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During the 1990s Russia went through a period of revolutionary turmoil, characterized by chaotic and haphazard decision-mak-
ing. By the end of Boris Yeltsin’s eight-year presidential reign, Russia had earned the dubious distinction of being one of the
world’s most unpredictable nations. By contrast, Vladimir Putin, who succeeded Yeltsin on New Year’s Eve 1999, has tried hard
to recast the country in the image of an orderly, if moderately authoritarian state. To Putin’s supporters, the state has once again
become the prime subject of politics ("государство вернуло себе правосубъектность").1 To his critics, bureaucratic over-cen-
tralization threatens to distort the process of modernization, if not to stop it altogether.2

Yet, despite the announced comeback of the state, Moscow’s foreign policy decisions continue to surprise, and sometimes baf-
fle, outside observers. Some of the key decisions of Putin’s first presidential term could scarcely have been foreseen. Consider
the following:

• Lord Robertson’s visit to Moscow in February 2000. NATO ’s then secre ta r y - g e n e ral was one of the first fo reign dignitaries 
to visit Moscow after Putin became interim president, despite the fact that only a few months earlier Russia and N ATO had
nearly come to blows—first (diplomatically) over and then (physically) in Kosovo .3 The Russian military is known to 
h a ve vehemently opposed the visit, yet it went ahead, led to a breakthrough at a fa c e - t o - face session with Putin, and laid 
the basis for a closer and more businesslike interaction between Russia and the alliance. 

• Putin’s endorsement of the U.S.-led military operation in Afghanistan and his acceptance
of U.S. troop deployments in Central Asia. 
Ten days after 9/11, the Russian president made one of his most intriguing and crucial decisions when he overruled his 
senior associates and decided to back American military action. For the first time U.S. forces were deployed in the states of 
former Soviet Central Asia, and yet Putin declared this was "nothing to be afraid of".4 Not only did he offer intelligence and 
logistical support, but he also pushed the Afghan Northern Alliance to support the U.S.-led operation. Once the Taliban was 
routed, Putin refrained from using these Russian proxies in a competition for influence in Afghanistan.

• Acceptance of U.S. withdrawal from the 1972 ABM Treaty.
For decades Russia, and before that the Soviet Union, had viewed this treaty as the cornerstone of national security. Ever since
the Reagan era (1980–1988), the threat of possible American withdrawal had been uniformly portrayed in Moscow as the 
signal for the start of an all-out, no-holds-barred strategic nuclear race, with an added and critical space dimension. However,
when George W. Bush announced America’s intention to withdraw from the treaty in December 2001, Putin merely called the
m ove "mistaken,"5 and even proceeded in the fo l l owing spring to conclude a new treaty on further reducing 
strategic offensive forces.

• Virulent anti-Americanism in the Russian media. 
On the other side of the ledger, the new U.S.-Russian strategic partnership and anti-terrorist coalition notwithstanding,
Russian state-run television engaged in massive anti-American broadsides in the spring of 2002, ostensibly over the alleged 
bias against Russian athletes at the Salt Lake City Winter Olympics, but essentially directed at Washington’s policies and 
attitudes. Later, while Putin was still calling for partnership with the West, "his" media usually took a much harder line 
t oward Russia’s partners. This could be interpreted as good-cop/bad-cop gaming, except that it did much to discredit the 
president’s foreign policy.

INTRODUCTION
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• Moscow’s handling of the east Siberian oil pipeline issue in 2003–2004. 
The Russian government reneged on an earlier agreement with Beijing to route the pipeline to Daqing in Manchuria, and 
leaned instead towards a Japanese-backed proposal to build a longer pipeline to Nakhodka/Perevoznaya. This issue could have
a serious impact on Russia’s relations with its two key Asian partners, China and Japan. Even the normally reserved Chinese
h a ve been outraged by the behavior of their strategic but seemingly unreliable partner. (Indeed, Moscow had also let them
d own two years previously, when Putin decided not to protest against U.S. withdrawal from the ABM Treaty; this, only
months after having joined with Chinese President Jiang Zemin in defense of it.)

The list could be longer, to include, prominently, Russia’s handling in 2004 of the presidential elections in Georgia’s breakaway
republic of Abkhazia and in Ukraine. The purpose of the above, however, is not to condemn Russian foreign policy for its
allegedly treacherous nature, opacity or indeed continuing unpredictability. Rather, these snapshots are meant to illustrate the
immense problem that confronts both domestic and foreign students of Russia’s foreign policy. In a nutshell, the problem can
be summarized as follows: 

• Who actually decides on foreign policy issues?
• How are these decisions conceived, shaped, and "sold"?
• Why do decision-makers decide as they do? What is the relative importance of their ideas, instincts, and interests?
• How are decisions, once taken, carried out?
• Who can influence decisions, both from inside the country and from outside?

These are anything but trifling questions. While Russia’s international influence has declined dramatically since its Soviet super-
power days, it is still an important international player, in particular in its neighborhood. Moscow’s decisions on its policies
toward Ukraine, Georgia, Moldova or Belarus can potentially make the difference between war and peace, territorial integrity
and secession, and continuation of a regime or its change. Furthermore, Russia is a major nuclear power, possesses a huge arse-
nal of all kinds of conventional weapons, is a permanent member of the UN Security Council (P-5) and the G-8, and a top
exporter of hydrocarbons.

To Russians, penetrating the opacity of foreign policy decision-making could be the first step to understanding the workings of
an apparatus that perpetuates one of the country’s most solid and venerated traditions, "great-powerdom" (великодержавие), in
a world that has been profoundly transformed. In the post-Soviet era, Russians have been very unsure about where they stand
in this new world, and where they can realistically expect themselves to be in the medium to long term. Foreign policy has
become a major battleground in the struggle for a new national identity between the traditionalist/conservative and innova-
tive/liberal trends in Russian society.6 The outcome of this struggle will largely determine what Russia will be for its neighbors
and the rest of the world in the 21st century.
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Problems of Omission 
and Commission
Despite the evident importance of the subject, a comprehensive treatment of Russian foreign policy decision-making in the
post-Soviet period has yet to emerge—a state of affairs that contrasts markedly with the extensive discussion of Soviet foreign
policy-making, particularly during the 1980s. 7 There are many reasons for this neglect, the most obvious being the difficulty of
the enterprise. Although the revolution of the 1980s and 1990s was succeeded by a period of partial stabilization in the 2000s,
Russia continues to be unfinished business, with many crucial issues still hanging in the balance. Also, while the demise of the
Soviet system appeared initially to open up the workings of decision-makers to greater scrutiny, a decade and a half later the
formulation of foreign policy remains an elite preserve, obscured by a pervasive culture of confidentiality. The "transparency
dividend" from efforts to democratize Russian polity and society remains small, even if contemporary Russian foreign policy
seemsmore open and accountable than its Soviet and tsarist predecessors.8

As a result, most Western scholars have eschewed this daunting task in favor of apparently more accessible subjects, such as
Russian-U.S. relations or Moscow’s approach to international security issues. Yet the problem is not only one of omission, but
of commission also. The few analyses that exist of contemporary Russian foreign policy-making have tended to focus on a nar-
row institutional context, namely, policy "actors and mechanisms." 9 This approach, which relies more on calculated guesswork
than direct knowledge and experience, follows in the tradition of Kremlinology—extrapolating from very limited and often
skewed information to identify key associations, ideas, and interests. The result, however, often tells us more about the per-
spective of the writer than about the subject itself. Thus, complex processes of decision-making are reduced to highly colored
but essentially shallow accounts of bureaucratic infighting between discrete institutional units—derzhavnikiversus liberals, reac-
tionary siloviki versus Westernizing reformers. Even if the question of who makes Russian foreign policy can be partially
answered (with the exact contribution of the various actors often in dispute), the question why certain decisions are made and
not others is rarely addressed. 

Much of this oversimplification is a natural reaction to the elusiveness of the subject. But it owes something also to the predilection
among Western observers to normative stereotypes about Russia and Russians. It is evident, for example, in the frequent charge that
an atavistic imperialist mindset permeates Moscow’s attitude toward the former Soviet Union (FSU),1 0 or that Russian foreign poli-
cy has always been motivated by a timeless aggressive agenda—not only during the heyd ay of the Cold Wa r ,1 1 but in tsarist and post-
S oviet times as well. This school of thought believes that Russia is incorrigibly imperialistic, and that the only effe c t i ve way of deal-
ing with it is to check its ambitions through a policy of containment. Little attention is given to the fact that Moscow terminated the
Cold War largely of its own free will rather than under outside pressure, and that Russia’s abandonment of its empire was mainly
voluntary and remarkably peaceful. Suffice it to compare the record here with other cases of imperial decline and fa l l .

At the other end of the scale, there are those who apply theories of democratic transitionism12 to Russian foreign policy-making.
Such ideas provided the philosophical and intellectual underpinning of the Clinton administration’s approach to Russia in the
1990s. The development of democracy, market capitalism, and civil society are not seen simply as intrinsic goods, but also as
facilitating the emergence of a more cooperative Russian foreign policy.13 In short, Russia’s foreign policy can only be as good
as the country’s domestic condition. The policy recipe that emerges from this assumption is that one has to help Russia change
from within before one can live with it. This view is both wildly optimistic (as regards Russian society’s current capabilities and
the difference that Western intervention can make in Russia’s transformation process) and exceedingly pessimistic (for Russia
is not going to live up to the optimists’ unrealistic expectations). Such an over-the-horizon view ignores the Russia at hand.

That said, Western prejudice and stereotyping are not solely (or perhaps even mainly) to blame for such misconceptions. Russian
practitioners and commentators have much to answer for. To put it bluntly, to date there has been too much opinion offered
and too little research undertaken. This is not an oversight. In today’s Russia, foreign policy remains a field of intense, even
fierce, political and intellectual debate. Attitudes toward foreign policy closely reflect different political convictions, philoso-
phies, and sets of values. With very few people seeking to remain above the fray (and even fewer succeeding), virtually every
scholar has defined his or her position. This situation affects not only contemporary studies, but also recent history. While tsarist
foreign policy can be studied more or less dispassionately, the Soviet period is only slightly less politicized than current affairs.
It is no accident that no comprehensive study of Soviet foreign policy has appeared in Russia since the demise of the USSR.

Basically, Russian interpretations of the country’s foreign policy vary greatly depending on whether the writer is a pro-Western
"integrationist," a middle-of-the-road gosudarstvennikor an anti-Western revisionist. The first group tends to be too dismissive
of Russia’s historical heritage, too idealistic in outlook, and given to wishful thinking. The second group, by contrast, empha-
sizes that "history is not bunk," but often fails to see what part of that heritage can and should be preserved and modernized,
and what needs to be discarded. In short, they have little sense of the future. As to the third group, their careless talk, grandiose
declarations, and specious analyses have contributed to the widespread perception in the West that, in Russia, "the more things
change, the more they stay the same." Whether in the form of a quasi-mystical Eurasianism, assertions about "spheres of inter-
ests," or primitive anti-Westernist rhetoric, pronouncements by members of this third (and occasionally also the second) group
have added grist to an already active mill. 
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In this connection, the challenge of gaining a proper understanding of the forces shaping Russian foreign policy has been com-
plicated by the instrumentalization of ideas and their conflation with interests. Ideas and principles can rarely be taken at fa c e
value, but need to be seen as reflections of particular political and commercial agendas. Furthermore, in much the same way
that the Soviet regime manipulated ideology in order to provide moral rationalization for otherwise unpalatable policies, so
t o d ay’s Russian elite is apt to exploit labels in "selling" individual policies to a domestic audience. The overt politicization of
some foreign policy issues, most notably through the use of nationalistic devices, has clouded the distinction between ideas,
goals, and means.1 4

Towards an Integrated Approach:
A New Methodology
We propose a broadly thematic approach to the study of Russian foreign policy decision-making. Section I focuses on the
institutional context and highlights aspects of bureaucratic and administrative culture dating back to Soviet and tsarist times.
It considers the role of different individual and institutional actors, as well as traditions of institutionalism and individual-
ism (or "personalism") in governance. In Section II, we shift the focus from mechanisms and process to the role of ideas—
their use and abuse. This includes conceptions about Russia’s national identity, its international position and role, and the
notion of "the national interest." Section III examines decision-making through the prism of concrete interests. The accent
here is on the tangible and sometimes venal influence of sectional political, economic and even social interests. Finally,
Section IV examines the impact of external factors and their interaction with the domestic sources of Russian foreign poli-
cy. It considers how far Moscow’s approach to the world reflects the influence of endogenous historical factors, and whether
foreign policy decision-making is essentially hostage to larger international forces such as economic globalization and the
global information revo l u t i o n .

These broad themes only make sense, however, if they are seen as parts of a larger whole. Ultimately, the most serious flaw of
recent analyses of Russian foreign policy-making is their piecemeal approach. Actors, mechanisms, ideas, interests, and external
influences are treated as separate factors, more or less unrelated to one another and divorced from a wider context. Some writ-
ers have focused on personality and process viewed through a largely mechanistic prism;15 others have emphasized the influence
of dominant ideas such as Russia’s "great power" complex or neo-imperialism;16 a third group sees particular sectional interests—
the s i l o v i k i, big business, the military, the Foreign Ministry, the Presidential Administration—as largely monolithic entities;17 w h i l e
still others view Moscow’s approach to international relations as largely ad hoc, haphazard and reactive .1 8

Each of these perspectives contributes something to the overall picture. But in isolation, they are misleading. The task of the fo l-
l owing pages, then, is two fold: first, to highlight the interrelationship between the different elements that inform Russian fo r e i g n
policy decision-making; and, second, to identify some conceptual principles that may serve as an effe c t i ve basis for understanding.

The Limits and Possibilities 
of Understanding
The first step in this process is to address the question of what is knowable and what is not. It is important not to pretend that
we can invariably draw precise, long-term conclusions on the basis of major policy statements, government actions, personnel
changes or administrative restructuring. Policy studies cannot be an exact science, if only because social life is so much more
complex and less predictable than nature. 

" We would like to think," the American theorist and practitioner Roger Hilsman wrote (about the United States), "not only that
policy-making is a conscious and deliberate act, one of analyzing problems and systematically examining grand alternatives in all
their implications, but also that the alternative chosen is aimed at achieving ends that serve a high moral purpose."1 9 The reality,
h owe ver, reveals confusion about goals, or competition among goals and their mutual incompatibility. Against this background,
one hears calls for renewed national purpose, a unifying ideology, or "for a national strategy that will both function and set guide-
lines for all of policy."2 0 This might well have been written about Russia—or any other modern country for that matter.

Any notion of decision-making as an orderly rational process guided by clear ideas and well-defined interests is false. Foreign
policy-making in most developed countries is a highly intricate and messy process that involves many subjective and even ran-
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A ‘Normal’ Foreign Policy
This brings us to the issue of Russia’s "normality." Some specialists are apt to view Russia—and Russian foreign policy by exten-
sion—as a "special" case that operates according to a set of very specific and very different rules. There exists an implicit assump-
tion that Russian policy-makers behave inherently less rationally than their foreign counterparts, being driven not so much by
concrete national interests as by highly subjective and even personal impulses.24 Such assertions, although not entirely without
foundation, greatly overstate the extent of Russia’s specificity 25 —with unfortunate consequences. In arbitrarily deciding what
is "normal" and "rational," some Western policy-makers and thinkers have transformed Russia from an object of serious scien-
tific enquiry into a mystical and virtually "unknowable" entity.

The key to understanding foreign policy decision-making in Russia is to recognize it as a "normal" country. Normal here does
not imply subscribing to Western norms and mores—a distant and possibly dubious prospect, which also begs the question these
d ays, "what is Western?"—or of conforming to a restrictive "one-size-fits-all" paradigm of international relations behavior.2 6 Rather,
it entails acting according to generally predictable and comprehensible "rules of engagement" in the pursuit of concrete goals.
Although the West may sometimes find these latter inimical, this does not make Russia an irrational actor that functions in ways
far beyond our ken and with whom a broadly cooperative relationship is therefore unattainable.27 Here, it is worth recalling the
general definition of decision-making offered by Snyder, Brack, and Sapin 50 years ago as "a process which results in the selec-
tion from a socially defined, limited number of problematical, alternative projects of one project intended to bring about the
particular future state of affairs envisaged by the decision-makers."28 The latter, in turn, are influenced by three key determi-
nants: their spheres of professional competence; various means and channels of communication and information; and motiva-
tions of different types.29 There is nothing in such understandings of decision-making that suggests we should consider Russian
foreign policy as anything other than a "normal" subject.

Another aspect of Russia’s normality, particularly important for our study, is the relative abundance of sources for researching
its foreign policy decision-making. While the recent archives remain closed and the leakages of genuine documents to the news
media, a trickle at best in Yeltsin’s times, have been reduced to a few occasional drops, there are still useful memoirs, revealing
interviews with former officials, and bits and pieces to be distilled from press reports. Interestingly, the Russian print media have

dom elements alongside more rational and comprehensible considerations. We should therefore be wary of making definitive
judgments from often suspect data.21

On the other hand, there is still much we can glean about the nature of foreign policy decision-making from a close study of
the different factors involved in it. Although many of the sources available to us are imperfect and contradictory, they never-
theless shed valuable light on Moscow’s approach to international relations. Thus, we can develop a good sense of the mentali-
ty of today’s policy-makers by re-examining traditions of governance inherited from the tsarist and Soviet periods—on which
there is abundant material. Similarly, a historical perspective is helpful in supplying insights about contemporary policy mech-
anisms and processes, even if these have evolved considerably over the past 150 years. 22

Ideas of one kind and another are crucial in any foreign policy—and Russia’s is no exception. Despite claims that following the
fall of the Soviet system Moscow has pursued a largely "non-ideological" approach,23 ideas—if not necessarily a coherent, com-
prehensive ideology as such—continue to play a central role in shaping, legitimating and prosecuting foreign policy. By exam-
ining, for example, conceptions of Russian identity in the post-Cold War world, we open up a fruitful avenue of understand-
ing to a major predispositional influence on contemporary decision-makers. It is of secondary importance whether such ideas
are instrumentalized or inspirational. What concerns us is the outcome—namely, how they feed into the formulation and
implementation of foreign policy. And while an overly literal, facile reading of the causal connection between a given idea (or
ideas) and subsequent policy action is to be avoided, the potential pitfalls should not lead us to underestimate the motivating
power of ideas in decision-making.

This is all the more important given that ideas are frequently associated with concrete political, security, economic and other
interests. One of the most critical consequences of the fall of the USSR has been the diversification and proliferation of differ-
ent, often competing interests. Democratization, the transition to a market economy, the beginnings of a civil society are not
just normative achievements, but have also contributed to the creation of a vastly more complex, interests-based policy envi-
ronment. In such fluid and dynamic circumstances, it is no longer meaningful to speak of a single, universalist national interest
or even permanent national interests, but rather to recognize that there exist multiple conceptions of the "national good." In the
absence of a political nation in Russia, which can only emerge as the middle class matures and gradually weighs in on policy-
making in general, the national interest remains a phrase to be interpreted and exploited by various cliques within the small rul-
ing elite in pursuit of essentially subnational interests. To grasp these, it is essential to investigate the interplay between the var-
ious sectional agendas that make up the post-Soviet Russian polity.
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not developed the culture of diplomatic correspondents with good access to the foreign policy establishment. Rather, opinions
and superficial descriptions of diplomatic events dominate in even the best newspapers. They can be interesting or entertaining,
as the case may be,30 but often light on substance. However, the fact alone that foreign relations after the end of the Cold War
have focused heavily on economic issues provides an important insight into decision-making practices. This allows research to
proceed way beyond the personalities-centered guessing games typical of old Kremlinology. 

Section I: The Institutional Context
This section could be subtitled as "Who Decides?" Viewed simply, decision-making revolves around key players and the process-
es through which they make policy. Yet the obvious smallness and the new tightness of the "magic circle" of decision-makers
present considerable analytical difficulties. On the one hand, it is clear that foreign policy-making in Russia cannot be grasped
through a literal reading of the constitutional and other legal functions of major state institutions—the Presidency, the
Presidential Administration, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Defense, the security and intelligence agencies—
as outlined in official documents (the Constitution, the Foreign Policy Concept, the National Security Concept, the Military
Doctrine). 

On the other hand, neither is the search for understanding well served by facile speculation about the "shadowy" influence
allegedly exerted by the siloviki, members of the Yeltsin "Family," 31 the military, big business interests and so on, or by glib cat-
egorizations of various bureaucratic bodies as "weak" or "strong." Such crude judgments underestimate the untidiness of the pol-
icy environment, notably the complex web of personal and bureaucratic interactions—between different officials (and certain
well-connected "private citizens") and government (and non-government) entities—that is usually informal and often results in
zakulisnye sdelki (behind-the-scenes deals) rather than open decisions arrived at in formal settings. The proliferation of policy
actors in contemporary Russia has not only undermined traditional monopolies of decision-making; it has also transformed
them, so that the exercise of influence and interests frequently cuts across formal divisions of responsibility and power.

The political life of post-Soviet Russia has been characterized by strong individuals operating at the expense of ever weaker insti-
tutions in an intensely competitive environment.32 At the same time, however, we need to place the question of foreign policy
decision-making in a broader historical and institutional context. Given the unstable allegiances and fortunes of Russian politi-
cians, it is as important to identify, behind the seemingly personal power plays, the inherited and emerging patterns of rela-
tionships in the leadership group. To do so, we must amplify our understanding of the current Russian political system and
bureaucratic culture by referring back not only to Soviet but also tsarist times.

It has become increasingly fashionable in recent years to speak of a super- or hyper-presidential system in Russia.33 While this
observation is fair in itself, it tells only part of the story. The institution of the Presidency has ancient roots, dating back beyond
the Soviet tradition of the dominant Party General Secretary to the even more paramount position of the Emperor. Indeed, some
Russian authors call the post-Soviet presidency an elected monarchy.34 In Boris Yeltsin’s entourage (Tsar Boris’s court, in the
words of the courtiers themselves), there was a more or less clear notion of what was worthy of the elected monarch’s attention
and action, and what was not. In the latter case, Yeltsin would be advised by his lieutenants that the matter was ne tsarskoe delo—
that is, an affair too insignificant or menial to disturb the tsar.35

In the Russian tradition, foreign-policymaking is definitely a tsarskoe delo—to such an extent that Yeltsin regarded Russia’s fo r e i g n
policy essentially as the sum total of his personal relations with foreign leaders. His penchant for informal Boris-and-Bill, Boris-
and-Helmut, etc., contacts and the "no neckties" summits with "friends" Jacques (Chirac) and Ryu(taro Hashimoto) was in many
ways a throwback to an era when sovereigns across Europe addressed each other as "Mon frere…" It is not much of an ove r s t a t e-
ment to say that the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) is little but an institutionalized gathering of the sovereign post-
S oviet presidents. This also explains Moscow’s interest in being accepted into the G-7 in the 1990s and its nervous reaction to any
suggestion that Russia be expelled from the G-8.3 6 To the Kremlin, membership in the premier club of the world’s most powe r fu l
leaders is the ultimate badge of personal prestige, building upon the World War II Big Three of Stalin, Roosevelt, and Churchill.

Equally, today’s themes of statist control and centralized power and policy have solid antecedents in pre-revolutionary as well
as Soviet practice. Valentin Falin, reputed to be Andrei Gromyko’s best pupil and the leading Soviet expert on the German
Question, said in a recent interview that decisions regarding German reunification in 1989–1990 were made personally by
Gorbachev, advised by Anatoly Chernyaev and Georgi Shakhnazarov. The Party Central Committee (where Falin then worked
as secretary, i.e. a sort of Party minister) and even Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze were generally not in the loop.37 It is
easy to forget today that the sectionalism of the Yeltsin period 38 and Moscow’s erratic direction of foreign policy were historical
aberrations. Putin’s statist project signifies a return to the historical norm of strong leadership. The much discussed notion of
the vertikal 39 may be better known in a domestic context, but it also informs Putin’s approach to foreign policy management—
one founded in enhanced control and tight policy coordination. 
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Critical continuities are evident in two other aspects of contemporary institutional culture. The first is the primacy of individ-
uals over institutions. At first sight, the 70-year lifespan of that seemingly most dominant of bodies, the Soviet Communist
Party, and its collective leadership organs, the Central Committee, the Secretariat and the Politburo (or Presidium), would seem
to belie this thesis. But even in the USSR, foreign policy, more than any other area of political life, was shaped and driven by
key individuals—Lenin, Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev, right up to and including the last General Secretary, Mikhail Gorbachev.
They, not the Party Central Committee and its Politburo, not to speak of the clearly subordinate Foreign Ministry, directed and
embodied Moscow’s approach to the world. Institutions played important roles, but mainly in executing policy.40 This is truer
than ever under Putin, who appears to be the sole decision-maker on all important foreign policy matters. The current presi-
dent’s intimate identification with foreign policy decision-making is consistent with this model, as it is also with the pattern of
tsarist management of external relations. Thus, Russian foreign policy during the long reign of Emperor Nicholas I (1825–1855)
reflected the latter’s spiritual, messianic vision of nationalism,41 while more than a century later Gorbachev personified to an
unprecedented degree the principles of "new thinking" in Soviet foreign policy.42 Tellingly, Putin does not seem to need a real
foreign policy advisor, only an aide to help him with the daily routine and flow of information. Evidently, the president believes
he knows it all himself.

At the same time, individuals are products of their environment—historical, cultural, professional. For example, Putin’s approach
to power and policy shows the imprint of the many and diverse experiences that have shaped him: 15 years as a career intelligence
officer; his specialist interest in Germany; a posting in Dresden, at the end of which he witnessed the collapse of East Germany
and, subsequently, the Soviet Union itself; his political ups and downs as a deputy (in charge of foreign economic relations) to St.
Petersburg Mayor Anatoly Sobchak in the early 1990s; first-hand knowledge of the anarchic and corrupt policy and business
milieu of the later Yeltsin ye a r s .4 3 Putin differs from all his predecessors since Lenin in two key aspects. First, he had lived abroad
b e fore he became the nation’s leader. Second, he speaks a foreign language (German) fluently and started learning another one
(English) on the job. He is also the first leader who was born in one of Russia’s historical capitals. Like Gorbachev, but unlike all
others since Lenin, Putin has a legal education. What is true of Putin applies equally to other major players: Individuals may be
paramount, but they bring to the policy process all kinds of "baggage" from the past as well as present.4 4

Whenever the word Kremlin is used, more is meant than Russia’s First Person.45 The presidency at its core functions as a tightly
knit apparatus, the Presidential Administration . It is actually accommodated at the Kremlin, around the president’s office, but
it also retains the former offices of the Communist Party Central Committee in Staraya Ploshchad, thus straddling the two
epochs. In a way, the Administration is a successor of sorts to the Central Committee, but it is more clearly subordinated to the
head of state than its forerunner was to the Party chief. Formally as well as informally, this is the presidential household, whose
members serve at the president’s pleasure. The Administration is the true national government, fully and exclusively answerable
to the president.

The head of the Presidential Administration, sometimes referred to as the Kremlin chief of staff because of his proximity to the
president and the presumed confidence he enjoys with him, can perform many important foreign policy-related roles. Again,
the personalities of the "chief" and his president are all-important. The chief of staff can be a very useful high-level channel of
private communication with foreign leaders. (This happened, in particular, with Alexander Voloshin, who held the post in
1998–2003.) A more extrovert chief can assume a more active role in actually making foreign policy, as was the case with
Anatoly Chubais in 1997–1998. Or the Kremlin chief may be a "technical figure," an executive assistant to the president, like the
current incumbent Dmitri Medvedev. In any event, since the position of head of the Presidential Administration exists in sev-
eral post-Soviet states, notably in Ukraine and Belarus, the "chief-to-chief" channel is the key communication and negotiating
link between Russia and its key partners in the CIS, in particular the two above-mentioned countries. This is a distant but dis-
tinct reminder of a previous era when Moscow’s relations with other Communist states were handled at the level of Party
Central Committee rather than by the Foreign Ministry.

Among other Administration officials, deputy chiefs of staff can assume important roles in foreign policy-making or imple-
mentation. Dmitri Kozak in 2003 tried, unsuccessfully, to mediate in conflict resolution between Moldova and its breakaway
Transdniestria (P r i d n e s t r o v i e) region. The influence of Viktor Ivanov and Igor Sechin, respectively a deputy chief of staff and
the head of the president’s private secretariat, is considerable in both domestic—political as well as economic—and fo r e i g n
a f fairs. By contrast, the foreign policy advisor to the head of state is primarily concerned with preparation of the president’s
numerous international engagements. The advisor acts more like an assistant to his boss, and his staff is too small for any-
thing beyond this day - t o - d ay occupation.4 6 Yeltsin’s advisor, Dmitri Ryurikov, and his successor Sergei Prikhodko, who has
s e r ved under Yeltsin and Putin, were career diplomats who have lacked the ambition for a larger, more decisive (Kissinger-
type) role. Again, this is paralleled by the Soviet-era culture when assistants to the general secretary were usually self-effa c-
ing figures, relatively junior in rank and virtually unknown outside the Central Committee apparatus: Andrei Alexandrov -
A g e n t ov under Brezhnev, Anatoly Chernyaev under Gorbachev.4 7 They were clearly outranked not only by members of the
Politburo and secretaries of the Central Committee, but also by Central Committee department heads. Howe ver, in fu t u r e
one cannot rule out the possibility that this could change under an innov a t i ve president and ambitious advisor. It is interest-
ing to note in this respect that the G-8 dossier has been handled by the president’s economic advisors, Alexander Livs h i t s
under Yeltsin and Andrei Illarionov (2001–2004) under Putin. Illarionov was succeeded in early 2005 by another Kremlin
aide, Igor Shuvalov .4 8
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When the Security Council of the Russian Federation was first established in 1992, it was thought that it might become a
l a t t e r - d ay version of the Politburo. In reality, it never lived up to that expectation.4 9 Yeltsin, whose memories of the
Politburo were anything but pleasant, preferred to rule alone while imposing checks and balances on his associates. The first
Security Council secretary, Yuri Skokov, aspired to be an all-powe r ful coordinator of the principal ministries, but was side-
lined by the ministers who did not wish to have a mediator between them and the president. Since then, the function of the
Security Council has changed almost as many times as the president has changed its secretaries. The council has dealt with
various security issues, notably Chechnya (under Ivan Rybkin and his nominal deputy, Boris Berezovsky), and helped pre-
pare policy documents, such as the National Security Concept. It has also functioned sporadically as a primarily foreign pol-
icy tool under Andrei Kokoshin (1998–1999), Sergei Ivanov (1999–2001) and Igor Ivanov, the former foreign minister
( 2 0 0 3 – p r e s e n t ) .

Under Yeltsin, the Presidential Administration included a national security advisor and, briefly, a Defense Council. The former
position is unlikely to be resurrected, its functions now divided between the foreign policy advisor and the Security Council sec-
retary. As to the Defense Council, it was a bureaucratic ploy to get round the Defense Ministry at a time when the Security
Council was almost entirely preoccupied with Chechnya.

While the Security Council as an apparatus plays an auxiliary role to the president as an analytical tool, its secretary can under-
take delicate diplomatic missions on behalf of the head of state. Igor Ivanov handled the Georgian crises in 2003 and the trial in
Qatar in 2004 of the Russian intelligence agents accused of assassinating the Chechen separatist leader Zelimkhan Yandarbiev.
However, Igor Ivanov remained virtually eclipsed during the most acute Ukrainian crisis of November–December 2004. The
Russian Security Council secretary is also a natural counterpart to the U.S. National Security Advisor and officials holding sim-
ilar positions in other countries, such as India and the countries of the CIS. Within the CIS, there is a formal institutionalized
conference of Security Council secretaries. 

The Security Council serves also as the president’s principal private council (in a King-in-Council format), where major foreign
policy decisions are discussed and decided upon. This is an informal weekly meeting involving the top officials dealing with for-
eign affairs and national security: the prime minister, the ministers of foreign affairs, defense, and finance, the head of the
Presidential Administration, and the directors of the domestic security and foreign intelligence services. The circle of principal
co-decision-makers around the president is likely to be even smaller. Under Putin, it certainly includes the president’s most
trusted confidants, Defense Minister Sergei Ivanov (reputedly Putin’s deputy) and Nikolai Patrushev, the director of the Federal
Security Service (FSB, or Federalnaya sluzhba bezopasnosti). 

In Russia, as in the Soviet Union, there is a clear distinction between "high" policy, which comprises matters of war and peace,
foreign affairs, defense and domestic security, and "low" policy, which includes economic, financial, social and other issues. The
former is the province of the head of state, whether the president or the general secretary. Under the Constitution, the so-called
"power ministers" (defense, security, emergencies, and foreign affairs) are answerable directly to the president. Under Yeltsin,
they did not even have to participate in Cabinet meetings. However, with economics becoming more important in the age of
globalization, the Cabinet , officially called the Government, is gradually assuming a more important role. The IMF and World
Bank loans under Yeltsin, and relations with the EU, WTO accession and ratification of the Kyoto treaty under Putin, were all
discussed and decided upon with substantial input from the Cabinet. 

The prime minister is potentially a figure second only to the president in foreign policy-making. Usually Russian premiers start
out as economic managers but then see their brief expand to include foreign affairs. Yegor Gaidar, as acting premier in
1991–1992, had to be involved in much more than economic reform. Viktor Chernomyrdin (1992–1998) steadily raised his for-
eign policy profile until cut short by a jealous Yeltsin. Sergei Kiriyenko and Sergei Stepashin, although spending only a few
months each in the PM’s office (in 1998), immediately had to conduct political negotiations with foreign leaders. Yevgeny
Primakov (1998–1999), of course, was the country’s most experienced foreign policy expert. Putin himself in his 100 days in
office as prime minister in 1999 had to double up for Yeltsin in meetings with Clinton and EU and Asian leaders. Mikhail
Kasyanov (2000–2004) sought to keep away from "high politics," but the supposedly high and low agendas met fatefully in the
Yukos affair. Mikhail Fradkov, appointed in 2004, is essentially the president’s representative in the PM’s chair rather than an
independent political figure. However, closer to the 2008 presidential election, the prime ministerial job will go to Putin’s choice
as his successor, and the post may again become important.

A more intriguing scenario ahead of the 2008 race is a drastic reapportioning of power and authority between the president and
the prime minister, in which the president becomes essentially the "guarantor of the Constitution" and a symbol of national
unity, much like the German head of state, and executive power—and supreme authority—is vested in the prime minister. This
institutional transfer of power would spare the Russian elite the need to face, every four (eight) years, the agonizing choice of
the next head of state. It would assure, through a renewable mandate, continuity of power and privilege under a PM at the head
of the dominant political party returned to power in one election after another. In early 2005, this remains an important idea. 

It should be noted that the notion of a policy-influential PM is not foreign to Russian history. While tsarist Russia had institu-
tionally weak chairmen of the Council of Ministers, some—Count Sergei Witte and Petr Stolypin—excelled as effective states-
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men, managers, and diplomats. In Soviet days, Lenin, Stalin, and Khrushchev, as party leaders, all opted for PM jobs, leaving the
post of the nominal head of state to second- and even third-rank associates. Brezhnev started the alternative tradition of com-
bining the party post with the "presidential" one, which lasted through Gorbachev. In principle, this more recent tradition could
be reversed, but would require a major constitutional rearrangement. 

While the premier and the Cabinet are only invo l ved in foreign policy-making on an occasional basis, the Ministry of Foreign
Af f a i r s( M FA) is the most visible actor in the field. Under Putin, it has become increasingly fashionable to dismiss the Foreign
Ministry as an institution of minimal significance, supplanted by the Presidential Administration as the epicenter of fo r e i g n
policy decision-making.5 0 Critics note, with some justice, that the MFA’s once elevated status (e.g. under Eduard
Shevardnadze) has been undermined by the emergence of new policy players. It exerts at best a secondary influence in a num-
ber of key areas, such as WTO accession and the relationship with the EU, which are the province of the economic wing of
the Cabinet. More generally, its input into strategic decisions on the overall approach and orientation of Russian’s fo r e i g n
relations is modest.5 1

On the other hand, the MFA’s situation has improved in important respects. First, it is no longer restricted to an essentially exec-
utive role, as it was by the Party Central Committee in Soviet times; these days it has greater license and opportunity to feed into
Putin’s thinking. Second, its position as the main repository of knowledge on international affairs enables it to influence the
handling of many less fashionable but still critical issues, for example, Russia’s "strategic partnership" with China. Third, it may
act as a "braking mechanism" in decision-making;52 unable to assert its own agenda, it can still frustrate or slow down the agen-
das of others. Finally, the relationship between the Foreign Ministry and the Presidential Administration is a complicated one
that cannot be viewed in simple zero-sum terms. Both Yeltsin’s and Putin’s foreign policy advisors were previously career diplo-
mats who maintain(ed) close ties with former colleagues from the MFA.53 While it is unclear how far these links translate into
decision-making, they certainly should not be dismissed out of hand.

The defense establishment, which used to be a highly influential foreign policy actor during the Cold War, has lost some of its
former clout. In the early 1990s, it was still the principal agency in the post-Soviet conflict areas, such as Transdniestria,
Tajikistan and the Transcaucasus, or in negotiations over the Black Sea Fleet and Crimea. Since the start of the first post-Soviet
Chechen War, the Ministry of Defense (MOD) and the General Staff have been primarily occupied with the conflict in the
North Caucasus. 

Under Putin, the ministry’s role has changed markedly. Since 2001, it has been headed by the president’s close confidant and
possible successor, Sergei Ivanov. Unlike his army and air force predecessors, Ivanov is not a serving military officer but an intel-
ligence professional. In his present capacity, he can best be described as a top bureaucratic politician. Since 2004, the minister is
the unchallenged head of the defense establishment; the chief of the General Staff, in tsarist and Soviet times a figure with direct
access to the top leader, has been placed firmly under the minister’s authority. Whereas in the past the Defense Ministry was
essentially confined to "one storey in the General Staff headquarters," this relationship is changing in favor of the ministry,
which is responsible for policy and has overall command authority. The General Staff, the "brain of the Army," has been left
with mainly planning and analytical functions.

In the realm of foreign policy, the ministry has a large say in the evolution of Russia’s security relations with CIS countries (in
particular, Georgia), and in the development of ties with NATO and the United States (strategic posture, anti-terrorist coalition,
residual arms control). 

The security services , which in Soviet times were a major foreign policy instrument and whose role decreased sharply in the
Yeltsin years, are again influential under Putin. The FSB is headed by a close ally of the president, Nikolai Patrushev. Crucially,
the FSB and its sister service, the Foreign Intelligence Service (SVR, or Sluzhba vneshnei razvedki), seem to provide the Kremlin
with much of the analysis of the domestic and international situation, as well as policy proposals. Before being picked by Putin
as a key member of his inner circle, Lt.-Gen. Sergei Ivanov had been head of the analytical department of the SVR. It is no exag-
geration to say that much of what the president, as the ultimate decision-maker, knows about the outside world (both domesti-
cally and beyond Russia’s borders) comes from the security community. The formulation of all major foreign policy decisions
comes with a strong input from that wing of the government.

This also means the relative decline of the traditional (and generally more liberal) foreign policy advisors drawn from a c a d-
e m e. In the 1960s, Central Committee analysts, and later those from the institutes of the Academy of Sciences (i n s t i t u t c h i k i, as
they were known in the West), rose to the position of privileged and trusted advisors to the nation’s leadership.5 4 Their heyd ay
came under Gorbachev, when some of them (Primakov, Andrei Kokoshin, Vladimir Lukin) rose to senior government posi-
tions. Under Yeltsin, through inertia, they retained a modest influence for some time under the rubric of the Presidential
Council and the institution of presidential advisors (Yuri Baturin, Georgi Satarov, and others, who tended to be liberal intel-
lectuals), but this has since tapered off. Putin, by contrast, rarely seeks the advice of independent scholars. The Kremlin’s ow n
analytical branch, the Expertise and Analysis Department, is squarely focused on economic issues. So is the Center for Strategic
Research, a think tank close to the Kremlin. On foreign policy, the president evidently feels more comfortable with the advice
p r ovided by his former colleagues. 
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In Yeltsin’s years, despite the "super-presidential" Constitution, the separation of powers was more than a constitutional slogan
thanks to the intense struggle between the Kremlin and the Communist (in fact, leftist nationalist) opposition. Under Putin,
political power has become recentralized. The field of public politics has shrunk to its smallest since the beginning of
Gorbachev’s perestroika. Since 2000, the Federal Assembly , Russia’s bicameral legislature, has been more or less the legislative
arm of the Presidency. Its foreign policy role, besides ratification of international agreements, is to "work" with foreign parlia-
ments, voice undiplomatic opinions on issues of concern to Russia (in particular, the treatment of Russian minorities in Latvia
and Estonia), and to counter foreign criticism of Russian policies (most notably on Chechnya in the Parliamentary Assembly of
the Council of Europe). The speakers of the State Duma (lower house) and Federation Council (upper chamber), both trusted
lieutenants of the president, are occasionally charged with foreign policy missions, but their real, as opposed to protocol, roles
are minimal. The heads of the Duma’s and Federation Council’s foreign affairs committees in 2005 are Kremlin insiders with
good career prospects. 55 Their role, however, is not so much to help make policy as to explain it to the outside world. (In com-
parison, the defense and security committees of both houses do not deal much with foreign policy issues.) 

With the pro-Kremlin factions making up more than two-thirds of the Duma, and an even greater proportion in the Federation
Council, the opposition parties’ views of foreign policy are scarcely relevant for now. Under Putin, liberal and Communist
politicians can at best function as analysts or propagandists offering a dissenting view, rather than as representatives of influ-
ential political forces. 

During the Yeltsin era, a "Russia of the regions" emerged. Even as a challenger to Gorbachev, Yeltsin invited the regional lead -
ers to "take as much sovereignty as you can swallow."56 Later, the regional heads dominated the Federation Council, with gen-
uine expertise in defense, security, and foreign affairs. Some regions proceeded to establish relations with foreign countries,
especially in the economic sphere. A few even took out foreign loans or sold Eurobonds. In certain cases, the regions’ activities
impacted on national foreign policy. Thus, the regions in the Far East (Khabarovsk, Primorie, Sakhalin, Amur) came out strong-
ly in the 1990s against any territorial concessions to China and Japan. In the same period, Kaliningrad leaned away from Moscow
and closer to Western Europe. In yet another case, Russia’s Muslim republics, led by Tatarstan, which viewed its relationship
with the rest of Russia as an "association," pursued an active external policy a tous azimuths.

Under Putin, the autonomy of regional leaders has been drastically reduced. They received presidential overseers in newly cre-
ated federal districts and lost their "senatorial" status in the Federation Council. In 2004 the president replaced their popular elec-
tion with direct appointment by the Kremlin. In a striking example of new regional conformism, Khabarovsk’s Governor Viktor
Ishaev accompanied Putin to Beijing in 2004 and witnessed the conclusion of a border agreement involving the transfer of island
territory near Khabarovsk, a sore point with the local population.

A striking feature of Russian foreign policy is the marginalization of the public in decision-making. From time to time, politi-
cians have claimed that the people "will not accept" this or that Western action, or that the Kremlin’s options are limited by "the
force of public opinion."57 In reality, such claims are generally disingenuous. Except in a few areas where ordinary people are
directly affected—the demarcation of territory or border-crossing regimes—what is at issue here are elite attitudes, not those of
a population that has little interest in foreign policy and that, in any event, has consistently been excluded from its deliberations.
In this context, Putin’s emphasis on public diplomacy should not be misconstrued as signaling genuine participation by "the
masses." On the contrary, the continuing dichotomy between declared ("virtual") and actual foreign policy highlights a
"Potemkin village syndrome" 58 in which elites, domestic and foreign, are the main audience for the representation (or misrep-
resentation) of Russian positions.

The marginalization of the public and the establishment of virtual realities are consistent with a bureaucratic mentality that
deems non-transparency a virtue and views it as an instrument of preserving power. Even by the murky standards of Russian
governance, the workings of foreign policy have been characterized by a particularly strong culture of secrecy.59 This is not only
manifested in non-accountability to the general public, but also within the elite itself. Operating under a more than usually tight
version of the "need-to-know" principle, Putin’s Kremlin has reinforced the trend of previous administrations (including those
of Gorbachev and Yeltsin) in limiting strategic decision-making to the very few.

In his first term, Putin destroyed the power of Russian oligarchs who became dominant political players under Yeltsin. Boris
Berezovsky, the most prominent of them, was deputy secretary and de facto head of the Security Council, and later CIS execu-
tive secretary. Vladimir Gusinsky owned Russia’s NTV channel, the most powerful collective opinion leader on domestic and
foreign policy issues. Both were pushed into exile soon after the succession in the Kremlin. Khodorkovsky, who challenged Putin
politically and was thinking of merging Yukos with U.S. oil majors, was jailed on tax evasion charges. These days Russia’s big
business has to look for guidance from the Presidential Administration on all major policy issues. To reinforce this control, the
Kremlin has deputized its senior officials to sit on the boards of companies where the state has a major stake. However, Kremlin-
friendly businessmen, some of them dubbed "Orthodox bankers," wield considerable power behind the scenes, which has some
relevance for foreign policy as well. 

The Russian Orthodox Church , although in theory only one of four "native" religious institutions in the secular Russian state
(along with Islam, Judaism, and Buddhism), plays a distinct role in foreign affairs. The Church, genuinely autonomous vis-a-
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vis the state for the first time in 300 years, continues in the tradition of loyalty toward the temporal authority. In return, the
Synod expects the government to heed its overall doctrine of conservative Russian patriotism and to help promote its special
interests. These latter touch on Moscow’s relations with the Vatican, the Moscow Patriarchate’s authority and property in
Ukraine and Estonia, the missionary activities of the Catholic Church in Russia as well as Belarus, and the spread of Protestant
"sects." The Russian Orthodox Church has vowed to resist these incursions into its "canonical territory," which includes Russia,
Belarus, and Ukraine (where the local church split three ways after 1991). The authorities, who need the blessing of the Church,
which is the country’s most trusted institution,60 are usually sympathetic and helpful. The Patriarch’s word carries distinct moral
authority within Russian society. For his part, President Putin has been instrumental in bringing together the Russian Orthodox
Church and the Russian Orthodox Church Abroad.

Russia’s big and growing Muslim community has far less weight institutionally than the Orthodox Church. Its leaders’
clout is no match for that of the Patriarch. Howe ver, the Muslim factor weighs heavily on the thinking of Russian lead-
ers. Over the past quarter-century Russia has been invo l ved in wars and conflicts almost exclusively with Muslim fight-
ers (in Afghanistan, Tajikistan, Chechnya, Dagestan). Putin’s decision in 2003 to distance himself from the U.S.-led Iraq
war was due in no small measure to the anticipated reaction of the Muslim community in Russia. Moscow’s wish to make
Muslims feel at home in Russia was also behind the (successful) application for observer status with the Organization of
Islamic Conference. 

Although the number of Jews in Russia has declined dramatically from 2 million in the 1970s to a mere 230,000 in 2002,61 Jewish
community organizations are active and influential. Out of all Russian/Soviet leaders, Putin is by far the most sympathetic
toward the Jewish community and the state of Israel. Official anti-Semitism is non-existent. Since 2004, for the first time in the
country’s history, Russia has a Jewish prime minister. During the 1990s, official and public attitudes in Russia toward the con-
flict in the Middle East changed significantly. Israel, formerly off-limits and now home to around 1 million Russian speakers,
is generally regarded as a friendly country. In particular, the Chechen war—waged in parallel to the intifada—has created a sense
of common threat between the Russians and the Israelis. 

The B u d d h i s t s arguably have the weakest influence of all the religious communities on Russian foreign policy-making. Howe ve r ,
in one particular instance they have had a say. In the face of objections from Beijing, Moscow permitted the Dalai Lama to under-
take in 2004 an "apolitical" pastoral visit to Russia, out of concern for its Buddhist minorities in Kalmykia, Buryatia, and Tu v a .

Next to religious communities, Russian foreign policy is influenced by various ethnic lobbies , in particular Armenian and
Serbian (prior to 2000). A very special case is represented by the unrecognized states of Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and
Transdniestria, which have survived thanks to Russian support and which rely on a web of contacts with Russian officials to
maintain and expand that support. Until his ouster at the hands of the United States, Iraq’s Saddam Hussein also maintained a
lobby in Moscow.

Section II: Ideas and Ideology
When President Putin at the beginning of his first term signed a number of documents of supposedly fundamental importance,
such as the National Security Concept, the Foreign Policy Concept, and the Military Doctrine, this initially came as a relief both
to Russian officialdom and many foreign observers. The latter wanted clarity and the former a guide to action. Instead, howev-
er, what they got was a piece of policy literature that was largely useless as an operational document, if highly interesting as a
conceptual "layered pie." 

One of the most popular theses of the 1990s concerned the "de-ideologization" of Russian foreign policy—a theme to which
Yeltsin, and later Putin and senior members of his administration have returned frequently.62 Initially, de-ideologization meant
de-Communization. In his famous tour de force immediately following the failed putsch of August 1991, Yeltsin made
Gorbachev publicly sign a decree banning the Communist Party, which the latter still formally led. In the thinking of people
such as Acting Prime Minister Gaidar and Foreign Minister Kozyrev, communism had been replaced by liberal democracy. It
was still ideology, albeit a different one. However, this liberal democracy remained the creed of a few. Yeltsin, an anti-commu-
nist as president, was essentially a pragmatist. Others around him were utterly free from ideology, while some barely subscribed
to any system of values at all. At the same time, opposition forces, strongly represented in the parliament, proudly described
themselves as communists and/or nationalists.

For both these groups, Russian foreign policy as implemented by Kozyrev was a fa vorite target. Kozyrev, for his part, wa s
unable to build a constituency for the policy of Western integration he espoused. The bankruptcy of a simple "communism-
to-democracy" conversion was reflected in a major debate on the national interest that started in 1992–1993. The fo r e i g n
minister’s opponents put fo r ward the thesis of the primacy of the national interest. Russian foreign policy, in marked con-
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trast to its Soviet predecessor, should be conditioned not by ideological biases—whether rivalry with the West or integration
into it—but by concrete national interests. Ye vgeny Primakov, who succeeded Kozyrev in January 1996, adapted
Palmerston’s dictum in claiming that Russia "does not have permanent friends, but permanent interests".6 3 This became a
mantra with Russian leaders, officials, and many commentators. Primakov’s choice of Alexander Gorchakov, Russia’s fo r-
eign minister under Tsar Alexander II, as his role model was widely applauded in the foreign policy establishment. In the late
1990s, Moscow’s purported emphasis on interests instead of ideology became endorsed, in Russia and the West, by the impri-
matur of pragmatism.6 4 In practice, such pragmatism was expressed principally in a less "romantic" (or pro-Western), more
a s s e r t i ve approach to parlaying Russia’s trumps—P-5 membership, massive nuclear arsenal, geostrategic reach—into
increased regional and global influence.6 5

To the extent that the post-Soviet period has witnessed no overarching state ideology, one can agree that Russian foreign policy
has become "de-ideologized." However, this does not mean that ideas or ideologies have become irrelevant, replaced by an
"objective" understanding of "true" national interests. On the contrary, if we accept the definition of ideology as "a set of pre-
dispositional influences,"66 then the distinction between ideas and interests is exposed as both artificial and misleading. The
Gorchakov/Primakov thesis of "permanent interests" can be sustained insofar as it relates to broad objectives such as national
security, territorial integrity (although even this is debatable), and economic prosperity. But at the level of specifics, there has
been little consensus. Ideas and perceptions of the national interest differ according to time, place, and perspective, and are high-
ly susceptible to altered circumstances at home and abroad.

The last 10–15 years has witnessed a veritable explosion of ideas, rushing to fill the void left by the final collapse of Communist
state ideology: "Western-style liberalism" and "humanistic universalism," 67 notions of Russia’s "great powerdom" (derzhavnost),
imperialism and proto-imperialism, and nationalism of various types. The notion of a "battle of ideas" has been much played
up by Russian and Western writers who routinely speak of conflicts between "patriots" and Westernizers, derzhavnikiand "lib-
erals," "nationalists" and "pragmatists," and so on.68

Such representations suffer from many problems, the most serious of which is oversimplification. For one thing, there are many
different kinds of "nationalism" or "liberalism." The epithet "nationalist" has been applied to figures as diverse as President
Putin, the wily political operator Vladimir Zhirinovsky, and neo-fascist politicians such as General Albert Makashov. Such labels
may be either laudatory or pejorative, depending on the commentator’s perspective. Thus, Putin speaks of nationalism (using
the word "patriotism," for nationalism has negative connotations in contemporary Russian) as a source of pride and strength;
but when non-Russians refer to Russian nationalism (whether that of Putin or others), they see it as a threatening, anti-Western
phenomenon.69  It is a similar story with "liberalism." The Western press on the whole approves of it, if deploring its distortions.
But many Russians blame an indeterminate liberalism and its companion, "democracy," almost entirely for the country’s woes
in the post-Soviet period.70

It is symptomatic of how little de-ideologization has occurred that even seemingly neutral concepts have been contami-
nated. During the 1990s "pragmatism" became a heavily loaded term, signifying very different things to different people.
On becoming foreign minister, Primakov offered it as a rational centrist corrective to the excesses of pro-Westernism and
the "ideologized democratic internationalism" associated with Kozyrev.7 1 P r i m a k ov’s critics, howe ver, saw his "pragma-
tism" as highly ideological, symptomatic of a confrontational approach toward the We s t .7 2 To d ay, supporters and oppo-
nents of Primakovian pragmatism have united to hail the latest Putin model, as defined by a much tighter correlation
b e t ween objectives and capabilities. 7 3 But it remains to be seen whether this consensus is genuine or simply a cynical
accommodation in response to Putin’s political dominance. Underpinning all this is a larger conceptual difficulty: One
person’s pragmatism is another’s romanticism—a problem exacerbated by the routine hijacking of such terms for polit-
ical purposes.

A second, related conundrum is that politicians rarely behave according to a cohesive, logically consistent set of ideas, but are
influenced by contradictory sources of inspiration and motivation. At various times during Putin’s first presidential term, the
Western media described Russian foreign policy as "multipolar," "independent," "nationalist," "imperialist," "pro-Western,"
"anti-Western," "Eurocentric," "Americacentric." This cornucopia reveals not only the suspect basis of such labeling, but also the
breadth of ideational forces that drive foreign policy decision-making. 

Ideological bias among foreign policy practitioners and thinkers is a serious barrier to understanding Russian decision-making.
The recentness of the Cold War, Yeltsin’s erratic conduct of foreign relations, as well as a host of other factors, have done much
to cement extant prejudices. In this tendentious atmosphere, it is all too tempting to over-extrapolate from individual develop-
ments to assert the emergence of larger negative trends. Thus, Moscow’s interest in developments in Georgia becomes equated
with a revived imperialist project;74 nuclear cooperation with Iran is seen as a Soviet-style tactic to get at the Americans;75 and the
"strategic partnership" with China is viewed through the prism of global balancing.76

Ideas cannot be seen in a vacuum, as "pure" thought, but must be contextualized in time and place. They may change in response
to specific imperatives or, more capriciously, reflect the dictates of political fashion. It is unsurprising, for example, that in meet-
ings with CIS leaders Putin emphasizes a common historical heritage, geographical proximity, and continuing security and eco-
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nomic ties, or that he plays up Russia’s European identity when speaking with the EU or major European powers such as France
and Germany. By the same token, when Putin talks to Chinese or other Asian leaders, he stresses Russia’s position as a Eurasian
country. One of the features of his management of foreign policy is that he tailors conceptions of Russian identity to circumstances
and objectives—a linkage revealed most vividly by the Kremlin’s shift to an overt Americacentrism fo l l owing 9/11.7 7 On the whole,
the record of Putin’s first term indicates that he believes he can be all things to all people and pursue a diverse range of interests on
many fronts with little prejudice to any. What some Western analysts interpret as lack of vision or, worse still, unprincipled game
p l aying, can therefore be interpreted as reflecting a certain conception of positive-sum international relations.7 8

Putin’s eclectic, "multi-vectored" approach 7 9 highlights, too, the instrumentalization of ideas—a phenomenon by no means
restricted to Russia, but typical of any "normal" foreign policy. Ideas and principles serve multiple purposes. Sometimes they
point to genuine convictions or strategic insecurities, such as the fear of Western "encroachment" in the FSU. At other times
they are bargaining chips, used and discarded for tactical purposes. In a similar vein, they may also package very tangible
interests—as in the self-interested support of WTO accession by some of Russia’s oligarchs. Ideas may provide a moral ve n e e r
for controversial policies, as shown by the unnuanced conflation of Chechen armed groups with international terrorism, or
they may reflect the politicization of foreign policy in response to domestic priorities. The situation of Russian-speaking
minorities in Estonia and Latvia undoubtedly has emotional resonance in Moscow, including with Putin himself. Howe ve r ,
more important is that as an issue on which the elite can easily agree it contributes to Putin’s larger project of political and
national consensus building, as well as being a useful card in negotiations with Brussels over a visa-free regime and extension
of the Partnership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA).8 0 It is interesting and telling that the issue of far harsher restrictions
imposed on Russian citizens in Turkmenistan arose only briefly, to be completely forgotten in the wake of an agreement
b e t ween Ashgabat and Gazprom.

Ideas about foreign policy should be distinguished from the foreign policy instincts of the Russian elite, which can be just as
powerful. These instincts, derived from a realpolitik mentality, can be summarized as follows: self-image as a great power, pref-
erence for bilateralism, emphasis on the more traditional elements of national might, desire for equal status with the most pow-
erful members of a given system, and condescension or benign neglect toward "minor" states. Some of these instincts are now
being challenged by the advent of the money factor, previously secondary or nonexistent. 

Finally, ideas are not timeless, but evo l ve in response to changing conditions—strategic, political, economic, psychologi-
cal. Some "givens," such as historical insecurities or sense of geostrategic space, have had a fo r m a t i ve and lasting impact on
Russian consciousness.8 1 But even such structural realities are far from immutable. For example, the collapse of the USSR
fo l l owed by a bitter post-Soviet transition forced policy-makers to adjust—albeit reluctantly—to economic disintegration,
territorial loss, and strategic retrenchment. For the first time since Ivan the Terrible’s conquest of Kazan, Russia is evo l v-
ing toward a nation-state rather than an empire. (The recent rise of "positive" nationalism is doubtless related to that phe-
nomenon.) It took the Russian elite and the general public a decade to internalize Ukraine’s independence from Moscow
(and, by extension, Crimea’s belonging with Ukraine.) Ukraine is belatedly regarded as a separate state from Russia,
although recent developments have shown that it is by no means as "foreign" as, say, Poland or the Czech Republic. To d ay ,
the juggernaut of globalization is leading Moscow to take greater account not just of economic imperatives in general, but
also of developments that directly challenge traditional Russian insularities: the enlargement of Europe, the growth of
Islamic extremism and international terrorism, the rise of China and India as world powers, and the world’s growing ener-
gy dependence.

Section III: The Play of Interests
The spectacular political, economic and social changes in Russia in the two decades since the advent of Gorbachev have had a
transforming effect on Russian foreign policy decision-making. It is not so much that Soviet foreign policy operated largely free
of domestic constraints, but rather that many of the constraints on policy-making have changed out of all recognition.

In the aftermath of the Soviet demise, the uneven transition to political democracy, market economy, and a civil society opened
up decision-making, in foreign policy as well as other areas of public life. It was no longer the case, as before, that the foreign
policy-making "class" comprised the MFA and Party Central Committee only. Foreign policy may have continued to be an elite
preserve, but the much more diverse composition of the post-Soviet establishment82 meant that decision-making became an
increasingly complex enterprise. Institutionally, the MFA benefited from the collapse of the Soviet system and the removal of
the Central Committee as the supreme foreign policy-making body. But, as discussed in Section I, other actors—old and new,
large and small—entered the policy scene, obtaining access at the very highest levels and challenging the Foreign Ministry’s pri-
macy.83 The Defense Ministry assumed the leading role in the former Soviet Union; the interests of the Atomic Energy Ministry,
or Minatom, dominated relations with India and especially Iran; and the Presidential Administration emerged as an alternative
and often more influential source of general foreign policy advice in Yeltsin’s second term.84 Critically, many of the new (or
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revived) constituencies became highly influential, not only in promoting their sectional interests, but also in affecting the over-
all management and orientation of Russian foreign policy.85

Yet even a careful description of institutional actors and their interests fails to tell the whole story of "who decides."
Special attention needs to be paid to the c l i q u e s. Again, this is nothing new in terms of Russia’s history. Howe ver, in con-
temporary Russia’s variegated political setting, great care is required when attempting to discern the inclinations and
interests of particular elite groups. Commentators, Russian and Western, are prone to making pat judgments on this
score. In the 1990s, too much was made of Yeltsin’s "Family," which included such different people as privatization tsar
Anatoly Chubais, tycoon Boris Berezovsky, and presidential bodyguard Alexander Korzhakov. Nowa d ays, the s i l o v i k i ,i . e .
people with a military, police or security services background, are generally seen as a group with a distinct corporate cul-
ture of toeing the "party line," obsessed with security priorities and little else.8 6 And it is much the same story with the
various special interests , be it big business, the armed forces or the military-industrial complex. Typically, such ove r-
simplification is characterized by the indiscriminate application of normative labels—"liberal" ("progressive") and "con-
s e r v a t i ve," "pro-Western" and "anti-Western." Institutions such as the MFA and especially the military are almost invari-
ably labeled "conservative" and "retrograde," whereas export-oriented economic interests are on the whole "fo r wa r d -
looking" and enterprising.8 7

The real story is much less clear. In the diversified environment of post-Soviet Russia, entities such as the Foreign
Ministry, the military, and big business are scarcely unitary, but contain within themselves many conflicting views and
i n t e r e s t s .8 8 M o r e over, attitudes toward some issues may be shaped not by ideological or institutional allegiances, but
d e r i ve from specific interests and concrete agendas. 8 9 On WTO accession, for example, the polarization of views betwe e n
RusAl head Oleg Deripaska (strongly opposed) and former Yukos CEO Mikhail Khodorkovsky (equally strongly in
fa vor) were not indicators of conservatism or enlightenment, but reflected the reality that the former controls indus-
tries—namely, aluminium and car manufacturing—that are much more vulnerable to foreign competition than the oil
sector which is (was) the basis of Khodorkovsky’s we a l t h .9 0 Equally, the support of the military-industrial complex and
Minatom (since demoted to the Federal Agency for Atomic Energy) for, respectively, an aggressive arms exports policy
and Russian nuclear assistance to Iran, does not highlight "unreconstructed" anti-Western attitudes so much as the pull
of economic self-interest.9 1

The diversification of the elite has generated a far greater range of foreign policy goals. These are no longer restricted to tra-
ditional priorities—defense and security, geopolitics, "great power" relations—but include economic objectives that, until
r e l a t i vely recently, were kept to a minimum, due to the autarkic nature of the Soviet economy. The salience of Russia’s
W TO accession bid and international energy issues testifies to the degree to which external economic policy has become a
central preoccupation of the Putin administration. This is partly the result of historical experience—drawing the lesson
from the Soviet past that Russia cannot be a great power except on the basis of a strong economy 92 —but it is also a meas-
ure of the country’s wider development over the past 15–20 years and, in particular, the emergence of big business interests
as major policy actors. At a more general level, a richer, more pluralistic (in the broadest sense) polity and society have give n
birth to a multi-dimensional approach to foreign policy—a trend accelerated by the exigencies of an ever more globalized
international environment.

This multidimensionality is reflected, too, in the diversity of means used to achieve foreign policy ends. Whereas Russia
once relied on its political-military trumps—rough nuclear weapons parity with the United States, an enormous military
machine, geostrategic reach—it now uses many instruments, including economic and moral. Moscow’s attention to Caspian
Sea energy development, the construction of oil and gas pipelines, and ties with CIS member-states not only reflects the
importance of these priorities, but also an appreciation that economic means are often the most effe c t i ve in pursuing strate-
gic and political objectives, such as power projection.9 3 Similarly, the significance attached to public diplomacy in relation
to, say, Chechnya, is a reminder that Russian foreign policy takes place in a very different context to that of Soviet and
tsarist rule. Direct popular input may continue to be minimal, but the government nevertheless feels the need to "sell" its
policies to a domestic as well as foreign audience. The focus on what was long a peripheral aspect of foreign policy man-
agement is testament to Russia’s political and societal transfo r m a t i o n .

That said, in a society that generally operates according to opaque "understandings" rather than laws and formal regula-
tions, the nexus between domestic interests and foreign policy functions in paradoxical ways. For example, although the
democratization of post-Soviet society has opened up foreign policy-making, the public can hardly be said to exert a
d i r e c t influence in this area.9 4 Its impact is more subtle. The Kremlin may not be especially exercised by potential popu-
lar opposition toward a given policy, but it is inclined nonetheless to avoid needless controversies. One instance of just
such a prophylactic approach was Yeltsin’s appointment of the "centrist" Primakov as foreign minister in the run-up to
the 1996 presidential elections. Although foreign policy would have played only a marginal role at best in the campaign,
Yeltsin wished to eliminate even the notional possibility that it might serve as a focus of anti-regime sentiment. 9 5 M o r e
generally, the absence of major foreign policy initiatives around election time suggests that democratization acts as a con-
straining, conservative influence on decision-making, in external affairs as well as in the more obvious sphere of domes-
tic politics.
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Section IV: External Factors
Russia’s strategic and economic decline over the past two decades has ensured that in international affairs it is often less an
actor than acted upon. Despite its still sizeable nuclear weapons stockpile, membership of the UN Security Council and the
G-8, and position as one of the world’s leading energy producers, Russia’s influence on the wider world stage is patchy. It
m ay be a "regional superpower" in relation to the FSU,9 6 but beyond the so-called Near Abroad its capacity to project powe r
and influence is limited.9 7

For much of the 1990s Russian decision-makers, as post-imperial elites elsewhere, were often in denial, refusing to scale
d own ambitious Soviet-era objectives in response to the country’s diminishing resources and capabilities. Unable to adjust
to new imperatives or articulate (let alone implement) a viable foreign policy vision, the approach of the Yeltsin adminis-
tration became increasingly reactive, ad hoc and at times hysterical, as the full extent of Russia’s strategic impotence became
clear. For the most part, it could only observe—and be affected by—far-reaching regional and global deve l o p m e n t s :
America’s ascendancy as the post-Cold War hyperpower, European integration, the rise of China and India, economic glob-
alization, and the growth of Islamist militancy.

It is somewhat ironic, then, that the current international climate provides considerable opportunities for Russian inter-
ests. Although Moscow retains a jaundiced view of many contemporary trends—the assertiveness of the United States,
the eastward enlargement of Europe, China’s steady transformation into a global player—these are having the salutary
e f fect of forcing Russian decision-makers to develop adequate policy responses. Thus, Putin’s current modernization
agenda is a result not merely of personal conviction or the lessons of history, but also a heightened awareness that
Russia has no choice but to adapt to the demands of a rapidly changing wo r l d .9 8 Much of Putin’s pragmatism lies pre-
cisely in his readiness to absorb unpalatable realities and react positively by instigating major changes to domestic and
foreign policy.

This realism has been characterized by an opportunistic streak—with a twist. Putin has been quick to seize on openings
a f forded him by international circumstances, but he has generally done so with an eye to Russia’s strategic positioning ove r
the longer term. In the aftermath of 9/11, he refrained from attempting to exploit American discomfiture by extracting spe-
cific concessions, opting instead to place Russia within mainstream (Western) "civilization" by associating unconditionally
with the United States in the "global war on terror."9 9 Although this "strategic choice"1 0 0 has been attacked for failing to reap
tangible benefits,1 0 1 the bigger international picture is now more fa vorable to Moscow—an outcome scarcely conceivable had
Putin taken an oppositionist or even neutral stance at the time. Although 9/11 provoked a more assertive and unilateralist
American foreign policy, it also initiated a sequence of events—the operation in Afghanistan, the intervention against
I r a q — fo l l owing which Russia regained some of its former stature as an important international player. In relation to Iraq,
most notably, Russia’s original marginalization gave way to a rising profile in post-conflict resolution, as Washington strove
to rebuild a rough consensus in the face of Iraq’s deteriorating security situation, the breakdown of the unitary West, and
the specter of American "imperial ove r s t r e t c h . "1 0 2

Alexei Arbatov has formulated the West’s quintessential dilemma regarding Russia.1 0 3 Does it want a country that is domes-
tically stable and relatively docile in foreign affairs or should it pursue a more activist and ambitious approach in support
of Russian democracy, even if the Russia that emerges does not always join the bandwagon? The issue, then, is not so much
whether Russian decision-making is responsive to external stimuli, but to what extent and how. In the first place, do such
considerations outweigh essentially internal factors—the institutional context, ideational forces, historical and geographical
heritage, the structure of polity and society—or do they flow naturally from them? This question goes to the heart of how
far Western (and other) actions can act as a force for good or ill in shaping Russian foreign policy, or whether they merely
catalyze already extant tendencies. Is Moscow’s worldview informed by an innate "great power complex," a stubborn geopo-
litical mindset, or are outside forces largely to "blame" for the Russia we see today, a country many in the West regard as an
increasingly reluctant and difficult "partner"? 1 0 4

As in other areas of the foreign policy discussion, answers to this question have been heavily colored by normative and ide-
ological sentiment, ranging from a "national humiliation complex," a "besieged-fortress mentality,"1 0 5 and a culture of
(mutual) disappointment, to self-righteousness and assumptions of moral superiority in both Russia and the We s t .1 0 6 F r o m
d i f ferent standpoints, many have a stake in playing up the impact of external factors on policy-making. For example, the
occasion of Ronald Reagan’s death in June 2004 saw the rehashing of claims that his tough stance over Star Wars had been
instrumental in bringing down the Soviet Union,1 0 7 a claim we believe is widely off the mark. More routinely, Russian politi-
cians habitually assert that Western actions limit their room for maneuver and undermine effe c t i ve cooperation. For them,
the inference is clear: Favorable Western policies engender positive Russian responses, while "hostile" moves—such as
N ATO enlargement—foster negative, anti-Western sentiment among the Russian elite and public.1 0 8 If nothing else, such
conclusions emphasize the nexus between ideas (and prejudices) and interests referred to earlier. In assessing the impact of
external factors on foreign policy decision-making, we need to treat them not as isolated, separate events with straightfo r-
ward causalities, but as part of a complex web of diverse yet interrelated elements.
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Change and Continuity 
in Russian Foreign Policy 
Decision-Making
Perceptions of contemporary Russian foreign policy tend to fall into two categories. The first, increasingly modish interpre-
tation argues that its fundamentals have remained constant, even though Russia has undergone considerable political, eco-
nomic and social changes, particularly over the past 20 years. In this vein, Nikolai Gvosdev has referred to George Kennan’s
famous 1947 article, "The Sources of Soviet Conduct," and concluded that its "observations … are just as valid today when
considering Vladimir Putin’s Russia." 1 0 9 The second, more or less diametrically opposite view posits that Russia’s extraordi-
nary transformation, not only in recent times, but in the half century or so since Kennan, has altered the nature of decision-
making so radically as to discredit any attempt to draw meaningful analogies with the past. The disintegration of the Sov i e t
Union; the liberalization of politics, economy, and society; an international environment changed almost beyond belief—
these factors have revolutionized the character and substance of Russian foreign policy, notwithstanding certain historical
c o n t i n u i t i e s .

The truth probably lies somewhere between the two. Kennan’s remarks regarding the conduct of Soviet foreign policy, name-
ly, its "secretiveness," "lack of frankness," "duplicity," "wary suspiciousness,"1 1 0 resonate powe r fully today. On the other hand,
the experience of the American-led campaign against Iraq in 2003 suggests that such descriptions could equally be applied to
describe the conduct of the major Western powers, who manipulated/exaggerated intelligence about Iraq’s alleged stocks of
chemical and biological weapons to justify military action against Saddam Hussein. Likewise, Kennan’s claim that "there can
n e ver be on Moscow’s side a sincere assumption of a community of aims between the Soviet Union and powers which are
regarded as capitalist"1 1 1 could be directed today at Western capitals whose motives and priorities in cooperating with Russia
often differ substantially from Moscow ’ s .1 1 2 The pattern that emerges here is not so much one of historical continuity fr o m
one era to the next, as of attitudinal similarities between very different international actors during the same period.

It is important to remember, too, that Kennan’s article was written from the point of view not of the disinterested or inde-
pendent scholar, but of a policy-maker in the thick of things. It was based on the implicit normative assumption that the We s t
and its values were fundamentally "right," and those of the Soviet Union evil and misguided. Ultimately, Kennan believe d ,
the latter would have to reform itself or else collapse under the weight of its own contradictions. Given the very particular
genesis of the "Long Te l e g r a m , "1 1 3 then, it seems more logical to see it as a manual to American policy-makers on how to han-
dle their Soviet counterparts at an extremely tense moment in history, rather than as a timeless guide to understanding the
psyche and motivations of decision-makers in Moscow .

To d ay, the atmosphere and the priorities in Russia’s relations with the West are very different. Russia may still be a difficult
"partner," with ingrained prejudices, strategic preconceptions of one kind and another, frequently conflicting interests, and
a dys functional institutional culture. Nevertheless, despite these problems it remains more a partner than a "rival," the term
Kennan used to describe the Soviet Union. Russia can be a local or regional competitor of the United States or the EU, but
this competition is no longer a zero-sum game. In strategic terms Putin’s Russia does want "peace," "stability," and a "happy
mutual interaction" (if not more), even while there continue to be serious disagreements over individual policy and the nor-
m a t i ve basis for cooperation.1 1 4

As with many other nations, "the sources of Russian conduct" toward the outside world encompass multiple, interconnected
continuities and differences, dynamic along with (relatively) static features. Notions of identity, orientation and "destiny" are
conditioned by long-term realities such as geographical location, historical insecurities, and strategic culture, but they also
e vo l ve (or become "modernized") in response to changing requirements and conditions, internal as well as external.
P a r a d oxically, the single greatest continuity in Russian foreign policy decision-making may lie in this very susceptibility and
changeability. With the frequent intrusion of short-term considerations in Russia’s relations with the United States, Europe,
and Northeast Asia,115 Putin’s much-vaunted pragmatism is less strategic than tactical in character. Now, as at the height of the
Cold War, "caution, circumspection, flexibility and deception are the valuable qualities [whose] value finds a natural appre-
ciation in the Russian … mind."1 1 6 These are the qualities that link the past with the present by sustaining and giving new shape
to the predispositional influences and institutional features inherited from previous eras.
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