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Abstract  Due to historical grievances and real threats, the Russian Diaspora has been
an obstacle for some Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) countries to establish an independent
national identity since their transition, and seen more as a Trojan horse that would potentially
divide the host country in the wake of the Ukraine crisis. Since the outbreak of refugee crisis,
Russia has actively pursued an implicit diplomatic strategy of political capture to weaken the
repulsion and attack on ethnic Russians by right-wing populist and nationalist parties in its CEE
neighbors where conservatism is rife. This article is intended to examine the role of this strategy
in promoting the status of ethnic Russians in these countries. This political capture strategy,
targeting at neighboring countries, consists of three tactics: courting right-wing populist parties,
cultivating mainstream center-left pro-Russian parties, and influencing voter preferences. These
three tactics are validated by a comparative analysis of Latvia and Estonia, where rejection of
ethnic Russians by populist parties used to be very strong, and now is significantly lower than
before. Major issue demands of voters and differences in party systems in the host countries are
decisive factors in Russia’ s choice of specific tactics. Solving the factual dilemma of ethnic
exclusion of the Russian Diaspora in the populist-ridden CEE countries through multiple
political capture tactics is an important way for Russia to realize its national and ethnic

interests.
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