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Two centuries ago, at the Congress of Vienna, Alexander I associated Russia with the “Concert 
of Europe”, even making it a “Holy Alliance”. Since then, Russia has repeatedly withdrawn from 
continental events, looking elsewhere, specifically at its Eastern and Southern borders. When 
European circumstances involved Russia, it then immediately isolated itself in defence of an alleged 
different specificity. The Crimean War, the October Revolution, the Cold War and now its aversion 
to contribute to the recomposition of the international system are the clearest evidences of this. 

Yet, with the fall of the Berlin Wall and the spread of globalization, the international situation 
has also radically changed for Moscow. Russia has had a different historical evolution from that of 
the rest of Europe. In the 18th century, Peter the Great tried to connect it to the outside world, giving 
it a western imprint, but Catherine instead turned South, towards the Black Sea and the Straits, in 
pursuit of an imperial dimension that put it in conflict with the Ottoman Empire. The predominant 
concern of “Holy Russia” has always been to free itself from the siege of the ice to the North and 
the steppes of Central Asia, therefore moving on the margins of the main European guidelines, in a 
precarious balance between West and East and, in the domestic policy, between “Westernists” and 
“Slavophians”. 

During the entire 19th century, it is in the “Great game” with the United Kingdom in the 
direction of the Indus Valley, and in the repeated contrasts with Turkey in the obstinate search for 
an outlet in the “warm seas”, that Russia’s foreign policy dedicated itself. An intent ennobled by the 
ideal intention, from the time of the Turkish conquest of Constantinople, to present itself as its heir, 
“Third Rome”, protector of Eastern Christians. A claim that, after the “Great Patriotic War”, turned 
into its involvement in the entire Mediterranean, which made the Middle East one of the main 
theatres of the Cold War. The recent serious upheavals/conflicts in that region therefore raise the 
question of the precise placement of the new Russia in the community of nations. If Moscow’s 
aspirations can be considered strategically legitimate, not the same can be said of the modalities of 
its behaviour, often ostentatiously one-sided, in Syria as in Ukraine. 

The contribution aims to retrace this long historical path, underlining continuity and 
discontinuity in Russian politics in the Mediterranean. 

 
 


