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Rus sia’s international power and influence have varied dramatically in recent 
years, and so have its relations with the United States.* The post– World War II 
relationship was marked by confrontation. Then, expectations of partnership arose 
following the 1991 Soviet collapse. The first de cades of the twenty- first  century, 
however, brought renewed friction over Rus sia’s be hav ior and its standing in the 
international po liti cal, economic, and strategic order. Throughout  these fluctua-
tions, Rus sia has remained impor tant to US policy makers concerned with na-
tional security (figure 22.1).

The dissolution of the Soviet Union eliminated what may have been the single 
greatest external threat to the United States. The threat was more than strategic; 
it was foundational. The Soviets offered a profoundly dif fer ent set of values and 
institutions, which formed an alternative po liti cal, economic, and cultural system. 
An appreciation for the history of this threat remains valuable for the perspective 
it provides on current US national security challenges, including the prob lems of 
terrorism, weapons of mass destruction, and geostrategic stability. As the primary 
heir of the Soviet Union, Rus sia is  shaped by this legacy and, moreover, remains 
a nuclear superpower with an arsenal capable of destroying the United States.

Rus sia’s failure to establish au then tic demo cratic institutions and a market econ-
omy  after the Soviet collapse means that, for the foreseeable  future, cooperation 
between Washington and Moscow  will rest less on shared values than on percep-
tions of shared interests. In recent years, however, Rus sia’s increased assertiveness 
in global politics has severely impeded cooperation based on even the most basic 

The authors would like to thank Professor Rob Person for his significant contributions to 
this chapter.
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546 American National Security

mutual interests. Rus sia might play the role of spoiler or of supporter of US foreign 
policy, depending on how it defines its interests. Its recent actions suggest that it 
is more likely to play the former for the foreseeable  future.

The rest of this chapter reviews, briefly, US- Soviet relations during the Cold 
War, then the Soviet collapse, followed by the subsequent relationship between the 
United States and Rus sia in the con temporary era.

The Cold War

From the end of the Second World War  until the collapse of communist regimes 
in Eastern Eu rope and the Soviet Union in 1989–1991, the Cold War— the intense 
geopo liti cal competition between the United States and the Soviet Union— was the 
overwhelming focus of American national security policy. It was the conceptual 
framework through which both American and Soviet policy makers interpreted 
and understood their security environments. Strategists on both sides saw nearly 
all of the globe as a  grand chessboard on which the two superpowers competed for 
influence and interests.

This fact gives rise to one of the  great paradoxes of the Cold War: that it could 
also be described as “the long peace.”1 With this term, historian John Lewis Gad-
dis points out that the Cold War represented the longest period in the history of the 
modern state system without direct warfare between  great powers.2 The Cold War 
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period cannot, however, be described as peaceful: many conflicts  were fought 
outside the Eu ro pean theater in Asia, Africa, and Latin Amer i ca.  These proxy 
wars, many of them fought by one superpower or the other against or with third 
parties,  were generally seen as part of the global competition between the United 
States and the Soviet Union.

Two dominant narratives describe the fundamental  causes of conflict between 
the United States and the Soviet Union during the Cold War. The first is captured 
by the realist school of international relations theory, which portrays the Cold War 
as a competition for security— and ultimately for survival— between  great powers.3 
Such competitions have long been characteristic of the international state system. 
Although the presence of only two superpowers in a bipolar system made the Cold 
War period unique (compared to the multipolar systems of earlier epochs), realists 
would say that it is not particularly surprising that the superpowers  were locked in 
a global strug gle for security. The logic  behind this zero- sum view of power is 
described as the security dilemma: “Many of the means by which a state tries to 
increase its security decrease the security of  others.” 4 According to this frame-
work, the United States and Soviet Union  were destined to forge a conflictual 
relationship characterized by competition, mistrust, and arms races as each pur-
sued security at the expense of the other.

A second and contrasting narrative sees the origins of the conflict in the ideo-
logical strug gle of Soviet Marxism- Leninism versus US liberal democracy and 
market capitalism. Each ideology offers a distinct vision of how to or ga nize the 
economic, po liti cal, and social life of a society.  These ideologies both laid claim 
to universal validity and embodied inherent opposition along many dimensions. 
For example, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels had argued that the cap i tal ist order 
contained the seeds of its own destruction and would eventually be replaced by its 
antithesis, communism. Messianic overtones could be discerned in the claims of 
each side to represent the pinnacle of social organ ization. Adherents to both ide-
ologies would come to view the world in terms of an existential ideological strug-
gle between good and evil. Marxism- Leninism was part of the ge ne tic code of the 
Soviet Union, while liberalism had guided the United States since its founding.

More than a quarter of a  century  after the end of the Cold War, the debate con-
tinues over which framework— great- power politics or ideology— better explains 
the dynamics of superpower competition during the Cold War. It is likely that both 
contributed to the animosity between the two  great antagonists. George Kennan, 
writing anonymously in 1947 from his position in the State Department, argued 
that Stalin’s aggressive and expansionist postwar policies  were  shaped by the 
Marxist- Leninist ideology and by the nature of the totalitarian Soviet system.5 This 
ideology was layered on an older Rus sian identity that had long been plagued by 
feelings of insecurity and a strong conviction that the outside world was hostile. In 
Soviet leaders’ conviction that expansionism was necessary to security, “the power-
ful tradition of Rus sian history and tradition reached up to sustain them.” 6 Ken-
nan advocated a sharply US realist response: “In  these circumstances it is clear that 
the main ele ment of any United States policy  toward the Soviet Union must be 
that of a long- term, patient but firm and vigilant containment of Rus sian expansive 
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548 American National Security

tendencies.”7 From this view was born the Cold War policy of containment, 
which sought to check Soviet territorial and security advances wherever they 
might manifest themselves. (See also chapter 3.)

The Collapse of the Soviet Union and the End of the Cold War

This section describes broad  factors leading to the demise of the Soviet Union, as 
Kennan had predicted forty- four years earlier: “Soviet power, like the cap i tal ist 
world of its conception, bears within it the seeds of its own decay. . . .  The sprout-
ing of  these seeds is well advanced.” 8 Scores of volumes have been written on the 
collapse of communism in Eastern Eu rope and its culmination in the crumbling 
of the Soviet po liti cal system in late 1991.9 First and foremost, the Soviet planned 
economy, with all industry  under state owner ship, was moribund by the time 
Mikhail Gorbachev came to power in 1985.10 The broken economic system and its 
inability to provide the better  future that had been promised by Soviet leaders since 
Lenin had severely undermined the legitimacy of the entire socialist system— and 
the state that embodied it—in the eyes of the Soviet  people. What  little legitimacy 
the Marxist- Leninist ideology had maintained through the stagnant and corrupt era 
of Leonid Brezhnev (1964–1982) had evaporated entirely by the late 1980s. This 
economic crisis drove Gorbachev’s attempt to reform the socialist economy through 
perestroika, or “restructuring,” and to slow the costly Cold War arms race through a 
series of arms control agreements with the United States.

Second, a complex legacy of ethnic, national, and territorial politics meant that 
the Soviet Union was a multiethnic empire. As such, it was vulnerable to awaken-
ing nationalist movements that became particularly strong in western Ukraine, the 
Caucasus, and the Baltic republics of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania.11 Gorbachev’s 
liberalizing po liti cal reforms, known as glasnost— “transparency” or “openness”— 
made room for such nationalist movements to emerge and grow, and ultimately 
they destabilized the Soviet Union.12

By 1991, a crumbling economy, a defunct ideology, and increasingly assertive 
nationalist movements seeking in de pen dence made for an explosive mixture. Gor-
bachev’s attempts to save the Soviet system through reform could not halt the 
momentum of change; Lenin’s  grand social experiment was swept away with 
breathtaking speed. A coup by hardliners failed in August 1991. Then, on De-
cember 25, 1991, Gorbachev resigned; days  later, the Soviet Union was no more. 
Soviet citizens  were instead citizens of fifteen in de pen dent countries. The global 
geopo liti cal landscape was fundamentally reshaped.

US- Russian Relations in the Post- Soviet Period. American foreign policy 
 toward Rus sia in the early post- Soviet period was marked by optimism that the 
United States and Rus sia could cooperate on shared interests abroad. However, 
 actual results have been mixed. While the ideological component of Cold War an-
tagonisms declined with the collapse of the Soviet regime, international competi-
tion between the United States and Rus sia remains a real ity as each country pursues 
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Rus sia 549

its own national interests. The bilateral relationship is characterized by periods of 
cooperation as well as periods of considerable competition and friction. The 
prospect of military conflict is much reduced in the post– Cold War era, but per-
sis tent challenges in US- Russian relations have hindered cooperation.

The gradual deterioration in US- Russian relations in the post- Soviet period is 
due in part to the emergence of an increasingly authoritarian and illiberal po liti-
cal regime in Moscow. It is also attributable to the emergence of significant 
and seemingly irreconcilable tension in the international community relating to 
Rus sia’s international status. Four broad themes reflect the changing character 
of US- Russian relations in the post- Soviet period: (1) the gradual weakening of the 
integration of post- Soviet Rus sia into the West, including reversals in democ-
ratization; (2) the revival of Rus sia as a regional power and as an international 
 actor increasingly able to assert its interests, potentially through the use of force; 
(3) the declining ability of the United States, despite its superpower status, to shape
Rus sian be hav ior in the international and domestic spheres; and (4) the tendency
of the United States to pursue its national security interests in a unilateral manner,
viewed in Moscow as an attempt to undermine Rus sian security, sometimes even
in Rus sia’s own backyard.

The Yeltsin Era

The leadership of Boris Yeltsin was prominent in the collapse of the Soviet Union 
and in the course of US- Russian relations in the first post- Soviet de cade. Yeltsin 
was a product of the Soviet communist system, having climbed the ladder of the 
Soviet bureaucracy from provincial party leader to Politburo member in Moscow. 
In 1991,  after a break with Gorbachev and the Communist Party over the pace and 
nature of Soviet reform, Yeltsin was elected president of the Rus sian Soviet Fed-
erated Socialist Republic, at that time one of the constituent republics of the 
Soviet Union. That position gave him enormous legitimacy and po liti cal power, with 
which he emerged from the demise of the Soviet Union as the head of the newly 
born Rus sian Federation.

In the immediate post- Soviet period, Washington viewed support of Boris 
Yeltsin, the first president of the new Rus sian state, as the most effective way to 
promote US interests and its values.13 On almost all foreign policy issues of im-
portance to the United States, Yeltsin backed Washington’s initiatives or at least 
did not obstruct them. Yeltsin’s positions reflected his tacit recognition of the 
overwhelming power of the United States and the relative weakness of the new 
Rus sian state. Debate continues over  whether Yeltsin was truly a liberal demo crat 
and market cap i tal ist, or  whether he was rather a po liti cal opportunist who declared 
fealty to  these ideals to garner power and the economic and po liti cal support from 
the West that he needed for his own survival. Episodes throughout Yeltsin’s turbu-
lent presidency support both explanations.

One of Yeltsin’s most significant contributions to US interests was his rejection 
of Rus sian and Soviet imperial policies. He did not seek to block the states of East-
ern and Central Eu rope as they re oriented their foreign policies  toward the West, 
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550 American National Security

and he permitted the new states of the former Soviet Union to establish their in-
de pen dence and pursue their own paths of po liti cal development.  These policies 
may have reflected Rus sia’s weak geopo liti cal and economic situation  after the So-
viet collapse, but they also may have been driven by Yeltsin’s genuine po liti cal 
ideals: if the first Rus sian president had been an ultra- nationalist or an unreformed 
communist, developments in Eastern Eu rope and the post- Soviet space might have 
looked very dif fer ent.14

Dramatic pro gress occurred in arms control and disarmament during Yeltsin’s 
administration. International concern about the safety and security of the former 
Soviet nuclear stockpile, plus cost considerations, prompted a 1992 decision by the 
individual nuclear powers among the new post- Soviet states— Russia, Belarus, Ka-
zakhstan, and Ukraine—to have Rus sia retain centralized command and control 
over the vast former Soviet arsenal. Encouragement and financial aid came from 
the United States, particularly through the Nunn- Lugar Cooperative Threat Reduc-
tion (CTR) programs (see also chapter 17 on CTR and arms control). The four 
nuclear successor states signed a protocol in Lisbon in May 1992 assuming the 
responsibilities of the defunct Soviet Union  under the 1991 Strategic Arms Re-
duction Treaty (START). Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine further committed 
themselves to joining the Nuclear Non- Proliferation Treaty (NPT) as non– nuclear 
weapon states, although Ukraine refused to return its Soviet- era nuclear weapons 
to Rus sia  until it received assurances of re spect for its sovereignty and territo-
rial integrity from Moscow. In the 1994 Budapest Memorandums on Security As-
surances, the leaders of Ukraine, Rus sia, the United States, and  Great Britain com-
mitted to respecting Ukraine’s in de pen dence, its sovereignty, and its post-1991 
borders.15 Some prominent scholars questioned the wisdom of Ukraine’s volun-
tary loss of a nuclear deterrent capability at the time, but Kiev ultimately handed 
over all nuclear weapons on its territory.16

The denuclearization of Rus sia’s neighbors was completed with the removal of 
the last Rus sian SS-25 intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) from Belarus on 
June 30, 1997. Driven by concerns over the pos si ble theft of nuclear materials and 
their sale to terrorists, CTR programs had improved employment opportunities and 
working conditions for former Soviet nuclear scientists and had provided more 
secure storage facilities for Rus sian nuclear materials. Many in both countries saw 
CTR as one of the most significant and successful cases of US- Russian security 
cooperation in the post- Soviet era. However, CTR cooperation came to an end in 
2013  after a 2012 announcement by the Rus sian government that it was terminating 
its participation in the program, a move symptomatic of the chill then emerging in 
US- Russian relations.17

Fears about smuggling, mis haps, and accidental launches of nuclear weapons 
stimulated and sustained interest in Moscow and Washington in continued strate-
gic arms reduction. START, signed by President George H. W. Bush and President 
Gorbachev in 1991, put a cap on the number of nuclear delivery systems held by 
both sides and required both parties to reduce the number of nuclear warheads in 
their arsenals from existing levels of 10,000 to 12,000 to no more than 6,000 each.18 
START II, signed by President George H. W. Bush and President Yeltsin in January 
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1993, reduced the number of deployed nuclear warheads even further. START II 
was ratified by the US Senate in 1997 and by the Rus sian Duma in 2000,  after 
several years of delay stemming from Rus sian opposition to the expansion of the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organ ization (NATO) and to NATO’s military campaign in 
Kosovo. In 2001, Rus sia suspended its adherence to START II following the dec-
laration of US withdrawal from the Anti- Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty of 1972. 
However, this was a relatively minor setback to the arms control agenda; START 
II was soon superseded by the Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty (SORT, 
signed May 2002) and then by the New START agreement (signed April 2010).19

The high tide of US- Russian cooperation occurred in 1997. Yeltsin insisted on 
compensation for Washington’s plans to expand NATO into Eastern and Central 
Eu rope. Clinton offered the Rus sian president, then facing rising po liti cal op-
position at home, significant inducements that brought Rus sia closer to the West: 
Rus sia became a partner in the prestigious annual Group of Seven (G7) summits 
(thereafter the G8). The United States also promised to press for Rus sia’s inclu-
sion in impor tant international institutions such as the World Trade Organ ization 
(WTO) and the Organ ization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). 
In May 1997, Rus sia and NATO signed the NATO- Russia Founding Act in Paris, 
establishing a formal mechanism to promote cooperation and to the “maximum 
extent pos si ble . . .  joint decisions and joint action with re spect to security issues of 
common concern.”20

The United States had thrown its support to Yeltsin largely  because he was—
at least initially—an advocate of Rus sian democ ratization. Rus sian pro gress  toward 
democracy could advance American values and strengthen American security in-
terests according to the widely held view that democracies do not fight wars with 
each other.21 However, Rus sia drifted from the demo cratic ideal. Throughout the 
Yeltsin era, Rus sia strug gled to define its post- Soviet and post- empire national iden-
tity. It is telling that, for the first post- Soviet de cade, Rus sia’s new national an-
them lacked lyr ics, a reflection of the absence of national consensus on Rus sia’s 
identity.22

The problematic nature of Rus sia’s po liti cal identity and its failure of democ-
ratization are due in large part to the po liti cal, economic, and social upheavals that 
convulsed Rus sia in the first de cade of in de pen dence. Yeltsin’s wrenching eco-
nomic program of marketization and privatization impoverished many Rus sians, 
while a small group of oligarchs came to control much of Rus sia’s national wealth.23 
As Rus sia descended further into economic and po liti cal instability and corruption 
in the 1990s, Yeltsin became increasingly unpop u lar. Undemo cratic strands be-
came more prominent in his leadership as he strug gled to maintain control of the 
Rus sian po liti cal system.

By the close of the twentieth  century, both Rus sia’s elites and its masses widely 
believed that the West, particularly the United States, opposed vital Rus sian inter-
ests. This perspective was fueled by accumulated grievances against the West 
and by Rus sian fears of international isolation and even encirclement. Against the 
backdrop of Rus sia’s weakness and Amer i ca’s unchallenged global power, Rus sian 
elites (liberal and other wise) criticized the United States for its early advocacy of 
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rapid Rus sian marketization and privatization, as well as for supporting Yeltsin de-
spite the rampant corruption and in effec tive ness of his regime.

The expansion of NATO during the 1990s and NATO’s 1999 military campaign 
in support of the Kosovar Albanians against Serbia, a traditional Rus sian ally,  were 
especially contentious issues.24 Both  were stark reminders that Rus sia was simply 
too weak to object effectively to Western policies. This was particularly painful for 
Rus sia’s po liti cal and military elites, many of whom had only recently stood at the 
helm of Soviet power. Believing that the West had pledged at the end of the Cold 
War not to expand NATO, Rus sians  were understandably concerned for their se-
curity as Poland, the Czech Republic, and Hungary— states that had previously 
provided a buffer between the Soviet Union and the West— became members of 
one of the most power ful alliances in history. Even committed Rus sian demo crats 
increasingly believed that the United States was behaving like a “rogue hegemon,” 
exploiting Rus sia’s weakness, challenging its core national interests, and under-
mining the Rus sian state as a  viable institution.25 By the late 1990s Yeltsin, now 
deeply unpop u lar, was unable to insulate Rus sian foreign policy from growing 
nationalism. A de cade of economic, po liti cal, and social instability had generated 
mass demand for a strong leader who could restore order to Rus sia and return the 
country to the ranks of the world’s  great powers.

The Rise of Putin and Competitive Authoritarianism

With Yeltsin’s abrupt resignation on December 31, 1999, Prime Minister Vladimir 
Putin, a former lieutenant col o nel in the Committee for State Security (KGB), was 
elevated to acting president. Putin was elected president the following March. If 
Rus sian democ ratization  under Yeltsin had suffered from mismanagement and fre-
quent neglect,  under Putin it began to be subjected to direct assault.

 Under Yeltsin most Rus sian elites had—at least in princi ple— accepted the con-
cepts of elections, markets, and private property. However, the most influential 
elites— the oligarchs— had done much to corrupt  these values, especially by pres-
suring the Rus sian state to  favor their private interests. Putin quickly moved to 
diminish the power of the oligarchs. In effect, he transferred their po liti cal influence 
to the siloviki, top state officials with backgrounds in the Interior Ministry, the mili-
tary, and the Federal Security Ser vice (FSB, the successor to the KGB).  These 
“uniformed bureaucrats” now formed a “militocracy” that shared Putin’s desire to 
create a strong Rus sian state and to revive Rus sian patriotism.26 Largely hostile 
to po liti cal pluralism and highly vigilant against domestic and external enemies 
(real or  imagined), this group reflected and supported Putin’s worldview. Putin 
clamped down on the media and worked to control and contain Rus sian civil and 
po liti cal institutions. He restricted the activities of nongovernmental organ izations. 
 After the politicized arrest in October 2003 of the oil tycoon Mikhail Khodor-
kovsky, charged with economic crimes, even the once- powerful Rus sian oligarchs 
retreated from any oppositional role in politics.27

Po liti cal scientists Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way define competitive author-
itarian regimes as
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civilian regimes in which formal demo cratic institutions exist and are widely viewed as 
the primary means of gaining power, but in which incumbents’ abuse of the state places 
them at a significant advantage vis- à- vis their opponents. Such regimes are competitive 
in that opposition parties use demo cratic institutions to contest seriously for power, but 
they are not demo cratic  because the playing field is heavi ly skewed in  favor of incum-
bents. Competition is thus real but unfair.28

This is an apt description of Rus sian politics during the first de cade of Putin’s rule.
Despite Putin’s assault on the po liti cal freedoms of the Yeltsin period, the Krem-

lin’s efforts to restore the power of the Rus sian state, internally and externally, 
buoyed his popularity among Rus sian elites and the mass public.29 Many Rus sians 
regretted the collapse of the Soviet Union, both for the loss of domestic economic 
and po liti cal stability and for the loss of Rus sia’s global power and prestige. When 
asked in a survey  after the American- led invasion of Iraq in 2003— which Rus sia 
vocally but unsuccessfully opposed— how they wanted Rus sia to be perceived by 
other nations, 48  percent of survey respondents said “mighty, unbeatable, inde-
structible, a  great world power.” Only 3  percent of the respondents said that they 
wanted Rus sia to be viewed as “peace- loving and friendly,” and only 1  percent said 
“law- abiding and demo cratic.”30 Although other surveys reveal strong support for 
demo cratic values among most Rus sians, in practice democ ratization in Rus sia has 
suffered significant setbacks  under Putin, in part  because of the acquiescence of 
much of Rus sian society.31

Public acquiescence can be primarily attributed to the significant economic 
recovery that took place during Putin’s presidency from 2000–2008. While most 
external experts attribute this to rising oil prices rather than to Putin’s economic 
policies, Putin received the credit domestically.32  After the tumultuous de cade 
 under Yeltsin, many citizens sought basic order, stability, and predictability in their 
lives. Putin delivered  these outcomes, albeit with increased restrictions on po liti-
cal choice, rights, and freedoms.

Putin’s im mense popularity among ordinary Rus sians has also been  shaped by 
increased Rus sian nationalism. Rus sian nationalism, a restoration of Rus sia’s great- 
power status internationally, the reassertion of Rus sian interests in its former 
imperial lands, and social conservatism are the basis of the Kremlin’s vision of 
Rus sian identity in the twenty- first  century. This is fostered by the Kremlin- controlled 
media, which asserts that the government is protecting Rus sia from Western— 
particularly American— encirclement and attempts at regime change. Putin’s vi-
sion of Rus sia’s “national idea” became apparent during his first two terms, from 
2000 to 2008, and it intensified following his return to the presidency in 2012.

The Crisis in Chechnya. Putin’s approach to the crisis in Chechnya, which 
 reflected his efforts to rebuild the power of the Rus sian state, was the primary 
source of his initial popularity and authority.33 The secessionist movement in 
Chechnya, and Moscow’s brutal and in effec tive efforts to reign it in during the 
1990s, had sharpened Rus sia’s sense of insecurity and even sparked fears of the col-
lapse of the newborn Rus sian state.  Under Yeltsin, the weakness of the Rus sian 
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state had been on full display during the disastrous Russian- Chechen war of 1994–
1996. Well- organized and highly motivated Chechen rebels halted the ill- prepared 
conscripts of the Rus sian Army and eventually forced a humiliating Rus sian with-
drawal from Chechen soil. Although the end of the conflict reflected a Chechen 
victory in some ways, the war left Chechnya in ruins, wracked by violent feuds 
among rival warlords, the collapse of social order, and the rise of Islamic radical-
ism and terrorism.34

Convinced that Rus sia was merely a “paper tiger”  after its defeat in Af ghan i-
stan and the humiliation of the first Chechen War, Chechen radicals believed that 
a second war could destroy the po liti cal center in Chechen politics and propel them 
to power at the head of an in de pen dent trans- Caucasus Islamic state. To this end, 
Chechen militants undertook deadly bombings of residential buildings in Moscow 
and an armed incursion into neighboring Dagestan.  These provocations prompted 
Moscow to launch the second Russian- Chechen War in 1999, during Putin’s brief 
tenure as Yeltsin’s prime minister.35 This time Rus sian forces, better or ga nized and 
facing a divided Chechen opposition, scored significant successes in the field, even-
tually pacifying most of the countryside. Although Chechen separatists commit-
ted several spectacular and brutal acts of terrorism during the early 2000s, by 2006 
many radicals had been killed or captured or had accepted amnesty. At this point, 
Moscow installed an oppressive and corrupt government in Chechnya, led by Ram-
zan Kadyrov, the leader of a prominent and rapacious Chechen militia.36

The Kremlin fi nally claimed victory in Chechnya in 2007, but radical ele ments 
continued to spread to neighboring regions, including Ingushetia, North Ossetia, 
and Dagestan.  These regions have served as launching points for terrorist attacks 
in Rus sia, particularly in its southern areas.37 The terrorist attacks, particularly the 
tragic 2004 hostage crisis at a school in Beslan, North Ossetia, served as a justifi-
cation for institutional changes in Rus sia that have further undermined democracy 
and reinforced Putin’s centralized authority.38 Due primarily to its competing for-
eign policy priorities, the United States has been unwilling to level consistent or 
significant criticism against the Kremlin for the extreme violations of Chechen 
 human rights by Rus sian security forces and their proxies.

Rus sian Foreign Policy  after 9/11.  After the tragic events of September 11, 
2001, and despite some worsening of relations as the 1990s drew to a close, the 
United States and Rus sia once again seemed to be on a path  toward cooperation.39 
Putin was the first foreign leader to contact President George W. Bush  after the ter-
rorist attacks on US soil. He offered support for the US invasion of Af ghan i stan 
and the establishment of US bases in former Soviet Central Asia. In exchange, 
Rus sia expected greater deference to its interests in the former Soviet space, par-
ticularly a recognition that the region was within Rus sia’s legitimate sphere of 
influence. Furthermore, Moscow expected that its support of the United States  after 
9/11 would ensure the preservation of the ABM Treaty, which Rus sia saw as the 
cornerstone of strategic stability, but which the George W. Bush administration 
viewed with increasing skepticism.40 Putin also hoped to gain US assurances that 
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NATO expansion would not continue eastward, particularly not to the Baltic states 
of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, or to Ukraine or Georgia.

Moscow provided significant assistance to the United States and to the Afghan 
Northern Alliance in defeating the Taliban in Af ghan i stan, but Washington’s 
response to Putin’s overtures fell far short of the full partnership sought by the 
Kremlin. Warming relations between Moscow and Washington began to cool 
significantly when George W. Bush deci ded, in December 2001, to pull out of the 
ABM treaty and pursue missile defense.41 In 2007, Washington announced plans 
to field a limited ABM system, including a radar installation and ten interceptor 
missiles, in Poland and the Czech Republic. Although Washington declared that 
the system was intended to defend Eu rope against the missiles of a “rogue” state, 
such as Iran or North  Korea, the Kremlin strongly condemned the proposal and 
warned that, as a consequence, Rus sia might again target Eu rope with its nuclear 
arsenal. The proposed systems  were significantly reduced and revised by Presi-
dent Barack Obama in 2009, but ongoing US efforts to deploy missile defense 
systems in Eurasia continued to be a major source of friction between the United 
States and Rus sia.

Rus sia’s opposition to American foreign policy goals gradually crystalized 
during the run-up to the second Iraq War. In 2002, Rus sia joined Germany and 
France in opposing Washington’s efforts to obtain support from the United Nations 
for an invasion of Iraq.42 Moscow’s opposition was based on two  factors. The first 
was Putin’s concern that the unilateralism of the George W. Bush administration, 
within the context of American unipolarity and in the absence of a strategic part-
nership with the United States, was undercutting efforts to restore Rus sia’s status 
as a  great power. The second  factor was Moscow’s long- standing relationship with 
Baghdad. Iraq had been a Soviet client during the Cold War; the resounding de-
feat of Saddam Hussein’s Soviet- equipped army in 1991 was viewed as a humili-
ation by the Soviet po liti cal elite and the leadership of the Red Army. Moscow 
maintained close ties with Baghdad in the post- Soviet period, largely due to eco-
nomic motivations, particularly arms sales. In the 2003 crisis over Iraq, Rus sia 
sought to support its old client and to resist the expansion of US power in the  Middle 
East.

In 2004 Rus sia suffered another blow to its national security interests, when 
Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia  were admit-
ted into NATO. Although NATO officials maintained that the latest round of 
enlargement did not threaten Rus sian security, the incorporation of the Baltic 
states, which had been constituent republics of the Soviet Union from 1940 to 
1991, brought the alliance to Rus sia’s doorstep. It also left open the possibility of 
further NATO expansion into Ukraine and Georgia, a development that would be 
viewed by Moscow as a grave threat to Rus sian national security.43

The Near Abroad: The “Color Revolutions.” Other developments also com-
plicated Rus sia’s relationship with its “near abroad.” Even  under Yeltsin, Rus sian 
elites had assumed that the former Soviet space would be part of Rus sia’s sphere of 
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interest. This assumption was based on the history of Rus sian imperialism in Eurasia 
and the long- standing socioeconomic and cultural ties between Rus sia and the 
 people of the new post- Soviet states. That up to twenty- five million ethnic Rus sians 
resided in the near abroad reinforced Rus sia’s strong interest in the region.

Rus sia was far weaker than the United States, but its economic and military 
strength overshadowed other post- Soviet countries, and so it could continue to view 
itself as the dominant regional power. This was challenged by the enlargement of 
NATO, by the establishment of American bases in Central Asia  after 9/11, and, 
most importantly, by an unexpected wave of mass uprisings and regime change. 
Georgia had its “Rose Revolution” of 2003, Ukraine the “Orange Revolution” of 
2004, and Kyrgyzstan the “Tulip Revolution” of 2005.44 In Georgia and Ukraine, 
electoral fraud by the semi- authoritarian regimes had mobilized broad- based 
opposition. Events  there  were of par tic u lar concern  because of their proximity to 
Rus sia, Rus sia’s unsuccessful efforts to tilt the elections, the pro- Western tenor of 
the po liti cal upheavals, and Western support for demo cratic forces in  those coun-
tries. This support included direct aid by Western governments to local actors in 
civil society, as well as the involvement of Western nongovernmental organ-
izations (NGOs) in civic and po liti cal education.45

 After the “color revolutions,” Ukraine, Georgia, and Kyrgyzstan strug gled to 
establish stable democracies committed to the rule of law. Rus sia’s elites never-
theless viewed with concern the threat posed by mass movements supported by 
Western entities. The active involvement of Western NGOs and governments in 
encouraging and supporting the overthrow of pro- Russian leaders in former So-
viet states— viewed by Moscow as firmly within Rus sia’s sphere of influence— 
were seen as direct threats to Rus sia’s interests and another example of American- 
led encirclement.

Fearing the spread of demo cratic contagion to Rus sia itself, the Kremlin char-
acterized the po liti cal upheavals as meddling by an unsavory alliance of domestic 
opposition groups and foreign interests seeking to destabilize the region. On this 
basis, Moscow denounced the Organ ization for Security and Cooperation in Eu-
rope (OSCE), which had uncovered and publicized electoral fraud in the pivotal 
elections in Ukraine. Within Rus sia, the Kremlin placed more stringent controls 
on the media, civic organ izations, NGOs, and opposition groups and parties.  These 
authoritarian mea sures prompted Western criticism, leading to further mutual re-
criminations.

Rus sia’s Authoritarian Shift. Having seen pro- Russian incumbents fall at the 
hands of popu lar protest movements in the “color revolutions,” Putin left nothing 
to chance as Rus sia entered the 2007–2008 electoral cycle.46 Although he was 
barred from  running for a third consecutive term by the Rus sian constitution, 
Putin chose his successor, Dmitri Medvedev, for the presidency, while continuing 
to exercise influence as the prime minister. The 2007 parliamentary elections and 
2008 presidential elections  were characterized by sophisticated electoral fraud, de-
spite high levels of popu lar support for both leaders, who would have won anyway.47 
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Putin’s carefully orchestrated transition— including increased restrictions on the 
media and popu lar protest— was carried off relatively smoothly. In 2011–2012, 
Medvedev declined to seek reelection, making way for Putin to return to the pres-
idency. This confirmed what many had suspected, that Rus sia’s po liti cal  future 
had been deci ded  behind closed doors long before.

Such manipulation provoked a significant mass reaction  after the fraudulent 
2011 parliamentary elections.48 In 2012, parties loyal to the Kremlin retained the 
majority, and Putin went on to win the presidency, but Moscow and other major cit-
ies  were again shaken by mass protests. This brought a harsh crackdown on the or-
ga nized po liti cal opposition, civil society, and individuals openly expressing dissent 
from Putin’s rule. Several notable po liti cal dissidents, including anti- corruption 
blogger Alexei Navalny and the protest punk band Pussy Riot,  were harassed, ar-
rested, and jailed during Putin’s second presidency.49 If from the late 1990s to 2012 
Rus sia might have been described as a competitive authoritarian regime, Rus sia 
thereafter became a case of consolidated authoritarianism, tightly controlled by Pu-
tin and his inner circle.

Rus sia Resurgent. In the first de cade of the twenty- first  century, Rus sia’s in-
creasing assertiveness in the near abroad and on the international stage became a 
mark of Putin’s leadership.50 On several occasions Rus sia utilized its position as 
the dominant supplier of natu ral gas to exact po liti cal and economic concessions 
from Ukraine, Belarus, and Georgia and to punish them for pursuing policies 
deemed contrary to Moscow’s interests.51 The so- called gas wars of the 2000s had 
significant implications beyond Rus sia’s immediate neighborhood: much of Eu rope 
depends on Rus sian gas and on the pipelines crossing the post- Soviet countries, 
so many Eu ro pean countries found themselves in the  middle of  these disputes. 
Dependence on Rus sian natu ral gas has at times made the Eu ro pean Union 
(EU) reluctant to criticize or punish Rus sia for its domestic and international 
transgressions.

One particularly notable instance of Rus sia’s increasing assertion of its interests 
in the post- Soviet region was its 2008 invasion of Georgia and its occupation of the 
separatist regions of South Ossetia and Abkhazia within Georgia.  After the 2003 
Rose Revolution brought a strongly pro- Western government to power  under Pres-
ident Mikheil Saakashvili, relations between Rus sia and Georgia rapidly deterio-
rated. The separatist regions of South Ossetia and Abkhazia had long been outside 
the control of the Georgian government, looking instead to Rus sia for support. Fol-
lowing an ill- conceived Georgian military assault on South Ossetia in August 2008, 
Rus sian forces quickly invaded and occupied portions of Georgian territory.52 The 
Rus sian justification for the invasion was based on the protection of Rus sian 
peacekeepers and the protection of civilians, many of whom held Rus sian pass-
ports.53 Some observers viewed the invasion as an attempt to destabilize the Saa-
kashvili government and to draw a line against any proposals of NATO member-
ship for Georgia. Rus sia declined the separatists’ request for annexation, but 
Rus sian troops remained in the occupied regions as “peacekeepers,” which kept 
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them outside of Georgian control. The conflict brought US- Russian relations to a 
new post– Cold War low. Western countries viewed Rus sia’s actions as illegitimate 
aggression that  violated the territorial integrity of a sovereign nation. Nonetheless, 
no significant long- term punishments  were imposed on Moscow for its actions—
a situation that reflected the limits of Western leverage over Rus sia in the former 
Soviet space.

Reset: A New US Approach to Relations with Rus sia. Following the 2008 US 
presidential election, President Barack Obama was determined to set a new course 
in American relations with Rus sia and move beyond historical and recent antago-
nisms in the bilateral relationship.54 Obama’s “reset policy” with Rus sia, announced 
in 2009, coincided with the presidency of the somewhat more liberal- minded Med-
vedev. The policy, although controversial, produced some impor tant advances in 
US- Russian relations and a reduction in the tensions that had characterized the  later 
years of the Putin- Bush relationship. One of the first achievements of the reset with 
Rus sia was the 2009 announcement that Rus sia would permit US troops and weap-
ons to be transported through Rus sian airspace in transit to Af ghan i stan. This 
Northern Distribution Network, a key alternative to routes through Pakistan in sup-
port of the American war effort in Af ghan i stan, was a major breakthrough in the 
US bilateral relationship with Rus sia. The warmer relationship of Obama and Med-
vedev also paid off in the 2010 signing of the “New START” treaty in Prague. 
The treaty limited each country to 700 deployed nuclear- capable bombers and 
land- based and submarine- based nuclear missiles, 1,550 deployed warheads, and 
800 additional deployed and nondeployed delivery vehicles (such as ICBMs, 
submarine- launched ballistic missiles, and heavy bombers).55 The signing of the 
New START treaty may, in retrospect, have been the high point of US- Russia re-
lations since 2008.

A chill returned to the relationship as Putin returned to the presidency in 2012, 
bringing back his authoritarian domestic tendencies and assertive foreign policy 
approach. The United States and Rus sia attempted cooperation on specific issues 
of mutual and global concern such as terrorism, drug trafficking, the civil war in 
Syria, and the perennial issue of Ira nian nuclear weapons proliferation, but pro-
gress became increasingly difficult.

The under lying  causes of this continual deterioration in US- Russian relations 
are complex and open to debate. The Obama administration pursued some Amer-
ican national security concerns in a more multilateral manner than the preceding 
administration of George W. Bush. However, Rus sian elites, and Putin himself, 
continued to perceive US actions as constituting active and deliberate efforts to 
undermine Rus sian security, especially within Rus sia’s self- claimed sphere of in-
fluence in the former Soviet space. The ruling elite in Moscow may still view the 
world through the lens of bipolar competition with the United States: what is good 
for Amer i ca is bad for Rus sia and vice versa. This view, although perhaps over- 
simplified, is accompanied by a resurgence in Rus sia of state- directed national-
ism and the desire to restore Rus sia to  great power status. Some observers have 
charged that Rus sia seeks nothing less than a restoration of the Soviet empire 
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without the socialism.  There is  little doubt that Moscow has been seeking to de-
fend and advance its primacy in the former Soviet region with an assertiveness not 
seen since the days of Brezhnev.

The Ukrainian Crisis. The deepest crisis between Rus sia and the United States 
since the Soviet invasion of Af ghan i stan in 1979 began unfolding in Ukraine 
in November 2013.  Under enormous pressure from Moscow, the government of 
President Viktor Yanukovych (the former antagonist of pro- Western demon-
strators during the Orange Revolution) suspended negotiations on an agreement 
that would have laid the po liti cal and economic groundwork for eventual Ukrai-
nian membership in the Eu ro pean Union (EU).56 Fearful that Ukraine was on 
the verge of escaping from its orbit, Rus sia offered Ukraine membership in the 
emerging Eurasian Economic Union, a customs  union consisting of Rus sia, Belarus, 
and Kazakhstan, with additional former Soviet states expected to join in the  future. 
The Eu ro pean Union and Rus sia saw their respective trade agreements with 
Ukraine as incompatible and mutually exclusive; the government in Kiev must 
choose one or the other.

Yanukovych’s decision to stand with Rus sia was heavi ly influenced both by 
Moscow’s pressure and by a desperate need for immediate Rus sian economic 
aid. The choice to forego closer relations with Eu rope in  favor of tighter links with 
Rus sia upset a delicate balance between the population of the more nationalist- 
minded western portion of the country and the population in Eastern Ukraine that 
has traditionally identified more closely with Rus sia. Overlaid are complex regional 
divisions between ethnic Ukrainians and ethnic Rus sians and between Ukrainian 
speakers and  those whose first language is Rus sian.57

Fearing that Yanukovych’s turn  toward Moscow marked a turn  toward Ukrai-
nian subordination to Rus sia, pro- European citizens— largely Ukrainian- speaking 
ethnic Ukrainians from Western and Central Ukraine— took to the streets in pro-
test.58 Over the next three months, protests of 50,000–800,000 disor ga nized and 
diverse participants  were punctuated by episodes of vio lence as the Yanukovych 
government tried to regain control. In February 2014, the city of Kiev experienced 
its worst days of vio lence since World War II, with at least eighty- eight  people killed 
over two days. On February 21, 2014, in a tacit concession that government forces 
 were unable to bring the protests to a halt, Yanukovych reached an EU- mediated 
compromise with leaders of the opposition movement to deescalate the crisis.

However, any illusion of compromise or a return to normalcy was quickly dis-
pelled on the next day when Yanukovych, who had been effectively abandoned by 
most of his po liti cal supporters, was forced to flee Ukraine. His residence and the 
presidential administration building  were overtaken by opposition forces, and Ya-
nukovych himself took refuge in Rus sia. An interim government in Kiev, consist-
ing of leaders of the vari ous opposition groups, attempted to consolidate control 
by stripping Yanukovych of his position, naming an interim president, and appoint-
ing other supporters to key government positions.

Not surprisingly, the crisis in Kiev was viewed far differently in Washington and 
in Moscow. The Obama administration hailed the ouster of Yanukovych as a step 
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forward for Ukrainian democracy (despite the entirely undemo cratic means by 
which he lost power) and praised the opportunity for Ukraine to return to its path 
 toward the West. The Kremlin, on the other hand, saw this as yet another instance 
of Western interference in a region considered to be of vital strategic interest to 
Rus sia. The fall of Yanukovych— and the possibility that Ukraine had been lost to 
the West for good— was seen in Moscow as a dire threat to Rus sia’s security and 
interests.59

The crisis then entered a new phase of interstate conflict. On February 27–28, 
well- armed pro- Russian fighters began seizing key buildings in Crimea, a penin-
sula on the Black Sea in Southern Ukraine. Crimea had been part of Rus sia  until 
Nikita Khrushchev made a “gift” of the region to Ukraine in 1954. It has contin-
ued to serve as the base of the Rus sian Navy’s Black Sea Fleet— a situation that has 
been a long- standing point of friction in Russian- Ukrainian relations. Crimea is the 
only region of Ukraine with an absolute majority of ethnic Rus sians, many of 
whom retained Rus sian citizenship. Over the next several days, more Rus sian mil-
itary forces, authorized by Putin, invaded and occupied Crimea.

 There is disagreement over the motives  behind Rus sia’s occupation of Crimea, 
but it appears that it was si mul ta neously a reaction to the wider threat posed by 
Yanukovych’s ouster, an opportunity to secure the Rus sian fleet’s position in 
Crimea, and a chance to reverse the “gift” and rectify what many Rus sians saw as 
a  mistake of the Soviet era. On March 16, 2014, Crimean separatists,  under the 
watch of Rus sian troops, carried out a dubious referendum for secession with a bal-
lot that offered no opportunity to vote in  favor of remaining with Ukraine.  After 
a purported 97  percent approval vote for secession, Crimea was officially absorbed 
into the Rus sian Federation two days  later.60

Separatist movements soon spread across many of Ukraine’s pro- Russian re-
gions in the eastern part of the country, populated by many ethnic Rus sians who 
speak primarily Rus sian and have strong cross- border ties with Rus sia. Pro- Russian 
protests took place across a wide swath of eastern Ukraine and several attempts to 
occupy government buildings  were successful. Significant vio lence took place 
between pro- Russian separatists, pro- government demonstrators, and Ukrainian 
military forces loyal to Kiev in the regions of Kharkiv, Odessa, Luhansk, and 
Donetsk. Moscow used the uprisings to undertake a strategy of hybrid warfare 
against Ukraine, exacerbating the conflict.61 By supplying advisors, weapons, in-
telligence, and even active- duty Rus sian military personnel to the separatist move-
ments, Moscow’s intervention has kept the conflict burning despite its repeated 
pledges to support ceasefires. Rus sia’s apparent unwillingness to commit fully to 
achieving a peaceful po liti cal solution to the conflict in Ukraine has caused Wash-
ington to distrust Moscow’s motives elsewhere in the post- Soviet region and 
beyond.

The United States has been unable to compel Rus sia to reverse its policies in 
Ukraine. Having deci ded against large- scale direct military assistance lest it es-
calate the conflict, the United States and the Eu ro pean Union (along with several 
other countries) have primarily sought to use instruments of economic power to 
press Rus sia to end the conflict in Ukraine and reverse its occupation of Crimea. 
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 These sanctions have targeted individuals and private and government entities that 
facilitated, contributed to, or other wise provided material support of Rus sian mil-
itary activities in Ukraine. Punitive mea sures include Rus sia’s expulsion from the 
G8 forum, travel bans for implicated officials, trade restrictions on military goods 
and equipment used in the oil industry, and asset freezes. Sweeping restrictions on 
Rus sia’s finance, energy, and defense industries effectively cut off many Rus sian 
enterprises from access to global financial networks and much- needed foreign 
capital.  These sanctions, along with a dramatic decline in the price of oil and the 
weak ruble, plunged Rus sia into a severe recession that, since 2013, has eroded the 
Putin regime’s ability to deliver promised economic prosperity. Although regime 
collapse as a result is far from likely  today,  there is a risk that the regime  will turn to 
more provocative means of shoring up its public support and legitimacy if the econ-
omy does not improve soon.

By some standards, Western sanctions against Rus sia and associated financial 
weapons have been a failure in that they have not compelled Rus sia to end its sup-
port of rebels in Eastern Ukraine, nor have they forced Rus sia to withdraw from 
Crimea and return the peninsula to Ukrainian control. However, sanctions can also 
have an impor tant deterrent effect: when the threat of economic pain has been 
credibly demonstrated by initial sanctions, the target country may refrain from 
further provocations in order to avoid additional painful sanctions. In more con-
crete terms, Rus sia may have been deterred from further aggression in Ukraine 
by the threat of additional punitive mea sures. While  there is no way to determine 
 whether Rus sia would have behaved more aggressively in the absence of sanctions, 
Rus sian officials’ surprise both at the resolve of the West in applying and maintain-
ing sanctions and at the economic pain they caused suggests that the mea sures 
may have averted further Rus sian belligerence in Ukraine (see chapter 12 on the 
use of sanctions more generally).

Ukraine elected a new pro- Western president, Petro Poroshenko, in May 2014, 
but im mense challenges to stabilizing the country persist. Ukraine remains deeply 
divided by language, nationality, and culture; plagued by a domestic economic 
crisis; hampered by deep systemic corruption; pulled in opposite directions by 
power ful external actors; and unlikely to be reunified territorially or socially in the 
near  future. The military conflict in Ukraine simmers as a series of cease- fires are 
broken by violations on both sides. This  will continue to complicate relations be-
tween the United States and Rus sia and is likely to hinder their cooperation on 
other interests.

Rus sian Military Intervention in Syria. In September 2015, Vladimir Putin 
once again took the world by surprise with Rus sia’s military intervention in the 
Syrian civil war. Rus sia’s intervention, consisting mostly of airstrikes and missile 
strikes, was ostensibly intended to  counter militant Islamic groups such as the 
Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) and the al- Nusra Front.62 However, Rus-
sia’s strikes  were directed more broadly at the range of forces opposed to Syrian 
President Bashar al- Assad, Moscow’s last ally in the  Middle East. Some armed 
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groups targeted by Rus sian forces had been trained and supplied by the United 
States in a US attempt to support moderate opposition groups fighting Assad’s re-
pressive regime. Such strikes, along with the Turkish downing of a Rus sian jet 
over Turkey, significantly escalated the tension between the United States and 
Rus sia.63

American objectives in Syria have been twofold: defeating ISIL and forcing 
Assad to relinquish power, in order to pave the way for  free elections in Syria. 
Rus sia’s objectives have been harder to discern. Moscow has a stake in the global 
strug gle against terrorism: the North Caucasus region (including the regions of 
Chechnya, Ingushetia, and Dagestan) have long been fertile recruiting grounds for 
outside extremist groups as well as launching pads for terrorist attacks in Rus sia. 
Thus Rus sia, too, has an interest in seeing ISIL defeated.

Yet most of Rus sia’s airstrikes  were directed not against ISIL targets, but rather 
against more moderate opposition forces that had been fighting Assad since 2011. 
This suggests that Rus sia sought to ensure that its ally, Assad, regained po liti cal 
and military control over the country. By such a metric, the Rus sian intervention 
was largely successful, in that it stabilized and shored up Assad’s position and that 
of the forces loyal to him. Rus sia’s intervention did not terminate the civil war in 
Assad’s  favor, but it put the dictator back on more solid footing.

Rus sia’s intervention also guaranteed Moscow a strong influence over the  future 
course of the Syrian conflict and its eventual settlement.  After ending direct mil-
itary missions in Syria in February 2016, Rus sia remains a central player in the 
multilateral negotiations to bring the civil war to an end. Putin proved  adept at seiz-
ing an opportunity to fulfill several core national security interests at once. While 
Rus sia’s intervention in Syria targeted the terrorist threat posed by ISIL, it also en-
sured the survival of Rus sia’s only ally in the  Middle East, and the preservation of 
the only Rus sian naval base outside the former Soviet Union, at Tartus in Syria. It 
also returned Moscow to a role as a significant power broker in the  Middle East 
for the first time since Soviet influence in the region began eroding in the early 
1970s. It succeeded in constraining unilateral US pursuit of its interests, a key 
objective of Putin’s “multipolar” foreign policy doctrine. Although Rus sia’s inter-
vention in Syria is not likely a harbinger of further military intervention or expan-
sion around the globe, it highlights Moscow’s ability and willingness to balance 
against US interests in key regions and conflicts.

Rus sian Efforts to Undermine the Po liti cal Institutions of the West. Accord-
ing to Rus sia experts Paul Stronski and Richard Sokolsky, “Having long em-
braced the narrative that the West was seeking to weaken and remove the Rus sian 
regime, the Kremlin evidently deci ded that what goes around comes around.” 64 In 
a campaign that has escalated since the Ukrainian crisis in 2014, Rus sian targets 
have included the Eu ro pean Union and the North Atlantic Treaty Organ ization and 
their member states. More specifically, using economic, po liti cal, and informa-
tional tools, Rus sia has sought to foster po liti cal divisions and to further Rus sian 
interests with operations against and within at least the following countries: the 
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former Soviet Baltic states of Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia; the Netherlands; 
Spain; Germany; France; the United Kingdom; and the United States.65 As just two 
examples, in an effort to sow division within a German society already split over 
the issue of refugee flows into the country, Rus sia provided support to a far- right 
po liti cal party in Germany’s 2017 federal elections and, to foster fear of mi grants, 
Rus sian media and Rus sian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov disseminated “a false 
story about a Russian- German girl abducted by Syrian refugees.” 66 In France, 
Putin and Rus sian information operatives supported anti- European and far- fight 
candidate Marine Le Pen in France’s 2017 presidential election.67

From the perspective of American national security, the most significant aspect 
of this Rus sian campaign has been Rus sia’s interference in the US presidential elec-
tion of 2016. According to a January 2017 assessment by the US intelligence com-
munity, as an expression of Moscow’s long- held desire to undermine the “US- led 
liberal demo cratic order . . .  Rus sian President Vladimir Putin ordered an influence 
campaign in 2016 aimed at the US presidential election. Rus sia’s goals  were to un-
dermine public faith in the US demo cratic pro cess, denigrate Secretary [Hillary] 
Clinton, and harm her electability and potential presidency. We further assess 
Putin and the Rus sian Government developed a clear preference for President- elect 
[Donald] Trump.” 68 In a finding that is perhaps at least as disconcerting, the report 
observes that “Moscow  will apply lessons learned from its Putin- ordered campaign 
aimed at the US presidential election to  future influence efforts worldwide, includ-
ing against US allies and their election pro cesses.” 69

While it is not clear that Rus sian efforts in 2016 actually affected the outcome 
of the election, they clearly succeeded in fostering divisions within the US po liti-
cal system. Concerned about the integrity of US elections, both  houses of Congress 
launched investigations into Rus sian election meddling. The investigation in the 
House of Representatives was particularly plagued by partisan acrimony over its 
proceedings and findings. Moreover, the US Justice Department appointed a for-
mer director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, Robert S. Mueller III, as a 
special prosecutor to look into “any links and/or coordination between the Rus sian 
government and inviduals associated with the campaign of President Donald 
Trump.”70 By February 2018, the Mueller team had leveled criminal charges against 
nineteen individuals, to include Trump’s first national security advisor, Michael 
Flynn, and his former campaign chairman, Paul Manafort.71 In addition to the po-
tential impact of Rus sian actions on US elections, Rus sian interference in 2016 
has created a specter of doubt concerning US policy  toward Rus sia. Trump admin-
istration policies  toward Rus sia have been consistently viewed through a partisan 
lens, further exacerbating po liti cal divisions among Americans.

 Future Challenges in US- Russian Relations

Areas of concern in US- Russian relations and American national security are 
revealed by the recent crises in Ukraine and Syria, as well as Rus sian efforts to 
undermine the unity and internal po liti cal stability of Western liberal democra-
cies. Unfortunately, the United States has yet to find a compelling way to influence 
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Rus sia’s actions in the international sphere. Despite repeated warnings, pleas, and 
increasingly painful economic sanctions imposed by the United States and the 
Eu ro pean Union, Rus sia has been undeterred from pursuing its interests in Ukraine 
and elsewhere. Any leverage over Rus sia is further diluted by the fact that the West 
depends on Rus sia for many  things, including Rus sian energy exports, as well as 
its po liti cal and diplomatic support in resolving conflicts with Syria, Iran, and 
North  Korea. Although the United States has been able to operate freely for much 
of the post– Cold War era, the limits to American influence are laid bare when US 
actions bump up against the core national security interests of other  great powers.

Rus sia’s actions in the post– Cold War period can be seen as a reaction to what 
it sees as the erosion of its security caused by US actions ( whether intentional or 
not), including NATO expansion into Eastern Eu rope and then the Baltics; devel-
opment of US ballistic missile defenses; support of pro- Western opposition forces 
in the “color revolutions” of Georgia, Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan; US actions against 
Moscow’s allies in Iraq, Libya, and Syria; and an American unwillingness to rec-
ognize the former Soviet region as Rus sia’s special sphere of influence.  These 
episodes— and Moscow’s reactions to them— serve as a reminder that all  great 
powers have their own interests and that they  will defend them— sometimes with 
force— when they are threatened.72

The Ukrainian crisis has confirmed that the era of meaningful post– Cold War 
cooperation between the United States and Rus sia is over. Although the bilateral 
relationship has, all along, been plagued by tensions and disputes, key areas of mu-
tual interest in nonproliferation, arms control, counterterrorism, preventing drug 
trafficking, and economic integration showed some pro gress despite flare- ups else-
where in the relationship. However, the mutual animosity and mistrust arising 
from events in Ukraine suggest that, absent a major common threat, Rus sia and the 
United States may find  little common ground in coming years.

Syria is a striking example of the challenges facing US- Russian rapprochement 
and cooperation even in the face of a common threat. While the United States and 
Rus sia share an interest in ending the Syrian civil war, restoring po liti cal stabil-
ity, and eliminating the threat posed by ISIL, they differ sharply on how best to do 
so. Both countries have intervened militarily in Syria, but their disagreements and 
distrust prevent them from operating in a coordinated fashion.

Rus sia may instead turn to other partners who are less likely to threaten Rus-
sian interests and to criticize Rus sian policy. Of par tic u lar importance  will be Rus-
sia’s relationship with China, which it began to strengthen long before the current 
nadir in relations between Rus sia and the West, and can be expected to accelerate 
in the coming years.73 However, while Rus sia and China have a shared goal of 
curbing US global influence, “The brakes on closer bilateral cooperation against 
U.S. interests involve the growing asymmetry between China and Rus sia in terms 
of economic and military power and influence, increasingly relegating Rus sia to 
the role of a ju nior partner— a status causing concern in Moscow.”74

As illustrated by its efforts to sow division within and among the Western 
democracies who have provided key support to the liberal international order, 
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Moscow  will continue to try to achieve Putin’s vision for a multipolar world.75 The 
multipolar world is not based on cooperative relationships mediated through inter-
national institutions; rather, it is one in which each  great power has its sphere of 
influence within which it can pursue its national interests without interference from 
outside powers. Putin’s multipolar world is one in which the United States is con-
strained from taking the unilateral actions around the globe that Rus sians believe 
have characterized American foreign policy since 1991. Putin’s vision is at odds 
with the national security strategy of the United States, and it is sure to generate 
friction between the two countries in the coming years.

Discussion Questions

1.  What are Amer i ca’s national security interests in the post- Soviet region?
2.  Should the United States concede to Rus sia its own version of the Monroe Doctrine 

with regard to former Soviet countries? Why, or why not?
3.  Should NATO grant membership to Georgia or Ukraine? What are the arguments for 

and against such membership?
4.  How can the United States enhance its influence in Eastern Eu rope, the South Cau-

casus, Central Asia, and elsewhere in the former Soviet space? What responses should the 
United States anticipate from Rus sia?

5.  What are the most effective US instruments for supporting stability in the former 
Soviet space?

6.  To what extent— and with what instruments— should the United States promote 
democ ratization in the post- Soviet region?

7.  Assess the prospects for meaningful cooperation between Rus sia and the United 
States in the coming de cade. What are the most significant challenges to cooperation, and 
how might they be overcome?

8.  How should the United States, and other liberal democracies, respond to Rus sia’s ef-
forts to interfere in their domestic po liti cal affairs?

9.  How might the United States  counter malicious Rus sian actions in cyberspace? What 
are the advantages and risks associated with  these actions?

10.  In 1947, George Kennan argued that the Soviet system was plagued by internal 
contradictions that might undercut its long- term pursuit of power. Is this also true of con-
temporary Rus sia? What domestic po liti cal, economic, and social challenges are pres ent in 
the Rus sian system  today?
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