential to a parliamentary 

regime in 2015, which was aimed to serve to keep him in power under the guise of democratic 

reforms, the Russia-led CIS observers approved the results of the constitutional referendum, 

while the EU delegation in Armenia called for investigations amid the claims of frauds  (Vieira, 

2017) . Similarly, the parliamentary branches of these regional organisations through discursive 

practices support the legitimisation of the autocratic regimes in the region. For instance, the 

International Institute for Monitoring the Development of Democracy, Parliamentarism, and the 
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Protection of Citizens' Electoral Rights of the Member States of the CIS Inter-Parliamentary 

Assembly carries out a similar function. 

Constructing A Region Eco Chamber for Autocratic Discourse. The Russia-led regional 

organisations also provide a framework within which the discursive arguments of autocratic 

regimes can find an echo chamber and cooperate on the closure of their national spheres. It is 

within this context that Russia promotes “a single informational sphere” – an ideal state of 

integration of the national public spheres and their fencing against the external world, 

specifically the influences of the liberal democratic world. This objective has been publicly 

acknowledged in 2005 by Nikola Patrushev, head of Russia’s Federal Security Service, who 

stated:  

‘We are interested in unifying the respective laws of the CIS into clear legislation on the 

activities of NGOs. The NGOs must be told what problems they should tackle and for 

what purpose... The Constitution and laws must be changed before the wave of orange 

revolutions spreads to the leaders of the CIS’ (Jackson, 2010: 105).  

Authoritarian Cultural Subversion. It is within this context that Russia finds also an opportunity 

to carry out its subversion activities through joint events and efforts under the guise of cultural 

“gumanitarniy” cooperation4  (Jose & Stefes, 2022; Morozova, 2018; Šćepanović, 2022). The CIS 

with its large structure and broader mandate plays often a crucial role for facilitating such 

cooperation across different fields. From pushes for joint history books to preserve the “common 

history” to creating “a single informational zone” to counter allegedly radical, extremist and 

Western influence, efforts at localising the normative control through the instruments such as the 

Convention on the principles of democratic elections and the rights and freedom of the Electorate 

adopted in 2002. To carry its ideological work in the near neighbourhood, in the last two decades, 

the Russian government has established several governmental bodies such ‘Russian World’ 

(“Russkiy Mir”) Foundation, and the Federal Agency for the Commonwealth of Independent 

States, Compatriots Living Abroad and International Humanitarian Cooperation (Izotov & 

Obydenkova, 2021: 161). “Russkiy Mir” – the project to export Russian cultural influence abroad 

coupled with the tropes of Eurasianism as a civilisational project provide further background to 

Russia’s cultural subversion in the Eastern Neighbourhood (Makarychev, 2018; Pieper, 2020). 

Authoritarian Legal Harmonization. Finally, the Russia-led regional organisations serve, in 

various sectors and to varying degrees, the authoritarian legal harmonisation among the 

member-states. These include not only the areas where there is a need for technical 

harmonisation or the harmonisation of standards key to regional integration but also in areas 

such as countering extremism and terrorism as well as the regulatory framework for civil society 

organisation and media, which are often used against the opposition figures or government 

challengers. The process itself is led primarily by Russia and the Russian legislation emerges as 

the major reference point (Lemon & Antonov, 2020). The major work for authoritarian legal 

harmonization has been carried out primarily through the Union State of Russia and Belarus, the 

CIS Inter-Parliamentary Assembly, and the EAEU. Nevertheless, subordinating the harmonisation 

processes going under different umbrellas to the EAEU has been actively pursued by Russia in 

recent years (Nasibov & Gawrich, 2024).   

 
4 In the Russian language practice, it is referred to cooperation in the fields beyond military, economy and 

politics, mostly in the fields of culture and sport. 
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3 Conclusion 

This case study provided a brief portrayal of Russia’s autocracy support, democracy resistance 

and autocracy promotion in the EU’s Eastern and Southern neighbourhoods. For the geographical 

proximity and historical ties, the emphasis was on the former region where a more nuanced 

picture of Russia’s autocratic effects abroad could be captured. The overall picture suggested 

that Russia has never shied back from using all means, including its own army and intelligence 

to back the falling autocratic regimes abroad. To “tame”, the democratising countries, Russia 

has developed a large inventory ranging from soft leveraging of economic and security 

interdependences to subversion and attempt at full-scale invasion (e.g., Ukraine). The 

subversion is shown to include a comprehensive extent of elements in which the recruitment and 

instalment of different societal actors and policy of “passport colonisation” in the target states 

were accompanied by disinformation campaigns and the promotion of distorted historical 

narratives.  

Nevertheless, Russia’s autocratic effects abroad are demonstrated to go beyond these 

democracy resistance strategies and activities. It has emerged as a role model for autocratic 

regimes in its immediate neighbourhoods. As an autocratic regime, Russia supplies, above all, 

narratives for the legitimisation of non-democratic practices which are eventually picked up by 

others in the region and beyond. With its practices of restricting the civil sphere, increasing 

surveillance and censorship in society as well as promoting traditional values against women’s 

rights and the rights of LGBTQ, Russia supplies others in the region and elsewhere in the world 

with an example of a viable autocratic rule. Finally, Russia is shown to have also embedded all 

these activities within a regional institutional architecture that supports its both democracy 

resistance and autocracy promotion ambitions. 

Russia’s autocratic effects abroad, as discussed above, provides several implications for the EU 

democracy support in the neighbourhood. Above all, the discussions shows that Russia’s direct 

support to falling autocracies in the region is a fact the EU needs to address by developing its 

sanctioning strategies. However, more nuanced approach of the EU is needed regarding the 

diverse inventory of Russia’s democracy resistance which includes the leveraging of economic 

and security instruments, subversion and invasion. The diversity of this inventory invites the EU 

to better mainstream democracy support along all fields of its relations with the region. 

Moreover, the regional autocracy layer equally begs an attention in EU’s democracy support. 

Supporting and cultivating democratic practice and discourse in alternative regional institutional 

frameworks is key to countering autocracy sustained by regional authoritarian structures.  
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