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REGIONAL STUDIES 

 
 
 

This author uses regionalism as a theoretical 
framework for analyzing the foreign policy of the 
Russian Federation towards the Republic of Esto-
nia. Regionalism is interpreted as a situation, 
when a political leader’s beliefs change depending 
on what region of the world is considered. Leaders 
of great powers often assume that, for example, 
small European countries are subject to a treat-
ment different from that of small Middle Eastern 
countries. The method of operational coding is 
employed to identify the impact of the regional 
approach on the beliefs of political leaders. The 
author comes to the conclusion that Russia’s 
policy towards Estonia largely depends on Rus-
sia’s policy towards the regions which the Russian 
elite relate Estonia to — the Baltic States, North-
ern Europe, and Europe as a whole. The results of 
the study can further the understanding of Russia’s 
policy towards Estonia both in Russia and abroad. 
Lack of understanding sometimes results in shar-
ing the views of radical Estonian politicians who 
claim that Russia’s policy towards Estonia is un-
predictable and thus poses a threat to security and 
stability in Europe. 
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The fundamental documents regulating 

the foreign policy of the Russian Federation 
never refer to the Republic of Estonia as an 
independent player in the international 
arena; it is always mentioned in the context 
of interaction between the Russian Federa-
tion and the three Baltic States: Latvia, 
Lithuania, and Estonia. The Concept of the 
Foreign Policy of the Russian Federation 
adopted in 2000 by President Vladimir Putin 
stressed that “there are good prospects for 
the development of the Russian Federation's 
relations with Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia” 
[1]. The foreign policy concept adopted in 
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2008 in the aftermath of the election of D. A. Medvedev as the president of Russia 
declared that “The Russian Federation is willing to interact with Latvia, Lithuania 
and Estonia in the spirit of good-neighborliness and on the basis of reciprocal 
consideration of interests” [2]. Finally, the new foreign policy concept adopted in 
February 2013, does not mention Estonia at all: it is only stressed that “Russia’s 
participation in the activities of the Council of the Baltic Sea States plays an im-
portant role” in the foreign policy of the Russian Federation [3]. 

As will be shown below, Russia’s policy towards Estonia is an element of 
the strategy towards the three Baltic States (Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia), the 
Northern European countries, including the Scandinavian countries, Finland, 
Iceland, the UK, and Ireland, and Europe in general. The effect of the latter fac-
tor is especially pronounced in Russia’s protection of the rights of compatriots in 
Estonia according to the European standards — Russia’s position on the issue is 
much stricter than might be expected. This phenomenon, typical of the foreign 
policy of not only Russia but also other powers, for example the USA, towards 
smaller states, is called the regional approach. I focus on the meaning of this 
category in a number of studies (for example, [4]); here it will be considered in 
the context of Russia’s policy towards the Republic of Estonia. 

 
The concept of the regional approach 

 
The political views of the heads of state are of great importance for foreign 

policy. Of course, the position of a political leader on a certain issue based on 
their ideas is not the only factor affecting the process of decision-making in 
the field of foreign policy. A foreign policy analysis should also include an 
assessment of the current condition of international relations system, the posi-
tion of the given state within the system, the approaches of other major players 
in international relations and world politics in relation to the given problem, 
etc. As to the home politics factors, one must take into account public opinion, 
the perspectives of influential stakeholders, the approaches of different politi-
cal parties to the problem, the structure of relations between different branches 
of power, the features of the organisation of the decision-making process in 
home politics and their implementation by the executive power institutions, 
etc. At the same time, one cannot ignore the statements of political leaders. 
Particularly, when the number of research works stressing that “political lead-
ers exercise this power over an area comprising foreign affairs, defence” [5, 
p. 15] is growing. At the same time, “there are, admittedly, substantial varia-
tions, not merely because of the environment …, but also for personal rea-
sons” [5, p. 15]. In other words, the position of a political leader influences not 
only certain decision in the field of foreign policy but also the degree, to which 
the given leader intervenes in the decision-making process in the given state. It 
is not surprising that the beliefs of the political leaders have become the focus 
of much research by scholars engaged in foreign policy analysis. 

One of the ways of studying the entrenched opinions of political leaders is 
based on the application of the operational coding methods in international 
relation studies. The operational code is an aggregate of a political leader’s 
beliefs that determine their role in decision-making in the field of foreign pol-
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icy. The notion of the operational code was first introduced in the 1950s by 
N. Leites and has not lost its relevance [7]. Therefore, the operational coding is 
a remote identification method based on analysing the public speeches of a po-
litical leader dedicated to a certain issue, which makes it possible to compare 
them with the statements of contemporaries, predecessors, and successors. 

The beliefs of political leaders as elements of their operational code are di-
vided into philosophical and instrumental ones. The philosophical beliefs relate 
to the ‘nature’ of the existing international relations system, for instance, the role 
of incident in international relations, the ability of a certain state to control the 
course of historical development, etc. The instrumental beliefs relate to the way 
the given state conducts its foreign policy in view of the existing ‘nature’ of 
international relations: to what degree cooperation/conflict is an efficient foreign 
policy tactic, to what degree risk is admissible in foreign policy, etc. 

Both the philosophical and instrumental beliefs of a political leader 
change with time. The instrumental position can also change depending on 
the policy of what state or group of states is considered. 

The changes in the objectives and means of foreign policy depending on the 
situation are called an "approach". For example, a situation when a leader believes 
that different ethnic groups ‘deserve’ different treatment can be described as a 
manifestation of a racial approach or, in simple words, racism. A situation where a 
leader believes that different ethnic groups should also be treated differently can, 
by analogy, be considered as the national approach or nationalism. A good exam-
ple of a study stressing that the national approach has a significant effect on the 
foreign policy of a major power is the work of Mearsheimer and Walt on the role 
of the Israeli lobby in US foreign policy [8]. However, all in all, the role of the 
national and racial approaches in the foreign policy of major powers is insignifi-
cant. The aspiration to avoid a national and racial approach is a cherished value of 
most major powers, including Russia, the USA, and Western European powers. 

In the foreign policy of major powers, including Russia and the USA, great 
significance is attached to the regional approach — the position, according to 
which countries of different regions are treated differently. For example, as Ren-
shon shows [9], the instrumental beliefs of the 43rd president of the USA, 
George Bush Jr, changed with time, especially after 2001, and from region to 
region. So, Bush justified risk-taking when dealing with the countries of the 
Western Hemisphere or Europe, however, in the case of the Middle East, the 
American leader believed, any decision had to be considered and reconsidered. 
As Bush often stressed in his speeches, “the stakes are high” in the Middle East 
[10]. For the Russian President, Putin, as Dyson argues [11], risk is less admis-
sible in foreign policy than for his American counterpart, Bush. 

At the same time, the attitude of the Russian leader towards taking risks in the 
field of foreign policy does not change from region to region, i. e., in this aspect, it 
is not affected by the regional approach. However, his view on the extent to which 
cooperation/conflict is an efficient foreign policy tactic is explained by the re-
gional approach. So, according to my analysis of Putin’s operational code [4, 
p. 321], the Russian leader believes that cooperation in the Western direction is an 
efficient tool of achieving the goals and objectives of foreign policy, whereas, in 
the East, calls for cooperation are often considered a sign of weakness. Therefore, 
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in the East, cooperation cannot be efficient in pursuing national interests. It is one 
of the reasons for the differences between Russia and the West concerning Middle 
East policy. Quite often, the countries of the West base their Middle Eastern pol-
icy on the assumption that there are forces in the region that are ready to cooperate 
according to the “Western understanding” of the idea of cooperation. 

As a result, situations when, as the Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs, 
Lavrov puts it [12] ‘…in Mali, the French have to fight terrorists who are closely 
connected to “some of the terrorists”, who the French army cooperated with in 
Libya not long before that. It can hardly be understood by the Russian side’. So, 
the regional approach affects the beliefs of both the Russian and American lead-
ers, which makes it possible to say that it defines the policy of major powers 
towards smaller states in general. 

The difficulty of understanding the regional approach lies in the fact that a 
number of countries cannot be related to any one particular region. For example, 
countries such as Turkey, Israel, Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan can be consid-
ered by certain leaders as European and by others as Middle Eastern. The position 
on these countries will depend on whether they are considered European or Mid-
dle Eastern. So, if Bush speaks of Turkey in the context of US policy in Europe, in 
his opinion, risk taking will be more justified than if Turkey were mentioned in the 
context of US policy in the Middle East. If Putin speaks of Turkey in the context 
of Russian policy in the Middle East, in his opinion, calls for cooperation will not 
be an efficient foreign policy tool, unlike a situation when Turkey were considered 
in the context of the policy in a European direction. At the same time, it is one and 
the same country which is considered in all cases. The regional approach has a 
similar effect on the policy of the Russian Federation towards the Republic of 
Estonia. If Turkey is situated at the border of the regions of Europe and the Middle 
East, Estonia is located at the border of European and post-Soviet space. 

 
Estonia and other Baltic States  

between the European and the post-Soviet spaces 
 
After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Republic of Estonia, as well 

as the two other Baltic States — Lithuania and Latvia — did not accede to 
the Commonwealth of Independent States and aspired to joining the Euro-
pean and Euro-Atlantic cooperation institutions, first of all, the European 
Union and NATO. Therefore, in the structure of the Russian Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, Russian policy towards Estonia was commissioned not to 
the departments engaged in coordinating Russian foreign policy towards the 
CIS, but to the Second European Department tackling daily issues of Rus-
sian policy towards the countries of the North, including the Scandinavian 
countries (Denmark, Sweden, and Norway), Finland, Iceland, the United 
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, the Republic of Ireland, 
and, after 1991, Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia. Moreover, this department 
also participates in solving Russian problems within the Council of Baltic 
Sea States, the Barents Euro-Arctic Council, and the Arctic Council. 

In the 1990s, many representatives of the Russian elite perceived the Bal-
tic States as former Soviet republics and thus as part of the post-Soviet space. 
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In this connection, the aspiration of the Baltic States to accede to NATO was a 
more thorny issue for the Russian Federation than the same aspiration of the 
Czech Republic and Poland, to say nothing of Bulgaria and Albania. As a 
result, within the beliefs of Russian leaders, the Baltic States were attached 
significance disproportional to their areas, population, their share in mutual 
trade with Russia, and their effect on the national security of the Russian Fed-
eration. One of the indicators of the exaggerated role of these three countries, 
in particular, Estonia, is the attention paid to the problem of relations between 
Russia and the Baltic States by the Russian Council of Foreign and Defence 
Policy [13; 14]. In the 1990s, it was one of the most influential governmental 
organisations affecting the foreign policy of the country. 

In the 1990s, one of the alleged ways to prevent the Baltic States from acceding 
to NATO was the refusal of the Russian party to sign boundary treaties with these 
countries. At the time, the USA and other major powers — influential NATO mem-
bers — were cautious about the prospect of welcoming states with unsettled territo-
rial disputes with neighbours. Thus, the Russian Federation had an opportunity to 
quote certain Baltic leaders, who demanded the revision of the border with Russia, 
as proof that these countries had territorial claims against neighbours and, therefore, 
could not accede to NATO. In Estonia, it was the members of the Estonian parlia-
ment — the Riigikogu — from the Pro Patria Union party, including its head and 
ex-Prime Minister, Laar, a historian by training and one of the authors of an infa-
mous textbook on Estonian history [15], which gives a very biased assessment of 
Russian-Estonian relations from antiquity to the end of the 20th century. 

It is worth noting that it was not only the Russian elite which considered 
Estonia and other Baltic States in the 1990s as countries ‘sandwiched’ between 
Europe and the post-Soviet space. Some Estonians, first of all those who lived 
abroad during the Soviet period and returned to Estonian after the collapse of 
the Soviet Union, also stressed this fact. For example, the American-Estonian 
scholar, Taagepera, a physicist by training, who ran for President in the 1992 
election, took and active part in Estonian politics, and also gained certain 
popularity as a political scientist, wrote that, from the perspective of political 
literacy, the Estonians of the turn of the 20th century were not "proper" Euro-
peans: their culture featured mixed political values — both those characteristic 
of most European countries and those typical of the post-Soviet space. Taa-
gepera used this fact to explain the unprecedented increase in corruption that 
took place in Estonia immediately after the collapse of the Soviet Union [16]. 

Despite Russian criticism, Estonia, as well as Latvia and Lithuania, ac-
ceded to NATO in 2004. The boundary treaty between Russia and Lithuania 
was signed in 2003 and between Latvia and Russia in 2007. It is one of the 
aspects of the effect exerted by the regional approach: Russian policy to-
wards Estonia is affected by its relations with the other Baltic States, in par-
ticular, Latvia. In the same way, Russian-Estonian relations affect the inter-
action between Russia and the other Baltic States, including Latvia. At the 
same time, the deterioration of relations with one of the countries of the re-
gion can result in both the deterioration of relations with all countries of the 
region and their improvement — to ‘spite’ the former country. This is what 
happened in Russian-Estonian and Russian-Latvian relations in 2005—2007. 
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Technically, the Estonian and Latvian governments withdrew their claims 
for parts of the Leningrad and Pskov regions of the Russian Federation as 
early as the late 1990s. However, in both countries, certain radical politicians 
had been bringing up the issue of revisiting the political claims before the 
boundary treaties between the states were signed. So, in January 2005, the 
Foreign Affairs Commission of the Latvian Saeima approved recommenda-
tions for the boundary treaty with Russia, which stressed that the Saeima 
should not ratify the proposed variant of the boundary treaty with Russia 
unless it suggested changes according to the border delineation confirmed in 
the Latvian-Russian peace treaty of August 11, 1920. In Russia, these rec-
ommendations were considered to be an official decision to revisit the territo-
rial claims on the part of Latvia [17]. As a result, the negotiations on the 
boundary treaty between Russia and Latvia were broken off. However, the 
Russian party intensified the boundary treaty negotiations with Estonia. When 
commenting on this decision, the Russian leader, Putin stressed that the 
boundary treaty with Estonia had been signed and it had been a conscious 
decision regardless of possible demarches of any Baltic politicians. He also 
emphasised that Russia would never engage in negotiations on any territorial 
claims [18]. However, the problem of the Russian-Estonian border was not 
resolved in 2005: during its ratification, the Estonian parliament introduced 
amendments to the text similar to those proposed by the Foreign Affairs 
Commission of the Latvian Saeima. In response, the Russian Minister of For-
eign Affairs, Lavrov renounced his signature on the treaty with Estonia [19]. 

In February 2006, the Latvian Saeima made an official decision not to fol-
low the recommendations of the Foreign Affairs Commission and instructed the 
cabinet to sign the boundary treaty with Russia without mentioning changes to 
the boundary delineation. The proposition of radical Latvian politicians from the 
For Fatherland and Freedom party to adopt simultaneously a bill on acknowl-
edging the 1920 treaty as legally valid was supported by 9 out of 86 members of 
the Saeima. The negotiations on the boundary treaty between Russia and Latvia 
were resumed; the boundary treaty was signed and ratified. 

When commenting on the ratification of the boundary treaty with Latvia, the 
Russian Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, Titov expressed his hope that the 
treaty would have a ‘sobering’ effect on Estonia [20]. It is another case of the 
influence of the regional approach on the position of those responsible for Russian 
foreign policy towards the Baltic States: the actions of one of the Baltic States 
aspiring to cooperation with Russia are set up as an example to other Baltic States 
that do not show such aspiration. However, no attempt is made to establish the 
actions of the Baltic States as an example to states from other regions. For exam-
ple, Latvian aspirations to cooperate are not held up as an example to Japan, which 
could also withdraw its territorial claims to Russia. Unlike European Estonia and 
Latvia, Japan is part of a different region — Asia. Therefore, the Russian elite do 
not deem it possible to consider Russian-Latvian and Russia-Japanese relations as 
analogous. As to Estonia, in April 2007, when the Latvian parliament discussed 
the ratification of the boundary treaty with Russia, the Russian-speaking residents 
of the Estonian capital took to the streets in protest against the decision of the Es-
tonian authorities to relocate the monument to the Soviet liberators from the centre 
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of Tallinn [21]. These events — already out of the context of the regional ap-
proach — postponed the resolution of the boundary issue with Estonia. The 
boundary treaty remained unsigned. The attempts to resume negotiations [22] 
made at the end of 2012/beginning of 2013 yielded no result. 

Another contentious issue in modern Russian-Estonian relations is the rights 
of the Russian-speaking population of Estonia. Out of millions of Russian compa-
triots living abroad, Estonia is home to at least half a million. Again, when com-
pared with the rights of the Russian-speaking population in the Central Asiatic 
republics of the former USSR, for instance, Turkmenistan, the situation does not 
seem to be catastrophic. However, it is a focus of careful attention and concern in 
Russia [23]. One of the factors behind it is the regional approach. Unlike Turk-
menistan, which is considered by the Russian elite to be part of either the post-
Soviet space or Asia, the attitude towards Estonia that has formed over the dec-
ades since the collapse of the USSR suggests that it is indeed a European country. 

Thus, when assessing the situation regarding the rights of the Russian-
speaking population in Estonia, Russian politicians assess this situation in com-
parison not to the countries of the post-Soviet space, the more so Asia, but to 
those of Europe, in most of which the developments that take place in Estonia 
are impossible. It is the situation in Estonia that the Russian President, Putin 
referred to when he refused to put up with the fact that Russian population did 
not fully enjoy the rights granted to everyone residing in the European continent 
[24]. This is another aspect of the effect of the regional approach on the current 
policy of the Russian Federation towards the Republic of Estonia: if the latter 
were part of the post-Soviet space, the problem of observing the rights of the 
Russian population in the country would be less sensitive for the Russian elite. 
However, in Estonia, being part of Europe, such a situation is inadmissible. 

 
Conclusion 

 
The regional approach plays a significant role in the interaction between 

the Russian Federation and the Republic of Estonia. This article considers 
only the position of Russia on resolving the boundary issue with Estonia, as 
well as the protection of the right of compatriots in the country. 

The boundary issues between Russia and Estonia also depend on the con-
text of Russian policy towards resolving a similar problem with the other Bal-
tic States. As the article shows, the deterioration of Russian-Latvian relations 
concerning this issue resulted in the improvement of relations with Estonia. In 
the same way, problems with Estonia resulted in better relations with Latvia. 

In the case of the protection of the rights of compatriots in Estonia, cer-
tain pressure is exerted by the general context of Russian policy towards 
Europe. Today, the Russian leaders consider Estonia and the other Baltic 
States as European states rather than countries of the post-Soviet space. As a 
result, the human rights standards applied in Estonia are estimated not from 
the perspective of those typical of the post-Soviet space, but from that of the 
European perspective, which the situation in Estonia does not live up to. 

The study into these two cases does not only make it possible to corrobo-
rate the effect of the regional approach on Russian policy towards Estonia 
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but also supports the general theoretical conclusion that it has a significant 
role on the formation of the views of the political elite on the foreign policy 
of the state in general. 

Indeed, the transformation of Russian leaders’ attitude towards Estonia is not 
merely a consequence of the reciprocal changes in Estonian policy towards Russia 
and the changes in Estonian home politics negatively affecting the situation of the 
Russian-speaking population in the country, but also a result of the changes in the 
perception of certain regions, namely, the group of countries that includes Estonia. 
So, the oscillations in the Russian-Baltic interaction, as well as in Russian policy 
towards Europe inevitably affect the political connections with Estonia. 

It is of interest that the effect of the regional approach on foreign policy 
is more pronounced in the case of major powers rather than with smaller 
states. So, Estonian foreign policy towards Russia does not depend on the 
regional approach. Russia is such an important factor in Estonian foreign 
policy that any actions of the Russian leadership in the field of both foreign 
and home policy are carefully assessed (and mostly criticised) by the Esto-
nian leadership regardless of the events taking place in other countries, in-
cluding the post-Soviet space. At the same time, one can assume that the 
ideas of Estonian leaders about, for instance, the Middle Eastern states are 
subject to the regional approach. However, the substantiation of this hy-
pothesis would require a comprehensive study into the political views of 
Estonian leaders, including their operational codes. 
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