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Give me a sense of what you think drives Russian foreign policy. To what extent 
is it a reflection of Russia’s national interest, and to what extent is it a reaction to 
the U.S. and the rest of the world?

Understanding the impulses behind Russian foreign policy is a complex matter. Part of the 
problem that we have today is the tendency to oversimplify those impulses in one of two ways. It 
is either assumed that Russian foreign policy is driven by domestic requirements—meaning, for 
example, that the Putin regime requires an external enemy, and that takes the form of Russia’s 
anti-Americanism. For this reason it sees democracy approaching its borders as an infectious 
threat. There is a legitimacy story here as well. When economic times get difficult and the popula-
tion is unsatisfied, the Kremlin resorts to a kind of simplistic nationalism and even to actions like 
the seizure of Crimea. 

The alternative explanation is at the other extreme: Russia is weak and feels vulnerable, and 
therefore its reactions to the outside world, and particularly to America, the most powerful coun-
try in the outside world, are hypersensitive. This second explanation accounts for Russia’s sensi-
tivity over things like western policy in Ukraine, and other issues that appear threatening. 

My view is that it’s much more complex. I think there is a combination of factors. There’s no 
question that President Putin and those around him are designing a foreign policy intended first 
to support what they see as the requirements for a strong state. That means mobilizing the pop-
ulation, asserting Russia, and even demanding a right to respect in the international community, 
a right that, in many respects, the power of Russia may not justify. Nonetheless, they feel that’s 
necessary in creating a strong state.

Secondly, as they think about the outside world, by and large I think their principal objective at 
this stage is maintaining strategic independence, essentially not being viewed as a tool of any 
major power. That’s potentially a problem in the near term with China; in the past that was a 
problem in the relationship with the west, which they’ve tried to shake off. I don’t think people in 
the west appreciate this notion of strategic independence, but I think it does drive Russian foreign 
policy. 

The way in which they attempt to achieve strategic independence is by creating what one expert 
once called their own solar system. That is, they form alliances where they’re essentially the senior 
partner with former Soviet republics that are now independent states. 

It’s a very complicated mix. The last thing I would add is that when it comes to national security 
as a factor in Russian foreign policy, I think people in the outside world have difficulty under-
standing the fear that does drive Russian foreign policy, which is in part justified. They live in a 
neighborhood that’s much more dangerous than the United States’ immediate neighborhood or 
even the immediate neighborhood of Western Europe if you subtract Russia from that picture.



There’s instability all around them. If there’s uncertainty about how stable Russia itself is in that 
context, then they can become jumpy and potentially aggressive, rather than calm and reassuring 
to their neighbors or to the outside world. 

Is the Syrian intervention more of a symptom of the solar system that you were 
describing, in that the residents of this solar system need to be reassured that the 
senior partner is going to come in on their behalf should things go awry?

I’m not sure that Syria is what the expert had in mind by solar system. I think he basically meant 
the post-Soviet space. I do think the Syrian intervention represents a departure in Russian foreign 
policy, even during the Putin era. Here Russia was demonstrating that it could make itself rele-
vant and important not merely by rhetorical position or by diplomacy, but literally by hard action. 
The fact is that at the end of that initial phase of the intervention they had achieved a kind of 
coleadership with the United States of diplomacy over the Syrian civil war and the Americans and 
the Russians are talking together now about coordinating in the war against ISIS. 

I think that was a major objective. I think they acted in September last year with military inter-
vention because they were convinced at that point that the Assad regime was seriously in danger 
of falling. Had that minority secular regime in Syria fallen, then that would have jeopardized a 
number of Russian positions and it would have suggested that what they have objected to of the 
United States conducting policies that they see as promoting regime change would once more 
have succeeded—Iraq, Libya, and now Syria. Therefore, they acted. I think that was beyond the 
normal Russian foreign policy under Putin for much of the first decade in the twenty-first century.

I think Putin has been tactically shrewd in many instances, often in ways that I think in the long 
run are probably not in the Russian interest. But it does wrong-put outsiders like the United 
States, including Europeans and the like.

But even if you’re tactically smart, or, as I said, shrewd, that doesn’t necessarily mean that it’s in 
the service of a well-conceived strategic vision or even a well-crafted strategy. I think the weak-
ness of Russian foreign policy today is that it has neither a longer-term coherent strategic vision, 
nor even much of an effective and collected strategy.

Why does Russia matter to the United States? It is often said that Russia is a de-
clining power, with a relatively weak economy, particularly in relation to the U.S. 
If Russia is determined to be a spoiler, why shouldn’t the United States simply sit 
back and leave it to its own devices?

Let me preface this by saying that almost everything I say about the U.S. side I would say in 
spades about the Russian side. This has been a dance we’ve done together. Sometimes one partner 
has been clumsier and more responsible for what’s happened than the other, but we both have 
done this together, and, therefore, both my criticisms and my recommendations are directed to 
both sides. Unless each side acts on recognition of what has been their responsibility and then 
what needs to be done, we’re not going to dig out of this hole. 

To address the question, I think the problem for a long time—not merely recently, but probably 
for the entire post–Cold War period—has had two factors. I would call these two factors ”false 
metrics” and ”misshapen perspectives.” 

The false metrics position has been [that] Russia doesn’t really count in the end because it’s a pale 
shadow of what the Soviet Union was; it has just one-eighth the GDP of the United States, roughly 
one-tenth of our defense budget, and is a country in trouble—it is in economic crisis today and 
it was in chaos after the Soviet Union collapsed. When seen in that frame, it’s been very easy to 



dismiss Russia, even when our rhetoric said we wish Russia well and we’re prepared to cooperate 
and to look forward to a close relationship, which was the language of the Clinton-Yeltsin years 
and beyond.

The misshapen perspectives position assumed that Russia no longer posed the threat that the 
Soviet Union did. The nuclear cloud disappeared and we can turn to other things. Remember the 
talk of a peace dividend and all the other things that the Clinton administration featured? 

Basically, the argument was that Russia is no longer at the center of things, so we can move on to 
other issues. When Russia recently did come back to the center of things, in part because of the 
partial restoration of its economic position (thanks to rising oil prices and eliminating external 
debt and the rest) in the 2000s, it felt like it was back on its feet. It then became somewhat more 
assertive and then particularly so in the Ukrainian crisis. Then Russia came back as the old Rus-
sia, even as the Soviet Union, that is to say, as the adversary. You see this depiction very clearly 
now in American politics. Look at how Democrats talk about Putin in the context of Trump in this 
fashion. He is put in the same category as Kim Il-Sung and Saddam Hussein, the worst political 
devils in international politics. That’s a symptom of the way in which we now see Russia as an 
adversary. Indeed, that’s the way in which we talk about it. It has come back in the wrong way. 
There’s no nuance, no introspection about the two decades that we’ve done this dance together.

On the question of why Russia matters, which is the perspective that we’ve not seen, we’ve mostly 
just heard language. Presidents have talked about the importance of Russia, but they’ve never 
really made a substantive case. Why does Russia matter? As a result they haven’t been able to 
persuade even their own constituencies that would want to support their policies toward Russia. 
And that was when the policies still sought cooperation. 

How does Russia fit into the overall context of U.S. foreign policy priorities, and 
does Russia’s place in our foreign policy reflect its importance to American and 
global security?

First of all, I think it’s important to recognize the central source of why Russia matters. That is 
the real estate agents’ mantra: location, location, location. Russia is at the very core of the Eu-
ro-Asian space. It’s within that space beginning with Ukraine, but also concerns the instability in 
the Caucuses, and potential instability in Central Asia that’s important to European security and 
by extension to the U.S. Then it is encircled in a concentric circle by instability from the Korean 
peninsula, across the subcontinent of India and Pakistan, to a Middle East in flames, and back up 
around into the caucuses and Central Asia. No country is more important to what happens in that 
context, which is a context that’s very important to the United States, than Russia. If we’re not co-
operating and dealing with a whole host of properties that are, as I say, at that Euro-Asian center 
and the concentric circle around it, then we’re really going to have an unsuccessful U.S. foreign 
policy.

Something that’s missing in the relationship, both from the Russian side and, partly, the U.S.’s 
strategic vision, is clear thinking about stakes in the relationship. What should the Americans 
say are the stakes that we have in the relationship? What kind of a strategic vision do we want to 
have for U.S.-Russia relations looking eight years down the road, ten years down the road? What’s 
realistic, not pie-in-the-sky? I would list four things. The first is that we would want the United 
States and Russia approaching the issues of Euro-Atlantic security, meaning from North Amer-
ica, transatlantic to Europe, and across Euro-Asia. That is the Euro-Atlantic region at large. We 
would want the U.S. and Russia approaching security in that area in ways that are compatible and 
not competitive. Secondly, when it comes to another area that’s critical because of the rise of new 
powers—China and the Asia-Pacific—I think both Moscow and the U.S. should pursue a rela-
tionship in which eight years down the road we’re avoiding using China or developments in Asia 
against the other side, and instead are approaching the region in a cooperative way that success-
fully integrates China and the ongoing power transition in Asia.



Third, one would want the United States and Russia eight to ten years from now working toward, 
and one would hope even together, to promote stable change and mutual security in and around 
the Eurasian core. I emphasize mutual. It can’t be over the heads of Kazakhs or Armenians or 
Azerbaijanis, let alone Ukrainians or Moldovans. But the United States and Russia need to find a 
way to develop a modus vivendi for what each side is doing within this space. 

Then, also, we could be acting at least in parallel, and, again, one would hope together, in order to 
promote a little change and mutual security in and around that space. 

Finally, and most important, and utterly neglected at this point, we need U.S. and Russian leader-
ship in the beginning to create some kind of order, some kind of constraint on what is now a very 
complex and increasingly dangerous multi-polar nuclear world of nine nuclear powers. Why Rus-
sia and the United States? Because they still have 92% of the weapons. There is a whole series of 
issues that we can talk about in this area that are neglected, which is especially pressing because 
the patchwork nuclear arms regime and indeed broadly conventional arms control regime that we 
worked on over the last 40 years is coming apart at the seams.

It must be the United States and Russia that exercise leadership in trying to prevent that from 
collapsing entirely, but above all else begin to address these issues that are creating a potentially 
very dangerous world in the next 10-15 years.

How are we going to deal with the complexities and increasing dangers of a multi-polar nuclear 
world? We spent most of the Cold War before finally beginning to manage the nuclear dimen-
sion in a two-sided nuclear relationship, even if there was a Chinese, French, and British nuclear 
program. But now we have very real programs including China’s, along with growing programs in 
India and Pakistan. All three of those countries are in the process of building nuclear triads—air, 
sea, and land-based nuclear systems. They are modernizing their nuclear programs in ways that 
are potentially destabilizing as well. Both China and India are MIRVing a limited number of land-
based ICBMs. India plans to do that as well. 

They’re going to sea with their strategic nuclear weapons and they’re doing so in circumstances 
in these early years which can be destabilizing because of problems with command and control, 
vulnerability, bastion strategies, Chinese, the Indians, and the like. In addition you have the geo-
metric problem adding to the complexity. Up to this point the Indian-Pakistan nuclear relation-
ship has been driven by the bilateral tensions in that relationship. But India has now developed 
strategic capabilities that are clearly designed for China. China has taken notice and is doing the 
same thing, so that India-Pakistan relationship is turning into a trilateral relationship. 

China’s move toward modernizing its forces inevitably has implications for the United States and 
for Russia. Therefore, while modernizing our own strategic nuclear forces, the U.S. and Russia 
must factor in China into the relationship as well. We end up with interlocking triangles, if you 
will. It creates a problem that some people have called “trilemmas” rather than dilemmas in terms 
of nuclear weapons. Add to that emerging technology. War is no longer fought on three fronts. 
It now has a fourth front, cyber. Cyber is relevant in the nuclear area because the United States, 
Russia, and I think China are developing capabilities that would essentially be used as a coun-
terforce, rather than using the nuclear weapons themselves. They would be used to paralyze the 
other side’s command and control or maybe even to disorient the targeting for the missile systems 
themselves. There is a host of other issues that are part of it, including now a potential reopening 
of offense/defense relationships because everybody’s working on missile defense, not just the 
United States. We claim it’s limited. Everybody else claims it’s limited. But when you look at the 
technology, a number of things we’re doing looks like “thick” systems that are designed to jeopar-
dize the other side’s deterrent.



The Russians claim that’s our intention already, with the European ballistic missile defense sys-
tem that we’re putting in place and they are reacting accordingly. None of this is being attended to 
by the major powers and the only way the major powers will attend to it is if the United States and 
Russia—again, the two countries with 92% of these weapons—take the lead and figure out ways 
by which we can include the Chinese and, by extension, the other players among the nine nuclear 
states.

There are many areas that could have served as points of convergence for the 
U.S. and Russia: climate change, ISIS, some of the issues surrounding Europe’s 
economic problems, energy. What is it that’s become such an impediment to the 
improvement of relations or at least the building of stable relations? How do we 
overcome those impediments to cooperate on issues of mutual importance?
 
There is a fundamental senselessness about where we are today in U.S.-Russia relations, Rus-
sia-west relations. Responsibility lies on both sides. For the near term, I think the likelihood 
that we will move toward more effective and more aggressive cooperation in dealing with the 
real problems that we all see, whether we’re in Moscow, Washington, Berlin, or Brussels, is low. 
I don’t have much optimism. But, to consider the path to improving relations, first what should 
be done and then what may be done. In terms of what should be done, we really do need to step 
back from where we are in the relationship, whether we’re Russian or whether we’re American or 
whether we’re European, and ask ourselves whether we aren’t literally standing in the way of the 
strategic vision that I mentioned earlier, rather than figuring out how we can develop intermedi-
ate objectives and deal with our near-term problems in a way that moves us in that direction. 

There are things that need to be done in order to move in that direction. I think we have to be 
honest with one another by engaging with one another and leveling with one another. That’s one 
of the reasons why I’ve called for a genuine and deep strategic dialogue between the two sides, if 
ever one needs to have it, it is in a circumstance like this.

Unfortunately, even an informal dialogue conducted by non-governmental officials that have the 
confidence of the two leaderships seems unlikely. At one level, I think Secretary of State Kerry has 
attempted to move in this direction. I think he’s tried to frame the issues he’s dealing with—Syria, 
ISIS, Ukraine, and the like—in a somewhat broader context and draw the Russians into it. I don’t 
think it’s working. I think there’s too much mistrust on both sides, mistrust which runs very deep.

How you begin eroding that mistrust is important. That leads to this question of what might be 
done or how things might begin to change. Because the fundamental issue, as I said, is how to 
erode the mistrust. We are defining one another now as adversaries, there is no longer the ambi-
guity that there was during the Yeltsin and even the first Putin term, during which time, on both 
the Russian side and the Western side, we weren’t certain whether we were friend or foe, but left 
to hope mostly friend. Now we see one another as adversaries. That’s driven by very deep mis-
trust, because of which each side assumes the worst about the other. The question is how that 
might begin to erode. I think erosion will probably have to be event-driven, rather than stemming 
from the initiative or creativity of the two sides. 

Events are creating opportunities. They’re creating imperatives. What’s happened in Syria, the 
crisis, the tragic war, but also the consequences of that—the empowerment of ISIS and the cre-
ation of a migration crisis in Europe—really requires all parties, including Russia and the United 
States, to find some way of moving forward and cooperating. That’s what Kerry and Lavrov have 
tried to do. I think they’ve had some success. Now, notwithstanding the obvious resistance within 
parts of the Obama administration, Kerry is actually trying to formally create a partnership or at 
least a cooperative relationship with Russia in dealing with ISIS. That is, in effect, trying to coor-
dinate the military activity of the two countries in the area. One of the reasons why what Kerry’s 



trying to do is resisted in the Obama administration is precisely mistrust. The limits in how far 
the Russians will actually cooperate is probably driven by mistrust at their side. But, if it begins 
to work and each side says okay, it’s going better than I had feared, then they can begin to build 
on that. If they do that, then as Kerry evidently has been saying lately, let’s see if we can find some 
other areas that are limited, notwithstanding the mistrust that we go into this with, where we can 
make some progress. Maybe that could be tightening the ceasefire in Eastern Ukraine. 

I don’t believe we’re going to get a political settlement in the Ukrainian crisis, but I think it’s 
utterly important to keep the lid on the violence, which constantly threatens to escalate. Russia 
needs to do much more, and the rest can do more, in order to secure that ceasefire.

If each side begins to believe (as they do not at this point) that the other side is doing what it can 
to keep the lid on to limit the violence, that’ll be another little brick that they can try to build on. 
Then they could move to bigger things. They could move to the arctic, where there’s basically been 
cooperation on hard issues, technical issues, legal issues, ecological issues and so on. This would 
be an important step because we’ve recently begun to incorporate—the ugly technical word is ”se-
curitize”—the arctic region; that is, we’re beginning to emphasize our security interests in the area 
and act accordingly militarily. 

We’ve also begun to link what the Russians are doing in the arctic to the way in which they’re pre-
paring for conflict with NATO on the new central front in Eastern Ukraine, which means they’re 
accordingly running exercises, building bases, and developing capabilities in the region, rather 
than the kind of military activity that Norwegians, Canadians, Americans, and Russians were 
engaged in earlier: protecting passageways and establishing a military presence in the area.

At a somewhat larger level, the next step would be to have a conversation which we refuse to have 
in the Arctic Council and which we can’t have in the now basically suspended NATO-Russia Coun-
cil. (Restoring real dialogue around key issues, core issues, and opening lines of communication 
in the NATO-Russia Council, would, by the way, be another building block).

But I don’t think we can get to that until we’ve first chipped away at the mistrust. Events provide 
opportunities, and even imperatives, for beginning to chip away at that mistrust. 

It seems that our relationship is back to a 1950s scenario, in which we have to be 
invaded by Mars to unite the two countries.

The truly tragic way in which the United States and Russia will figure out that they have more to 
gain from cooperating than not, will be through very major threats from the outside. After all, in 
the original Cold War, we began creating, if you will, rules, maybe informal rules of conduct, that 
created some kind of safety—inadequate, but some kind of safety—not because people sat down 
and said ”we’re going about this conflict wrong and we have to change course,” but because of 
crises like Berlin and Cuba. At this stage we don’t need to do it through crises. The question is 
whether we will do it before the other larger issues—climate change and the resource conflicts that 
it will generate—get out of hand, or when there’s something else that occurs that we can’t antici-
pate. We never anticipated the kind of migration crisis that we have today in Europe. What other 
problems are there out there like that that we’re not paying attention to? One hopes that it doesn’t 
take a threat from Mars in order to begin putting us on a different course. 

Taking a page from what you said earlier about the way that Putin is now being 
characterized on the democratic side, can you just give me a sense of wheth-
er any of the progress being made with Kerry and Lavrov, modest as it is, can 
survive the transition to the next administration? How do you see relations in the 
next administration?



 It’s a problem. Kerry is dealing with a terrifically powerful headwind at this point within Amer-
ican politics, the congress, the media, even important portions of his own administration. That’s 
not going to improve after this next election, all because the mistrust that I referred to is now 
deeper because it is also manifest in a mutual disrespect on both sides for national leadership. 
One of the things that makes this even worse in some ways than the Cold War is that there’s no 
mutual respect, no mutual respect for national leadership. Secretary of State Clinton has defied 
and demeaned Putin for a long time. He may be angriest about what he thinks were her com-
ments at the time of the parliamentary elections in 2011. That may even be one of the reasons for 
the hacking now, to prove that he too can fool around with American elections. 

It would not have been different had the Republican candidate been anyone other than Trump. All 
of them from Jeb Bush through Marco Rubio to Ted Cruz had either characterized him as a thug 
or a bully or certainly criminal in many ways. He, in turn, while he doesn’t attack Obama in quite 
the same terms, it’s clear that he really has a very sour attitude, very critical towards American 
politics, towards American politicians in particular. That deep encrustation is going to be there 
after this next election. It may well be that if it’s Hillary Clinton that she will be open to trying a 
different initiative, a different approach to the Russians, if as I said, events and the imperatives of 
events have allowed the Americans and the Russians to begin making little progress. I think she’s 
smart enough to understand if people will articulate the stakes that we have in the relationship, 
that we have to deal in a level-headed way with them. 

How quickly the Putin leadership would begin to respond, I don’t know. My guess is it would 
be very slow, as I’ve said, with a lot of built-up mistrust. But I don’t think it’s inconceivable. If 
it’s Donald Trump, then I don’t have an idea of what may happen. I think the Russians, if they 
thought he was serious about the overtures of engaging – and he’s got a number of surrogates and 
advisors who already are engaged and believe in engagement and talk about it. I don’t know who 
he would surround himself with as a Secretary of State of National Security Advisor. But there are 
people who might indeed say that we ought to try a little harder to engage the Russians. I think 
the personal dimension of this probably would be a little less with Donald Trump from the Rus-
sian side. 

Again, then thinking about the quality of a Trump presidency, his foreign policy, and how wise 
they would be in dealing with the Russians, that raises a whole different set of questions in terms 
of the obstacles that ultimately would be raised for really making progress. I’m not sure that even 
if they wanted to they would know quite how to do so. 


