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ABSTRACT
This research paper reviews significant events from 1985 to 
2021, essential archives’ documents, presidents’ memoirs, media, 
academic publications, experts, witness interviews, etc., and 
analyzes the evolution of relations between the USSR, later the 
Russian Federation, and the United States (U.S.). This paper is 
dedicated to examining both sides’ successes and failures to find 
the solution for avoiding the next round of a severe confrontation 
between two superpowers and taking advantage of cooperation 
in areas of mutual interests.

KEYWORDS: US-Russia relations; historical discourse into political 
changes in Russia; US-Russia political analysis; US-Russia cooperation 
and conflicts/disagreements.



Contents

Introduction 	  5

Methodology 	  8

Research Findings 	  9

Public Diplomacy 1970-1980: 	  9

The Gradual Movement Towards Each Other ...............................................................................  11

The Ice-breaking Meeting in Geneva .................................................................................................  12

Commitments by NATO: “To Be or Not to Be?”  ............................................................................  14

Gorbachev and George H.W. Bush: On the Same Page ..............................................................  15

Yeltsin & Bush-Senior: ‘Dance with Who Is on the Dance Floor’  	  17

Yeltsin Historic Speech at the U.S. Congress  ................................................................................  20

Clinton’s Presidency — Short Honeymoon with Russia 	  23

Non-proliferation Cooperation  ...........................................................................................................  26

The Blossom of Cultural Cooperation and Public Diplomacy ...............................................  26

Too Good to be True  ..................................................................................................................................  27

The Disagreements over Extension of NATO ................................................................................  29

Bush Policy Toward Russia:  

‘Hands-off’ Approach 	  31

Controversial View on Chechen War .................................................................................................  34

A Mutual War Against Terrorism ........................................................................................................  35

Changing Direction  ...................................................................................................................................  37

The Fall of Russian Democracy ............................................................................................................  38

Obama-Putin Relations: The Beginning of the End 	  41

A Failed “Reset” ............................................................................................................................................  43



Not Listening to Each Other ...................................................................................................................  44

New START – One Little-Big Success   ..............................................................................................  45

Mutual Disagreements  ............................................................................................................................  46

Snowden’s Asylum ......................................................................................................................................  46

Obama’s Second Term – Things are Getting Worse ...................................................................  47

Election Interference Accusations  ....................................................................................................  48

A ‘Farewell Gift’ for Russia 	  49

Main Obama’s Miscalculation ...............................................................................................................  51

The Trump Presidency: The Downward Momentum 	  53

The Muller Investigation .........................................................................................................................  55

The Cyberwar – A New Front of Confrontation  ..........................................................................  56

The Mutual Retaliation & The Never-ending Sanctions  .........................................................  58

The Skripal Effect  ......................................................................................................................................  59

The Fall of the Mutual Deterrence Infrastructure .....................................................................  59

More Divided with the West ..................................................................................................................  61

Biden Presidency: No More ‘Resets’? 	  63

To Meet No Matter What  ........................................................................................................................  67

“A Glimmer of Hope”  .................................................................................................................................  68

To Be Continued  ..........................................................................................................................................  70

Conclusion/Discussion 	  71

Policy Recommendations  	  73

Bibliography 	  75



Introduction

Recently, the subject of political analysis that focuses on U.S.-Soviet 
(later Russian) relations has become an established area of scientific 
inquiry. The goal of this research work is to reveal the similarities 

and differences between several U.S. presidents and Russian leaders’ public 
policies; specifically, their approach to each other’s countries in the context 
of common attributes, internal and external problems, disagreements caused 
by cultural differences, political structure, party affiliation, history, etc. 
(Goldgeier & McFaul, 2002; Majumdar, 2017; Savranskaya, & Sarotte, 2018; 
Rojansky, 2010). 

Literature review

The previous research work covers the period when Russia was not only a part 
of the ‘Eastern Bloc,’ but playing a leadership role on the other side of the ‘Iron 
Curtain.’ Additionally, many scholars investigated Russian politics during the 
transition period (the 1990s) when it was becoming a new geopolitical pole, 
along with China. Now, this newly formed pole is opposing the West in the 
world arena. This fact led many political experts to declare the era of a new 
confrontation called “Cold War 2.0” (Kanet, 2019; Rotaru, 2019; Khong, 2020).

Existing studies pay particular attention to contrasting Western and post-So-
viet narratives and discourses. They analyze these differences to understand 
and apply received knowledge towards an optimal transition for ‘Eastern 
Bloc’ countries, including Russia; bringing them into the Western political and 
economic sphere of influence, under the leadership of the U.S. (Khudaikulova, 
2013; Mackenzie, 2006; Goldgeier & McFaul, 2004; Tkachenko & De′ Robertis, 
2016; Sarotte, 2009).  

Meanwhile, the later developments in Russia shown in other research 
papers (Light, 2008), articles in science magazines, experts OPEDs in leading 
newspapers and think-tanks (Brzezinski, Fried, & Vershbow, 2021) reveal that 
the attempt of Russia’s inclusion into a newly formed Western world was not 
successful, as expected. 

The significant events of Russia-U.S. policy indicate that this transition 
failed due to the two sides’ differences in understanding the new era agenda. 
The U.S. narrative was to preserve and promote democracy and keep the former 
Soviet/Eastern Bloc states independent and democratic (Brzezinski, Fried, & 
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Vershbow, 2021). However, the U.S. often fell short in aiding the states because 
Russia constantly saw this attention as a security threat; not to mention broken 
U.S. promises to abstain from expanding NATO into Eastern Europe (Sarotte, 
2009). Also, Russia, despite its loss in the Cold War, does not want to yield its 
leadership to the U.S. in areas that it considers to be its own ‘backyard’ (Obama, 
2020).

These facts, and the lack of international efforts to keep democratic free-
doms alive in Russia, led to a constant indirect confrontation with NATO in 
states like Georgia, Ukraine, and Belarus (Brzezinski, Fried, & Vershbow, 2021). 
Furthermore, mutual disagreements pushed Russia towards increased coop-
eration with China (Zakaria, 2011). At the same time, a confrontation between 
the U.S. and Russia must be avoided as they both have major nuclear arsenals 
(Arbatov, 2017).

Considering the importance of these developments and findings for the 
future of international stability, a search of the literature revealed no studies 
that sought to see the whole picture of U.S.–Russia relations, beginning in the 
Gorbachev era to the present. Furthermore, the existing studies often examine 
only one side of the occasion using strictly either Russian or English informa-
tion sources.

This research paper takes a comprehensive approach to analyze U.S.-Russia 
relations by filling the gap of other research papers, which typically cover one 
specific subject or event. This gap does not allow the reader to understand the 
full context behind U.S.-Russia relations; it only provides an inconclusive peek 
into the larger picture. This paper covers Reagan and Gorbachev to present-day 
Biden and Putin, including significant events in diplomacy that shaped U.S.-Russia 
relations into the current situation. This paper analyzes both sides, examining 
their mistakes and achievements, and follows how these decisions have led to 
the degradation of U.S.-Russia relations. This research paper reviews signifi-
cant events from 1985 to 2021, essential archival documents, the presidents’ 
memoirs, media, academic publications, experts, witnesses’ interviews, etc. (in 
English and in Russian). 

The focus of this study is the impact these events had on the policy approach 
of Russia and the U.S. towards the other. In order to respond to this question, 
two hypotheses were suggested. First, due to difficulties and cultural and his-
torical background, the full integration of Russia into the modern West is likely 
impossible. The second: despite these difficulties in understanding, the countries 
can successfully cooperate in areas of mutual interest such as nonproliferation, 
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anti-terrorism, space, science, and cultural exchange. Meanwhile, the U.S. should 
not ignore any Russian misconduct. Simultaneously, the U.S. itself needs to be 
in full compliance with international law and rules.

Significance of the study 

The intention of this study is to avoid bias approach, understand both sides’ 
motives, and suggest the possible solution due to the continuing crisis in the 
U.S.-Russia relations that is witnessed on every level of cooperation.  This 
comprehensive analysis of U.S.-Russia relations provides insight into how both 
countries can better handle diplomatic, cultural, societal ties. This study pro-
poses valuable insights for policymakers, international and intergovernmental 
organizations, political NGOs, and scholars that are considered this work’s 
primary stakeholders and beneficiaries. Looking back at what was productive 
and not, one can choose more effective diplomatic efforts and social improve-
ments. This awareness is even more critical in a forthcoming summit between 
President Biden and Putin. 

The overall structure of the study takes the form of four chapters, excluding 
an Abstract. The Introduction chapter includes topic-related information and 
data, and a review of previous related studies and significant findings. The sec-
ond chapter is dedicated to the research methodology and its limitations. The 
third chapter presents the main conclusions and describes events that had a 
considerable impact on U.S.-Russia relations. The discussion chapter summarizes 
these findings and suggests the future approach of U.S. policy toward Russia.

The results of this study show how the two countries’ differences, their cul-
tural backgrounds and opposite incentives impacted significant world events 
and how it was related to the process of globalization and the expansion of 
the Western world, as well as the formation of a geopolitical resistance pole to 
U.S. leadership, where Russia plays a leading role. Taking all this into account, 
these findings can provide ideas on keeping Russia accountable and avoiding 
future confrontations. 



Methodology

T he current study has drawn on data and documents that were col-
lected for political parsing. This representative selection includes the 
documents that are considered as primary sources of information 

like direct interviews with experts and witnesses, governmental documents, 
media publications at the time of the events, the presidents’ memoirs, and 
secondary sources (media reviews, academic publications, experts’ opinions, 
etc.). This study examines primarily qualitative data and does not analyze 
quantitative data (like changes in countries GDP, population base, public opin-
ion surveys results, growth/drop in income, etc.). This may be considered a 
study limitation and be subject to future analysis, research, or monography. 



Research Findings

Public Diplomacy 1970-1980:



"When the U.S. and then-USSR were most 
struggling with how to talk with one 
another, Chautauqua created the U.S.-Soviet 
conferences, bringing everyday citizens, along 
with thought leaders, together for three years 
to help explore a pathway to peace."

President of the Chautauqua Institution, Michael Hill
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	■ The Gradual Movement Towards Each Other

T he signing of U.S.-Soviet documents on cooperation in 1985 and 
1990 resulted from the growing interest of the U.S. and the USSR in 
each other. This interest could be seen in the 1970s, 1980s, 1990s, 

and the early 2000s. The need for cultural and people-to-people dialogue 
has only increased from year to year. Among representatives of culture and 
science, an understanding grew that the two countries should interact and 
exchange experiences. 

While Soviet scientists achieved success in their fields, they felt isolated. 
On the other side of the Atlantic, their colleagues also needed this knowledge 
and exchange of experience. Soviet and American diplomats, cultural figures, 
scientists, and public officials saw with their own eyes the need to maintain 
such interaction at seminars and conferences organized in the USSR through 
the Union of Soviet Friendship Societies (USSF). Thus, the “thaw” in Russian 
American relations took place not only thanks to political decisions and 
high-level meetings but also due to the public demand for the beginning of 
people-to-people interaction.

Public diplomacy began to voice louder and louder on the well-known 
discussion platform of the United States - at Lake Chautauqua, in the state of 
New York. The dialogue started between average American and Soviet citizens 
and world celebrities, including politicians “Paul Wolfowitz and Paul Nitze, 
violinist Eugene Fodor, poets Andrei Voznesensky and Yevgeny Yevtushenko, 
female cosmonaut Valentina Tereshkova, musicians Grover Washington Jr. and 
Tommy Cecil, and politicians Mario Cuomo and Geraldine Ferraro” (Macken-
zie, 2006, p. 212). One of the most active initiators of the meetings at Lake 
Chautauqua was Esther Coopersmith: a prominent public figure, Ambassador, 
the U.S. representative to the UN Commission, and at that time, adviser to 
President Clinton.
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The star moderators of the discussions facilitated the success of the Chau-
tauqua meetings: the famous Russian journalist and public figure Vladimir 
Pozner and the American TV presenter and director Phil Donahue. In the 
1980s, they became symbols of the opening of a teleconference between the 
two nations.

President of the Chautauqua  Institution, Michael Hill, opening the summer 
season of meetings in 2017, recalled this episode from the history of the insti-
tution: “When the U.S. and then-USSR were most struggling with how to talk 
with one another, Chautauqua created the U.S.-Soviet conferences, bringing 
everyday citizens, along with thought leaders, together for three years to help 
explore a pathway to peace…I can attest to the power of this model” (Chq.org., 
Jun 25, 2017, para. 10). 

As a result of such interaction of experts and public figures, the idea of creat-
ing 17 Russia-U.S. intergovernmental commissions emerged in the early 2000s. 
These commissions existed until recently when the curve of Russian-American 
relations again headed downward.

	■ The Ice-breaking Meeting in Geneva

In Geneva, Switzerland in 1985, American President Ronald Reagan and Soviet 
President Mikhail Gorbachev met and launched the first official gradual move-
ment of the two nations towards each other.

The first one-on-one communication between the presidents of the two 
superpowers lasted about an hour. Still, it was a significant breakthrough in 
terms of the resumption of cultural dialogue. At that first meeting, no progres-
sive documents were signed. However, at the summit from November 19th to 
the 21st, held at the Villa Fleur d’Eau in the Geneva suburb of Versoix, the two 
presidents became more acquainted with each other and signed agreements 
on exchanges in science, culture, and education (Khudaikulova, 2013). These 
documents became the foundation of the joint communiqué calling on both 
countries to end the nuclear race.

According to the communiqué (1985, the document was quoted by Gor-
bachev in his memoirs), in the field of humanitarian cooperation (para. 4), the 
two countries pledged to cooperate in the dissemination of the ideas of peace, 
disarmament, and international security, stimulate the growth of the flow of 
objective information and broader contacts between people to learn about 
each other, strengthen the spirit of mutual understanding and aspiration to 
a common denominator in relations with each other (i). In addition, the two 
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leaders agreed that the two countries would strengthen and welcome new 
forms of interaction in the fields of culture, art, science, education, medicine, 
and other areas (v).

“In Geneva, we got to know each other better, clearly saw the nature of our 
differences, and started a dialogue,” Mikhail Gorbachev (1987) recalled in his 
book, Perestroika: New Thinking for Our Country and the World (p. 227).

This meeting helped both sides reach new agreements on arms control 
issues. Of course, the first bilateral nuclear arms control talks began in 1969 
with the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT). This type of agreement is 
what led both the U.S. and USSR to greatly reduce their nuclear arsenals. Next 
came their 1972 Interim Offensive Agreement and the 1979 SALT II Treaty, 
which slowed the growth of the nuclear arsenals but did not aid the reduc-
tions in arms. However, the real breakthrough between the two countries 
was celebrated later when the INF Treaty of 1987 banned an entire class of 
land-based missiles that both the U.S. and Soviets possessed. In 1991, the 
START Treaty (signed by U.S. President George H.W. Bush and Soviet General 
Secretary Gorbachev on July 31, 1991) required both the U.S. and the soon to 
be new Russian Federation to reduce their strategic nuclear warheads by about 
40 percent and cut their strategic missile launchers and bombers by some 30 
percent (Pifer, 2019). 

At the end of the 1991 NATO (The North Atlantic Council) conference, the 
council invited the new Russian Federation to join the alliance in hopes to 
welcome and pursue closer ties with the new democratic state (Brzezinski, et. 
al., 2021).

This work by Gorbachev and Reagan also resulted in the signing of several 
other essential documents. Centrally among them is the Agreement between 
the leadership of the U.S. State Department and the USSR Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs (1990). 

The Agreement between the government of the Soviet Union and the U.S. 
government established cultural and information centers in the Soviet Union 
and the United States of America (June 1990) in continuation of the joint com-
muniqué at the highest level (Moscow, July 2, 1988), as well as in the spirit of 
the fundamental principles of the framework agreement between the gov-
ernments of the Soviet Union and the United States (Geneva on November 21, 
1985). Through this, the parties agreed to establish contacts, as well as the 
exchange of information and interaction in the fields of science, technology, 
education, culture and in other areas per the Program for Cooperation and 
exchange between the Soviet Union and the United States of America for the 
period 1989-1991 (Moscow, May 31, 1988).
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	■ Commitments by NATO: “To Be or Not to Be?” 

Trust between the two leaders at that time was at the highest level. Accord-
ing to recently declassified archives, Gorbachev received a verbal assurance 
that the NATO alliance would keep the status-quo and not expand eastward 
and towards the Soviet border. After receiving these verbal guarantees, he 
started the process of withdrawing Soviet troops from the Eastern bloc 
countries. 

The Washington Post (June 6, 2004) claims that officially, the Cold War 
ended in 1989 after the fall of the Berlin Wall and after Reagan had left the 
post of President of the United States. In addition, in 1989, Soviet troops left 
Afghanistan; a few years later, they left Germany, Poland, and other countries 
in the Eastern bloc. The Russian side always insisted that these steps were 
made regarding verbal assurance from NATO leaders. For many years these 
claims were not supported by any official documents. But recently, this claim 
was supported by declassified material. 

“The documents show that multiple national leaders were considering and 
rejecting Central and Eastern European membership in NATO as of early 1990 
and through 1991,” George Washington University National Security Archives 
researchers Svetlana Savranskaya and Tom Blanto discovered (National Secu-
rity Archives, 2017, para. 2).

U.S.  Secretary of State James Baker assured Gorbachev in 1990 that they 
would not expand ‘not one inch eastward’, which was the only reason Gorbachev 
withdrew his forces. He received this promise regarding Eastern Europe from, 
“James Baker, President George H.W. Bush, West German foreign minister 
Hans-Dietrich Genscher, West German Chancellor Helmut Kohl, the CIA Director 
Robert Gates, French President Francois Mitterrand, British Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher, British foreign minister Douglas Hurd, British Prime Min-
ister John Major, and NATO secretary-general Manfred Woerner” (Majumdar, 
2017, para. 4).

Many scholars are still questioning why Gorbachev didn’t ask for more than a 
vocal guarantee (later, many East European countries joined the alliance despite 
these promises). Mary Elise Sarotte (2009) explains that the Soviet President 
did not sign any official agreement simply because he did not want to. In her 
opinion, no one could give Gorbachev such written official guarantees, and he 
did not want this to backfire with Soviet conservatives. Anything less than this 
would be a perfect weapon to attack him. So, by choosing between retention 
of power and national interests, he decided to do nothing. Just a year later, he 
would have neither power nor guarantees.
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	■ Gorbachev and George H.W. Bush: On the Same Page

At the beginning of President George H.W. Bush’s term in 1989, Mikhail Gorbachev 
was the leader of the Soviet Union. It was early into Bush’s presidency when 
the Berlin Wall fell in November 1989 (Hodge, 2018). The U.S. was involved in 
the Persian-Gulf War; in 1990 operation Desert Storm had taken place, freeing 
Kuwait from Iraqi occupation (Tkachenk and De’Robertis, 2016). Bush was 
handling a lot in terms of foreign policy. 

 During this time Gorbachev wanted to create political (glasnost) and eco-
nomic reforms (perestroika). The economy was stagnant under centralized 
control. He realized he could not make any changes without changing the in-
stitutional structures already in place. His changes were starting to work, and 
it created a new politically mobilized Soviet society (Goldgeier and McFaul, 
2004). Bush was initially skeptical of Gorbachev, but once he allowed free 
elections in 1989 in Eastern Europe, the Berlin Wall fell, and he withdrew 
Soviet troops from Afghanistan, he quickly won favor with Bush. Gorbachev’s 
decision to not block German reunification and his support of U.S. presence 
in Iraq brought him even further into the good graces of then President Bush. 

Gorbachev’s efforts to reform the political system allowed for Boris Yeltsin 
to win the first ever presidential election in 1991. Yeltsin claimed alliance to 
neoliberal market capitalism. He pushed for an independent Russia, as well 
as independence for the Soviet republics. Yeltsin challenged Gorbachev and 
his policies. Yeltsin’s push was very inconvenient for the Bush administration 
because he had been growing such close ties with Gorbachev. Gorbachev 
had delivered on issues that mattered to President Bush and his national 
security team.

After the August Coup, the situation changed dramatically when the Soviet 
people defended their new freedom by coming out into the streets. Gorbachev 
was put under house arrest by hard-liners. However, the coup was not suc-
cessful, and on December 25, 1991, the USSR’s flag was replaced by that of the 
Commonwealth of Independent States. In December 1991, the Russian Federa-
tion became an independent state and heir to the USSR. Now, a free Russia and 
its new leader Boris Yeltsin had the burden to try to maintain good relations 
between the two nations. 

The new Russian President adopted a foreign policy of full coherence with 
the principles on the new international order shaped by Bush and Gorbachev, 
but the problem is that both the two authors of this policy had to disappear; 
Gorbachev with the dissolution of USSR, Bush with the failure to win reelection 
(Tkachenko and De’Robertis, 2016, p. 558).



“In Geneva, we got to know each other 
better, clearly saw the nature of our 
differences, and started a dialogue.”

Mikhail Gorbachev



Yeltsin & Bush-Senior: ‘Dance with 
Who Is on the Dance Floor’ 



“Yeltsin was a pure opportunist. He was 
a democrat because that was the way to 
get out. He was fundamentally after power, 
and unlike Gorbachev, he [was] a populist 
and knew what appealed and loved that part 
and did it very well.”

National Security Advisor, Brent Scowcroft
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Y eltsin won the first-ever presidential election in 1991 and asserted an 
alliance to neoliberal market capitalism. He pushed for independence 
for Russia and the other Soviet republics (Goldgeier and McFaul, 2004). 

When the Soviet Union officially collapsed in December 1991, Yeltsin was al-
ready the President of the new Russian Federation. 

The economic situation in Russia and other ex-Soviet republics at that time 
was devastating. High levels of sovereign debt, broken supply chains, and co-
lossal unemployment required massive humanitarian aid from the West, par-
ticularly the U.S. According to the Congressional Research Service (CRS) report 
(Jan 2002), Russia and other states received billions of dollars in humanitarian 
assistance. Still, the Russian people experienced many difficulties at this time, 
including starvation and high crime rates. Russian police grew closer with the 
mafia and took complete control of the country’s streets. The memory of these 
facts made future authoritarian regime arguments stronger. In the minds of 
many Russians, glasnost and freedom are equivalent to instability. 

Regardless of the transition in Russia, Yeltsin did not dismantle old Soviet 
institutions like the Congress of People’s Deputies and the KGB. He also held 
off on ratifying the new constitution. Over time, those decisions led to the lack 
of democratization in Russia. Those decisions, at the time, could be considered 
the first disturbing signs. 

Despite the urgent need for international cooperation, relations between 
Bush and Yeltsin were not smooth. Bush did not want to see Yeltsin come to 
power; he saw him as an undiplomatic, drunken demagogue who could not be 
trusted. Yeltsin had made a fool of himself when visiting the White House in 
1989, throwing a fit because he did not have an appointment to see the Presi-
dent but rather with his National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft. Scowcroft 
recalls, “The first time he came in he was all bombast. He didn’t even have a 
job. When he came down to my office, I just asked him one question: ‘Why are 
you here?’ And he launched into this Alice in Wonderland story. Yeltsin was a 
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pure opportunist. He was a democrat because that was the way to get out. He 
was fundamentally after power, and unlike Gorbachev, he [was] a populist and 
knew what appealed and loved that part and did it very well” (p. 22). 

At the same time, Bush was focused on developing good relations with the 
new Russia, and the only way to do it was through relations with Yeltsin. Ac-
cording to President Bush’s diary entry of March 17, 1991: “My view is, you dance 
with who is on the dance floor— you don’t try to influence this succession, and 
you especially don’t do something that would [give the] blatant appearance [of 
encouraging] destabilization. We meet with the republic leaders, but we don’t 
overdo it” (p. 25).

Despite Bush’s opinions of Yeltsin, he had a strict noninterference policy 
with the internal affairs of the USSR. The Pentagon did not have the same views 
of Yeltsin as the President. They saw him as the hope for democratic reform in 
the Soviet Union.

This fact made possible successful cooperation between NATO and the new 
Russia. At the end of 1991, NATO (The North Atlantic Council) invited the new 
Russian Federation to join the alliance so they could pursue closer ties with the 
new democratic state. Russia had also been invited to join the Alliance’s Partner-
ship for Peace in 1994, a program created for military-to-military engagement; 
the invitation acts as a steppingstone toward membership for countries that 
pursue it (Brzezinski et al., 2021).

	■ Yeltsin Historic Speech at the U.S. Congress 

Also, Boris Yeltsin’s historically infamous speech to a joint session of Congress in 
June 1992 spoke of Russia ending “seventy-five years of nightmare [communism],” 
thanking the American people “for their invaluable moral support,” and their 
commitment to free-market reforms. He promised Russia would never again 
lie in foreign affairs, saying, “Today the freedom of America is being upheld in 
Russia” (Fried and Vershbow, 2020, para.4).

Meanwhile, the U.S. should have been tipped off on Boris Yeltsin ruthless-
ness based on how he quickly squashed a parliamentary uprising in October of 
1993. Russia’s constitutional crisis escalated and finally came to a head when 
President Boris Yeltsin used the army against the Russian parliament. 

The conflict between Yeltsin and the Supreme Soviet had been simmering for 
some time, but after an attempt was made on his life by members of parliament, 
he chose this military action as retaliation; it ended with tanks shooting from 
outside Moscow’s White House at those inside (RBC, Oct 13, 2013).
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Those rebelling had an unattractive cause, but the force with which Yeltsin 
had stopped the rebellion proved that Yeltsin and his administration had an 
authoritarian streak. Unfortunately, the U.S. had put all its faith into Yeltsin; 
the U.S. policy for Russia was Yeltsin. This was solidified when the U.S. ignored 
this event and signed off on the new constitution in December of 1993, which 
gave near authoritarian powers to the Russian presidency (PBS, n.d). 



Clinton followed the Wilsonian liberal 
philosopvhy regarding foreign policy; 
he also liked to incorporate ideas from 
Immanuel Kant, specifically his ideas about 
democratic peace.

Goldgeier and McFaul



Clinton’s Presidency — Short 
Honeymoon with Russia



The U.S.-Russia’s crisis over Kosovo pointed 
out two problems that would impede future 
relations between the two countries. This 
conflict illustrated the divide between 
Clinton’s Wilsonian liberal approach and the 
realpolitik method of the Yeltsin regime.
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American lawyer and the youngest U.S. governor Bill Clinton became 
the 42nd president of the United States in 1993 and served until 
2001. He wanted to make the same promises he made to America 

and Russia by enacting similar reforms. Clinton followed the Wilsonian liberal 
philosopvhy regarding foreign policy; he also liked to incorporate ideas from 
Immanuel Kant, specifically his ideas about democratic peace (Goldgeier and 
McFaul, 2004).

Contrary to Bush Senior’s attitude, Clinton strongly supported Yeltsin’s 
policies, particularly his commitment to Russian democracy. Also, Clinton met 
with Yeltsin 18 times while in office. He had created a financial assistance plan 
to help Russia stabilize its economy and had it approved with bipartisan support 
in Congress (U.S. Department of State, n.d.).

The Clinton administration saw Yeltsin as the answer to all the issues in 
Russia. The leader of new Russia was like the light at the end of the tunnel to-
wards a truly democratic state. Regrettably, the administration’s full backing 
of Yeltsin is what led to his soon-to-be autocratic rule and the eventual election 
of Putin (Savranskaya and Sarotte, 2018). 

Of course, Clinton and Yeltsin’s good cooperation with each other allowed 
for the safe dismantlement and storage of nuclear weapons in Russia and the 
post-Soviet region. The Clinton administration’s aid to Russia during the fi-
nancial crisis helped stabilize the regions and leverage international financial 
institutions to restore the Russian economy. Many researchers suggest that 
the Clinton administration’s help did aid Russia during the financial crisis and 
helped stabilize the region (Savranskaya and Sarotte, 2018).

Clinton did everything in his power to ensure Yeltsin would win the sec-
ond 1996 election. He made many presidential visits to Russia; he delayed the 
new additions to NATO; he pressed Congress to provide more financial loans 
to Russia to allow Yeltsin to pay salaries and pensions during a tough cam-
paign period (Savranskaya and Sarotte, 2018). Clinton went as far as to ignore 
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electoral irregularities, the rise of oligarchical power, the Chechen War, and 
the rising corruption in Russia. This blatant ignorance led to the formation of 
robber-baron capitalism rather than the development of a free market built 
around democratic institutions (Savranskaya and Sarotte, 2018).

	■ Non-proliferation Cooperation 

The issue of nuclear weapons was still an important topic for both countries. 
Clinton had a hard time getting the new Russian Federation to control its 
nuclear weapons because its nuclear arsenal had been divided during the fall 
of the Soviet Union with some in Kazakhstan, Belarus, and Ukraine. The U.S. 
urged these newly independent states to adhere to the Soviet agreement of NPT 
(1968), INF (1987), and START I (1991). In 1994, they agreed to uphold these 
agreements and destroy or transfer back to Russia all of the nuclear weapons 
they held (U.S. Department of State, n.d.).

In 1996 NATO had no intention of basing nuclear weapons on the territory of 
its newest members. In 1997 NATO reiterated this pledge as part of the Russian 
Founding Act, which formalized the Russia-NATO partnership and its Perma-
nent Joint Council consultation. NATO wanted this to reflect the new view that 
Russia and NATO are allies rather than adversaries (Brzezinski et al., 2021).

	■ The Blossom of Cultural Cooperation and Public Diplomacy

The use of soft diplomacy skills is what made Yeltsin and Clinton’s relationship 
so strong. On November 9, 1993, in continuation of the agreement of 1990 with 
the United States and the Decree of the Russian Federation of May 1993, Yeltsin 
signed an order “On the establishment of the Russian Center for Science and 
Culture in the United States” according to which, Rossotrudnichestvo (the 
Russian State Agency that is responsible for International Humanitarian Co-
operation), the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation and the 
State Property were instructed to submit a plan to the Council of Ministers of 
the Russian Federation within three months. There were many bureaucratic 
and financial obstacles within the Russia Cultural Center (RCC), but this did 
not stop them from running programs such as youth exchanges, tourism, public 
diplomacy, Rotary clubs, etc.

Yeltsin and Clinton’s time and the establishment of RCC created romanti-
cized feelings for Russia in Washington. On February 26, 1998, the Russian 
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Embassy held a gala dinner for the establishment of the RCC. This was a very 
popular ‘must go’ event. The event allowed Americans to taste a bit of Russian 
culture and created an excellent opportunity for strengthening Russian-Amer-
ican relations. These gala and cultural events allowed for bonding between 
Russians and Americans and created a mutual understanding across cultures. 
Soft diplomacy was essential to having good relations between countries. In 
1995, the other major commemorative event, “Spirit of the Elbe,” was held at 
Arlington National Cemetery by the Russian embassy. The son of American 
President, Dwight Eisenhower, and the daughter of the great commander [of 
the then USSR military] shook hands at the Washington Monument. Their fa-
thers had met fifty years earlier at the end of WWII, and fifty years later, son 
and daughter had assembled to commemorate their parents and those who lost 
their lives in defense of both nations. Also during this event, which became a 
tradition, close contacts were established between the Pentagon and the Min-
istry of Defense of the Russian Federation. The camaraderie between the U.S. 
and Russia is what made this ceremony all the more significant (Chairman of 
an American nonprofit partnered with the RCC L. Costley & first RCC director 
N. Batova personal communication, Aug 4, 2021). 

	■ Too Good to be True 

However, the Clinton-Yeltsin relationship experienced many ups and downs. The 
Clinton administration, for instance, objected to the Russian military campaign 
in Chechnya, and Yeltsin objected to the U.S. intervention in Yugoslavia. The 
ensuing NATO airstrikes were basically a point of no-return for U.S.-Russia 
relations and the end of the short ‘honeymoon.’ The Bosnian War, or Yugosla-
vian civil war started as an ethnic conflict between Albanians of Kosovo, who 
demanded their autonomy, and others (mostly Serbs) that opposed this. The 
brutality of the conflict between forces of the Slobodan Milošević regime and 
Albanian forces brought Kosovo to international attention (Albanians militants 
attacks on Serbian police and politicians, Serbian forces engaged in the ethnic 
cleansing campaign). Serbian officials failed international negotiations on a 
peaceful resolution in Kosovo, this resulted in the NATO Airstrikes. 

On March 24, 1999, NATO launched its airstrike campaign against Yugosla-
via, including the Serbian capital. The NATO bombing campaign was considered 
the second major combat operation in its history. These attacks were the first 
military operation that NATO launched without the prior approval of the United 
Nations Security Council (Guardian, Nov 28, 1999).  After receiving a call from 
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the U.S. Vice President Al Gore, the same day briefing him on the operation, 
Russian Prime Minister Yevgeny Primakov scrapped long-scheduled meetings 
on high-level economic and security with the American side as a sign of protest, 
and left Shannon, Ireland for Moscow, rather than his intended destination of 
Washington.

Yeltsin had expressed deep shock toward NATO’s “naked aggression”; he 
ordered that state and church-donated food be sent to all the conflict refugees, 
including Kosovars. Yeltsin committed Russia to finding a diplomatic solution 
to the conflict. Igor Ivanov, the Foreign Minister at the time, called the airstrike 
Europe’s worst aggression since WWII. Ivanov insisted this only instigated the 
genocide and that NATO leaders should be tried by the international war crimes 
tribunal (Nichol, 1999).

In July 1999, the Russian peacekeeping troops from Bosnia and Herzegovina 
made a 400-mile march and took control of the strategic airport near Pristina. 
This operation was a big surprise for NATO; however, it did not cause further 
confrontation. Moreover, it strengthened Moscow’s position in negotiations 
that resulted in the deployment of the Russian peacekeepers in Kosovo, where 
ethnic Serbs were concentrated (CCN, Jun 15, 1999).

Shortly after the bombing campaign that took lives of 500 Yugoslav civilians 
(HRW, 2000), the Russian Duma passed a non-binding resolution supporting 
humanitarian aid to Yugoslavia, suspended Russia’s ties with NATO, suspended 
START II ratification, and accelerated the integration of the Commonwealth of 
Independent States. Russians considered this airstrike devastating because 
many Russians share Slavic and Orthodox ties with Serbs; both Serbs and 
Russians perceive a “fraternity” between the two countries (Nichol, 1999). 
Many scholars see the U.S. intervention in Kosovo and the bombing of Serbia 
as an unnecessary intervention in a conflict that was utterly unrelated to the 
U.S. or any direct ally of the U.S. This intervention solidified the ‘need’ for U.S. 
intervention in any future European conflict and revealed Europe’s dependence 
upon the U.S. to handle its conflicts (Bandow, 1999). 

In contrast, NATO saw their actions taken in Kosovo as justified, claiming 
they were supporting and remaining true to their mission to stop genocide. 
This assertion is similar to what they claimed they were doing in stopping 
the genocide of Albanians (Goldgeier and McFaul, 2004). Russian critics of the 
airstrike denounced the NATO campaign as a belligerent exercise of American 
imperial power. Communist Party leader Gennady Zyuganov compared “NATO 
ideology” to “Hitlerism” of Albanians.

The U.S.-Russia’s crisis over Kosovo pointed out two problems that would 
impede future relations between the two countries. This conflict illustrated the 
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divide between Clinton’s Wilsonian liberal approach and the realpolitik method 
of the Yeltsin regime. Realpolitik is a system of politics based on practical rather 
than moral or ideological considerations. 

The Clinton administration believed they were using their military force for 
humanitarian purposes, while Goldgeier and McFaul suggest that Russia saw 
this military campaign as an act of aggression in trying to control the region 
and push Russia out of its sphere of influence. Also, NATO’s campaign against 
Yugoslavia highlighted how weak Russia indeed was at that point. Even con-
sidering this weakness, Russia was not ready to give up its influence and was 
prepared to defend its position. 

	■ The Disagreements over Extension of NATO

Another source of tension was the extension of invitations to Hungary, Poland, 
and Czechoslovakia to join NATO at the 1997 Madrid Summit. Russia claimed 
they had been promised in 1990 before the dissolution of the Soviet Union that 
this would not happen, but the alliance dismissed these claims saying no such 
thing had been promised. Despite previous promises, in 1994 Clinton expand-
ed NATO to cover that exact region in which Bush had promised Gorbachev he 
would not expand into (Majumdar, 2017). In 1999 Poland, Hungary, and the 
Czech Republic formally joined NATO, only two weeks after the NATO bombing 
in Serbia (U.S. Department of State, n.d.). 

The most significant achievement of Yeltsin’s presidency was that Russia 
avoided a deadly civil war as seen in Yugoslavia. There was an incredible 
amount of skepticism on both sides that Russia would become fully dem-
ocratic. Russian political culture could not allow for this to happen, so the 
goal for the Bush and Clinton administrations became to make Russia less of 
a threat to the U.S.  

Of course, Clinton and Yeltsin’s relationship was not entirely genuine, but 
not wholly complementary either. It fell somewhere between the two. The 
personal connection that the two shared definitely favored Yeltsin but did 
not mean Clinton was a pushover. Often Clinton would suggest something and 
Yeltsin would accept, even if not at first. This fact did not mean Yeltsin was 
entirely passive. He made significant proposals like European security struc-
tures and getting rid of the nuclear football, the briefcases they would always 
carry that allowed them to launch nuclear weapons at any point (Savranskaya 
and Sarotte, 2018). The relationship between the U.S. and Russia at this time 
was the best that it ever had been or would be. 



Soom this period was over. Yeltsin chose his successor in 1999, Vladimir 
Putin, telling Clinton he would do anything to get him elected. Clinton willingly 
accepted his choice, not allowing the Russian people to choose (Savranskaya and 
Sarotte, 2018). Clinton was at the end of his term. The two countries entered 
the new century with new leaders almost simultaneously. 



Bush Policy Toward Russia:  
‘Hands-off’ Approach



“The only people that are going to reform 
Russia are Russia [sic]. They’re going to have 
to make the decision themselves.”

George W.Bush
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W hen George W. Bush took office, he was faced with a foreign 
policy field that had been severely neglected by the previous 
administration. Clinton’s Russia policies were criticized for 

being all talk and no action - their main criticism being his lack of promotion 
of free markets and democracy in Russia. The U.S. involvement during this 
time caused many to question whether or not they could be trusted as allies 
on matters concerning social issues like education reform.

The foreign policy group advising the Texas Governor George W. Bush 
believed that President Clinton’s approach towards Russian relations failed 
miserably because he did little promoting of free market ideas or democratic 
values throughout Western society and spent too much time contemplating 
how best to integrate Russia into the Western World. 

On the other hand, Bush’s team, also known as the Vulcans, headed by 
Condoleezza Rice, believed the best way to improve U.S.-Russia relations was 
to treat Russia as a global power. This approach, in turn, means focusing on 
“national interests” and balancing the power between the leading states such 
as China and Russia and putting less attention on humanitarian interests and 
lesser powers like Bosnia and Kosovo (Goldgeier and McFaul, 2002).

Bush’s campaign team promised to leave Clinton’s ways of ‘adherence and 
accommodation’ and move to ‘tough realism’ by ending the, as they deemed 
it, romanticization that Clinton’s team had towards U.S.-Russia relations. As 
Rice wrote in Foreign Affairs, “Moscow is determined to assert itself in the 
world and often does so in ways that are at once haphazard and threatening 
to American interests” (p. 313).

During the campaign, Bush advisors had also threatened sanctions if 
Russia continued to supply Iran with nuclear technologies. They had pledged 
not to consider Russian interests in European security matters. Bush had 
made it clear that he planned to withdraw from the Anti-Ballistic Missile 
(ABM) treaty or attempt to amend it to allow his administration to build a 
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national missile defense. He explained that he would not consider Russia’s 
position or interests dealing with the U.S. nuclear arsenal and strictly abide 
by American interests. Overall, Bush and his team made a distinct effort 
not to play with Russia’s internal politics during the campaign, much as his 
father had before. Bush had said in a presidential debate, “The only people 
that are going to reform Russia are Russia [sic]. They’re going to have to 
make the decision themselves” (p. 314).

The policy toward Russia was not coherent and changed over time during 
the Bush presidency. In the beginning, it was appealing that the U.S. needed 
to focus more on working with its allies than with Russia. Bush had also 
dismantled the State Department’s Newly Independent States section, which 
Clinton had created. This downgraded Russia’s place in the foreign policy bu-
reaucracy. Russia had become one of fifty-four other countries that the State 
Department dealt with under its Europe and Eurasia sector. Interestingly, in 
spring 2001, Bush had ordered the expulsion of 50 Russian diplomats from 
the U.S., accusing them of being spies. These measures would often be used 
by his successors – Obama, Trump, and Biden.

Despite Bush’s strong claims during the campaign to not interfere in 
Russia’s internal affairs, his administration often involved themselves with 
issues such as corruption in Russia and Chechnya, blaming the Clinton admin-
istration for not handling these issues properly. Bush had even gone as far as 
to say that Russia would be easier to deal with once it was democratic and 
free, which contradicts his statements of not dealing with Russia’s internal 
affairs. He claimed that the U.S. could not stand by while Russia committed 
humanitarian crimes against its people.

	■ Controversial View on Chechen War

During Bush’s first few weeks in office, he remained solid on his campaign 
promises to draw a hard line with Russia and Chechnya; Condoleezza Rice 
was named Bush’s national security advisor. She had written before that she 
believed Russia to be a great power. “The U.S. must recognize its importance 
in the international arena to have a strong security policy. She paid particular 
attention to the Chechen war” (Goldgeier and McFaul, 2002).

Bush did not do anything in his first few months regarding Chechnya. Still, 
the State Department showed a signal of support by arranging a meeting with 
the exiled Chechen foreign minister, Ilyas Akhmadov, and the acting head of 
the State Department’s Newly Independent States, John Beyrle, before it was 



35

dismantled. Bush’s policy on Russia was conflicting; he had made a clear claim 
to promote democracy worldwide, a statement that is in contradiction of his 
pledge to not interfere with Russia’s internal politics.

The Chechen war was perceived differently and misunderstood by both 
Moscow and Western politicians. Many western experts described it as a 
demand for independence. For instance, Matthew Evangelista, Professor of 
Government at Cornell University and participant in the Kennan Institute Pro-
gram (2003), said that “Russia’s military campaigns in Chechnya have broken 
many international and European laws and agreements, and throughout the 
1990s, many European organizations and governments called attention to the 
human rights violations committed by the Russian army” (Kennan Institute, 
2003, para.1) Western leaders demanded reaching agreements with “Chechen 
rebels,” while Russia considered them terrorists.

In contrast, Russia saw this internal war as a threat to its sovereignty 
and integrity. Russia lost 160,000 citizens (including those in Chechnya) in 
military actions. These data include approximately 1,000 civilians, wom-
en, and children whose lives were sacrificed in terrorists’ acts outside of 
the conflict zone (Izvestia, 2005/Ria Novosti 2008). However, the Russian 
military campaign in Chechnya was perceived by Russia as a “part of the 
international war against terrorism, rather than as an only civil conflict.” 
(Kennan Institute, para. 1)

	■ A Mutual War Against Terrorism

The attitude toward Russia in the U.S. changed after the terrorist attacks 
on 9/11. Russia expressed its readiness to fight international terrorism 
together with the U.S. Furthermore, Putin was “the first foreign leader to 
telephone President Bush to offer condolences in the wake of the September 
11 attacks. At the same time, for Evangelista, Russia’s motives for support-
ing the international war against terrorism remained puzzling (Kennan 
Institute, 2003).

Many Western scholars were sure that at that time prime minister Vlad-
imir Putin used the Chechen war to stir nationalism at home while fueling 
his political fortunes. The Russian military was uncharacteristically blunt 
and vocal in asserting its duty to defend the integrity of the Russian Feder-
ation - an unwelcome development in civil-military relations. The long-term 
effect of the war on Russia’s political culture should not be underestimated. 
This war affected Russia and its neighbors in the Caucasus, as the Kremlin 
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hurled charges of harboring and abetting Chechen terrorists against states 
as diverse as Saudi Arabia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan (Goldgeier & McFaul, 
2002, pp. 315-316).

September 11, 2001 was a turning point for U.S. foreign policy. It com-
pletely changed how Bush and future presidents would approach national 
security issues. This day brought Bush and Putin closer. Putin was one of the 
first foreign leaders to call Bush to communicate full support for the U.S. and 
its American people. Putin did not only give words of support and sympathy 
but also backed his words with policy. Only a week later, Putin announced a 
five-point plan to support the American war against terrorism. He pledged 
that Russia would share its intelligence networks with the U.S., open Rus-
sian airspace for flights providing humanitarian assistance, cooperate with 
Russia’s Central Asian allies to offer similar airspace to U.S. flights, partic-
ipate in international search and rescue efforts, and increase direct aid to 
the Northern Alliance. This step was a historic moment for Russian foreign 
policy. Putin had pushed aside his anti-Western policies in order to show real 
support for the U.S. war on terror. Putin had also pushed through the ratifica-
tion of the Test Ban Treaty and the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty. Russia 
fully integrated itself into the G-8 group and the World Trade Organization. 

After 9/11, the relationship between the U.S. and Russia was similar to 
that of WWII. Bush’s foreign policy had simplified: A war on terrorism. This 
position divided the world into two groups for the Bush administration; 
those who supported America’s cause and those who did not (Goldgeier and 
McFaul, 2002). As Russia was on the side of support, Bush saw Russia as a 
friend. Bush also eased up on his criticism of the Chechen War. He did not 
give Putin the green light to do whatever he wanted in Chechnya, although 
Russia was already doing that with no care for American opinions. Bush’s 
attitudes toward the Chechen war were pushed to the side as he focused on 
his and Putin’s mutual fight against terror. Bush claimed he still spoke about 
the Chechen War behind closed doors with Putin, but not much had been done 
publicly. After the 2002 Moscow summit, Collin Powell, who was Secretary 
of State at the time, changed his rhetoric surrounding the Chechen conflict, 
saying that Russia was fighting terrorists in Chechnya.

Although Putin had promised to fight terrorism, the Bush and Putin ad-
ministrations did not agree on a definition of terrorism or a course of action 
when it came to Iran and Iraq. Russia continued selling nuclear technology 
to Iran while the U.S. pushed hard to stop nuclear proliferation in Iran. Pu-
tin did not want to see Iran with nuclear capabilities either, but he did not 
feel that it was the right of the U.S. to try and stop it from happening. Putin 
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defended Iran’s right to develop nuclear powers for civilian purposes and 
was against military strikes against Iran by U.S. forces (Light, 2008). Russia 
also called the U.S. out for its double standard for pushing democracy in Iran 
and Iraq but not Saudi Arabia and Egypt. Despite all this, Russia and the U.S. 
degree of understanding security threats had never been better (Goldgeier 
and McFaul, 2002).

	■ Changing Direction 

A few months before 9/11, there were many other signs of warming relations 
between the U.S. and Russia. The June 2001 meeting in Slovenia showed that 
Bush decided to refocus the policy of engagement with Russia and its president 
and move towards Clinton’s Russia strategy. 

As a result, Russia joined the Open Skies Treaty that was signed in 2002. 
The Russian Federation became one of five original members of this treaty. 
The treaty, which first began as an idea between Soviet Union allies and War-
saw Pact countries, Czechoslovakia and East Germany before its dissolution 
following the end-of-Cold War era, aimed to improve air safety by reducing 
military aircraft flights across member states’ borders (Arms Control Asso-
ciation, Oct 2012).

Bush decided he would take a businessman’s approach to foreign policy 
and establish a rapport with Putin first rather than going in with a list of de-
mands. This policy was similar to Clinton’s approach but had a different end 
goal. Clinton believed that Yeltsin was the best hope for Russian reforms. So, 
by helping his friend, he expected to add internal reform in Russia. 

Meanwhile, Bush wanted to avoid lengthy discussions and arguments and 
looked instead at his security agenda, which was a top priority. In this context, 
Bush could easily withdraw from the ABM treaty. Many critics, especially in 
Europe, warned Bush that this would be detrimental to U.S.-Russia relations 
(Goldgeier and McFaul, 2002).

Bush withdrew from the ABM treaty in 2002. He had notified Putin of 
this six months before he pulled out, but Putin disapproved. However, the 
withdrawal did not have any actual negative consequences on their bilat-
eral relationship. But during Bush’s first visit to Moscow, he signed a treaty 
with Putin to reduce their nuclear warheads to 1,700 and 2,200 from about 
7,000 by the end of 2012. This treaty was never codified in an international 
agreement.



38

	■ The Fall of Russian Democracy

In the 2001 Slovenia meeting, Bush did everything in his power to forge a 
relationship between him and Russian President Putin; he claimed that he 
trusted Putin and got a good feeling from this man, “I looked the man in the 
eye. I found him to be very straightforward and trustworthy” (Goldgeier and 
McFaul, 2002, p.317). He and Putin discussed Chechnya privately, though 
nothing was ever addressed publicly. Bush also did not mention the issue of 
freedom of the press and handled that issue privately as well. Rice had gone 
to Moscow the following month and independently sat down with the Russian 
media and expressed her sympathy for their oppression. Still, no concrete 
policy changes came out of this visit. Eventually, the Bush administration did 
establish a media initiative, which was an exchange between American and 
Russian press executives. The aim of this was to develop the political inde-
pendence of the Russian press through securing financial independence for 
free media outlets. This action did not pan out how Bush had hoped it would.

Under Putin, democracy would not thrive but instead started to dwindle 
quickly. Democratic institutions were becoming weaker, and any criticism of 
the state came at a cost. The harassment of journalists, human rights activists, 
environmental groups, religious groups, and Western nongovernmental orga-
nizations (NGOs) was rising. Putin seized control of local television stations 
NTV and TV-6, which were the country’s only opposition news networks. He 
also had journalists who would criticize him and his regime fired from their 
publications, for example one popular news publication being Itogi. Putin’s re-
form of the upper house of parliament known as the Federation Council, which 
was a powerful check on the presidential rule, was stripped of its authority 
through Putin’s ‘reforms.’ The Kremlin had also begun selecting regional gov-
ernors that were favorable towards Putin in 2002. Bush’s lack of concern for 
democratic institutions in Russia did have a detrimental effect. Human rights 
activists were excited during Bush’s campaign because he had made it a point 
to be tough on the Kremlin, but after 9/11, that completely changed, and Bush 
turned a blind eye to the fall of democracy in Russia.

Bush’s policy toward Russia midway through his term was almost iden-
tical to that of Clinton’s. The only difference was that Clinton saw democ-
ratization in Russia as an integral part of Russia’s integration in the West, 
where Bush did not. Most experts believe that 9/11 was what shifted Bush’s 
entire foreign policy focus. However, Putin’s behavior had to do with this 
switch as well. Suppose there was a different leader in the Kremlin who 
may have reacted more negatively to Bush’s withdrawal of the ABM treaty 
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or who would have pushed for the expansion of NATO to include post-Soviet 
countries. Instead of driving a balance of power strategy, Putin chose to 
focus on integration.

From 2005 to the end of the Bush administration, the U.S.-Russia relation-
ship was without any significant underpinnings. Many experts say there was a 
lack of a Russian policy altogether during that period. It can be characterized as 
Bush’s ignorance of the U.S. intervention in the post-Soviet region. Bush did not 
view Russian foreign policy as including the post-Soviet region. Russia needed 
to play a central part in that region, and this aided in the tension of U.S.-Russia 
relations (Rojansky, 2010).

The lack of U.S. policy towards Russia also led to Putin bringing back 
Soviet methods of silencing critics. Alexander Litvinenko, who had been an 
outspoken critic of Vladimir Putin, was poisoned in 2006. He was poisoned 
by radioactive polonium-210, and it is believed that it was given to him by a 
cup of tea. He had later fell ill that night and three days later was admitted to 
the hospital; being that polonium-210 is a slow acting agent (BBC, 2016a). He 
was a former agent of the KGB and then later Federal Security Service (FSB). 
In 2000, he sought asylum in London, where it was later revealed he worked 
for British intelligence. Litvinenko suspected it was the Kremlin that ordered 
this because of the secret poison labs that Russia had. He had also claimed it 
was the Kremlin who was behind the 2004 poisoning of Ukraine’s pro-Western 
President Viktor Yushchenko (WP Company, n.d.). He had died three weeks after 
his initial poisoning, laying on his deathbed saying to his wife that he blamed 
the Kremlin for his death (BBC, 2016a). Litvinenko had been investigating the 
then-recent murder of Anna Politkovskaya, an opposition journalist gunned 
down. She believed she had also been poisoned back in 2004. Her editor of the 
Novaya Gazeta, Yuri Shchekochikhin, had died due to being poisoned in 2003. 
No one had been arrested for any of these murders (WP Company, n.d.). After 
the investigation during the Obama administration into Litvinenko’s murder, 
the U.S. sanctioned the individuals responsible. Litvinenko’s poisoning left 
the U.S. in fear for its citizens because Russia was able to reach Litvinenko in 
a U.S.-allied country. This demonstrated Russia’s continued ability to crack 
down on opponents of the Putin regime, further showing the U.S. misjudged 
Russia’s strength. 

According to western media sources, Putin had authorized the secret 
service to act against ‘terrorists’ outside the country. These murders were 
state-sponsored attacks (WP Company, n.d.). Yuri Fedorov of London’s Cha-
tham House think-tank had said, “the Litvinenko case is only one and a very 
small part of the whole process of the degradation of Russia’s relationship 



with the West,” adding, “there is -- maybe not a crisis -- but a serious, sub-
stantial degradation with this relationship,” he said. “I wouldn’t call it a new 
Cold War ... Maybe a cold peace” (Graff, 2007, para. 4,5). While Litvinenko’s 
story was emerging, President Bush was pictured exchanging good words and 
lighthearted fun with Putin at the summit in Vietnam. Bush’s blatant igno-
rance of Putin’s dismantlement of any possible democratic system in Russia 
was unsettling and is how Putin has remained so influential throughout the 
years (WP Company, n.d.).



Obama-Putin Relations: 
The Beginning of the End



“What President Obama and Vice President 
Biden, and I have been saying, that is ‘we 
want to reset our relationship.”

Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton
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T he 44th and first African American President and member of the U.S. 
Democratic Party, Barack Obama, occupied the White House from 2009 
to 2017. At the start of his presidency, he had a more positive view of 

Russia-U.S. relations. In his memoirs (Obama, 2020), he hardly criticized the 
Bush administration that “had done next to nothing to punish Russia for its 
aggression” and stated, “any belated efforts to isolate Russia [were] almost 
certain to fail” (p. 457).

Despite the deep distrust of Vladimir Putin, he recognized that Yeltsin’s 
successor stabilized the Russian economy and understood “the Russian public’s 
longing for order” (p.459). Furthermore, Obama’s Russian policy was not aimed 
at Putin, who had taken over the Russian prime minister’s role after a second 
presidency term (this trick was utilized to be reelected and avoid violating the 
Russian constitution).

The President of Russia at that time was Dmitry Medvedev – Putin’s long-
standing acquaintance, “a poster child for the new Russia: young, trim, and 
clothed in hip, European-tailored suits,” was interested in good relations with 
the West, the U.S. in particular. All the conditions for improvement were there, 
“except that he (Medvedev) wasn’t the real power in Russia. That spot was 
occupied by his patron, Vladimir Putin” (p.357).

	■ A Failed “Reset”

Obama’s administration hoped to initiate a “reset” with Russia. In his own 
words, the idea was to open a dialogue to protect American interests, support 
the nation’s partners, and move forward to a mutual goal for nuclear nonpro-
liferation and disarmament.

All the attempts to reset Russian American relations failed, however. There 
was one incident in March 2009 when Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s gift to 
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Russia was “lost in translation.” In anticipation of Moscow’s high-level bilateral 
meeting, Clinton presented a red button to Russia’s Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov that was meant to symbolize the era of warming relations.

This gift was intended to represent, “What President Obama and Vice Pres-
ident Biden, and I have been saying, that is ‘we want to reset our relationship,’” 
Clinton said and gave it to Lavrov. Clinton explained that the administration was 
looking for the right Russian word. Lavrov responded that the term was wrong 
and instead of “reset,” - “перезагрузка” in Russian, the word on the button 
was “overcharged” - “перегрузка.” (Reuters, Mar 6, 2009, para. 2). Since then, 
relations between Russia and the United States have deteriorated.

	■ Not Listening to Each Other

The failed diplomacy process was encouraged by Obama and Putin’s mutual 
disrespect toward each other. After meeting with Putin, Obama insisted he 
was almost cured of his optimism about Russia. He saw the leader of Russia 
as having “one foot in the old ways of doing business and one foot in the new” 
(Guardian, Jul 2, 2009, para. 1).

Putin explained to Obama during their meetings that he resents U.S. influ-
ence in Russia’s neighborhood, especially support for “color revolutions.” The 
Russian leader understood this U.S. support of “color revolutions” not as a pro-
motion of democratic values in the region but as the West’s violation promises 
on maintaining NATO borders.

The definition of ‘’color revolutions’’ was recently brought by scholars as a 
common term for the “series of peaceful uprisings in the former Soviet Union” 
(Foreign Policy, Mar 18, 2013, para.1). For example, the protests in Georgia 
(“Rose,” 2003), Ukraine (“Orange,” 2004), and Kyrgyzstan (“Tulip,” 2005) rev-
olutions. These countries were considered by Russia as an area of its natural 
interest.

“What happened to the assurances our western partners made after the 
dissolution of the Warsaw Pact? Where are those declarations today?” Putin 
said in his speech at the Munich Conference on Security Policy in 2007. “No one 
even remembers them. But I will allow myself to remind this audience what was 
said. I would like to quote the speech of NATO General Secretary Mr. Woerner in 
Brussels on 17 May 1990. He said at the time that: ‘the fact that we are ready not 
to place a NATO army outside of German territory gives the Soviet Union a firm 
security guarantee.’ Where are these guarantees” (Majumdar, 2017, para.4)? 
But an “icon of change,” as he was called by Mary Elise Sarotte (2009), Obama 
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didn’t listen at all – he would not recognize Putin’s Russia as an equal partner. 
In his opinion, Putin was a tough Chicago “ward boss” with only one problem – 
“Russia wasn’t a superpower anymore. Despite having a nuclear arsenal second 
only to our own.” Russia in the sense of economy “remained smaller than those 
of Italy, Canada, and Brazil, dependent almost entirely on oil, gas, mineral, and 
arms exports” (p. 463).

Furthermore, improvements were not possible because of domestic politics 
in the U.S. For example, Obama was heavily criticized by conservatives when 
caught on camera in Seoul in 2012 assuring Medvedev that he would have “more 
flexibility” regarding some issues with Russia, like missile defense, after the 
U.S. election (Reuters, Mar 26, 2012).

	■ New START – One Little-Big Success  

Interestingly, despite all the pushback from Republicans and mutual distrust, 
the Obama and Putin administrations signed a historical agreement on arms 
control that made the world a safer place, at least for a while. This agreement 
replaced START I’s (along with SORT) nuclear legacy that lasted for 15 years 
and expired on Dec 5th, 2009, with the option of extending the treaty for five-
year periods. Both Washington and Moscow declined to extend the treaty as 
negotiations were already ongoing for a new treaty. SORT and START I were 
both replaced by “New Start.”

The New Start Treaty was signed on April 8, 2010, in Prague and took effect 
on Feb. 5, 2011. However, right from the time President Obama and Medvedev 
signed the treaty, many experts raised concerns.

A Senior Research Fellow for Defense Programs at the Heritage Foundation, 
Dakota Wood, explained to NYCFPA that critics who emphasized it did not do 
enough to set limitations as to throw weight. “But then, there were promises 
made within the U.S. to critics of the treaty that along with the treaty, there will 
be an investment in modernizing U.S. nuclear capability. That never happened. 
So, for critics, the New Start Treaty was flawed fundamentally,” Wood added 
(NYCFPA, 2020, para. 13).

A contrasting opinion was expressed by Nonresident Senior Fellow at the 
Brookings Institute, Steven Pifer. During his testimony in July 2010 before the 
Senate Armed Services Committee, he pointed out that at that time, “the Russian 
strategic missile force has been shrinking…Moscow thus far has made a policy 
choice to allow that shrinkage.” In this context, he insisted that this agreement 
was in the national interest of the U.S. (Brookings, Mar 21, 2012). 
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	■ Mutual Disagreements 

The New Start Treaty was probably the only successful deal with Russia during 
the Obama presidency. Otherwise, U.S.-Russian relations gradually fell into an 
abyss.

In July 2012, the U.S. repealed the Jackson-Vanik Act but simultaneously 
passed the Magnitsky Act (U.S. Congress, 2012) in response to alleged human 
rights violations in Russia. This act sanctioned many Russian high officials and 
was, according to the Kremlin, a “surprise.” Sergei Magnitsky had been arrested 
by Russian law enforcement for his investigations into government fraud and 
eventually died in police custody. 

Opponents of Putin’s regime claimed that the tax attorney Magnitsky had 
uncovered large-scale theft by Russian state officials. Moscow dismissed all these 
accusations and claimed that not Russia, but Magnitsky’s boss and co-founder 
of Hermitage Capital Management, investor Bill Browder, had in fact committed 
tax fraud. Putin called Magnitsky’s death “a tragic event,” and after this death, 
“such political games began” (RIA Novosti, 2017, para. 2).

Meanwhile, even though Putin was not technically president at the time, the 
Financial Times (Jan 2, 2013) wrote in its article “the Magnitsky case is egre-
gious, well documented and encapsulates the darker side of Putinism” (para. 3).

In response, Putin, who became president again, signed into law the Dima 
Yakovlev Act, also known as the Anti-Magnitsky act. The law was named after 
a Russian child who was adopted by an American family but died after being 
forgotten in a parked car in the sun for nine hours. The law sanctioned U.S. 
citizens that violated “human rights and freedoms of Russian citizens,” banned 
Americans from adopting Russian children, and forbade the activity of non-profit 
entities that receive money from the U.S. (R.G., 2012). Obama described these 
actions as “when democratic activists challenged Putin’s autocratic tendencies, 
he dismissed them as tools of the West” (p.459).

	■ Snowden’s Asylum

The other significant conflict between the U.S. and Russia happened in August 
2013, when “one of America’s most consequential whistleblowers,” (Guardian, 
Jun 11, 2013, para. 3) 29-year-old NSA computer intelligence consultant, Edward 
Snowden, was given temporary asylum in Russia after 39 days in the transit 
section of the Sheremetyevo Airport in Moscow. On the one hand, Snowden’s 
“revelations about secret surveillance programs opened the world’s eyes to a new 
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level of government misconduct” (EFF, Dec 26, 2020, para. 1) and was praised 
by many across the globe. On the other, he leaked many secret documents and 
was accused of compromising U.S. intelligence operations. 

The U.S. intelligence community was very dedicated to bringing Snowden 
back to the U.S. In the search for Snowden, the U.S. allies agreed to force the 
landing of Bolivia’s presidential jet in Austria. According to BBC, (Jul 3, 2013) 
there was insider information that the ex-U.S. NSA contractor was on that plane. 
After the presidential airplane spent many hours in the Vienna International 
Airport for a “voluntary check”, Bolivia had expressed its heavy disapproval. 
The country blamed U.S. intelligence in this scandal and for ignoring interna-
tional norms during this special operation. Meanwhile, neither the U.S., nor 
European partners France, Spain and Austria took responsibility for this event. 
Obama’s administration refused to comment (CNN, Jun 11, 2013). Interestingly, 
even many years later in his memoirs, Obama did not mention Snowden at all. 

This incident was similar to the forced landing of Ryanair airplane land-
ing in 2021 by Belarusian President Alexander Lukashenko in order to arrest 
opposition leader and NEXTA editor, Raman Protasevich. In another affair, the 
Russian FSB detained the ex-head of political activists’ group ‘Open Russia’ 
Andrei Pivovarov by stopping his plane right before taking off.  The actions 
regarding the Snowden search are how the Russian and Belarusian govern-
ments justified this.

The other hint that U.S. and Russian intelligence agencies during the Obama 
presidency were not in sync and their cooperation was deficient when the U.S. 
did not pay adequate attention to some Russian warnings regarding terrorist 
activity on American soil. According to a congressional report, the Russian FSB 
warned American investigators twice via special channels about the potential 
danger of a native Chechen, Tamerlan Tsarnaev. Later in 2013, he detonated an 
explosive device at the Boston Marathon. As a result of this attack, three people 
were killed and more than 260 were wounded (Reuters, March 25, 2014).

	■ Obama’s Second Term – Things are Getting Worse

The relations between the two countries continued to decline during Obama’s 
second term. American meddling in Ukraine and support for the Maidan rev-
olution in 2013-2014, followed by Russia’s annexation of Crimea and strong 
support of separatists in Donbas, set both countries on a collision course. 
Moscow resented what it regarded as American efforts to project its influence 
in Ukraine, which the Kremlin considered its own ‘backyard.’ The U.S. and E.U. 



responded to the Russian actions toward Ukraine with several sets of sanctions.  
The Russian Foreign Minister Lavrov accused the West of “plotting to control 
Ukraine,” (AP, Apr 25, 2014, para.1) and the Kremlin responded to Western 
sanctions with a set of counter sanctions.

The disagreements of Russia and the U.S. extended beyond Europe. They 
clashed in the Middle East, especially in Syria. Russia and the U.S. have been at 
odds with one another in Syria for years. Since their goals are so different, it 
was a surprise that they have managed to avoid direct confrontation with each 
other on the Syrian front. They cooperated against terrorism but did not see 
eye-to-eye when it came to who should lead post-war efforts in Syria; Russia 
backed disgraced President Assad while America supported Kurdish forces 
like YPG militias which run northeast of Aleppo right near Turkey’s border, as 
well as close to Raqqa where ISIS had its headquarters (The Economic Times, 
May 26, 2021). Also significant was Russia’s good relations with Libyan leader 
Muammar Gaddafi, who was ousted with U.S. support. 

	■ Election Interference Accusations 

The 2016 U.S. Presidential election indicated that Russia had the capability 
to influence Americans via the Internet by utilizing social media. According 
to Politico (Aug 14, 2017), Obama’s team was warned about this threat many 
times, and “some diplomats and national security officials in Moscow felt the 
administration was too quick to dismiss the possibility that the Kremlin incur-
sions could reach the United States” (para. 4).



A ‘Farewell Gift’ for Russia



“Some diplomats and national security 
officials in Moscow felt the administration 
was too quick to dismiss the possibility 
that the Kremlin incursions could reach the 
United States.” 

Politico 
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A s a ‘farewell gift,’ just before he left office, Obama took an un-
precedented step and expelled over 30 Russian diplomats from 
the U.S. He also confiscated Russian diplomatic property near 

D.C. where diplomats spent their vacation and weekends. In addition, in 
January 2017 just 11 days before he left office, Obama’s administration had 
blacklisted five prominent Russians, including chief federal investigator 
Alexander Bastrykin and two men who were accused of and wanted for the 
murder of Russian dissident Alexander Litvinenko in the United Kingdom 
(BBC, Jan 9, 2021).

	■ Main Obama’s Miscalculation

Obama’s main problem was that he did not take Russia, and Putin, seriously. 
He criticized Putin for his “showy public works projects,” “wildly expensive 
spectacles, including a bid to host the Winter Olympics in the summer resort 
town of Sochi” and an “almost satirical image of masculine vigor” (p.459).

Obama was not alone in his opinion of Russia, which at that time was 
nothing more than “a gas station masquerading as a country,” according to 
late Arizona Republican Sen. John McCain (Washington Times, Mar 16, 2014, 
para. 2). What could be worse than underestimating one’s enemy before the 
battle? 

At the same time, the Russian economy began to stabilize; in the 2000s, 
almost for a decade, the Russian GDP grew non-stop by 5-10%. High oil prices 
supported economic growth (RBC, Dec 21, 2012). In 2017, Russia finally paid off 
all the debts inherited from the USSR (in total $96.6 billion). Earlier, in 2006, 
Russia settled the debt with The Paris Club ($23.74 billion) (Kommersant, 
Aug 2017). This financial independence allowed Russia to rebuild its military 
forces and grow its presence and influence in other regions worldwide.



Maybe Obama’s attitude toward Russia helped push the Russian Feder-
ation to align with China. These two countries are established and closely 
cooperating in many joint projects like the “Shanghai Cooperation Organi-
zation” (SCO), in political, economic, and security alliances, and the Belt and 
Road Initiative.

The other coalition, where the two nations are playing a significant role, 
is the BRICS economic union.   This fact prompted Bremmer & Roubini (2011) 
to declare that we are living in a “G-Zero’’ world that will “produce conflict, 
not cooperation” (p.2). Last but not least, these two countries are now con-
sidered the main threat to U.S. security interests (Foreign Affairs, 2019).



The Trump Presidency: 
The Downward Momentum



Many thought that the worst-case scenario 
had already happened, and relations reached 
the lowest point.
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On Nov. 8, 2016, the results of the U.S. presidential election dramat-
ically affected U.S.-Russia relations. Two rivals in the presidential 
race, Democratic nominee Hillary Clinton and Republican candidate 

Donald Trump, took different approaches toward foreign policy and had op-
posite world views. Trump strongly criticized globalization and declared his 
“Make America Great Again” slogan a major theme in his campaign. Clinton, 
however, dreamed of a world without borders. 

The two candidates also had different views on relations with Rus-
sia. Trump praised Putin’s strong hand and promised “to get along with 
Russia” (Newsweek, Nov 11, 2017). Clinton saw this approach as a sign 
of Trump’s weakness and even called her opponent Putin’s puppet (CNN, 
Jul 16, 2018).

Trump’s victory was always questioned in this regard by his opponents. 
Meanwhile, after years of investigations U.S. intelligence agencies did not 
find strong evidence that Russian interference had an actual impact on the 
American election outcome (VOX, Jul 26, 2019). However, this suspicion by 
Democrats caused the relations between the two countries during Trump’s 
presidency to be more like “Cold War 2.0” instead of “getting along” and 
reached the lowest point in their history. Every aspect of cooperation with 
Russia became very toxic for members of the Trump team.  

	■ The Muller Investigation

In May 2017, the Justice Department launched a Special Counsel investigation 
with three significant subjects: 1) Russian interference in the 2016 elections; 
2) possible links between associates of Donald Trump and the Russian gov-
ernment, and 3) whether Trump and his associates obstructed justice (DOJ, 
May 17, 2017). 
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Deputy Attorney General Rod J. Rosenstein announced that former Depart-
ment of Justice official and FBI Director Robert S. Mueller III was appointed 
as a Special Counsel “to oversee the previously confirmed FBI investigation 
of Russian government efforts to influence the 2016 presidential election and 
related matters” (para. 1). The Muller investigation on the Trump family and 
administration loomed like the sword of Damocles. 

Some of Trump’s officials not only lost their jobs but were imprisoned. In 
anticipation of the Muller report, prosecutors laid out their judgment on var-
ious people and Donald Trump’s associates as well as indicted many Russian 
individuals and organizations. For instance, they prosecuted Trump’s national 
security adviser, General Michael Flynn, who in December 2019 pleaded guilty 
to two counts of lying to the FBI about his communications with then Russian 
Ambassador to the U.S., Sergey Kislyak (DOJ, Dec 1, 2017). 

Many members of U.S. intelligence agencies, including the FBI and CIA, in-
sisted that Russia interfered in the 2016 election in favor of Trump. For instance, 
ex-FBI agent Peter Strzok who was central to the Trump-Russia investigation 
launch said that Trump was “compromised” (NBC, Sep 7, 2020). Former FBI 
Director James Comey did not dismiss the possibility of Trump collusion with 
Russia, he also said it was possible that Russia had leverage over President 
Donald Trump (CNN, May 9, 2020). Former CIA director John Brennan insisted 
that Russia interfered in the U.S. 2016 election to benefit Trump (The Guardian, 
Aug 22, 2020).

According to the assessments of supporters of Trump collusion with Russia, 
the emails from the Democratic National Committee and Hillary Clinton’s cam-
paign chairman John Podesta which were leaked. These documents possibly 
contributed to her election loss. The leak was blamed on Russia-linked hack-
ers (CNN, Sep 12, 2020). Neither Russia nor the founder of WikiLeaks, Julian 
Assange, agreed with this assessment. Furthermore, they strongly opposed it 
(Washington Post, Jan 5, 2017). 

	■ The Cyberwar – A New Front of Confrontation 

The testimonies of U.S. tech giants such as Facebook, Twitter, and Microsoft 
in various congressional hearings on Russian interference and their official 
statements supported the U.S. intelligence view. For example, Mark Zuck-
erberg, CEO and Chairman of Facebook, stated that Russia had disrupted 
the site’s operations. This investigation targeted individuals whose names 
were leaked and was blamed on the infamous St. Petersburg troll group - the 
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Internet Research Agency. The mentioned social media companies insisted 
that this operation was part of Russia’s election interference efforts in 2016. 
The Kremlin strongly denied these claims (NYT, Sep 6, 2017). 

Furthermore, the other significant scandal with consulting company 
Cambridge Analytica showed that the private data of Americans might be 
used against their will for advantage in political games. The investigation of 
the New York Times (Apr 4, 2018) and the Observer revealed that this com-
pany, owned by right-wing donors and governed by a board where former 
Trump aide Stephen K. Bannon was one of the directors, used improperly 
obtained data from Facebook to build voter profiles.  As a result, data of 87 
million Facebook users were compromised (CNBC, Mar 8, 2020). 

Finally, in response to this leakage investigation, the Parliament of the 
U.K. questioned the former CEO of Cambridge Analytica, Alex Nix, to con-
firm the connection between Cambridge Analytica and Russian oil company 
Lukoil. He stated that he had no relationship with this company; however, 
he raised concerns that private data of Americans were used to target the 
voting process in 2016. Later, ex Cambridge Analytica employee Christopher 
Wylie confirmed that Lukoil once expressed interest in receiving the data 
for political purposes. 

As a result, Cambridge Analytica leakage had become a point of emphasis 
to leaders of Democrats and led them to question Trump’s campaign even 
more. They called on the Department of Justice (DOJ) to expand the investi-
gation procedures to reveal possible Russian ties with Cambridge Analytica 
and the Trump campaign (NYT, Mar 17, 2018).  

One way or the other, the DNC email leaks and other scandals linked to 
election interference in 2016 showed that confrontation between the two 
countries had moved into cybersecurity space, and a new front was opened.  

On the one hand, Trump called the investigation and other developments 
around Russian interference “a total witch-hunt” and often questioned the 
U.S. intelligence agencies’ assessments that many American politicians found 
disgraceful. On the other hand, the investigation diverted a lot of Trump’s 
attention. From January 2017 to August 2019, Trump tweeted about the 
Muller investigation more than any other topic – 452 times. The investiga-
tion also caused a significant confrontation between Trump and the U.S. 
media that began “to cover with greater intensity the story about Russian 
interference in the election” (Harriger, 2019, para. 14). 
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	■ The Mutual Retaliation & The Never-ending Sanctions 

Meanwhile, by request of Congress and the American public in response to 
election interference, the Trump administration imposed strong sanctions on 
Russia in the framework of existing legislation such as Countering America’s 
Adversaries Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA) and other laws. For instance, in 
August 2017, the President signed into law Public Law 115-44 that impacted 
leading Russian financial institutions, business entities, and oligarchs from 
Putin’s inner circle (U.S. Treasury, 2017). Every interaction with Russia began 
to become very toxic for the Trump administration. 

Sanctions over election interference in 2016 that started at the end of 
Obama’s term continued under Trump and gained even more momentum. The 
two countries continued to expel dozens of diplomats and alienate diplomatic 
property on a tit-for-tat basis. Russia requested the U.S. shrink its missions 
in Russia to an equal number with the Russian missions in the U.S. The U.S. 
responded aptly. In 2017, by request from the U.S. State Department, Russian 
diplomats left government-owned and leased diplomatic property in Washington 
D.C., trade missions in New York and the Russian Consulate in San Francisco 
(Guardian, Sep 2, 2017).

Eventually in 2020, neither the House Intelligence committees (NBC, Apr 
27, 2018) nor Senate Intel Committee (Senate, 2020) found proof of Trump 
collusion with Russia. Most significantly, the Mueller Investigation (U.S. Justice 
Department, Apr 18, 2019) concluded that “the investigation did not establish 
that members of the Trump Campaign conspired or coordinated with the Rus-
sian government in its election interference activities” (para. 8) 

The U.S. relationship with Russia was at its lowest point in history, and every 
attempt to improve it just made it crumble further. Probably the only success-
ful operation that can be noted was when the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency 
(CIA) helped Russia to thwart a series of terrorist attacks in St. Petersburg by 
providing a piece of critical information. Putin personally thanked Trump in a 
phone call for this assistance (Radio Free Europe, Dec 17).

Many thought that the worst-case scenario had already happened, and re-
lations reached the lowest point. In 2018 in Helsinki, Finland, Russia and the 
United States held a summit, also known as the Trump–Putin summit. For some 
time, there was a hope that the relationship would begin improving. 
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	■ The Skripal Effect 

Incidentally, the hope was dismissed as the opposite happened. There was 
a mutual expulsion of diplomats and dispositions of property in 2018 when 
Russia was blamed for using chemical weapons against former double agent 
Sergey Skripal in England (though Russia denied these accusations). This fact 
triggered the U.S. to impose the Chemical and Biological Weapons Control 
and Warfare Elimination Act of 1991 in order to punish Russia. Washington 
unequivocally kept with its allies and outlined another round of sanctions in 
the framework that restricted Russian sovereign debt. The Trump adminis-
tration also closed the Russian consulate in Seattle and expelled 60 Russian 
diplomats including the heads of the Russian Trade Mission and the Cultural 
Center in Washington D.C. “The individuals who are being sent back to Russia 
are intelligence officers being cloaked by their diplomatic positions here in 
the U.S., and are considered to be aggressive collection personnel,” a Trump 
official assured reporters at the time (quote by Washington Examiner, Apr 3, 
2018, para. 3). Russia denied these accusations and responded by expelling 
60 U.S. diplomats and closing the St. Petersburg consulate (Washington Post, 
Apr 2, 2018). 

According to Bloomberg, the Trump administration implemented the 
most sanctions against Russia in U.S. history - almost 700 Russian people 
and companies were under U.S. sanctions (The National News, Jul 29, 2021). 
Trump’s cabinet restrictions also included sanctions against one of the critical 
Russia and Germany projects – the Nord Stream-2 gas pipeline. This project 
was opposed by Trump, who was supporting the U.S. fossil fuel industry. Many 
times, Trump criticized German Chancellor Angela Merkel for supporting 
this project and threatened German companies with sanctions. In Trump’s 
words, by supporting this project, Germany gave up its energy independence 
to Russia, which would acquire excessive influence over the country (CNBC, 
Jul 11, 2018).

	■ The Fall of the Mutual Deterrence Infrastructure

During the Trump presidency, the two superpowers had disagreements that 
extended far beyond Europe. Russia and the U.S. clashed in the Middle East, 
where both have a strong military presence. Furthermore, the U.S. military 
claimed that Russia breached an arms embargo to support fighters in Libya and 
renegade military commander Khalifa Haftar (Aljazeera, Jul 24, 2020).
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The other political disagreement was the future of Venezuela. Russia 
supported the regime of Nicolas Maduro, while the U.S. supported the leader 
of the Venezuelan opposition, Juan Guaido.

Similarly, the U.S. and Russia both actively conducted military exercises 
near each other’s borders, increasing tension day by day. For example, there 
were Russian exercises near Alaska in September 2020 as well as a U.S. Navy 
demonstration with Norway – the first time since the 1990’s when NATO 
warships conducted a maritime operation in the Barents Sea.

According to the U.S, Russia also failed to notify the U.S. of its extensive 
military exercises. This limited observation flights under the Open Skies 
Treaty and covert development of an intermediate-range ground-launched 
cruise missile SSC-8/9M729. Moscow denied such accusations and proposed 
to start new negotiations on these treaties. Washington dismissed these 
proposals and decided to withdraw from the treaties. The track record of 
Russian compliance and non-compliance of arms control treaties would be 
critical in crafting future approaches to deter a new arms race.

The situation with the INF caused many concerns in the world. U.S. Senator 
Bob Menendez in 2019 strongly reacted to Trump’s cabinet decision: “I am 
extremely concerned that President Trump has no appreciation or understating 
of the importance of arms control treaties and that this deficiency will lead 
him to abandon all limitations on U.S.-Russian nuclear forces” (Menendez, 
2019, para. 18).

The Trump Administration’s withdrawal from the Open Skies Treaty 
in 2020 made some members of the U.S. Congress upset; it allowed for U.S. 
military planes to observe Russian territory and vice versa with Russian 
observations of U.S. territory. Many congressional members insisted this 
step by the U.S. would only play in favor of President Putin.

Trump also failed to renegotiate the last nuclear limitation treaty, an “an-
chor of strategic stability,” New START, which was set to expire in February 
2021. The Russian side was prepared to make a significant concession in this 
case. Russia agreed to add some “political obligation” like to freeze stockpiles 
of nuclear warheads for a year and extend the treaty for a year instead of 
five, as it was previously insisted (NYT, Oct 20, 2020). Trump’s cabinet idea 
was to reach an entirely new agreement and include China, which was very 
difficult and would take much more time.

If New START expired, it would be the first time since the 1960’s that 
neither Russia nor the U.S. had any limitations on their nuclear arsenal. Many 
experts expressed their concerns that the world could face an era of instabil-
ity again, memories of the Cuban Missile Crisis resurfacing. This expiration 
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will not happen though. The new President, Joe Biden, said that, despite all 
the disagreements with Russia, the New START is critical for both sides and 
will be extended either way (NYT, Jan 26, 2021).

	■ More Divided with the West

Interestingly, this extensive confrontation with the West and especially with 
the U.S., helped Russian elites to push new changes in the Russian Constitu-
tion to stay in power a lot longer and make Russia more isolated from to the 
Western world. 

In 2020, when the confrontation with the U.S. was at its highest point, the 
Russian government presented amendments to the Constitution as an urgent 
need to protect traditional values (marriage is between man and woman, the 
status of Russian language, raise the priority and respect in defending the 
Homeland). Meanwhile, these amendments gave, among other things, Vladimir 
Putin a right to abolish the constitutional limit on the number of presidential 
terms and remain in the Presidential post until 2036.  The same restrictions 
were lifted in China in 2018 to let Chinese leader Xi Jinping stay in power be-
yond 2023 (South China Morning Post, Mar 11, 2018).

According to the Russian Central Election Commissions, in June 2020, al-
most 78% of Russians voted for these changes (cikrf.ru). Of course, the Russian 
opposition presented a different result from exit polls.  According to the exit 
polls, approximately half of the people in major Russian cities agreed with 
these changes (RBC, Jul 2, 2020). Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov called the 
voting results “a de-facto triumphant referendum on confidence in President 
Putin” (cited by BBC, Jul 2, 2020, para. 3). 

Research Assistant Professor at Bush School DC, Yuval Weber, explained 
that Putin “has been developing and nurturing for the past 20 odd years his 
position in power” with the main narrative that “Russia not ever collapse to 
that extent again.” In the reality, he is “willing to make Russia a less dynam-
ic, less open place in order to never have that happen under him or the next 
person.”  Weber’s point is that this fact is a “key to understanding the Russian 
interpretation of regime resilience and autonomy against the U.S.” 

This knowledge is essential in the light that “Putin just changed the Con-
stitution to be empowered till 2036. He’s there… for the long term and that’s 
more important than any specific area of confrontation” (Bush School Webinar, 
Jun 21, 2021, 0:24). 



“Putin just changed the Constitution to be 
empowered till 2036. He’s there... for the 
long term and that’s more important than 
any specific area of confrontation.” 

Research Assistant Professor at Bush School DC, 
Yuval Weber



Biden Presidency: No More ‘Resets’?



“You can’t spoil a spoiled relationship. It is 
already spoiled.” 

Vladimir Putin
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A fter Joe Biden’s victory in the presidential race of 2020, many experts 
categorically predicted no possibility of warming relations between 
the U.S. and Russia. During the campaign, he often and pointedly 

criticized Putin’s actions and reiterated that today’s Russia is an opponent 
that constitutes a threat to the U.S., its allies, and even the Russian people. 
For this reason, Biden wanted to empower NATO and make the partnership 
more potent than ever to oppose these threats (The Interpreter, Nov 25, 2020).

The prospect of more profound confrontations became apparent after the 
report from the Director of National Intelligence on interference in the 2020 
elections was released. The experts concluded there that “Russia sought to 
help former President Donald Trump in last year’s presidential election” (NPR, 
Mar 16, 2021, para. 1).

A former assistant Secretary of State in the administration of George W. 
Bush, David Kramer, was sure that there would be “No reset. I don’t think 
he’s going to try anything like 2009,” he said (VOA, Nov 8, 2020). “Moscow 
has continued with a disinformation campaign against him (Biden), and so I 
don’t think he’s going to extend a hand and say, ‘Let’s make nice,’” he added 
(para.11). 

The policy issues and disagreements increased in the mutual and long-
standing disdain between the two leaders, which began long before the Biden 
presidency. In 2011 Biden, during a visit to Russia, said to Putin: “I’m looking 
into your eyes, and I don’t think you have a soul.” Putin smiled and sarcasti-
cally replied, “We understand one another” (The Hill, Jul 21, 2014, para. 3,4).

Interestingly, Vladimir Putin was, probably, the last foreign leader to con-
gratulate Biden on his 2020 election win.  In the interview for Russia-1, Putin 
said that there are no hidden motives, and he is just waiting for an end to the 
domestic political standoff. He was not afraid that relations would worsen. 
“You can’t spoil a spoiled relationship. It is already spoiled,” he said (RIA, Nov 
11, 2020, para. 2). In continuation of the mutual confrontation, during a March 
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interview with ABC, Biden promised that Putin “will pay a price” for his ef-
forts to undermine the election. When a journalist asked Biden if he thought 
Putin was “a killer,” he answered affirmatively (ABC, Mar 17, 2021, para. 2).

Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov’s response to Biden’s comment was 
that the American President “definitely does not want to improve relations” 
(Interfax, Mar 18, 2021, para. 3). Later, Putin responded to it as well. He said 
that in childhood, when children argue with each other, they say, “He who 
calls names is called that himself” (TASS, Mar 18, 2021, para. 6). The Rus-
sian leader was not seemingly joking – a few days later, Russia recalled its 
U.S. ambassador back to Moscow. According to Peskov, ambassador Anatoly 
Antonov had been “invited” back to Moscow for consultation on the future of 
Russia-US relations (CNN, Mar 18, 2021).

Furthermore, the new U.S. administration started openly to build good 
relations with a longstanding Putin opponent, Alexey Navalny.  Even during a 
busy campaign, Biden paid a lot of attention to Navalny’s situation and harshly 
criticized Putin and Trump for remaining silent on the Russian opposition 
leader’s poisoning (CNN, Aug 21, 2020).

 	 Compared to Putin’s intolerance to his opposition, Biden’s relations 
with the Russian resistance were a lot more friendly, something the Kremlin 
considered a threat to national security. Peskov, for instance, blamed Navalny 
for working in the interests of the CIA (RTVI, Jun 17, 2021). Navalny was one 
of the first Russian politicians who congratulated the Vice President-elect 
Kamala Harris on her victory.  Navalny took to Twitter (Navalny, 2020) to 
celebrate the victory of “the Americans on defining the new leadership in a 
free and fair election,” and regretted that, “this is a privilege not available to 
all countries”. The Russian opposition leader also expressed his readiness to 
work with the new U.S. administration to reach a new level of cooperation 
between Russia and the U.S.

The Biden administration was sending strong signals that it will keep 
Russia accountable for every misconduct. At the end of last year, the U.S. re-
stricted Russian diplomats’ visas requirements. According to them, Russian 
diplomats can get the approval for no more than a three-year visa, after this 
term they must go back to Russia or request a new visa in advance from the 
State Department. According to the Russian Ambassador Anatoly Antonov, 
there are no such restrictions for the other countries - only for Russia (Na-
tional Interest magazine, Aug 1, 2021).

One of the first rounds of the sanctions from the Biden Administration 
was dedicated to Navalny’s poisoning. In March, the Department of the 
Treasury designated seven Russian government officials for sanctions, five 
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of whom were previously designated for sanctions by the E.U. and U.K. re-
garding Navalny’s poisoning and two others. The Department of Commerce, 
in addition, put restrictions on fourteen entities as a consequence of “their 
proliferation of activities in support of Russia’s weapons of mass destruction 
programs and chemical weapons activities” (The State Department, Mar 2, 
2021, para.1).

In response to Russian cyber activity (SolarWinds hack) and election 
interference, the U.S. expelled 10 Russian diplomats, put restrictions on 32 
Russian individuals, and placed more sanctions against Russian companies 
in April of 2021. Russia responded by banning the U.S. mission to Russia 
from retaining or hiring Russian or third-country citizens to work in the U.S. 
Embassy (Moscow) and Consulates in other Russian cities (Vladivostok and 
Ekaterinburg). 

 The “icing on the cake” was in April when the U.S. Ambassador John Sul-
livan returned to the United States for consultations (Russia requested this 
previously). “I believe it is important for me to speak directly with my new 
colleagues in the Biden administration in Washington about the current state 
of bilateral relations between the United States and Russia,” quoted Ambas-
sador Sullivan (The U.S. Embassy to Russia, Apr 20, 2021, para.1).

	■ To Meet No Matter What 

Despite all the adverse developments, both sides were taking prudent steps 
toward a progressive relationship.  At the end of January, Biden (by his ini-
tiative) had his first call with Putin. He discussed the situation with Navalny, 
the cyber espionage campaign, election interference, and bounties on the U.S. 
troops in Afghanistan (CBS, Jan 26, 2021). They also touched on the expiration 
of the New START treaty. As a result, a few weeks later, “the United States and 
the Russian Federation have agreed to extend the treaty through February 4, 
2026” (The U.S. State Department, 2021, para). 

Many experts and scholars breathed a sigh of relief. Director of Re-
search for Foreign Policy at Brookings, Michael O’Hanlon, emphasized that 
regarding the nuclear issue, “as much as he [Putin] is a challenge for us to 
deal with,” cooperating with him now is more productive than with Russia 
in 1990 when the U.S. “had to fear the Russian State to collapse and loose 
Russian nuclear materials or even weapons” (Bush School Webinar, 00:38). 
Meanwhile, he called on policymakers to strongly criticize Russia for every 
significant misconduct.
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This approach was totally in line with the Biden Administration’s view – 
despite reaching the agreement on the arms control issue, the U.S. continued 
to impose sanctions, restrictions on the Russian Federation and criticize its 
leader. Sometimes it caused strong retaliation from the Russian side.

 While the reciprocation in diplomatic relations between Russia and the 
U.S. seemed to be exhausted, beginning with the almost clumsy statement by 
Biden calling Putin “a killer”, the expelling of diplomats by both sides, Russia’s 
“polite” offer to U.S. Ambassador John J. Sullivan to fly to Washington for con-
sultation and the Russian Ambassador flying back to Moscow, both sides were 
entirely in agreement that diplomatic efforts were urgently needed. Too many 
difficulties in Eastern Europe and the Middle East required their attention. In 
early March, Putin commented, “In order not to dive into absentia, we must 
continue our relationship. I just thought about this:  The last time the telephone 
conversation was initiated by President Biden. I want to invite Biden to continue 
our discussion in a live format” (Kommersant, Mar 18, 2021, para. 2). Accord-
ing to NYCFPA sources since then, diplomats on both sides began exhaustively 
preparing the Biden-Putin summit.  Before his departure to the U.S., Sullivan 
said that he would be back “in the coming weeks before any meeting between 
Presidents Biden and Putin” (The U.S. Embassy to Russia, 2021).

It was hard to believe that this meeting would be possible. However, in 
April, Putin accepted Biden’s invitation to the “Leader’s Summit on Climate” 
organized by the United States (The Kremlin, 2021). As broadly known, for 
Biden’s administration, efforts regarding climate change issues were the top 
priority. While later in May saw “increased tensions between the two nations 
… on several fronts, including Russia’s military involvement in Ukraine and 
Syria, its treatment of political activists and its interference in U.S. elections,” 
U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken and Russian Foreign Minister Sergey 
Lavrov still met to discuss the preparations for the two countries leaders 
meeting (NPR, May 20, 2021, para. 3). Finally, despite all these difficulties, on 
June 16th, 2021, when relations between the two countries were at the lowest 
level since the end of the Cold War, President Joe Biden and President Vladimir 
Putin met in Geneva, Switzerland where 36 years ago Gorbachev and Reagan 
had started the process of two nations gradual rapprochement. 

	■ “A Glimmer of Hope” 

The meeting between the two leaders lasted a couple of hours and was shorter 
than expected. However, both leaders’ main points about the meeting were al-
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most in sync. Biden said, “The relationship between [Russia and the US] has to 
be stable and predictable,” and the two countries “should be able to cooperate 
where it’s in our mutual interests” (White House, 2021, para. 1). Both sides 
agreed that the areas of potential future cooperation are strategic stability, 
arms control, cybersecurity, and prisoners’ exchange. 

Contrary to previous rhetoric, the normally sparring leaders declared a 
course to rapprochement in many areas, including strategic stability, cyber-
security, cooperation in the Arctic region, and the exchange of prisoners. For 
instance, they discussed the situation with imprisoned American citizens Paul 
Whelan and Trevor Reed.  At the same time, political experts on both sides of 
the Atlantic are very skeptical. American analysts say that Putin cannot be 
trusted at all, and the Russians are expecting new sanctions as was the case 
after Putin’s last meeting with former President Trump.

Certainly though, neither Biden nor Putin are celebrating a honeymoon 
period. As Putin said, the meeting only offered a glimmer of hope (Vesti, Jun 17, 
2021). In Biden’s opinion, this was “not a kumbaya moment, but it’s clearly not 
in anybody’s interest that we’re in a new Cold War.” During that press-confer-
ence Biden also said that his administration will “find out within the next six 
months to a year whether or not” Russia and the U.S. “actually have a strategic 
dialogue that matters” (White House, 2021, para. 67).

Also, according to the Kremlin, Russia and the U.S. agreed to launch a 
comprehensive bilateral dialogue on strategic stability and cooperate in many 
areas, including cybersecurity issues (Kremlin, 2021). These comments by both 
Putin and Biden left journalists, experts, and the general public feeling puzzled.  
Biden was criticized by many experts and journalists.  At the very end of Biden’s 
press conference on the meeting, when he boasted about his productive talk 
with Putin, CNN Chief White House Correspondent Kaitlan Collins asked Biden 
why he was so confident that the Russian leader “will change his behavior.” 
Biden responded that he is not confident at all and is trying to change Russia’s 
behavior via international effort. “If you don’t understand that, you’re in the 
wrong business,” he replied before quickly walking away from the podium 
(CNN, Jun 16, 2021, para. 6). 

“This is not about trust. This is about self-interest and verification of self-in-
terest,” said the New York Times columnist Bret Stephens. At the same time, both 
sides are going to benefit from it (NYT, Jun 16, 2021, para. 5). The columnist of 
DW’s Russian Division, Konstantin Eggert, wrote, “Maybe, indirectly, the White 
House actually admitted: Putin’s regime is here for a long time. In his opinion, 
for this, the Kremlin will be ready to give up to the Americans more than one 
hacker” (DW, June 17, 2021, para. 5).
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	■ To Be Continued 

A few months later the two sides continued their dialogue directly, with 
calls or with their representatives. In July Putin met a U.S. climate change 
envoy, led by John Kerry, in Moscow. Putin said to Kerry that climate change 
“is one of the areas in which Russia and the U.S. have common interests 
and a similar approach” (Bloomberg, Jul 14, 2021, para. 2). Furthermore, 
contrary to all predictions, in late May Biden waived sanctions on compa-
nies and individuals that are involved in Nord Stream-2, one of Moscow’s 
strategic projects. 

The sanctions relief was considered by many opponents of this decision 
as “a major geopolitical prize for the Kremlin” (BBC, May 20, 2021, para. 4). 
Biden’s action received strong criticism in the U.S. In response, a dozen of 
Senate Republicans promised to hold up Senate approval of two of Biden’s 
nominees (WSJ, Jul 29, 2021).

Russian Ambassador to the U.S. Anatoly Antonov in an interview with The 
National Interest magazine insisted that the diplomatic war between two 
countries is still in place, despite Biden’s statements. In his words, “abruptly 
tightened visa issuing procedures” require that the mission staff can stay 
in the U.S. no longer than three years, and 24 Russian diplomats are going 
back to Russia in September and none of them have a replacement” (Aug 1, 
2021, para. 19).  In response to this Russian Diplomat’s comment, Reuters 
(Aug 2. 2021) quoted the words of the U.S. State Department spokesperson 
Ned Price. He said that the Russian ambassador’s characterization was “not 
accurate.” Furthermore, he rejected the point that Washington was using 
Russian diplomats’ visas to retaliate against Moscow and reminded that 
Russia took some steps in response to the U.S., like the Russian ban on the 
U.S. embassy retaining or hiring Russian or third-country citizens. 

It is hard to predict what the future brings regarding Russian-     American 
relations. However, in Geneva, despite all the ideological differences that 
could not be solved, both sides noted that even in times of tension, they can 
make progress to ensure stability in the strategic sphere and reduce risks. 
The forthcoming virtual Biden-Putin summit that is expected to happen in 
late December 2021 - early 2021 may show whether the American admin-
istration will cement this approach or these disagreements with Russia are 
too wide to resolve any significant issues. 

Relations with Russia may be strategically important for the current U.S. 
administration regarding future growth and movement by China. “As hard 
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as it will be psychologically, Biden should make an overture to Putin for a 
joint approach to Chinese President Xi Jinping, offering him nuclear talks” 
(Bloomberg, Aug 11, 2021, para. 10). 

Conclusion/Discussion

T his research sought to seek the answer to two questions: First, was 
the Russian transition from the Soviet-era into the modern Western 
world successful? And second, what approach do Western politicians 

and society need for resultative dealings with the Russian Federation?
To respond to these questions, two hypotheses were suggested. First, due 

to difficulties and cultural and historical background, the full integration of 
Russia into the modern Western world is likely impossible. The second, despite 
these difficulties in understanding, the countries can successfully cooperate 
in areas of mutual interest like nonproliferation, confronting terrorism, cli-
mate change, engagement in space, science, and cultural exchange. The U.S. 
should not turn a blind eye to any Russian violation of international norms. 
Simultaneously, the U.S. itself needs to be in full compliance with international 
law and rules.

To respond to these questions and confirm these hypotheses, the current 
study was conducted.  This paper covers Reagan and Gorbachev’s relationship to 
present-day talks between Biden and Putin. This study, via examining essential 
archives’ documents, the presidents’ memoirs, media, academic publications, 
experts, witnesses’ interviews, etc., analyzes significant events from 1985 to 
2021 regarding     U.S. – Russia relations. 

The study follows both countries’ leaders’ decisions and indicates whether 
these decisions led to the degradation of diplomatic relations, helped improve 
collaboration, or kept the status quo. It also shows how these events in diplomacy 
shaped U.S.-Russia diplomatic interactions and brought the two countries into 
their current situation. It should be noted that these decisions also impacted 
the whole process of globalization (new NATO members, new alliances like 
BRICS, etc.). These developments directly influenced the opposite pole to the 
West, where Russia and China play an important role. 

The analysis shows that American policy toward Russia and vice versa was 
partially unsuccessful through many governments failures that, using Harvard 
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Kennedy School metrics (Walton, 2018), can be identified as weak performance 
owing to principal-agent problems, inadequate regulation, misaligned incen-
tives, and corruption.

The research report examines both sides’ misconducts, such as interfer-
ence in the 2016 U.S. elections, usage of chemical weapons against adversaries 
and political opponents (Litvinenko, Skripal, Navalny), and military actions 
against neighboring countries on the Russian side. From the U.S. side, there 
were broken promises regarding NATO expansion and the military campaign 
in Yugoslavia that made the Russian side very disappointed and sour. Some 
consider additional U.S. mistakes to be Clinton’s turning a blind eye to some 
Russian government actions– like Yeltsin’s retaliation on the Russian parliament 
that ended with tanks shooting from outside Moscow’s White House, or not 
enough push back from the Bush administration after poisoning Litvinenko; 
Obama’s miscalculation regarding Russian ability to interfere in U.S. internal 
politics; Trump’s paying too much attention to fighting with the press in case 
of “Russian collusion,” instead of reaching a strategically critical agreement,  
New START.

Furthermore, according to some experts from the previous administration 
that NYCFPA interviewed, the Trump administration discredited the sanctions 
tool and overused it without sending a strong message to Russia. It allowed the 
Russian economy to become adaptive to sanctions, even though they almost 
had no impact (Gabriele, 2021; Moore, 2021). 

Meanwhile, there was some achievement during this period. Despite all the 
disagreements, countries successfully reached the “Open Skies” agreement, 
twice signed nonproliferation treaty New START, and avoided major direct 
confrontations in the Middle East. These data also confirm the hypothesis 
that two countries can successfully cooperate in the areas of mutual interest 
(fight against terrorism, climate change solutions, etc.). 

The findings also supported the second hypothesis that Russia likely 
cannot be fully integrated into the Western world historically led by the U.S.  
Russia’s ambitions are to keep its influence and cooperation with China in 
the framework of other international groups. The support for this hypothesis 
can be found in the Russian features that are embodied in Russian history 
and caused the Russian government and societal failures. 

For instance, while traditional western governments are more likely to 
cooperate with society in solving problems, the Chinese and Russian govern-
ments are more inclined to use power against opponents along with an auto-
cratic approach. This can be seen in Putin’s amendments to the Constitution 
to extend power and authority supported by the more conservative Russian’s.  
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Those who countered these moves were unable to stop them. Consequently, 
as analysis shows the productive cooperation between two countries fizzled 
through Russian societal failures. One of these failures is coordination failure 
when “individuals are unable to create collective mobilization” against some 
government misconducts (Walton, 2018, p. 6). 

Policy Recommendations 

E ven though Russian society failed to present and support a strong 
movement in opposing the regime’s failures, many scholars are 
not inclined to see the Russian people as archaic.  Lukin (2003) 

suggests looking deeper into Russian history and analyzing Russian so-
ciety’s behavior via its cultural and geographical place between East and 
West. Russian people are carrying features of both traditions and can 
apply different cultural approaches. McFaul (2018) continues that “how-
ever, Russia’s autocratic institutions seem stable…, current political order 
suggests that this system will not last long beyond his [Putin] tenure in 
the Kremlin” (p. 321). 

As the findings suggest, the role of the Public Diplomacy tool in coopera-
tion with Russia grows significantly. This tool prepared both American and 
Russian society to collaborate successfully. The example of establishing the 
Russian Cultural Center in the 90’s and gala events where Americans and Rus-
sians could gain a mutual understanding across cultures supports this claim. 
Thus, building awareness further builds respect, which is what the US-Russia 
relationship needs. 

On the other hand, cultural differences should not be the only issues con-
sidered by scholars and policymakers while dealing with Russia. The world-
wide globalization process must be seen as another factor while taking policy 
decisions toward Russia.  

The U.S. cannot continue to support the world order as it did for the three 
last decades. Assistant Professor of Social Science for a joint program between 
Bryant University and the Beijing Institute of Technology, Dr. Rachael M. Rudolph 
emphasizes the fact that “the world and order have changed.” While “it is de-
batable,” in her opinion, “the U.S. cannot lead in the present as it has before and 
old “western versus authoritarian” alliances of the past are not going to work 
given the complexity of the global security environment and growing strength 
of regional governance. Meanwhile, “how global and regional order evolve and 
whether it will indeed be peaceful will depend on whether major powers and 
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global actors continue to live in a vision of the past or strive to work toward a 
shared common vision of the future created by all” (personal communication, 
Aug 27, 2021).  

O’Hanlon further points out (2021, Jun 21) the U.S. must carefully consider 
any push for joining new members to NATO until Russia no longer sees it as an 
internal threat. This approach should not conflict with the U.S. national inter-
ests or interests of current members of NATO. This careful consideration may 
help to avoid retaliation with Russia. Otherwise, it will endanger any working 
relationship with the Russian Federation in areas within American interest 
such as nuclear proliferation, fight with terrorism, climate change, etc. Also, 
keeping this closer relationship can allow the U.S. to monitor human rights 
violations better. In this context, the U.S. can continue cooperating with allies, 
using sanction tools to improve the situation in Russia regarding human rights 
and freedoms and support democratic institutions.

Recognizing Russia’s capabilities and understanding its interests is crucial 
for a prosperous mutual working relationship. This approach may also help avoid 
Russia’s closer relationship with China and maintain global order in the frame-
work of international organizations like the U.N. The constant underestimation 
of Putin and Russia (as was seen during the Obama administration) in general 
led to further deterioration of the relationship as well as lousy policy moves.  

On the other hand, the U.S. must avoid any violation of international laws. 
For example, the operation in search of Edward Snowden, where U.S. intelli-
gence agencies forced the landing of the Bolivian President’s aircraft, made the 
Lukashenka and Putin regimes’ arguments stronger when they acted similarly 
against opposition leaders. 

Considering those above, these findings can be further used to understand 
a better and wiser way to cooperate with the Russian Federation. These results 
illustrate how the West and Russian can now speak the same language; in the 
meantime, their approach and understanding carry different cultural and his-
torical backgrounds and incentives.
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