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CTPATETUU XECTKOW M MATKOWN
CUJIbl COBPEMEHHOW POCCUMU
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3a nocenHue gecsaTwieTys pernoH bixaero Bocroka n Cesepront Adpukn (BBCA) npetep-
11es1 11y OOKve mpeobpa3oBaHMs, BEI3BaHHBIE BHEITHVIMM Y BHY TPeHHUMM (PaKTOpaMu, KOTOPBIe
VI3MEHIUIV €TO TOJIUTIYIEeCKYI0, SKOHOMITIeCKYIO0 1 COIMAaIbHY0 AMHaMMKY. KimodeBsiM ar1e-
MEHTOM 3TOV TpaHchOpMalWM CTajla CMeHa PervioHaJIbHOW BJIacTW, CBsI3aHHasl C yTaJKoM
CHIA n mosBiieHVMeM ITI00aIbHBIX MTPOKOB, TaKmx Kak Poccwst n Kurari, KoTopsle cTpeMimmich
pacIIMpuTh COTPYAHUYECTBO cOo cTpaHamy biokaero BocToka m CepepHom Adpwku. Llems
JaHHOV CTaTby — MpOaHaIM3UpPoBaTh IIpucyTcTBue Poccum B pernone BBCA, mccrienyst ee cTpa-
TeTMV XXeCTKOVI VI MSTKOVI CVITBL, @ TaKXXe MCTOPWYIecKre acTIeKThL. DTOT TTOJIXOT], Halllell OTpaske-
Hue B crparerviv Poccum B Cupun. OH cTa SpKUM ITPUMepPOM JKeCTKOVI CUJIBI, a B IIPOJIBIDKe-
HVV aJIbTePHATVBHBIX IIeHHOCTel Ha 3amaze - BeIpakeHVeM MSTKOV CVUTBL. YKpawHCKUV Kpu-
3UC yCUITWII 3Ty TeHZIeHIIVIO, 3aCTaBMB MHOIMe cTpaHbl perrioHa BBCA coxpaHsaTh HelTpauTeT
VTU JlaXke YKPeIUIATh CBOM OTHOIIIeHMsI ¢ Poccuert, oTdacT m3-3a OINyIIeHNs], 9To 3ariaf; TepsieT
CTI0COOHOCTP TIOAJIEPXKMBATh PETVMOHATIBHEIN TOPSAAOK. B HeIHemHMX ycmoBusax Poccust 3aHsIa
GoJiee rMOKyIO IO3MIINIO, CTPEMSICh HaJIa[IUTh CBSA3M KaK C MCTOPVYECK! IIpo3allalHbIMI MUIPO-
KaMM, TakK 1 ¢ TpaguumoHHbMK corosHmKamm CIIIA na Brnoxaem Boctoke 1 B CesepHont Ad-
puke. Poccusl, 11esleHarIpaB/IeHHO TTPUMEHsIsl KeCTKYIO M MATKYIO CWITy, CyMersla YKPeluUThb CBoe
BivsiHMe Ha bivoxaem Boctoke 11 B CeBepHOM AdpuiKe, KOTOPBIE, OCTaBasCh OOHWM U3 CTpaTe-
TMYeCcKVX PeTVIOHOB ee BHEIITHeV! ITOJIUTMKY, IIpeTepIIeNy CyIeCTBeHHbIe M3MeHeHMs B TeoIIo-
JIUTUYecKOM OajiaHce.

Kimrouessle crtoBa: BBCA, MeXxmyHapoHEIe OTHOITIEHS, SHepreTrKa, IIparMaTiaecKuyi ITOIXO,
SKOHOMWYEeCKVe CAHKITU.
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Over the past decades, the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region has undergone a
profound transformation caused by external and internal factors that have changed its political,
economic and social dynamics. A key element of this transformation has been the shift in regional
power, with the decline of the United States and the emergence of global players such as Russia
and China that have sought to enhance cooperation with MENA countries. This article aims to
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analyze Russia’s presence in the MENA region investigating its hard and soft power strategies and
the historical aspects. This approach found expression in Russia’s strategy in Syria. It has become a
clear example of hard power and in the promotion of alternative values in the West as an
expression of soft power. The Ukraine crisis has reinforced this trend, leading many countries in
the MENA region to remain neutral or even strengthen their relations with Russia, in part because
of the perception that the West is losing its ability to maintain regional order. In the current
context, Russia has taken a more flexible position than in the past, seeking to build ties with both
historically pro-Western players and traditional US allies in the Middle East and North Africa.
Russia, through the targeted use of hard and soft power, has managed to confirm its influence in
the Middle East and North Africa, which, while remaining one of the strategic regions of its foreign
policy, has undergone significant changes in the geopolitical balance.

Keywords: MENA, International Relations, Energy, pragmatic approach, economic sanctions.

Introduction

n the last decades the Middle East has been experiencing a profound

transformation due to various external and internal factors; this

transformation involved political, economic and social spheres of the
countries across the region. Moreover, power dynamics within MENA have
significantly changed: Middle Eastern countries have acquired major
autonomy while the influence of the US and the West in general has decreased
leaving space for such global players as Russia and China interested in
strengthening cooperation across the region.

Moscow has been historically involved in Middle Eastern affairs; while
the Soviet Union’s establishment was mainly focused on building cooperation
with ideologically close countries and parties across the region, modern
Russia’s diplomacy opted for a more pragmatic approach that combines both
hard and soft power elements.

Methodology & research design

This article represents a descriptive study of Hard and Soft Power
strategies of Russia in the Middle East. First, it provides the context, describing
the transformation MENA region has been experiencing in the last decades
and evolution of the role of the West. Second, it covers the phenomenon of
power in International Relations, focusing on the concepts of Hard and Soft
Power. The last section represents an analysis of contemporary Russia’s Hard
and Soft power in the Middle East as well as an overview of the historical
aspect. During the study, relevant academic articles as well as various online
resources such as newspaper articles and reports were identified and analysed.

Middle East and the Global Change: Evolution of the Role

of the West in the Region

Historically, MENA has often experienced significant external influence
which defined some key development tendencies of the region [15. - P. 11].
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In particular, the Middle East has been characterized by a certain degree of
dependence on the West, conventionally present in MENA, and especially on
the US which was dominating in Middle East affairs for many years [18. -
P. 4]. Continuous conflicts often “triggered by external interventions” [18. -
P. 2] and by internal issues within single countries, represent another crucial
factor that has impeded the Middle Eastern countries from obtaining major
degree of autonomy and independence and created rather unstable contexts.
However, after the so-called Arab Spring, a series of uprisings that began in
2011 in different Arab-speaking countries across the Middle East, the region
has experienced a profound “transformation” [15. - P. 3] and, therefore, an
important “shift in power dynamics” [18. - P. 2]. The influence of the external
players has decreased becoming more diversified, while Middle Eastern
countries have acquired more independence.

Kostadinova identifies two main tendencies that characterize this
transformation [15]. First, the influence of the West and especially of the US
has decreased after the Arab Spring. In the Middle East the US is no longer
seen as a prominent global player capable of maintaining the global order as it
used to be in the near past [34]. Second tendency, the power shift created space
for other major international players like Russia, China and even internal
Middle East actors, to start enhancing their presence in MENA.

The Concept of Power
.... one could set up an endless parade of great names from
Plato and Aristotle through Machiavelli and Hobbes to Pareto and Weber
to demonstrate that a large number of seminal social theorists
have devoted a good deal of attention to power... [11. - P. 201]

Power represents a fundamental yet very controversial concept in
International Relations. It is hard to underestimate the importance of power
while analyzing the IR processes and the never-ending disputes between the
scholars on what power is confirm the centrality and contradictoriness of the
topic. Drezner defines power a critical concept in the discipline of International
Relations, however, he also acknowledges that there is no consensus about
what power means [12]. As Ney argues, “no definition of power is accepted by
all who use it” [Ney, 2021], and sholars’ choices of definition, first of all, reflect
their interests and values. Due to its complexity and the continuous debate it
provokes, the concept of power is defined as one of the most troublesome
notions in the field of IR [12. - P. 31].

Being an all-encompassing phenomenon, power has always occupied
minds of the IR scholars. Dahl [11. - P. 201] calls the concept of power “ancient
and ubiquitous” emphasizing the importance of power throughout the human
history; Laswell and Kaplan highlight the centrality of power in politics stating
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that “any political process represents shaping, distribution and excercise of
power”; Guzzini argues that power is “an explanatory concept nobody in IR
can do without” [12. - P. 30].

Dahl’s definition where “A has power over B to the extent that he can get
B to do something that B would otherwise not do” became one of the most
cited definitions of power, nonetheless, it has been widely criticized by other
scholars for being too limiting and not taking into consideration all the facets
of the complex notion of power [12].

The concepts of Hard Power and Soft Power have become extremely
mainstream in the discipline of International Relations. The notions of Hard
and Soft Power have both their advantages and limitations. While Hard Power
by definition is based on the exploitation of coercive means [14], Soft Power or
co-optive power implies the creation of the conditions in which others tend to
follow - the ideas, trends or values backed by an actor voluntarily.

The success of employing the Hard or Soft Power instruments depends
on many factors, particularly on the accessibility of power resources the state
has [32]. Obviously, large states with an elevated national income (Russia,
United States, China etc.) have more resources to invest in the military sphere,
therefore, hard power tools are available for them. On the contrary, smaller
nations are less likely to have access to hard power tools and therefore tend to
employ them less frequently [3]. Regarding the Soft Power instruments, the
situation is different: accessibility of soft power tools depends on the size of a
state to a lesser extent. The following sections provide an overview of Hard
Power and Soft Power concepts.

Hard and Soft Power Concepts
In international politics, having “power” is having
the ability to influence another to act in ways in which
that entity would not have acted otherwise.
Hard power is the capacity to coerce them to do so

[33. - P. 114]

As stated above, hard power strategies are represented by coercive
means like military interventions, pressing diplomacy and economic sanctions
that are implemented by different nations in order to enforce their national
interests. As Wagner states, some actors use hard power means to compel the
other actors (in case of International Relations - the states) to act in a way
different from their usual behaviour involuntarily [32]. Even though hard
power methods implementation requires less time as its resources are tangible,
military or economic coercion usually has immediate but short-term output
[18]. The strict repressive measures put onto Germany after the Great War
provoked a deep sense of resentment in German society and led to the
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IT World War, which represents a very illustrative historical example of the
how instruments of hard power can be extremely inefficient and even harmful
in some cases.

As the tools of Hard Power are widely used and can be effective and
even indispensable in some cases, they have significant limits; Wagner states
that no successful foreign policy can be based exclusively on Hard Power [32].
For this reason, nowadays many nations tend to employ both Soft and Hard
Power interacting with the other actors internationally.

On the contrary, the co-optive or Soft Power is a more indirect way of
exercising power. An actor can be successful internationally by attracting other
actors with its values, ideas, thriving economy, good education system, culture
etc., which on the contrast with Hard Power, makes the others follow it
voluntarily.

The concept of Soft Power was first introduced by Joseph Ney in the late
1980s, before it became extremely mainstream in International Relations.
However, the very phenomenon of a non-coercive, soft power is not new.
Of course, the importance of “attractive ideas, the ability to set the political
agenda and determine the framework of debate in a way that shapes the
others” preferences” [23] cannot be underestimated in politics and
international relations [25] and it has always been understood by the
politicians and philosophers.

On contrast with Hard Power, developing the necessary instruments of
Soft Power is a long-term investment of time and efforts [32]; however, these
measures may guarantee a durable effect for an actor.

Russia’s interpretation of soft power is rather different from the Western
one [6]; Moscow’s Soft Power strategies are mainly based on promotion of the
opposite to the Western, more traditional values. Even though Russia’s
approach to Soft Power is often critisized [5], it is also viewed as an alternative
interpretation of the very concept of Soft Power. The concepts of Hard and Soft
Power have become extremely popular in the discipline of International
Relations. Both notions have some limitations and are often critisized by the
scholars. For instance, Willson defines Soft Power proponents’ reasoning as
“naive and institutionally weak”, while Hard Power advocates, according to
him, struggle to see the manifestations of national power beyond the coerciive
measures [33. - P. 110]. Willson also highlites a need for a better
conceptualization of the notions of Hard and Soft Power.

Russia’s Hard and Soft Power in the Middle East

Historical Overview: the Soviet Hard and Soft Power strategies

in the Middle East

MENA region with all of its complexity has always played an important
role for the Kremlin; historically Moscow was conducting active policies
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among the Middle Eastern nations. This section covers the historical aspect of
Moscow’s presence in the Middle East, focusing on the Soviet Union period.

Building relations with the Middle East countries, likewise with the other
regions with a colonial past, represented an important opportunity for the USSR
to extend its influence in the Third World after the Second World War; for this
reason, the Soviet Union adopted various Hard and Soft Power strategies aimed
at attracting new nations emerging out of colonization [13. - P. 466] and making
them appreciate the Soviet political, economic and social model [2].

The most fundamental elements of the Soviet Soft Power that facilitated
the spread of the Kremlin’s influence in the Global South and in particular in
the Middle East [9. - P. 13] in the 50-60s were represented by the fast growth
and development of the country after the Second World War as well as
planning economy model. Among Arab-speaking Middle East countries, the
Soviet Union managed to cultivate important partnerships with emerging but
rather fragile postcolonial states, in particular Egypt, Syria and Iraq [13. -
P. 466]. Partnership between the Soviet Union and Syria that defines as an
“ideal-type example of a relationship between a super-power and its regional
ally” [31. - P. 143] eventually became a long-term cooperation that maintained
its importance through the decades and still remains crucial for Russia. In
addition, the Soviet Union invested in organization of various trainings for the
experts from ally countries, scholarships for talented students, financial aid in
modernization and infrastructure development projects [13. - P. 466].
Of course, strong anti-colonial and anti-imperialistic sentiment in post-colonial
countries was successfully instrumentalized by the Soviet Union in order to
boost its influence among the new partners.

There were some important elements of Hard Power in the Soviet
approach to the Middle East. In the 1950s, Moscow recognised the importance
of Soviet military presence in the Mediterranean [7], by that time completely
dominated by NATO. In July 1967, the Fifth Mediterranean Navy Squadron
was officially put on duty, which allowed the Soviet Union to adopt the
strategy of direct support of prosocialist countries (and not only) in the region
and reinforce its presence in the Mediterranean.

The Fifth Mediterranean Navy Squadron navigating the Mediterranean
“was an important precedent for the Soviet military base in Syria” [13. -
P. 467]. In 1971 Soviet Union built a naval facility in the Syrian city of Tartus
which was another step the USSR undertook in order to “to reassert its great
power status in the Middle East” [31. - P. 151]. The naval base was built in
order to provide all the necessary facilities for the Fifth Mediterranean Navy
Squadron.

The Soviet Union also maintained relations with ideologically close
parties, factions and groups across the region. For instance, it was supporting
the Palestinian Liberation Front, a Palestinian political faction and the
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transnational Arab Socialist Ba’ath Party. It was maintaining strong contacts
with various Kurdish guerrilla groups in the Middle East. Spreading its
influence across the Middle East allowed Moscow to conquer a position of an
important international player in the region. However, active participation in
the Middle Eastern political affairs was no longer a priority for the new
Russian government in the 1990s, facing political, economic and social crisis
after the collapse of the Soviet Union.

Understanding Contemporary Russia’s Middle Eastern Approach

Since Vladimir Putin came to power, he has sought to re-establish
Russia’s influence in the MENA. However, he adopted a new approach
towards the region. Stronski claims that flexibility is a key notion for
understanding modern Russian Eastern Mediterranean policy [30]; it is
reflected in the multifaceted and unideological relationships developed by
Moscow with the Middle Eastern countries, key regional powers and non-
governmental actors. Moscow has used both its Hard Power, state and non-
state infrastructure, such as paramilitary groups and Soft Power in order to re-
establish its status in the region.

As stated above, Stronski also describes contemporary Russia’s activities
in the region as a return of the Soviet Union’s approach to the region without,
however, the strong ideological component, crucial in the Soviet Union’s
foreign policy strategies [30]. Therefore, while Soviet Union tended to
maintain good relationships with anti-Western prosocialist regimes and
parties in the Middle East and poor or neutral relations with pro-Western
ones, Russia’s strategic approach included establishing the relationships with
the United States traditional allies in MENA as well. In addition, Russia has
evidently managed to benefit the increased perception of some countries of the
region that the United States, demotivated by operations in Iraq and
Afghanistan, is getting disengaged in the Middle East.

There are several main reasons Russia has been seeking to spread its
influence across MENA region. First of all, the aspiration to affirm its great
power status is one of the key elements of modern Russia’s foreign policy
strategies, which involves the Middle East as well; second, after the beginning
of the Ukraine crisis and due to the complexity of today’s relations with the
West, Russia has started seeking partnerships and strengthening cooperation
beyond the West; last but not least, “genuine concerns” of Russia’s
establishment about the expansion of terrorism in the MENA region and its
potential spread the post-Soviet countries of Central Asia motivate Russia to
conduct active policies across the region. As Siddi states, Russia’s aspirations
to increase its influence and involvement in MENA region dynamics “added a
new geographical dimension to the West-Russia security relationship and to
Euro-Atlantic security” [28. - P. 166].
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Syrian military operation & Russia’s hard Power in the Middle East

After the beginning of the Arab Spring in 2010 in Tunis, the protests got
spread across the Middle East, including such countries as Egypt and Yemen.
In March 2011 large-scale protests started in Syria, historically a Soviet and then
Russian ally in the Middle East. In September 2015, Russia entered the Syrian
Civil War.

There were several reasons for Russia’s direct participation in the
conflict in Syria. First of all, it represented an opportunity for Russia to re-
establish its military presence in the Mediterranean [10]. Second, Russia’s
participation in the Syrian conflict was a clear-cut “demonstration” of Russia’s
Hard Power capacity “outside its immediate neighborhood” [20. - P. 2] and
proved its “renewed activism in the broader MENA region”. Finally, another
factor that explains Russia’s active participation in the Civil War in Syria in
support of Bashar al-Assad [20. - P. 2] is an evident interest to keep its
strategic regional ally.

Russia’s intervention in the conflict permitted to change the situation in
Syria radically in a relatively brief period of time [26]. First of all, it allowed to
keep Baathist regime in Damascus and “enabled Bashar al-Assad to remain in
power” [13. - P. 474] by preventing the advance of the opposition, supported
by the West, Turkey and the Gulf and significantly weakening it. Second, it
evidently prepared the way for a more assertive Russia behavior in MENA
[26] and served as a demonstration of Russia’s Hard Power potential
represented by “recently re-acquired military might” [20. - P. 2] strong enough
to react “in accordance with its own interests and indipendently” [27].
Moreover, Russia’s successful actions in the Syrian Civil War allowed it to gain
the approval of other countries in the Middle East and even made them “seek
improved relations with Moscow” [26].

Of course, support Russia gave to the Syrian official government and the
reception of Bashar al-Assad in Russia after the change of power in December
2024 served as a clear demonstration to the leaders across the Middle East that
Russia remains a reliable ally “willing to uphold its commitments” [20. - P. 2].
In addition, even though economic opportunities of this operation have not
been that significant for the Russian economy, the political leverage that
Russia acquired with its intervention in Syria opened the door to increased
economic cooperation with other countries in the region.

Energy as a strategic dimension of Russia’s policy in the Middle East

Beyond the shadow of a doubt, energy represents a crucial element of
Russia’s influence in the world, an important source of its Hard and Soft
Power. Russia is one of the most important global energy producers [8] and,
therefore, one of the biggest competitors of energy producers of the MENA
region. As Nakhle claims, citing the BP Statistical Review of World Energy in
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20181, Russia and the Middle East “produce half of the world’s oil and nearly
40% of its gas [21. - P. 29]; therefore, it’s difficult to overestimate the potential
of conceivable cooperation between Russia and MENA countries in the energy
tield. However, Middle Eastern (and especially Gulf) countries have a major
influence in OPEC, since “8 out of 14 OPEC members are from MENA
countries, representing 83% of the organisation’s oil production and most of its
spare capacity” [21. - P. 31]. The Organization of the Petroleum Exporting
Countries, a powerful organization of leading oil-producing countries that
regulate oil production levels and, consequently, global prices; therefore
Russia (not a member of OPEC) has a direct interest in strengthening
collaboration with these countries.

Another important dimension of Russia’s energy strategies in the Middle
East is Russia’s aspiration to participate and spread its influence in the
contexts “where new energy developments are taking place” [28]. For instance,
in 2017 Russia’s Rosneft acquired a 30 percent stake in the Zohr offshore gas
field, a major gas-producing field in the Eastern Mediterranean, from Italy’s
Eni in Egypt2. Also in 2017, Novatek, the largest independent natural gas
producer in Russia bought 20 percent of a gas-exploration joint venture in
Lebanon?®; Italy’s Eni and France’s Total own 40% stakes each. In Algeria,
Gazprom, a Russian majority state-owned multinational energy corporation is
involved in hydrocarbon exploration®. In addition, Russia has been historically
present in Libya due to its close contact with Muammar Qaddafi’s regime;
even now the support of General Khalifa Haftar has an important energy
aspect as much as a strategic dimension for Russia [27].

However, the energetic dimension of Russia’s foreign policy may contain
certain challenges, especially in the current environment; first of all, elevated
dependency on energy income and usage of energy as political and economic
instrument makes Russia more exposed to eventual risks caused by
fluctuations in energy prices®. Second, the “coronavirus-induced recession”,
spread of liquefied natural gas as well as global “green” tendencies are
significantly “transforming energy markets worldwide”, leading to a decrease
in demand for natural oil and gas worldwide. Nevertheless, energy has always

1 BP Statistical Review of World Energy analyses data on world energy markets from a prior
year.

2 Rosneft closes the Deal to Acquire a 30% stake in Zohr Gas Field. - URL: https://
www.rosneft.com/press/releases/item/188045/ (accessed: 10.11.2024).

3 Rosneft Sets Up Oil Product Storage Firm in Lebanon. - URL: https://interfax.com/
newsroom/ top-stories/ 68841/ (accessed: 10.11.2024).

4 Gazprom plans to start production of hydrocarbons in Alegria in 2026. - URL:
https:/ /tass.com/economy /1652601

5 Energy Strategy of Russia for the Period up to 2030. Approved by Decree N 1715-r of the
Government of the Russian Federation, Moscow, 2010. - URL: http:/ /www .energystrategy.ru/
projects/docs/ES-2030_ (accessed: 10.11.2024).



AcmsaTynnu P. P. u gp. CTpaTerun XecTkoi 1 MArkoi cunbl coBpemenHoi Poccun Ha BnmkHem Boctoke 71

been and remains one of the most important elements of Russia’s presence
both globally and in the MENA region, which will hardly change in the short
term. Russia’s energy strategies in foreign policy must adapt to constantly
evolving political and economic contexts.

Special Military Operation in Ukraine and the reaction

of the Middle Eastern countries

Russia’s Special Military Operation in Ukraine is another key dimension
to examine while analyzing the development of Russia’s influence in the MENA
region. The Special Military Operation in Ukraine which began on February 24,
2022, and the eventual reaction of different international players has confirmed
the established polarity between the West and the rest of the world and
especially the MENA countries [29]. Unlike the Western countries that
immediately introduced severe sanctions against Russia after the beginning of
Special Military Operation, the majority of Middle Eastern countries “have taken
a relatively neutral position” and connections between Moscow and the Middle
Eastern countries even increased in 2022-2023 [16]. As Liu outlines, generally, it
confirms a significant “strategic autonomy” of the MENA countries and the
ability to pursue “their own national interests” [18. - P. 4].

Only a few countries expressed a strong agreement or disagreement with
Russia’s actions in Ukraine. For instance, Russia received support from its
historical ally in the region, Syria: Damascus voted against the UN resolution
and allowed Russia to involve young Syrian citizens to participate in the
Special Military Operation in Ukraine [13. - P. 479]. A relatively strong
negative reaction had Kuwait, which opposed Russia’s action in Ukraine [18. -
P. 2]. However, the reactions of these two countries didn’t have a significant
impact.

Several factors defined the perception of Arab countries of the Ukraine
conflict and their rather neutral position regarding the Special Military
Operation. First of all, it's a certain pragmatism [16] of the Middle Eastern
players and therefore [34. - P. 22] their unwillingness to take sides openly in
the conflict they consider rather unrelated and distant form them. Second, the
persisting perception of Western behavior as a double-standard undermines
the US’s positions in the region [4]. Third, as mentioned above, MENA
countries no longer consider the US as a prominent actor able to maintain
regional order due to its “disengagement” from the Middle East. In general, by
diversifying their connection worldwide the Middle Eastern countries are
also preparing for a new reality in which the role of the United States in the
region will be reduced significantly. Finally, Kozhanov also acknowledges the
success of the effort Russian diplomacy put to restore the connections with the
Middle Eastern actors, including traditional US’s allies of the US [16].
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Since the beginning of the Special military Operation such Arab
countries as Saudi Arabia and UAE, the traditional US partners in the region,
have been under “direct continuous pressure” to join the sanctions against
Russia [20]; however, as stated above, they adapted a strategy of “balancing
the interests of the US and Russia”. For instance, they refused to increase oil
production to curb the rapid rise of global oil prices as the US has asked
several times and maintained previous production agreements with Russia
and other major oil-producing countries [18. - P. 3].

In the present circumstances, Moscow will definitely opt for fostering
collaboration with the countries that didn’t join the Western sanctions, creating
closer relations with them; therefore, cooperation with Middle Eastern
countries is becoming more and more important for Russia.

Russia’s Soft power in the Middle East: the role

of information and communication

Historically [6], the spread of Russia’s influence worldwide has been
associated with the utilization of Hard Power instruments. Moreover, as
mentioned above, Russia’s Soft Power is often viewed suspiciously due to its
dissimilarity with the “conventional” concept of Soft Power. In Russian
interpretation, Soft Power strategies must be “ultimately progmatic” and,
therefore, must serve the accomplishment of certain goals. Another peculiarity,
Russia’s Soft Power is an institutionalized government-led strategy “under
strict government control” [1. - P. 126].

The Soft Power approach remains the main instrument of the Kremlin’s
aspiration to spread its influence in MENA. In particular, in the Middle East,
major efforts are focused on building and maintaining relations with the
players across the region; this goal was mainly accomplished by the 2010s.
In this way, Russia managed to re-establish its political, diplomatic, and
economic influence in the region.

Russia is attempting to dominate the informational domain as well.
Russia Today (RT), a Russian media outlet that was launched in 2005 is
strongly represented across the Middle East which, of course, favoures the
spread of Russian informational influence.

Conclusion

In the last years Russia has started to re-evaluate the established
partnerships worldwide; the Ukraine crisis and other important factors served
as trigger for this tendency. MENA region, due to its geographic proximity
and strategic importance has already been one of the priority destinations for
Russia’s international aspirations, and after the above-mentioned events, this it
has only intensified. Moscow is applying a series of Hard and Soft Power
strategies across the Middle East, cultivating important partnerships with the
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major players of the region. In the near future, the Middle East will remain a
key destination for Russia’s foreign policy especially on the diplomatic level
and in energy-related fields.
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