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As his foreign policy priorities 
evolved over the course of his 
presidency, Vladimir Putin grew 
increasingly wary of Western 
policies and determined to 
exclude the United States and 
NATO from Russia’s backyard. 
Dmitry Medvedev has been 
more inclined to a realist 
approach, willing to accept 
Western positions and to 
compromise on some issues. 

Russian Foreign Policy 
During the Putin Presidency
The Impact of Competing 
Approaches
Dina Rome Spechler

During the presidency of Vladimir putin, Russian 
foreign policy underwent several major, even dra-

matic, shifts in substance and emphasis. putin’s foreign 
policy went through four distinct phases—the first three 
each lasting about a year, the final one about four years. 
While changes in foreign policy are not unusual and 
certainly took place under previous Russian and Soviet 
rulers, truly major, far-reaching shifts are not the norm, 
especially during the tenure of a single leader. Significant 
change rarely occurs with the frequency witnessed in the 
Russian Federation between 2000 and 2008. 

although these changes were, in part, a response to 
external events, they cannot be fully understood without 
taking into account the impact of the competing ap-
proaches to foreign policy that vied for the allegiance of 
the president during putin’s eight years in office. These 
diverse approaches are still part of the discourse on for-
eign policy in Russia and, to varying degrees, are likely 
to shape its character in the years to come. 

This article focuses on Russian policy toward the West, 
particularly the United States and naTo. The selective 
focus of the discussion oversimplifies a much more 
complex reality. The policies of a major power toward 
any one region or group of countries affect—and are 
affected by—its relations with others. Washington was 
not always the center of attention for decision-makers 
in moscow, and its other relationships were not simply 
a byproduct of its interactions with and polices toward 
Western countries. however, Russia’s relations with the 
West did have a significant impact on its policies toward 
countries in other regions. hence, Russia’s actions in 
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those regions often shed light on the views and goals of 
its leadership vis-à-vis the West.

The Evolution of Russian Policy Under 
Putin 
When president Boris Yeltsin resigned on new Year’s 
eve 1999, prime minister Vladimir putin became acting 
president. he was elected to the presidency in march 
2000 and re-elected in February 2004. he did not run for 
a third term in 2008 because the constitution limits the 
president to two consecutive terms, and instead became 
prime minister.

Phase One (2000–2001). For the first year and a half af-
ter putin was elected president, Russia’s approach to the 
United States was wary, tense, and rhetorically confron-

tational. moscow vehemently condemned nearly every 
action by Washington that affected Russia—particularly 
the bombing of Yugoslavia, the expulsion of fifty al-
leged Russian spies, proposals for withdrawing from 
the anti-Ballistic missile (aBm) treaty and building a 
national missile defense (nmD) system, and advocacy of 
continued eastward expansion of naTo. putin sought to 
form a unified alliance of former Soviet republics under 
Russian leadership, probably as a means to exclude West-
ern influence from the near abroad. he courted china 
assiduously and visited north Korea and cuba, erstwhile 
Soviet allies that were both still intensely anti-american, 
in an effort to revive lapsed relationships. he reinforced 
Russia’s ties with iran and iraq, countries viewed by the 
United States as threats to international peace because 
of their nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons and 
their support for terrorists. By the fall of 2001, Russia had 
gone on record as opposing Washington’s policy on a long 
list of issues important to both countries. These included 
the future of the Baltic states, the role of the West in the 
commonwealth of independent States, Transcaucasian 
energy routes, implementation of STaRT (Strategic arms 
Reduction Treaty) ii, negotiation of a new strategic arms 
treaty, sanctions on iraq, the iranian nuclear program, 
and north Korea.1 

Phase Two (2001–2002). Russian policy changed radi-
cally on September 11, 2001. on the day of the terrorist 
attacks on the World Trade center and the pentagon, putin 
signaled his complete and enthusiastic support for U.S. 
objectives in the war on terror.2 he immediately assured 
the United States that Russia would not object if central 
asian states allowed U.S. troops to use former Soviet mili-
tary bases.3 not long afterward, he told U.S. officials that 
he did not consider central asia an exclusively Russian 
sphere of influence, and he endorsed a substantial expan-
sion of the U.S. military presence in Georgia.4 in a major 
television address, the Russian president promised the 
United States that he would share intelligence on terrorist 
operations in afghanistan and elsewhere, provide military 
aid to U.S.-led anti-Taliban forces, open Russian airspace 
to humanitarian flights to afghanistan, and participate in 
search-and-rescue operations to aid the effort to destroy 
al Qaeda’s presence in that country.5 

The shift toward cooperation with the United States 
extended well beyond the war on terror. high Russian of-
ficials assured their U.S. counterparts that U.S. withdrawal 
from the aBm treaty “would not alter the relationship of 
trust between the two countries.” Threats of an “asym-
metrical response” if the United States deployed a national 

Newly built NATO air-defense radar base near Nepolisy, some 85 
kilometers east of Prague, Czech Republic, photographed on Janu-
ary 20, 2007. Under President George W. Bush, the United States 
proposed installing components of its own missile defense system 
in the Czech Republic, a suggestion denounced by Moscow. (AP 
Photo/CTK, Alexandra Mlejnkova)
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missile defense ceased abruptly. putin even suggested 
that such a system might allow Washington to “respond 
appropriately to future threats,” such as those posed by 
terrorists.6 Russia dropped its long-standing insistence 
that any future strategic arms control agreement must 
require destruction, rather than merely decommissioning, 
of nuclear warheads. This opened the way for the rapid 
conclusion of a new treaty.7 Suddenly, too, putin announced 
that his government would “reconsider” its opposition to 
the eastward expansion of naTo and was eager for closer 
ties with it, even eventual membership.8 on every front, 
it seemed, Russia was now prepared to accommodate the 
United States and create, as one moscow analyst put it, a 
“completely new,” supportive relationship with Washing-
ton.9 putin himself would later describe his new policy as 
one that gave “unconditional priority” to “a partnership 
with the U.S. based on trust.”10 observers hailed the 
change as “seismic.”11 Foreign minister igor ivanov pro-
claimed the emergence of a “new world order.”12 

Phase Three (2002–2003). putin’s commitment to this 
new partnership lasted no more than a year. By the fall 
of 2002, he had begun to oppose U.S. policy unequivo-
cally, publicly attempting to thwart Washington’s plan 
to wage war on iraq. insisting that military action was 
“unwarranted,” he flatly rejected a U.S. invitation to join a 
coalition to enforce the Un Security council demand that 
Saddam hussein eliminate all weapons of mass destruc-
tion and cooperate fully with Un inspectors. 13 

To ensure that the Russian position would prevail at 
the Un, putin traveled to europe to meet with German 
chancellor Gerhard Schroeder and French president 
Jacques chirac, the leading european opponents of 
military action against iraq. The three leaders held a joint 
press conference, during which they issued a joint dec-
laration rejecting military measures. in an interview on 
French television, putin warned that Russia was prepared 
to use its veto power on the Security council to block a 
U.S.-sponsored resolution authorizing force.14 Russian 
commentators proclaimed the emergence of an “antiwar 
entente,” crediting Russian diplomacy with achieving a 
“breakthrough in world politics,” the dissolution at last 
of the power blocs that had characterized the cold war 
world.15 The principal fruit of the new collaboration was 
a joint memorandum calling for the peaceful disarmament 
of iraq. This document was submitted to the Security 
council in February 2003, as a counter-proposal to a 
new U.S.-sponsored resolution authorizing force. in ef-
fect, the Security council was asked to choose between 
two competing visions of how to deal with the threat 

posed by iraq. Some argued that these were opposing 
visions of the future course of international relations.16 
putin personally lobbied president Jiang Zemin to obtain 
china’s support for the joint memorandum.17 after the 
invasion began, putin made a few conciliatory gestures 
in Washington’s direction, describing the United States 
as “Russia’s major partner.”18 however, by the end of 
2003, it was clear that this partnership was no longer a 
high priority for moscow.

Phase Four (2004–2008). During putin’s second term, 
Russia’s relationship, not only with the United States, 
but with naTo and the european Union as well, de-
teriorated markedly. although cooperation continued 
on a number of specific matters, the range of issues on 
which putin vehemently denounced Western actions 
grew steadily larger.19 a tone of deep suspicion, even 
outright hostility, began to enter into official Russian 
comments on Western policy. naTo was put on notice 
that unspecified forms of retaliation would follow if it 
expanded into the Baltics.20 in the fall of 2004, putin 
told his countrymen that the recent seizure of a school 
in Beslan by chechen rebels, and the entire chechen 
insurgency, had been assisted by unnamed actors who 
“think that Russia, as one of the greatest nuclear pow-
ers of the world, is still a threat, and this threat has to 
be eliminated.”21 Western encouragement of Ukraine’s 
orange Revolution the following winter was met with 
angry accusations of unjustified interference in Russia’s 
legitimate “zone of influence.”22 after the Tulip Revolu-
tion in Kyrgyzstan in the spring of 2005, moscow began 
to refer to a Western plan to foment pro-democracy color 
revolutions throughout the ciS in order to surround Rus-
sia with pro-Western regimes and ultimately instigate 
regime change in Russia itself.23 putin responded with a 
series of steps to strengthen his government.24 he tried 
to bolster Russia’s military ties with china and friendly 
ciS regimes and eliminate any Western military pres-
ence from central asia.25 U.S. tests of components of a 
national missile defense were met with Russian tests and 
deployments of weapons that could penetrate that system 
and would bolster moscow’s offensive capability.26

moscow repeatedly found ways to punish countries 
from the former Soviet sphere that cultivated ties with the 
West. Ukraine was confronted with an immediate fourfold 
increase in the price of the natural gas it received from 
Russia.27 When Kyiv insisted that it could not pay, Russia 
cut off gas supplies to Ukraine early in 2006 and again in 
January 2009. 28 a series of incidents seemed designed to 
intimidate Georgia after it announced a strong interest in 
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joining naTo. These incidents culminated in a wholesale 
blockade of the country imposed in 2006, the dropping 
on Georgian territory of a large air-to-surface missile in 
2007, and the shooting down of a Georgian reconnais-
sance aircraft over abkhazia in 2008.29

Far more than he had in the past, putin sought out op-
portunities to lecture, berate, and castigate his Western 
counterparts. he lashed out repeatedly at Western gov-
ernments and organizations that criticized the erosion of 
democracy and respect for human rights in Russia. putin 
insisted that nGos were merely channels for funds pro-
vided by Western governments to influence the Russian 
political process. “This is not about democracy. This is 
about one country [surreptitiously] influencing another.” 
The organization for Security and cooperation in europe 
(oSce) was, in putin’s words, “a vulgar instrument de-
signed to promote the foreign policy interests of one or a 
group of countries.” The Russian president reserved his 
harshest criticism for the United States, which he publicly 
accused of provoking a new nuclear arms race, undermin-
ing international institutions, attempting to divide europe 
into hostile camps, and plunging the world into “an abyss” 
of armed conflict, with the result that “political solutions 
are becoming impossible.”30 

moscow also began to reconsider its participation in 
the key east-West security structures of the post–cold war 
period. in 2007 Russia formally declared that it was sus-

pending its commitments under the conventional Forces 
in europe (cFe) treaty. henceforth, it would reject any 
limitations on deploying heavy weaponry on its western 
and southern borders and would halt inspection of its 
deployments by other signatories to the treaty.31 The com-
mander of Russia’s Strategic missile Forces announced 
that if the United States followed through with its plans 
to base components of a missile defense in poland or 
the czech Republic, Russia might also withdraw from 
the intermediate-Range nuclear Forces (inF) treaty and 
would then be free to make those two countries targets 
of a missile strike. “[Russia’s] Strategic missile Forces 
will be capable of carrying out this task,” the commander 
warned.32 By the time putin became prime minister, Rus-
sia’s stance vis-à-vis the West had become more hostile 
than at any time since the last decade of the cold war. 

Competing Approaches to Russian 
Foreign Policy
Russian foreign policy during the putin presidency clearly 
changed over time and in dramatic ways. Russian of-
ficials have explained that the changes were necessary 
responses to Western initiatives. of course there is some 
validity to this claim. putin’s policies were clearly affected 
by Western actions. however, a close look at Russia’s 
relationship with the West during the putin presidency 
suggests that acts by Western governments cannot fully 
account for Russia’s policies or for the pattern of change 
they displayed. 

Between the first and second phases of putin’s foreign 
policy, there was no change in U.S. policy on any of the is-
sues that divided the two countries. While the United States 
eventually modified its rhetoric on chechnya in a way that 
undoubtedly pleased the Russian leader, his approach to the 
West changed well before Washington made that accom-
modation. The third phase of his policy toward the West was 
dominated by the war in iraq. This was certainly a major 
new U.S. initiative—one that could have set a precedent 
with major negative implications for Russia. however, its 
implications could have been addressed when and if they 
materialized. in the meantime, the invasion was not clearly 
inimical to Russian interests, and Russia stood to gain a 
great deal by supporting U.S. policy.33 

The principal new Western actions in the fourth 
phase of putin’s policy (starting in 2004) were the 
admission of the Baltics to naTo, the U.S. proposal 
to place components of a missile defense system in 
the czech Republic and poland, and naTo mem-
bers’ support for a pro-Western candidate in the 2004 

U.S. president Bill Clinton, right, breaks into laughter after Russian 
president Boris Yeltsin, left, made a comment about journalists 
during a news conference in Hyde Park, NY, October 23, 1995. (AP 
Photo/Wilfredo Lee)
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Ukrainian presidential election. naTo assured Russia 
that no major weapons systems would be based on the 
territory of the Baltic states. many Russian analysts 
asserted that the very limited missile defense installa-
tions planned for eastern europe could not undermine 
Russia’s strategic nuclear deterrent.34 Russian policy-
makers might well have feared that naTo would not 
keep its promises or that the handful of planned radars 
and defensive missiles in eastern europe might later be 
expanded to include a much larger network that could 
conceivably affect Russian security. however, putin 
himself had evinced no such fears after 9/11, when he 
promised to reconsider his opposition to naTo expan-
sion and acknowledged that a missile defense system 
might be an appropriate response to the possibility of 
future proliferation of nuclear weapons. The impact 
of Western intervention on events in Ukraine, as some 
Russian commentators noted, was probably not crucial 
to the outcome.35 moreover, many of putin’s policies 
appear to have been counterproductive for Russia in 
important ways. military cooperation with china, 
which included the sale of sophisticated technologies, 
helped to strengthen an arsenal that might someday 
be used to intimidate or deter Russia. opposition to 
the american presence in central asia impeded U.S. 
efforts to combat the self-same islamic extremists that 
Russia feared. The use of energy cut-offs as a politi-
cal weapon created the image of Russia as an unreli-
able supplier, spurring european efforts to find other 
sources of natural gas. The restrictions on weapons 
deployments and the confidence-building measures in 
the cFe treaty were important to Russian security in 
the post–cold war era; scuttling the agreement was not 
to Russia’s advantage. 

in short, the changes in Russia’s external environment 
were not so profound as to require major policy shifts. pu-
tin’s responses to Western actions mentioned above were 
by no means the only reasonable ones a Russian leader 
might have adopted. his moves to ally Russia with the 
United States after 9/11 were widely criticized at home. 
But well-informed Russian observers argued publicly that 
Western actions after 2002 posed little threat to Russia. 
if putin’s policies cannot be viewed as the only rational 
Russian reaction to Western initiatives, another explana-
tion of the substance of and changes in Russian policy 
during the course of his presidency is needed.

an alternative explanation may be found in the array 
of competing approaches to foreign policy advocated by 
various segments of Russian elite opinion during putin’s 
tenure (see Table 1). all of these approaches sought to 

define a course of action in foreign affairs that would best 
serve Russia’s interests, but they differed considerably 
on the question of what kind of policy toward the West 
would do this. associated with each of these approaches 
was a distinct set of assumptions about the goals of 
Western policy vis-à-vis Russia, the objectives Russia 
should pursue in dealing with the West, how moscow 
could realize those objectives, and the kind of relation-
ship Russia should seek with Western governments and 
the Western alliance as a whole. most of these approaches 
were initially formulated and articulated before putin 
came to power; all were part of elite debate during his 
presidency. in each successive period of Russian policy 
during putin’s tenure, a different approach seems to have 
been more persuasive to the president. 

Liberal. a legacy of the Gorbachev era, the liberal ap-
proach emphasized the importance to Russia of develop-
ing a robust market economy and democratic institutions 
and protecting human, including civil and political, rights. 
according to this approach, which was promoted by post–
Soviet Russia’s first foreign minister, andrei Kozyrev, 
there might be disagreements on specific polices, but 
there is no fundamental conflict between Russia and the 
West. Their basic interests are the same, as are the threats 
to those interests. Both seek to construct an international 
order based on free markets and political freedom. While 
Western governments and organizations may sometimes 
be blind to Russian concerns, their intentions are not 
basically hostile. Russia will flourish only in a close part-
nership with the West, and preserving and nurturing that 
partnership should be given the highest priority.36

Nationalist. present in foreign policy debate from the mo-
ment the Soviet Union dissolved, the nationalist approach 
insisted that Russia has a unique heritage that differenti-
ates it from the West. it must not try to remake itself as a 
Western country, but should preserve the distinctive iden-
tity that is central to its greatness. The Western economic 
and political model is not appropriate for Russia, at least 
not without substantial modification that takes account of 
Russia’s different needs and traditions. nor is the West a 
natural partner for Russia. Western governments want to 
keep Russia weak and inferior. Russia should give very 
high priority to the cultivation of its relationship with 
the near abroad, where many ethnic Russians and other 
Slavic peoples reside. These are areas whose close ties 
with Russia go back centuries, and whose resources are 
critical to Russia’s prosperity. above all, Russia must 
avoid dependence on the West, thwart the expansion of 
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Western power, and do whatever is necessary to restore 
the strength of the Russian state, both internally and 
externally.37 

Great Power Activist. initially propounded and imple-
mented by evgenii primakov, foreign minister from 
1996 to 1998 and prime minister from 1998 to 1999, the 
great power activist approach focuses on the challenge 
to Russia from the United States, the sole superpower 
after the collapse of the Soviet Union. The United States 
is viewed as an aggressive competitor that seeks to 
weaken all other centers of power in its quest for world 
domination. Russia’s security and well-being depend on 
its ability to counter this quest by maintaining multiple 
centers of power in the international system to balance 
U.S. power. This implies developing political, military, 
and economic relations with regimes that feel threatened 
by U.S. power or policies, including some members of the 
Western alliance system. Ultimately Russia should seek 
to construct coalitions of states that will cooperate with 
it to curb U.S. influence. as a great power, Russia should 
play a role on the entire world stage, seeking allies even in 
far-flung regions. Russia can also benefit from bolstering 
international organizations in which it wields influence to 
constrain U.S. actions. it should emphasize and attempt to 

enlarge the role of the United nations, especially the Un 
Security council, where Russia can use its veto power to 
thwart U.S. initiatives. Great power activism prescribes 
cool but correct relations with the United States. Direct 
confrontation should be avoided because Russia will not 
prevail.38 

Realist. The realist approach to foreign policy may have 
arisen as a response to the great power activist perspec-
tive. it was articulated by primakov’s successor as foreign 
minister, igor ivanov. although it recognizes america’s 
unique position of power, realism does not assume that 
the United States is intent on weakening Russia. Rather, 
Washington has different interests, which are by no means 
always opposed to Russia’s. Unlike great power activ-
ism, which emphasizes that diplomatic skill and activity, 
as well as the determination of a state’s leaders, can be 
important sources of strength in international affairs, real-
ism underscores the limits of Russian power vis-à-vis the 
United States. Russia can try to resist U.S. initiatives that 
are inimical to its interests. if it fails, it should try instead 
to shape U.S. actions to make them less threatening or 
negotiate concessions in exchange for supporting U.S. 
positions on specific issues. instead of building coalitions 
to try to curb the United States, moscow should attempt 

Table 1

Approaches to Russian Foreign Policy

Approach

Period of 
influence on 

Putin
Prominent  
spokesmen

View of West/ 
United States Objectives

Means/relations  
with others

Liberal N/A Andrei Kozyrev Natural allies, no fun-
damental conflicts of 
interest with Russia

Promote free markets, 
democratic institu-
tions, human rights in 
Russia and the world

Close partnership 
with West

Nationalist 2000–2001 Leonid Ivashov, Vladimir 
Zhirinovsky

Completely alien, 
seeks to weaken 
Russia

Protect Russia’s 
unique heritage, inde-
pendence; strengthen 
Russian state

Cultivate relations 
with Near Abroad; 
build up Russia’s 
military

Realist 2001–2002 Igor Ivanov U.S. has different, not 
necessarily opposing, 
interests

Modernize Russian 
economy

Bargain, cooperate 
with West

Great power 
activist

2002–2003 Evgenii Primakov U.S. aggressive com-
petitor, seeks world 
hegemony

Global influence for 
Russia; counter U.S. 
ambitions

Active diplomacy; 
maintain multiple cen-
ters of world power; 
strengthen interna-
tional organizations

Assertivist 2004–2008 Sergei Ivanov, Vladislav 
Surkov

Hostile to Russia, 
seeks to impose own 
system on Russia

Preserve Russian 
sovereignty; protect 
system of “managed 
democracy”

Exclude West from 
former Soviet sphere; 
rebuff Western criti-
cism
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to work with Washington in the hope of influencing its 
policies in ways that will benefit Russia.39 

Assertivist. articulated by former minister of defense 
Sergei ivanov and putin’s political strategist Vladislav 
Surkov, the assertivist approach shares with the nation-
alist perspective a deeply suspicious view of the United 
States and of the West as a whole.40 From the assertivist 
viewpoint, it might be possible to cooperate with the West 
on specific issues, but Russian and Western interests are 
fundamentally in conflict. Russian experience indicates 
that economic and political activity must be carefully 
guided and managed by the state.41 The West is bent on 
imposing its own economic and political models on the 
rest of the world, including the former Soviet sphere. The 
United States is prepared to use military power to achieve 
this end. even if other Western governments emphasize 
the use of “soft power,” their ultimate objective is the 
same. Russia must therefore do whatever it can, both 
internally and externally, to prevent Western interference 
in the former Soviet space.42 Since the criticism of Russia 
articulated by Western governments helps to build support 
for their policy of intervention, Russia must vigorously 
rebuff that criticism, expose its hypocritical character, 
and demonstrate to the world both the dangers posed 
by Western actions and their moral bankruptcy. Where 
Russian and Western interests coincide, cooperation can 
proceed, but Russia need not and must not compromise 
its interests in order to sustain that cooperation. on the 
contrary, it must actively assert and defend its interests 
and demand that Western governments take them into 
account.43 With prices for its energy exports notably 
higher than in the Russian Federation’s first decade, the 
country need not fear that Western economic aid might 
be withheld. moscow can also ensure that its military is 
strong enough to deal with any new challenges the West 
might pose. 

The Approaches During Putin’s 
Presidency
in each of the four phases through which putin’s foreign 
policy evolved, it appears to have been shaped by a differ-
ent approach. his objectives and assumptions regarding 
the United States and the West thus changed substantially 
between 2000 and 2008.

First Phase (2000–2001). Foreign policy does not ap-
pear to have been putin’s highest priority in the first two 
years of his presidency. of greater urgency were domestic 

measures to halt Russia’s economic, military, and spiritual 
decline, and political disintegration after the collapse of 
the Soviet Union. his overriding goal appears to have 
been to renew Russia’s strength and restore the power of 
the Russian state, thereby increasing respect for the state 
both at home and abroad. “The [next] century,” he told 
his countrymen, should be Russia’s century.”44 To reverse 
Russia’s decline, putin sought to revive many of its politi-
cal, cultural, and spiritual traditions, in part by promoting 
the role of orthodoxy and the Russian orthodox church.45 
he took steps to recentralize the Russian state and thereby 
enhance its power. he also made the complete suppression 
of the chechen insurgency a central part of his agenda. 
This he saw as necessary not merely to preserve Russia’s 
territorial integrity and prevent the penetration of islamic 
fundamentalist terrorism, but also to repair the faith of the 
Russian people in their own government and military and 
to bolster the image of its military abroad.46 

arguably, putin saw his domestic measures as a neces-
sary foundation for the foreign policy he wished to pursue. 
The values and priorities embodied in these measures 
strongly suggest that they were animated by a nationalist 
outlook. his repeated efforts to transform the ciS into a 
cohesive alliance under Russian leadership, and thereby 
re-create Russia’s traditional sphere of influence, can be 
understood as flowing from a nationalist perspective. The 
same is true of his vigorous pursuit of stronger ties with 
china, iran, and iraq, which was probably motivated 
by the contribution to national economic strength (and 
avoidance of dependence on the West) that these policies 
promised. 

Second Phase (2001–2002). By the fall of 2001, these 
foreign policy initiatives had yielded only limited results. 
Restoring Soviet-era trade relationships could not provide 
the capital, technology, and market access needed to 
modernize Russia’s economy. Few former Soviet states 
seemed interested in closer integration with Russia; some 
were actively pursuing ties with the United States and 
naTo. an enlarged military presence in Russia’s south 
could not prevent the infiltration of terrorists. Their grow-
ing involvement in chechnya was making that conflict 
increasingly dangerous and intractable. putin may well 
have been looking for an opportunity to try a different 
approach to the problems of economic weakness, terror-
ism, and domestic insurgency.

al Qaeda’s attacks on new York and Washington pro-
vided such an opportunity. putin saw that Washington’s 
newly proclaimed war on terror could be the basis of a 
comprehensive partnership with the United States.47 Such 



42 Problems of Post-Communism     September/October 2010

a partnership could lead to Russia’s full integration into 
the world economy, which was essential to its enduring 
economic strength.48 Russia could also obtain U.S. un-
derstanding and assistance for its own war on terror un-
derway in chechnya.49 What would make this partnership 
feasible was the existence, for the first time since World 
War ii, of a vital objective shared by the United States and 
Russia—the defeat of islamic radicalism. Russian assets 
could be vitally important to the United States as it waged 
its war: intelligence on the Taliban and al Qaeda, knowl-
edge of afghanistan and experience in combat there, and 
influence over central asian regimes that could provide 
over-flight rights and base facilities. Russia’s support 
in the Un Security council could provide international 
legitimacy and support. its influence with regimes that 
supplied arms and funding to terrorist groups might be 
helpful, and its oil and gas reserves could replace supplies 
from potentially hostile muslim nations.50 as prescribed 
by the realist approach, putin could hope to make gains 
for Russia by cooperating—and bargaining—with the 
United States. Russian analysts began to speak of a “pu-
tin Doctrine” in foreign policy: a “radical shift” from an 
attempt to continue the great-power policy of the Soviet 
Union to an “unconditional” commitment to a partner-
ship with the United States that would decide Russia’s 
economic fate and enable it to cope with the threats to its 
security from terrorism, ethnic and religious extremism, 
and separatism.51

Third Phase (2002–2003). For a while, the realist ap-
proach did seem to bear some fruit. There were both 
economic and security rewards for moscow’s newly co-
operative stance.52 however, the deal grew less and less 
favorable to Russia as time passed. The concessions putin 
made when he acquiesced in a U.S. military presence in 
central asia and the caucasus turned out to be substan-
tially greater than was probably anticipated. U.S. officials 
had explicitly assured their Russian counterparts that the 
U.S. deployments there would be temporary and brief. 
Yet even after the Taliban and al Qaeda appeared to have 
been routed from afghanistan by the spring of 2002, U.S. 
forces continued to use military facilities in four central 
asian states.53 By the summer of 2002, the commander 
of U.S. forces in afghanistan had announced that the 
american presence in central asia would increase and 
military relations with the governments in the area would 
expand. a visiting congressional delegation emphasized 
the U.S. intention to stay there indefinitely, while U.S. 
troops had become involved in a major program to train 
the Georgian army, and U.S. military ties with azerbaijan 

were intensifying. By the fall, U.S forces in the region 
amounted to several thousand personnel. To putin this 
seemingly permanent deployment violated U.S. commit-
ments.54 it portended an enduring geopolitical realignment 
inimical to Russian interests.

one of putin’s foremost objectives in adopting a re-
alist strategy and allying with Washington had been to 
gain U.S. acceptance of the Russian military campaign 
in chechnya.55 however, after halting for about a year, 
U.S. criticism of Russian operations there resumed in 
the late summer of 2002.56 Washington began exerting 
strong pressure on Russia to conclude a political settle-
ment to prevent the conflict from spilling over the border 
with Georgia, where chechen fighters were operating, 
sometimes aided by al Qaeda operatives.57 on the an-
niversary of September 11, president Bush addressed 
the Un, appealing for endorsement of military action 
against iraq and claiming the right to self-defense under 
article 51 of the Un charter. putin chose the same day 
to speak to his fellow citizens, invoking the same article 
to insist that Russia had a right to suppress the rebellion 
in chechnya, even if it involved incursions into Georgian 
territory.58 many observers concluded that putin was seek-
ing a deal: We’ll support you in iraq if you support us in 
chechnya and Georgia.59 This was the sort of bargain a 
realist strategy might recommend. however, the United 
States refused to accept any such linkage.

in the economic sphere Russia’s gains from its shift 
to a realist strategy also fell far short of what putin had 
hoped for. The United States refused even to discuss writ-
ing off Russia’s Soviet-era debts.60 Russian exports to the 
United States were not increasing, nor were american 
investments in Russia.61 newly imposed U.S. tariffs on 
Russian steel dealt a terrible blow to sectors of Russian 
industry that had been increasingly competitive in global 
markets since the late 1990s.62 most significant, Washing-
ton announced sweeping new conditions for supporting 
Russian membership in the World Trade organization.63 
This meant that Russia could not begin to realize its 
economic potential, putin told a gathering of Russian 
ambassadors.64 

if these disappointments persuaded putin that the realist 
approach was not working, an important development in 
September 2002 clearly argued for turning to great power 
activism. This was president Bush’s announcement of 
his new national security doctrine. most objectionable 
to Russia was the doctrine’s insistence that the United 
States would not only seek “military strengths beyond 
challenge,” but would employ preemptive, and even 
unilateral, force against any target it deemed inimical to 
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its security.65 To Russian observers, this meant that the 
United States no longer respected state sovereignty, would 
no longer abide by international law, and would disregard 
the Un charter.66 iraq was the first demonstration of the 
new doctrine.67 

putin voiced his concerns at a meeting with high-
ranking military officers. “We cannot ignore the increas-
ing aggressiveness of certain influential countries [or] 
the reduced effectiveness of institutions of international 
security and conflict prevention,” he told his audience. 
“The balance of power in the world has very clearly been 
disrupted, while a new security architecture has yet to be 
put in place.”68 

in this context, great power activism was undoubtedly 
an attractive approach. it envisioned a “security architec-
ture” that might protect Russia: multiple power centers 
that could unite to constrain any one center that sought 
hegemony in the international system. moreover, the pros-
pect of a U.S.-sponsored war against iraq in defiance of 
the United nations made such an architecture much more 
feasible than it had been. neither china, nor india, nor the 

cluster of anti-american regimes whose support Russia 
could mobilize could be effective counterweights to U.S. 
power. a divided europe, with two of its most powerful 
and influential states ready to cooperate with Russia, made 
this possible. The eagerness of Germany and France to 
win Russia’s support on the question of iraq made great 
power activism a far more promising strategy.69

Fourth Phase (2004–2008). The promise was short-lived, 
however. once the invasion of iraq occurred, Russia’s 
hoped-for allies became increasingly receptive to U.S. 
efforts to heal the breach in the atlantic alliance.70 The 
leaders of France and Germany usually felt uncomfort-
able about siding publicly with Russia against the United 
States. Beginning in 2004, almost all naTo members 
began to find their views converging with Washington’s 
on most of the issues that deeply concerned Russia.

as the opportunity to implement the great power 
activist approach rapidly diminished, the need for a new 
foreign policy strategy intensified. in the space of little 
more than a year, from the spring of 2004 to the spring 

U.S. military planes, seen at Manas U.S. military base, in Bishkek airport, Kyrgyzstan, on February 12, 2009. The United States began using 
the Manas base in December 2001. (AP Photo/Igor Kovalenko)
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of 2005, the Russian government found itself confronted 
with a series of seemingly major threats to the country’s 
internal stability and external security. 

Western condemnation of the undemocratic policies 
and practices of the putin administration began to escalate 
sharply in response to the arrest of the oil magnate mikhail 
Khodorkovsky in late 2003 and the conduct of Russia’s 
presidential elections in the spring of 2004. initially con-
fined mostly to Western media outlets, allegations that the 
Kremlin was abandoning the rule of law, throttling politi-
cal dialogue, restoring authoritarianism, and trampling on 
the rights of its people were gradually articulated at higher 
and higher levels of government in the United States and 
the eU.71 To putin this public criticism constituted an 
effort to delegitimize his government in the eyes of the 
Russian people. Western journalists, officials, and leaders 
seemed to be instigating, even sponsoring, opposition to 
his rule and to the country’s political institutions.72 

Soon after the incorporation of the Baltic states into 
naTo in march 2004, former Soviet military installa-
tions in those countries were made available for use by 
the Western alliance. The Russian minister of defense 
acknowledged that the Baltic states could not contribute 
much to naTo’s collective military potential, and thus 
that their accession actually weakened the organization.73 
nonetheless, this development was significant as an indi-
cation of Western attitudes and intentions toward Russia. 
in 1999 Russian officials had viewed naTo’s inclusion 
of three former Warsaw pact members as a betrayal of 
solemn assurances given to moscow by Western leaders. 
For naTo now to move into territory that had been part 
of the Soviet Union was to cross a “red line.”74 Such a 
move could only be interpreted as hostile. “We have the 
right to ask,” putin declared, “against whom is this expan-
sion directed?”75 

against this background of perceived Western efforts 
to undermine the Russian government and its ability to 
protect its borders, putin’s explanation of the Beslan 
school seizure in the fall of 2004 becomes intelligible. 
The Beslan raid seemed calculated to force his govern-
ment to make concessions to the chechens that could 
lead to the disintegration of Russia. at the same time, 
it discredited his government as unable to prevent such 
raids and unprepared to deal with them. Who would have 
wanted this? The answer seemed obvious: only Western 
governments that saw Russia’s military power as a threat. 
The tragic event in Beslan, so moscow reasoned, must 
have been the result of a Western effort to direct islamic 
fundamentalism toward Russia.76 

putin’s perception of a grave Western challenge to Rus-

sia, both internally and externally, only deepened with 
the color revolutions in Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan in 2004 
and 2005. Western backing for opposition movements 
directed against pro-Russian governments in these coun-
tries could only be understood by the Kremlin as part of a 
program of undermining Russian security and prosperity. 
The commonwealth of independent States (ciS) was 
Russia’s legitimate sphere of influence.77 That sphere was 
now disintegrating as a result of Western efforts.

if putin had harbored any doubts as to the role of 
the West in promoting the color revolutions, president 
Bush put them to rest in the spring of 2005, when he an-
nounced the creation of an active Response corps. This 
force would always be ready for action, able to support 
political change wherever pro-democracy groups needed 
help and to intervene to back them in a crisis. Bush voiced 
his confidence that there would be many opportunities 
for the corps to act, including more color revolutions in 
the post-Soviet space.78 Russian commentators protested 
that the United States was claiming “a general right to 
change political systems in various parts of the world.”79 
The Russian political system, putin concluded, would 
surely be a target in the near future.80

putin’s sense of threat from developments in Russia’s 
“backyard” may have increased with the uprising in 
andijon, in Uzbekistan’s Ferghana Valley, in may 2005. 
The Kremlin concluded that islamist organizations op-
erating from afghanistan, and not Western governments 
or nGos, were responsible.81 however, the link between 
the West and the machinations of islamic fundamental-
ists had already been established in putin’s mind after 
Beslan. might terrorists seize power on Russia’s borders 
in the wake of the unrest during a new color revolution 
or a bungled regime change? Russia urgently needed 
a strategy to deal with the combination of internal and 
external threats it faced.

putin embraced assertivism in response to this need. 
The assertivist approach emphasized that the West must 
be given no opportunity to affect the political process 
in Russia. Western influence and presence in the post-
Soviet space had to be contained and minimized. This 
could be accomplished, in part, by deterrence and 
intimidation, techniques inherited from the cold war 
era. putin’s moves to bolster Russia’s strategic forces 
and demonstrate their capabilities had this objective, as 
did Russian saber-rattling against Georgia. The United 
States and its allies had to be shown that they faced the 
threat of destruction.82 This might require the abrogation 
of international treaty commitments that prevented new 
deployments of conventional and intermediate-range 
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nuclear forces. assertivism dictated that whatever levers 
Russia could manipulate to protect itself from the threats 
it faced should be employed. 

Russia’s control over vast energy resources and the 
means of delivering them was another lever that could 
be used to dissuade its neighbors from cooperating with 
the West. moreover, moscow would take care to ensure 
that its control was not diluted by foreign investment in 
Russia’s energy resources.83 The ability to manipulate 
separatist conflicts in the ciS was also a potential lever. 
By escalating such conflicts at will, Russia could induce 
more compliant behavior on the part of its neighbors 
or convince naTo that their accession to membership 
would be a severe and risky liability.84 Where possible, 
moscow would also bolster its ability to counter West-
ern military power and economic and political influence 
farther afield. 

close to Russia’s borders, the middle east offered 
special opportunities for Russia to assert itself, and putin 
moved to exploit them. Russia concluded an agreement 
with Syria to reopen Soviet-era naval bases on its territory. 
israeli sources believe this was part of an intelligence ef-
fort that the Russians regarded as necessary in the light of 
the missile defense system the United States planned to 
erect in europe.85 putin made a presidential visit to Saudi 
arabia to discuss the future of the middle east and joint 
economic ventures with a traditional U.S. ally.86 Further, 
when Washington and the eU refused to recognize the 
newly elected hamas government in Gaza, moscow hosted 
its leaders and promised them economic aid, despite the 
fact that they had links to chechen terrorists.87 

The assertivist approach also required the government 
to rebut criticisms of its actions emanating from the 
West and to discredit the governments and organizations 
voicing criticisms. Western disparagement of Russia’s 
performance in the areas of democracy and human rights, 
putin told visiting journalists, was no more than an effort 
to bring pressure to bear on moscow in order to procure 
concessions on unrelated issues.88 The entire project 
of “democratization,” Foreign minister Sergei lavrov 
averred, was merely a means of encouraging anti-Russian 
sentiment throughout the ciS. putin’s government began 
to defend world leaders who claimed to be targets of the 
Western program of global regime change.89 moreover, 
the Kremlin sought to persuade domestic and foreign 
audiences, international law did not countenance external 
intervention to undermine or remove the leaders of other 
countries even if their governments were repressive.

putin’s embrace of assertivism was strongly con-
demned by realists and liberals. Realists argued, for 

example, that the color revolutions had been the result 
of the internal situation in the countries where they oc-
curred, not Western intervention. They warned against 
use of the “gas weapon” because it was sure to harm 
Russia by undermining its reputation as a long-term sup-
plier of energy to the international community.90 liberals 
welcomed democratic change anywhere in the ciS and 
urged the Russian government to abandon futile efforts 
to oppose it.91

Russian Foreign Policy After Putin’s 
Presidency
Russian foreign policy under president Vladimir putin 
underwent remarkable shifts in substance, tone, and 
style. as explained above, these occurred in four distinct 
phases, with each phase embodying distinctive behaviors 
and rhetoric. The actions and pronouncements of exter-
nal parties unquestionably played an important role in 
shaping Russia’s conduct. They posed opportunities and 
challenges to which putin responded. however, in each 
policy phase, there were many different ways putin might 
reasonably have reacted to changes in Western behavior. 
moreover, these changes were never so marked as to 
compel the dramatic shifts that occurred in Russian policy. 
indeed, at each point in time there were voices in Russia 
arguing against (as well as for) the adoption of a new 
approach to relations with the United States and naTo. 
Thus an understanding of the approach to foreign policy 
that putin favored in each phase, and of the reasons why 
that approach seemed compelling to him at the time, is 
essential to comprehending his policy choices. 

When Dmitry medvedev acceded to the presidency 
in may 2008, there were hints that the liberal approach 
to foreign policy, which had never seemed to hold much 
sway during the putin presidency, might exert more in-
fluence. Both before and since he took office, president 
medvedev has repeatedly emphasized his commitment to 
liberal values, including “unconditional” governmental 
protection of human rights and freedoms, both civil and 
economic, political competition, and respect for the law. 
Such an approach to domestic policy, medvedev has said, 
would strengthen Russia in the world community, make 
it more open to the world, and facilitate dialogue with 
other countries.92 

one Russian commentator has suggested that the 
appeal of assertivism to Russia’s leaders lies in the fact 
that the image of Western hostility it embodies justifies 
authoritarian rule. if medvedev were to pursue a more 
liberal course at home, he would not need that justifica-
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tion and would be free to change course in foreign af-
fairs.93 at the outset, however, medvedev’s actions did 
not indicate that he intended to adopt a new approach to 
foreign policy. his rhetoric vis-à-vis the West initially 
differed little from putin’s. The positions his government 
took at the Un reflected the assertivist premise that the 
efforts of Western governments to promote democracy 
in other countries constitute illegitimate interference in 
their internal affairs.94 

Russia’s invasion of Georgia in august 2008 likewise 
reflected the assertivist strategy putin had been pursuing. 
The large scale and geographic scope of the operation 
and the prolonged occupation of a considerable swath 
of Georgian territory that followed seemed calculated 
to demonstrate that the caucasus was part of Russia’s 
“sphere of privileged interest,” which naTo had no 
right to penetrate.95 From an assertivist perspective, such 
a demonstration was long overdue. Russia had taken no 
action when the Baltics were incorporated into naTo in 
defiance of repeated warnings that this was unacceptable. 
This time Russia had to make clear to the West that it 
would use force to protect its interests in the post-Soviet 
space. it would be useful, too, to call naTo’s bluff by 
revealing its weakness in the area and its reluctance to 
confront Russia in its own backyard. 

The scale and scope of Russia’s military operations 
probably reflected putin’s continuing influence on the 
country’s foreign policy. as prime minister, he was the 
first Russian leader to defend the invasion, blaming the 
United States for orchestrating it, and making a widely 
publicized visit to north ossetia to meet with soldiers 
and refugees from the conflict.96 however, there is no 
evidence that medvedev viewed the war any differently. 
he soon began to echo putin’s statements and insisted that 
the countries on Russia’s border (and even some beyond) 
constituted its sphere of influence.97 

Following the war, putin apparently continued to play 
a major role in the shaping of Russian foreign policy. his 
eagerness to assert Russia’s “privileged interests” in the 
territories on its border has remained undiminished.98 By 
2009 and 2010, however, medvedev began to put his own 
stamp on Russian foreign policy. he now seems to be less 
willing than putin to accept the premises of assertivism. 
increasingly, he seems to be inclined toward a realist ap-
proach to relations with the West. in several key policy 
areas, medvedev has indicated acceptance of Western 
positions or willingness to arrive at compromises through 
negotiations, while putin has remained wary of Western 
intentions and has resisted support for Western initiatives. 
in the fall of 2009, for example, medvedev began to signal 

that he might agree to new sanctions on iran to induce it 
to comply with Un Security council resolutions relating 
to its nuclear program.99 as time passed and negotiations 
with iran bore no fruit, he began to voice his frustration 
and publicly chastised iran for hiding a new enrichment 
facility.100 putin, by contrast, continued to voice opposi-
tion to new sanctions.101 

There is also evidence of disagreement between med-
vedev and putin with regard to the conclusion of a new 
strategic arms accord with the United States. in this case, 
too, the divergence suggests that they have increasingly 
disparate approaches to foreign policy. putin’s assertivist 
outlook seems to be more interested in enhancing Russia’s 
nuclear arsenal than in pursuing arms control, particularly 
after Washington announced its intention to deploy com-
ponents of a missile defense system in poland and the 
czech Republic. putin responded to that announcement 
by threatening to withdraw from the inF treaty if the 
United States carried through with its plans.102 medvedev 
raised the subject of missile defense repeatedly in talks 
on strategic arms control. however, in characteristically 
realist fashion, when the United States firmly rejected any 
linkage between the two issues, he gave way, signing a 
preliminary agreement to cut nuclear arsenals that did not 
require the United States to forgo the construction of sites 
in eastern europe. Unhappy with this concession, putin 
made a last-minute attempt to condition a strategic arms 
accord on a U.S. agreement to scrap its missile defense 
plans, but medvedev went through with the deal anyway 
when Washington rejected this condition.103

medvedev’s move toward a realist approach was 
probably facilitated by changes in the international en-
vironment. The 2008 elections brought to power a U.S. 
president eager to “reset” his country’s relationship with 
Russia and willing to negotiate with iran. The iranian 
government’s move to accelerate its uranium enrich-
ment program and the revelation of further clandestine 
activities on its part made the case for new sanctions 
more compelling. president Barack obama’s decision 
to reconfigure the U.S. missile defense program in such 
a way that it would not require placing components in 
the czech Republic or poland was gratifying to some in 
Russia.104 The global economic crisis that began in 2008 
had a major impact on Russia by significantly reducing 
world energy prices. Taken together, these developments 
made cooperation with the United States more important 
for both parties, while underscoring Russia’s relative 
weakness. however, it is noteworthy that Russia’s two 
leaders responded quite differently to these changes. 
Their contrasting positions suggest that the inclinations of 
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putin’s successor are considerably closer to realism (and 
in domestic affairs perhaps even to liberalism).105 

it is hard to say which of the approaches that have in-
formed Russian foreign policy debate will prevail in the 
years to come or whether a new, hitherto unarticulated 
approach will emerge. During the remainder of his term 
as president, medvedev will probably try to sustain a 
good working relationship with both the United States 
and naTo. Whether the relationship will be as warm as 
the one that existed in the months following 9/11 will 
probably depend on international developments. The 
closeness of that period was generated to a substantial 
degree by the sense of a grave danger facing the two 
sides. a sharp deterioration of the situation in afghani-
stan, with naTo forces steadily losing ground to the 
Taliban, or major islamist violence in Russia or central 
asia could have a similar effect. if much of the world 
economy remains in recession, Russia will not enjoy the 
same robust economic growth it experienced in putin’s 
second term. This will underscore the advantages of a 
realist approach, which from its inception was intended 
to enable Russia to make the best of its situation in a 
time of relative economic weakness. assertivism, which 
reflected a confidence born of economic prowess, will 
have less to recommend it. 

in the somewhat longer term, domestic politics are 
likely to be critical in shaping Russian foreign policy. 
The outcome of the Russian presidential election in 
2012 should be extremely important. Should putin be 
re-elected, he probably will restore an assertivist stance 
in Russian foreign policy, with a concomitant increase 
in tensions between Russia and key naTo members, 
especially the United States. 
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