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The March 4 presidential elections were initially perceived as an insignificant event – merely a 

confirmation of Putin’s return. However, with the recent wave of protests in Russia, the elections have 

become more intriguing. While the winner of the election is clear, the policy choices that a re-elected 

Putin will implement are not. The prevailing mood in Russia is changing, leaving the country at a 

critical crossroad. Putin has attempted to manage this evolving public sentiment by organizing events 

(rallies, counter-protests, etc.) that are anti-American in content, but quite American in form. The fact 

that Putin has chosen to run a real political campaign indicates that the Prime Minister has recognized 

the important shifts in Russia’s political climate.   

Putin’s recent article, “Russia and the Changing World,” held few surprises in terms of foreign policy, 

but offered some insight into Putin’s worldview. Putin describes an international arena that is dangerous 

and unpredictable and argues that Russia should be concerned with keeping itself safe. Thus, Russia 

does not have expansionist intentions, but rather is concerned with keeping itself insulated from outside 

turbulences. Putin also addressed the threat posed to Russia’s stability by what he calls “illegal soft 

power.” Putin does not oppose the operation of official Western NGOs (such as the National 

Endowment for Democracy) in Russia, but rather the practice of funneling money into local 

organizations. Putin believes this will inevitably corrupt those institutions’ agendas and turn them into 

agents of foreign powers.  

While Putin used similar anti-American rhetoric in his Munich speech in 2007, the current approach has 

a different and a more defensive tone. Putin in 2007 was frustrated with the West for failing to build an 

equal relationship with Russia; in 2012 Putin is frustrated that the West has proved incapable of solving 

threats to global stability. Putin’s current emphasis is thus on protecting Russia from the resulting global 

instability. What must Russia do to deal with this changing environment? Putin’s first article, published 



in January in Izvestiya, laid out one starting point: moving beyond the “post-Soviet agenda.” In the first 

twenty years of Russia’s post-Soviet existence, its leaders have been preoccupied with returning Russia 

to the position of global power and influence held by the Soviet Union. It is encouraging that Putin has 

recognized a need to move beyond these ambitions and to focus instead on how to adapt to a more 

unpredictable world. 

There have been major changes in Russian foreign policy since the 2008 war with Georgia, which was a 

watershed moment and a psychological victory for Russia since it signaled the end of a geopolitical 

retreat and demonstrated to the U.S. where Russia’s red line really lies. Because of the Georgian war, 

Russia now sees no major reason to encroach any further upon its near abroad. When President 

Medvedev referred to the former Soviet space as Russia’s “sphere of privileged interests,” this actually 

served as an admission that, unlike during Soviet times, Moscow’s interests were now limited to a 

regional arena, rather than the global one. Even within Russia’s privileged zone, Moscow’s policy has 

not become more aggressive. Instead, Russia withheld from intervening in the 2010 inter-ethnic clashes 

in Kyrgyzstan, whereas several years ago it would have felt compelled to act.  

Moreover, Putin no longer refers to the Cold War with the same frequency as he used to, marking a 

departure from old perspectives. This has also changed the dynamics of U.S.-Russia relations. 

Ideological differences can no longer be used as an excuse for non-cooperation. Instead, we are now 

witnessing a misunderstanding derived from fundamentally different worldviews. Putin expressed a 

disappointment with the West and particularly with the U.S. in how it has implemented its vision of 

democratization in countries across the globe; Putin doesn’t believe that intervention to such ends can be 

successful and does not approve of the West’s efforts to do so. Putin also has a fundamental difference 

with the West and other countries on purely conceptual terms; Putin believes in classical principles of 

international relations, with sovereign states as the subjects of international relations and fundamental 

building blocks of global society. In Putin’s view, the West’s use of normative rhetoric and appeals to 

values are simply covers for the pursuit of national interests in specific contexts. 

Furthermore, Putin still believes that Russia should remain a global power, one that does not necessarily 

need to expand but needs instead to secure its interests in a particular part of the world without engaging 

or interfering in the affairs of others. Putin is seeking to secure the status quo, and in this way he is 

making Russia the guarantor of a certain set of the principles of balance of power and strategic 

independence. In order to defend these principles, Russia can only rely on its own, independent strength. 

Putin has also tried to identify partners, such as India and China, who share a similar view of 

international politics. 

Returning to the issue of U.S.-Russia relations, one of the most important obstacles is Putin’s lingering 

suspicion of Washington derived from the Bush era. Putin’s anti-Americanism is not a product of his 

KGB past, but rather of his experience attempting to cooperate with the United States after 9/11. Putin 

anticipated a US reciprocation of the measures Russia took during this time, such as closing down 

military and radar bases in Vietnam and Cuba, cooperating in the war on terrorism, and assisting with 

the American operations against the Taliban in Central Asia. Instead, in Putin’s view, the U.S. 



responded with aggressive intervention in the Russian sphere of privileged interests: the Rose 

Revolution in Georgia, the Orange Revolution in Ukraine and the U.S. role in Kyrgyzstan.  

Another major complication for U.S.-Russia relations is the issue of missile defense. The U.S. and 

Russia have fundamentally opposing views, and cannot find a way to negotiate past them. Americans 

continue to emphasize that the existing missile defense proposals could not possibly impact Russia’s 

strategic deterrent until at least 2020. Russians have countered by pointing out that Moscow’s strategic 

horizon does not end at 2020, and that mutually assured destruction remains the only real foundation for 

U.S.-Russian strategic stability. However, although Russia may not see eye-to-eye with the U.S. on 

issues such as missile defense, it can still cooperate with the U.S. in the economic sphere. Russia is 

determined to modernize and increase its economic development; Putin pushed for WTO membership 

despite its unpopularity and has attempted to be open and receptive to trade relations with the West.  

In conclusion, three major global developments will have a major impact on Russia. First is the political 

and economic decline of the European Union; this will have an impact not only on EU-Russia relations 

but also on Russia’s economic development. Divisions within the European Union could, however, 

provide opportunities for Moscow to negotiate bilateral economic deals with individual European 

countries, an approach it has long preferred to multilateral engagement. Second, the rise of China will 

force a shift of global focus towards the Asia-Pacific region. This will require Russia to develop a new 

strategy for responding to China. Russia is “neither blind nor deaf,” as stated by Putin and Moscow is 

clearly aware of the Chinese military buildup and economic rise and as a result, Russia will proceed with 

caution vis-à-vis China. However, Putin continues to view China through the lens of U.S.-Russian 

relations; Putin recently compared the two countries, saying that China respects Russia, while the U.S. 

does not. This is an analytical error because China should be understood as an independent aspect of 

Russia’s foreign policy. Lastly, there will be a change in Russia’s approach to its neighbors; despite his 

proposals for a Eurasian Union, there will be no more grandiose dreams of reestablishing the USSR, but 

instead a pragmatic focus on developing economic ties.  

The main challenge in the years ahead will be the emergence of an international environment over which 

Putin has no control. Russia is very vulnerable, and any major decline in the European, American, or 

Chinese economy could negatively impact both Russian trade interests and the oil and gas markets. 

Putin’s approach will thus be to adopt a “do no harm” policy of risk avoidance. Putin is aware that 

internal and external instability could be mutually reinforcing, and he will consequently have to develop 

a “middle road” strategy for grappling with social unrest. It remains to be seen whether Putin will 

successfully weather the storm.  

 

Question and Answer 

The question and answer session opened with a comment about the motivations behind the U.S.-Russia 

reset; what were Russia’s ultimate motivations? And what are the prospects for U.S.-Russia cooperation, 

particularly on Iran? Any further cooperation between the two countries, particularly on Iran, will be 



difficult. Russia does not view the Iranian regime as a threat in the same way as the United States and 

Israel. In other areas, there will be no possibility for “package deals” because of the lack of areas for 

mutual cooperation. On issues from missile defense to Syria, Russia and the U.S. face a conflict of 

principles. For Russia, the primary incentive for engaging in the reset was to reduce the American 

presence in the former Soviet space. Russia did not see the reset as an opportunity to align with the 

United States against China, as the original questioner had intimated. Russia recognizes the long-term 

threat from China, but has nevertheless sought to maintain a constructive relationship with Beijing. 

The following question was about Syria and the Russian perspective on the situation there. Russia 

presumably used its veto to forestall civil war and/or intervention in Syria, but now the situation seems 

to be spiraling towards just such an outcome. Does the Kremlin recognize that its defense of Assad is 

doomed to fail? Russia knows the Assad regime is doomed to fail, but nevertheless refuses to provide 

legitimacy to any military intervention on principle. There are three major components behind Russia’s 

views on dealing with the Syrian uprising: (1) the commercial component: Russia needs to sell its 

weapons; (2) the Libyan lesson: Russia feels cheated by the international community, which took 

advantage of Russia’s non-veto on the no-fly zone to wage a full scale regime change; and (3) Russia’s 

general view on Middle East dynamics. Russia views the Syrian uprising as part of a broader conflict in 

the Middle East between Sunni and Shia Islam, and between Iran and Saudi Arabia. Russia does not 

understand why the international community should engage or intervene on behalf of one side only. A 

serious problem that must be taken into consideration by the global community in a post-Assad regime 

is the defense of minority rights. What will happen to Christians, Armenians, Kurds, and others once the 

current system is dismantled? This will be a huge issue, one that the West (and particularly the United 

States’ Arab allies) may not necessarily address, but which could be a possible area for aid and 

assistance on Russia’s part. 

The next question was about whether or not Putin really understands the degree to which Russian 

society has changed. In response, Mr. Lukyanov argued that Putin indeed realizes that Russian protests 

are not simply produced by Western funding or influence, but rather by deep social tension. However, 

Putin believes that the protestors are fundamentally wrong in their demands. Putin believes that the 

Russian state cannot handle dramatic changes, but instead requires an effective manager to continue 

overseeing its development and promoting Moscow’s role in global affairs. But, Putin should 

nevertheless be careful not to underestimate the significance of the protests and the deep dissatisfaction 

they reflect of a growing constituency in Russia 

Another question was asked about missile defense and whether there was potential for cooperation 

between the U.S., Russia and NATO? Unfortunately, missile defense is a dead end for cooperation. 

Moscow perceives that any missile defense system could eventually undermine Russia’s strategic 

deterrent, even if not immediately. Thus, Russia has determined that it would be easier to block U.S. 

plans now, rather than waiting until 2020 and attempting to reverse some ten years of progress. Any 

discussions over missile defense are also undermined by a fundamental lack of trust; even the provision 

of legal guarantees would not assuage Russia, given that Washington not so long ago unilaterally 



withdrew from the ABM Treaty. Moscow has determined that the best approach is simply to increase 

missile capabilities to offset advances in missile defense technology.  

The discussion then turned to other possible areas for U.S.-Russian cooperation. There are multiple 

areas for cooperation, such as counterterrorism; however the U.S. should be aware of Russia’s strategic 

sphere, where American activism may be perceived as a geopolitical game. North Korea could indeed be 

a successful potential case for cooperation because Russia could play a valuable role in future talks and 

negotiations, both over the nuclear program and the proposed North-South pipeline. Moreover, in 

contrast to the situation with Iran, Putin agrees with the United States that a North Korean nuclear 

capacity is unacceptable. 

Another question was asked about Russian foreign policy attitudes toward the Baltic states. Mr. 

Lukyanov stated that the Baltics are not a major current focus for Russian foreign policy, but that there 

is also little risk of friction triggering any confrontation with the Baltic states. 

The final question of the session was on Russia-Europe relations. Mr. Lukyanov stated that Putin no 

longer has his “old friends” in Europe; the leadership in Europe has changed, and new faces have 

appeared in the years since Putin’s presidency. Nevertheless, there are prospects for future Russia-

Europe cooperation because Putin is essentially pro-European and wants Russia to be part of the 

European sphere. Additionally, Putin will try to use the current debt crisis to establish new political and 

economic ties with Europe via bilateral commercial alliances. This could help facilitate his original plan 

to exchange Russian resources for European technology. As for the possibility of Russia one day joining 

NATO, Mr. Lukyanov was deeply skeptical and questioned whether NATO was prepared to defend 

Russia’s border with China.  


