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6 U.S.-Russia Relations
Suzanne Sataline

For a president with major issues to handle across the globe, 
Donald J. Trump spent his first year in office repeatedly try-
ing to tamp down news of one country: Russia.

In January 2017, the nation’s top intelligence leaders told him 
that agencies with links to the Kremlin had tampered with the 
election. In May, Trump fired FBI director James B. Comey, the 
top person leading an investigation into whether the president’s 
advisers worked with Russia to drive the election’s outcome.1 The 
next month, Michael Flynn, who served as Trump’s national secu-
rity adviser, resigned soon after reports said he misled officials 
about his communications with Russian Ambassador Sergey 
Kislyak.2 Attorney General Jeff Sessions later recused himself from 
involvement — after news reports disclosed he had met with a 
Russian ambassador. 

Then in October 2017 a special counsel investigating Russian 
interference brought criminal charges against the president’s for-
mer campaign manager and a business partner, indicted on 
charges related to their business activities in Ukraine.3 The day 
the indictment was made public, the special counsel’s office dis-
closed that a former foreign-policy adviser for the Trump cam-
paign had become a cooperating witness, as he admitted that he 
lied to federal investigators about his dealings with Russian 
nationals and their associates.4 Weeks later, a U.S. Senate judi-
ciary investigation disclosed that Jared Kushner, the president’s 
son-in-law, shared emails with the Trump campaign team con-
cerning leaked materials and a proposed secret overture from 
Russia — material he failed to reveal with investigators.5 Senators 
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Russian President Vladimir Putin awards the Order of 
Friendship to then-Exxon Mobil Chairman Rex W. 
Tillerson, President Trump’s pick for secretary of 
State, in St. Petersburg on June 21, 2013. Some 
prominent Republicans worry that Tillerson’s 
previous dealings with the Russian oil industry and 
warm relations with Putin might, Sen. John McCain, 
R-Ariz., said, “color his approach to . . . Putin and the 
Russian threat.”
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Richard M. Burr, Republican of North Carolina, and 
Mark Warner, Democrat of Virginia, agreed with U.S. 
spy agencies that said President Putin directed a cam-
paign of hacking and propaganda to disrupt the 2016 
presidential election.6

Trump’s maiden year was consumed with investiga-
tions into the stunning disclosure by federal intelli-
gence agencies that Russian concerns with ties to the 
Kremlin engaged in a broad campaign of propaganda, 
disinformation and hacking to tilt the balloting toward 
Trump. America’s former Cold War enemy did this by 
sowing doubt and discord as former Secretary of State 

Hillary Rodham Clinton sought  
to become America’s first female 
commander-in-chief. 

On the campaign trail, Trump 
praised Putin and his leadership. Since 
assuming office, Trump tried to deflect 
accusations that his campaign knew 
about Russia’s alleged meddling, even 
saying several times that it was “fake 
news” and that the investigators should 
instead investigate Clinton.7 After for-
mer President Barack Obama learned 
about Russian interference in the U.S. 
election, he expelled 35 Russian diplo-
mats suspected of being intelligence 
operatives and he sanction Moscow’s 
intelligence services.8 

In November, after the two presi-
dents met during an international eco-
nomic conference in Vietnam, Trump 
told reporters that he asked Russian 
President Vladimir Putin about the 
accusations and was assured by his 
Russian counterpart that Russia did 
not interfere in the 2016 balloting.9 

“He said he absolutely did not med-
dle in our election,” Trump said after 
the two men had informal talks. “I 
really believe that when he tells me that, 
he means it. I think he’s very insulted, if 
you want to know the truth.” The dis-
closure rattled former FBI Director 
James B. Clapper, who said in a state-
ment, “the president was given clear 

and indisputable evidence that Russia interfered in the elec-
tion. The fact that he would take Putin at his word over the 
intelligence community is unconscionable.”10

There are several simultaneous investigations into 
Russian interference, as well as disclosures by social media 
companies such as Facebook that ads created by firms 
related to Russians were bought to cast doubt on Clinton’s 
suitability and honesty.11 Relations between the two coun-
tries — the world’s biggest nuclear powers — are more 
strained than at any time since the Cold War’s end. A 
quarter-century after the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, 
Russia has morphed again into an authoritarian state, with 

Tensions Rise Among Russia’s Neighbors
A quarter-century after the Soviet Union collapsed, Russian President 
Vladimir Putin is aggressively pushing to re-establish his nation’s 
geopolitical importance. He has strengthened Russia’s military, 
annexed Crimea, supported separatists in Ukraine and joined Iran in 
supporting Syrian strongman Bashar al-Assad. Putin’s actions have 
heightened fears among Russia’s neighbors, especially former Soviet 
states in the Baltics, and exacerbated tensions between Russia and the 
United States and its European allies.

* Crimea was annexed by Russia in 2014 but the action was not recognized by 
the United Nations. Abkhazia and South Ossetia are Russian-controlled separatist 
states in Georgia.
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Putin aggressively pushing to re-estab-
lish his nation’s geopolitical impor-
tance. He has strengthened Russia’s 
military, annexed Crimea, joined with 
Iran to support the regime of Syrian 
strongman Bashar al-Assad, and used 
hackers and fake news to boost right-
wing populists and sow discord in 
Western democracies. The West has 
responded by imposing tough eco-
nomic sanctions on Russia and increas-
ing NATO defenses in central Europe 
and the Baltic states. 

Putin’s goal is to dismantle the 
post–Cold War, NATO-European 
Union order in Europe, argues Fiona 
Hill, director of the Center on the 
United States and Europe at the 
Brookings Institution think tank in Washington. 
“Putin wants to turn the clock back 70 years to the old 
‘Yalta agreement’ of 1945,” Hill wrote in 2015, refer-
ring to the agreement among the United States, Great 
Britain and the Soviet Union giving the Soviets control 
of Eastern Europe after World War II. Putin wants “a 
new division of spheres of influence” corresponding 
“with the historic boundaries of the Russian Empire 
and the USSR,” Hill said. 12

A former KGB agent, Putin solidified control over 
Russian politics and society by using Soviet control  
tactics — propaganda and repression. He has created a 
vast state information machine, with state-owned TV 
stations and digital sites that spin events to burnish the 
image of Putin and his government, as they criticize 
Western democracies.13 His state security services have 
investigated, imprisoned and been implicated in the 
killings of critics and potential challengers.14 

Putin also has overseen the largest Russian arms 
buildup since the Soviet Union’s demise. Russia has 
retained its nuclear warheads and is amassing next- 
generation weapons, including tanks, helicopters, planes 
and submarines.15 Internationally, according to the 
Finnish Institute of International Affairs, a research insti-
tute in Helsinki, Putin has sought to reinforce Russia’s 
image as a powerful global actor, raising concerns in the 
West that his military “poses a serious threat to its neigh-
bors, the whole of Europe and global peace.”16 

In 2014, Russia supported anti-government rebels in 
the former Soviet state of Ukraine. After Putin’s protégé, 
Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovich, was forced from 
office, Russia invaded and annexed Ukraine’s southern 
province of Crimea, claiming it was an “integral part of 
Russia” stolen from the country 60 years earlier.17 The 
move proved popular at home: Many Russians consider 
the Black Sea peninsula, which Catherine the Great 
annexed in 1783, part of the motherland.18 

But the annexation was widely condemned elsewhere. 
The United States, the European Union and Australia 
froze the assets of Russians implicated in the invasion 
and imposed travel bans and other sanctions on them.19 
NATO, a Western military alliance with 28 member 
countries, said it would reinforce its forces in Eastern 
Europe, prompting Russian threats to retaliate if the 
United States placed missiles near its borders, such as 
along Romania or Poland.20 

Putin then challenged U.S. methods for combating 
Islamic terrorism in Syria, a longtime Russian ally. 
Addressing the United Nations in September 2015, he 
called for “a genuinely broad international coalition” to 
fight the Islamic State (ISIS) and soon began airstrikes in 
Syria.21 Putin’s critics said he was seeking to build sup-
port at home, where Western sanctions had battered the 
Russian economy.22 The Syrian campaign brought inter-
national anger, however, after it became clear the Russian 
airstrikes were targeting anti-Assad rebels rather than 

U.S. Economy Dwarfs Russia’s
Russia’s gross domestic product (GDP), a measure of a nation’s total 
economic activity, fell sharply in 2015 to $1.3 trillion because of falling 
oil prices, while U.S. GDP rose to $18 trillion. The Russian economy, 
which relies heavily on sales of oil, gas and weapons, has struggled 
since the demise of the Soviet Union in 1991.

Source: “Gross Domestic Product,” World Bank, Oct. 7, 2016, http://tinyurl
.com/jbdsyla
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ISIS, while also destroying humanitarian convoys and 
civilian hospitals.23 

Putin has felt threatened by NATO’s expansion — 
former Soviet-controlled Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia joined the 
alliance in 2004 — and has sought to establish a firm 
line the West should not cross.

“The Ukraine crisis is not just about Eastern Europe; it 
is also about the world order,” said Dmitri Trenin, director 
of the Carnegie Endowment Moscow Center, the Russian 
affiliate of the Washington-based international-affairs 
research organization. “The Kremlin is seeking 
Washington’s recognition of what it regards as its core 
national security interest: keeping Ukraine as a buffer zone 
between Russia and the West, particularly NATO.”24 

Some Western leaders fear that at a volatile time in the 
Middle East, a new cold war had erupted, one potentially 
more dangerous and volatile than the last as there are 
more countries with nuclear weaponry than just the 
United States and Soviet Union. The heightened tensions 
pose a particular challenge for the Trump administration. 

Trump has frequently praised Putin’s leadership and 
said better relations with Moscow would benefit the 
United States. “Wouldn’t it be nice if we actually got 
along, as an example, with Russia?” he said during the 
campaign, in more than one iteration. “I’m all for it.”25 

Trump has not said what those warmer relations 
might look like. 

Some foreign-policy experts worry that those invest-
ments could persuade Trump to help Putin, perhaps by 
lifting the sanctions, which have harmed Russia’s econ-
omy and damaged the business interests of Russian oli-
garchs.26 Besides the damage from the sanctions, Russia’s 
centralized, oil-dependent economy has been hamstrung 
by slumping oil prices and outdated manufacturing in a 
country steeped in corruption.27 

Since the United States joined other countries in 
imposing the sanctions, it won’t be easy for Trump to 
cancel them unilaterally, some experts say. Given the 
Russian economy’s weaknesses, several analysts say, the 
only way Putin would retain his popularity at home in 
the face of continued sanctions would be to project 
Russia’s power abroad.28 

With Trump in office, here are some questions that 
lawmakers, academics and foreign policy experts are 
debating:

Is the West engaged in a  
new cold war with Russia? 
Some scholars believe the United States and Russia have 
entered a new cold war similar to the tense communism-
versus-capitalism political and nuclear standoff that 
defined the period between the end of World War II and 
the Soviet Union’s collapse in 1991.

Today, key flash points between Washington and 
Moscow include Syria, where Russia’s military has inter-
vened to save the Assad regime opposed by the United 
States, and Ukraine, which has lost two swaths of terri-
tory to Russia despite Western protests. 

Robert Legvold, a professor emeritus of political sci-
ence at Columbia University, views tensions between the 
two nations as a new cold war. “Russia and the West are 
now adversaries,” he wrote. But unlike during the 1980s, 
the last decade of the post–Cold War period, “when each 
party viewed the other as neither friend nor foe,” the cri-
sis in Ukraine has created a new, less ambiguous relation-
ship, he said.29 

This deteriorating relationship is reflected in the lan-
guage used by the two sides, he said, with Putin faulting 
Washington’s “rule of the gun” and Alexander Vershbow, 
former deputy secretary-general of NATO, saying 
Russia should now be considered “more of an adversary 
than a partner.”30 

Just as worries about European stability initially 
defined the central tension of the original Cold War, in 
which Moscow and Washington presided over rival alli-
ances, uncertainty over security in Central and Eastern 
Europe drives the newest crisis. For instance, Russia’s 
annexation of Crimea and invasion of eastern Ukraine 
triggered fears of similar Russian action in Poland and 
the Baltic states, which Moscow controlled for more 
than 40 years after World War II.

Rising tensions between Russia and the Baltics 
prompted NATO to undertake its biggest military 
buildup since the Cold War. The alliance, announced in 
October 2016 that it was stationing 4,000 troops on the 
border between Russia and the Baltic states and in 
November 2016, the Western alliance put 300,000 
troops on high alert.31 

“We have seen a more assertive Russia implementing 
a substantial military build-up over many years —  
tripling defense spending since 2000, in real terms; 
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developing new military capabilities; exercising their 
forces and using military force against neighbors.” 
NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg told The 
Times of London.32 Claiming Russia had used propa-
ganda among NATO allies in Europe, he added, “That 
is exactly the reason why NATO is responding . . . with 
the biggest reinforcement of our collective defense since 
the end of the Cold War.”33 A 2016 RAND Corp. report 
had warned earlier in the year that Russia, with its 
heavier weaponry and larger ground forces, could over-
run the Baltics within 60 hours.34

The United States and Russia also took opposing 
sides in the conflict in Syria. Washington urged Syrian 
President Assad to step down, while Russia backed his 
regime with air and artillery strikes. Putin has vehe-
mently opposed U.S. efforts to restructure the Syrian 
government, Legvold says, and has refused to join an 
international effort to allow such a change. Russia has 
had long-standing ties with Syria, which allowed the 
Soviet Union to build a resupply station at Tartus, which 
remains Russia’s sole naval base in the Mediterranean 
region.35 The two nations still disagree about how best to 
manage the war-torn country; in November 2017, as 
Trump pleaded for a last-minute deal, Russia vetoed a 
U.N. resolution that would have extended the length of 
an investigative team that blamed Syrian President 
Bashar al-Assad’s forces for a chemical weapons attack 
that killed more than 80 people.36

In dealing with both Syria and Ukraine, U.S.-Russian 
tensions peaked at levels similar to those in the original 
Cold War, said Stephen F. Cohen, a professor emeritus of 
Russian studies at New York University and Princeton. 
“We’re approaching a Cuban Missile Crisis nuclear con-
frontation with Russia, both along Russia’s borders and 
possibly over Syria,” he said in July 2017, referring to the 
1962 standoff between the United States and the USSR 
over the Soviet placement of nuclear-armed missiles  
90 miles from the U.S. mainland.37 Even if the outcome 
is a nonmilitary move to isolate Russia, the consequences 
will be dire, he said. 

“Moscow will not bow but will turn, politically and 
economically, to the East, as it has done before, above all 
to fuller alliance with China,” Cohen wrote in The 
Nation.38 As a result, “the United States will risk losing 
an essential partner in vital areas of its own national 
security, from Iran, Syria and Afghanistan to threats of a 

new arms race, nuclear proliferation and more terrorism. 
And — no small matter — prospects for a resumption of 
Russia’s democratization will be terminated for at least a 
generation.”39

Cohen argued that the seeds of the current conflict 
were sown after the Soviet Union collapsed, years before 
Putin came to power, by NATO’s eastward expansion.40 If 
the West continues to reject Putin’s argument that Russia’s 
perceived boundaries must be respected, “then war is pos-
sible, if not now, eventually,” Cohen continued.41 

However, Thomas Graham, a former senior director 
for Russia at the National Security Council now manag-
ing director at Kissinger Associates, an international con-
sulting group, says the new cold war rubric is inaccurate 
because the motivations for the old rivalry no longer 
exist. “Every time a serious problem emerges in U.S.-
Russian relations, someone reaches for the Cold War 
trope. It is time to put it to rest,” says Graham, a former 
special assistant on Russia during the George W. Bush 
administration. “The Cold War rivalry resulted from a 
set of circumstances — ideological and geopolitical — 
that no longer exist today. What is taking place between 
Russia and the United States is a not-so-unusual rivalry 
between great powers.”

Mark Kramer, program director for Russian and 
Eurasian studies at Harvard University’s Davis Center, 
also dismisses a cold war framework. “There’s a differ-
ence between having acrimonious relations and having 
a new cold war,” he says. “The Cold War was a very 
bleak period.” 

Putin’s instincts are authoritarian, but post-Soviet 
Russia is far weaker than the Soviet Union was and does 
not command global superpower reach, Kramer says. 
For instance, the Russian army is only about one-fifth 
the size of the Soviet army, and Russia does not have the 
Soviet Union’s Marxist ideological appeal, because com-
munism has been discredited, he says. Analysts say 
Putin’s political ideology is a mixture of Russian ultra-
nationalism, Orthodox Christian fundamentalism and a 
rejection of liberal Western democracy.42 

Thus, Kramer concludes, Russia is not the mighty 
adversary it once was. “It’s not even the United States’ 
most powerful rival. I would put China there,” Kramer 
says, adding that while Russia is the larger nuclear rival, 
“China is the main rival of the United States looking 
over the next 20 to 30 years.” 
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Should the United States try to  
forge a working relationship with  
Russian President Vladimir Putin?

The United States and Russia disagree on numerous 
issues: Ukraine, Syria, NATO’s reach and authority, U.S. 
activities in the Middle East and the role of democracy 
and civil liberties in Russia. Yet, the two share some com-
mon goals: ending the war in Syria, albeit with differing 
outcomes; keeping North Korea from launching a 
nuclear attack; controlling the spread of nuclear weap-
ons; stopping the spread of Islamic terrorism; solving 
environmental problems; and halting human trafficking 
and the trade in illegal arms.43

Scholars, government officials and even the U.S. pres-
idential candidates have debated if the United States 
should build a working partnership with Russia to tackle 
more international issues. “I think he respects me,” can-
didate Trump said in July 2016. “I think it would be 
great to get along with him.”44

The debate unfolds in Washington amid questions 
about how best to punish suspected Russian interference 
in the presidential election.

Columbia’s Legvold says that if Russia and the United 
States continue to view each other as adversaries, it could 
warp both countries’ foreign policies, damage important 
components of international politics and divert atten-
tion and resources from major security issues. “In gen-
eral, it’s a deteriorating situation, because of the unknown 
crises — the potential crisis around Ukraine, or because 
of . . . arms racing or militarization of the Central 
European front,” he says. 

And with Russia patrolling near the Baltics with ships 
and aircraft, if NATO takes a step Russia sees as aggres-
sive, “you get a situation that’s heating up,” Legvold says. 
The best way to ratchet down the tension, he says, is for 
the two sides to talk to each other, at the highest levels, 
and without preconditions.45 The Russians are most con-
cerned that “their national interests are respected and not 
directly assaulted” in the former Soviet countries.

The two nations have a common enemy in ISIS, 
Legvold points out.

Graham of Kissinger Associates says that nuclear non-
proliferation is another topic that has historically been “a 
good place to start” discussions with the Russians, since 
“we are the two critical countries dealing with that.” But 

such cooperation has deteriorated due to tensions cre-
ated by the expansion of NATO and Russia’s annexation 
of Crimea in 2014.46

Graham wrote in a National Interest forum that the 
United States needs a holistic approach to dealing with 
Russia on foreign policy. “The Syrian conflict, whether 
we like it or not, is connected to Ukraine and the larger 
crisis in Europe. What we do with or to Russia in Europe 
will have consequences for what Russia does in Asia, par-
ticularly with China, and therefore for our interests in 
East Asia.”47 

In Ukraine, Graham added, the United States should 
consider easing sanctions in return for concrete steps 
that would make Ukraine “less of a geopolitical battle-
ground” between the two countries.

Some U.S. hardliners doubt that establishing a 
Moscow–Washington partnership is possible. Russia “is 
undermining the principles of European order and is 
seeking to rally countries against U.S. leadership,” 
Graham said at a debate just before the election. “We 
cannot ignore these challenges.”48 

Rather, he continued, “in an interconnected world we 
need to engage Russia [but] keep in mind the proper bal-
ance between cooperation and competition.”49 Graham 
would like for Trump to ramp up sanctions and provide 
weapons to Ukraine, but he realizes that is unlikely. He 
also says the new administration needs to reassure its 
NATO allies that the United States will defend and sup-
port the “sovereignty and territorial integrity of Russia’s 
neighbors who seek to join NATO or the European 
Union.”50 Four more former Soviet-sphere countries 
have asked to join the alliance: Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Georgia, Montenegro and the former Yugoslav Republic 
of Macedonia.51

Citing Russia’s annexation of Crimea, Alina Polyakova, 
deputy director of the Dinu Patriciu Eurasia Center at the 
Atlantic Council, a research center in Washington, D.C., 
said, “This is a pattern. A pattern of complete disregard 
for international law, which Russia signs and then will-
ingly breaks, a pattern of no respect for sovereignty of 
independent states, and, of course, a brutal disregard for 
basic human rights. This pattern clearly shows us that 
Russia is not a trustworthy partner.”52 

Speaking at the McCain Institute debate, Polyakova 
warned, “Many administrations, both Republican and 
Democratic, have tried to engage with Russia, and they 
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have failed.” She urged the next 
American president not to “fall” for 
Russia’s claims of a fresh start.53

Can Putin maintain  
his power in Russia?
Putin was an unlikely person to lead 
the post-Soviet nation. A former 
KGB colonel, he served as deputy 
mayor of St. Petersburg and became 
a Kremlin aide before President 
Boris Yeltsin named him first prime 
minister and then acting president 
in 1999. 

Constitutionally barred from 
serving more than two consecutive 
terms, Putin stepped aside after 
his second presidential term ended 
in 2008 to serve as prime minister 
under  handpicked successor 
Dmitri Medvedev. Then Putin was 
re-elected president in the summer 
of 2012.54 

Putin has faced daunting chal-
lenges in his current term, including 
plummeting oil and gas prices, 
international condemnation of 
Russia’s air war against Assad’s opponents in Syria, and 
pressures from NATO and Western sanctions after 
Russia invade Ukraine. 

Under the Russian constitution, Putin can serve until 
2024 — a total of 12 years if he is re-elected in 2018, 
bringing to 24 the number of years he will have led Russia 
either as president or prime minister. Many Russia 
observers think he will likely serve that full tenure. 

Although Russia faces economic struggles, Clifford 
Gaddy, a senior fellow with the Brookings Institution, 
says he does not see any domestic political threats to 
Putin because “they are nonexistent in Russia,” because 
most dissenters have fled to the West. “And the idea that 
there’d be a palace coup, an internal revolt? I see no evi-
dence for that. I’m convinced he has full control of secu-
rity,” Gaddy says. “So yeah, he’ll be in power.”

Harvard’s Kramer says Putin does not appear to be 
grooming a successor. In the meantime, he remains pop-
ular, although some signs indicate his domestic support 

is flagging. For instance, 55 percent 
of Russians told the Levada Center, 
a Moscow research group, in 
October that the country is headed 
in the right direction, but that was 
down 6 percentage points from a 
year earlier.55 

Putin’s earlier high popularity 
numbers were attributed to percep-
tions about the economy’s robust 
health. During his first two terms, 
Russians lauded him for their rising 
standard of living. But in 2011, 
after Putin announced he would 
again seek the presidency, Russians 
balked. In massive demonstrations 
and rallies, citizens demanded dem-
ocratic change. Their hopes soured 
in 2012 after Putin returned to the 
presidency and the government 
enacted stiff fines on demonstrators 
while some opposition leaders were 
charged with a variety of offenses, 
seemingly to neuter their power.56 
One of the most prominent, former 
Deputy Prime Minister Boris 
Nemtsov, was shot to death near the 

Kremlin.57 Five Chechen men are being tried in the kill-
ing, but Nemtsov’s family believes there is little evidence 
tying these individuals to the crime.58

After the United States and the European Union 
sanctioned Russia in 2014 for its Ukraine invasion, most 
Russians supported Putin for defying the West and seiz-
ing territory they considered part of Russia. They 
believed Putin was “protecting them from external 
threats and has made Russia into a great power again,” 
said Donald Jensen, a resident fellow at the Center for 
Transatlantic Relations in the Nitze School of 
International Studies at Johns Hopkins University.59 

But some evidence indicates Putin’s support may 
be shallower and more volatile than the numbers indi-
cate. Many poll respondents who said they supported 
Putin may have feared repercussions if they criticized 
him, Jensen said.60 Serious challengers to Putin’s 
power have been sentenced, imprisoned or end up 
dead, experts say.61 

Americans Sharply 
Divided Over Putin
Only 8 percent of voters who 
supported Democratic   
presidential candidate Hillary 
Clinton viewed Russian   
President Vladimir Putin  
favorably, compared to 35 
percent of supporters of  
Republican winner Donald Trump.

Source: Kathy Frankovic, “Americans 
and Trump part ways over Russia,” 
YouGov, Dec. 14, 2016, 
http://tinyurl.com/jtw6fnb

U.S. Voters’ Views of
Vladimir Putin, 2016

8%

Clinton voters
Trump voters
Total

Favorable Unfavorable

Type of Voter

35%
21%

80%

51%
56%
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Yet an opposition movement survives. Lawyer Alexei 
Nalvany, a leader of the anti-Putin protests in 2012 and 
whose nonprofit exposes government corruption, says he 
plans to oppose Putin in the March 2018 election.62 The 
opposition figure has faced jail three times this year and 
vows to run in the election, even though the govern-
ment’s electoral office says he’s ineligible to run because 
of a corruption charge.63 Other candidates who have 
announced their run include Ksenia Sobchak, a TV 
anchor and opposition figure.

Russia’s oligarchs — insiders and friends who man-
aged to buy state-owned enterprises, often at deeply dis-
counted prices, after the USSR dissolved — are no doubt 
furious that Western sanctions and lower oil prices have 
dented their wealth. “These critics do not want Putin’s 
personal ambitions to destroy their fortunes, but believe 
that if they openly opposed him they would be crushed,” 
Jensen said. Putin is vulnerable, he said, and a single 
event could tip into social unrest, buoy a new opponent 
and split the elite.64 

Signs have emerged that Putin may be, once again, 
eliminating disloyal figures. In November 2016, the 
nation’s economic development minister, Aleksei 
Ulyukayev, was detained on charges of soliciting a  
$2 million bribe, which some saw as punishment for 
contradicting Putin’s wishes over a merger of two state-
owned energy companies.65 

To the McCain Institute’s Kramer, the arrest is “a 
sign the element of predictability is starting to erode.” 
Future leaders, he says, likely will come from the state 
security sphere: Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu; 
Alexander Bortnikov, director of the Federal Security 
Service, one of the KGB successor agencies; Nikolai 
Patrushev, secretary of the security council; and the 
longtime aide, Igor Sechin, CEO of the state-owned 
oil giant Rosneft. 

Even so, Kramer says he assumes Putin will survive in 
office. “If change comes it will be through a coup or a 
forced resignation,” he says, adding, however, that such a 
scenario is unlikely. 

“He’s become a hostage of his own system, through 
corruption and self-enrichment. He cannot afford to 
leave,” says Kramer. Some Kremlin watchers have esti-
mated that the president is worth $200 billion.66

“He’s the only one who can preserve the system and 
protect himself.” If he stepped down, “either he’ll be 

killed, or investigated and arrested, thrown in jail [or 
have his] money taken away,” Kramer says.

BACKGROUND
USSR Emerges
Strikes and protests surged in the early years of the 20th 
century as Russian workers pushed against a hobbled 
monarchy that used martial law and prison camps to 
maintain control. The 1914 decision by Czar Nicholas II 
(reigned 1894–1917) to enter World War I on the side of 
France and the United Kingdom against Germany and 
Austro-Hungary triggered economic and political chaos.67 

By 1917 a popular uprising forced Nicholas to abdi-
cate. A provisional government was created, but it was 
toppled later that year by the Bolshevik Party and its 
leader, Vladimir Lenin. In service of their ideological 
goal to create a workers’ state, the Bolsheviks established 
a “dictatorship of the proletariat,” as defined by German 
philosopher and socialist revolutionary Karl Marx. Lenin 
withdrew Russia from the war and initiated broad social 
and cultural changes under a centralized government 
that other governments treated as a rogue state. 

In 1922, the Bolsheviks organized their nation into the 
Union of the Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). When 
Lenin died two years later, a Georgia-born communist 
revolutionary Josef Stalin succeeded him. Stalin began a 
crash industrialization program, forcing farmers into col-
lectives and drawing factory workers from the countryside. 

To forestall potential rivals, Stalin ordered a series of 
purges in the 1930s that began with party officials and 
eventually included artists, clerics, government officials 
and army generals.68 Millions of people were rounded up 
and shot or exiled to prison camps, or gulags, in the far 
north and east.69 

The purges hampered Soviet readiness for the next 
war against the Germans, which began with a powerful 
German invasion in June 1941. Nevertheless, despite 
suffering extreme privation and losses of life, the Soviets 
repelled the Germans and helped the United States and 
Great Britain win World War II. 

But the victory in what Russians still call their “Great 
Patriotic War” came at a great cost: An estimated 26 mil-
lion Soviet soldiers and civilians were killed, leaving the 
country shattered, with a large population of widows, 
orphans and maimed veterans.70
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Cold War
The Soviets’ sacrifices were rewarded. Before the war 
even ended, Stalin had persuaded Allies meeting in 
1945 in Yalta (in Crimea) to ratify his seizure of the 
Baltic nations of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, and the 
return of most of the vast territory Russia had lost in 
World War I. He orchestrated takeovers of Central and 
Eastern Europe and pushed those nations, including 
what became East Germany, into an economic union. 
British Prime Minister Winston Churchill in 1946 said 
an “iron curtain” had descended across the continent.71 

In little more than three decades, the Soviet state  
had achieved world-power stature. But Stalin’s brutal 
methods — mass detentions and executions and reliance 
on slave labor — and his expansionist policies repulsed 
Western leaders.72 The resultant Cold War locked the 
Soviet Union and the West in an intense geopolitical battle, 
usually with the capitalist West trying to stem commu-
nism’s spread. In 1949, the United States, Canada and sev-
eral Western European countries created the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO), a military alliance to protect 
against Soviet expansion.73 In response, the Soviet Union 
and seven Eastern European countries in 1955 formed the 
Warsaw Pact, a military alliance to counter NATO.74

In the next decades, the Soviets pushed their security 
zone beyond Eastern Europe to encompass North Korea, 
Central Asia and the Middle East. The United States 
tried to influence nations in Latin America, Western 
Europe, Southeast Asia and Japan.75 But the political 
standoff sometimes erupted into armed conflicts. 

Among the tensest Cold War moments was a 1948–
1949 Soviet blockade of West Berlin designed to force 
Western powers to withdraw from the city. The United 
States responded by airlifting supplies into Berlin. In a 
dangerous nuclear standoff in 1962, the United States 
vowed to blockade Cuba if the Soviets did not remove 
nuclear missiles placed there secretly and threatened to 
use nuclear weapons against the Soviets if they used 
them against the United States.

Proxy Cold War conflicts ignited in Korea, Vietnam, 
Central America, southern Africa, the Middle East and 
Afghanistan, sometimes with the Soviet Union aided by 
communist-led China.76 In the 1960s and 1970s, the 
Soviets tried to use left-wing terrorist groups to destabi-
lize Italy and Germany and break up NATO.77 

After Stalin died in 1953, his successor, Nikita 
Khrushchev, denounced his predecessor’s repression and 
violence and sought to reform the economy. He began 
releasing millions of citizens from labor camps. Residents 
of some Eastern bloc states began to agitate for change: 
Poles struck against the government in 1953, and 
Hungarians demanded greater sovereignty three years 
later.78 Khrushchev sent tanks to quell an anti-communist  
uprising in Budapest in 1956. In 1961 the communist 
government of the German Democratic Republic raised 
a concrete barricade known as the Berlin Wall to seal off 
that city’s eastern, communist-controlled sector. 

In 1968 Leonid Brezhnev, who ousted Khrushchev in 
1964, deployed troops to Czechoslovakia to suppress a 
movement seeking democracy and personal freedoms.

In the 1970s, high oil prices helped prop up the 
Soviet economy, even as consumer goods, priced artifi-
cially low, constrained how much money state-owned 
factories made.79 

The USSR devoted a large portion of its budget to 
maintaining military parity with the United States. 
Moscow’s 1979 decision to intervene militarily in 
Afghanistan to support a shaky communist regime 
enmeshed the Soviets in a losing, decade-long war. Soviet 
troubles deepened in 1980 when a Polish trade union, 
Solidarity, staged mass strikes. 

James Clapper, director of National Intelligence, center, tells a 
Senate Armed Services Committee hearing on Jan. 5 that election-
year hacking by Russia could not have occurred without approval 
at the “highest levels” of the Russian government. Clapper is 
flanked by Adm. Michael Rogers, director of the National Security 
Agency, right, and Marcel Lettre II, under-secretary of Defense for 
intelligence.
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C H R O N O L O G Y

1917–1991 Soviet Union rises and falls.

1917 A socialist revolution in Russia overthrows the 
Romanov dynasty and brings Vladimir Lenin’s Bolsheviks 
to power.

1922 Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) is 
formed as a multi-ethnic, atheistic state and embarks on a 
massive plan to build a modern industrial nation.

1928 Soviet leader Josef Stalin launches the first of several 
five-year plans, pushing the USSR from its agrarian past 
to an industrial economy. He will cement control through 
massive surveillance, arrests and murder.

1945 USSR helps Allies win World War II. Concerns 
about Stalin’s quest to control Eastern Europe lead to the 
Cold War, a global rivalry between the United States and 
USSR.

1955 Eight communist countries in Central and Eastern 
Europe sign the Warsaw Pact military alliance with USSR.

1989 After Communist Party leader Mikhail Gorbachev 
promotes openness in the Soviet state, anti-communist 
activism flares in the Soviet bloc. The Berlin Wall 
separating East and West Germany falls.

1991 The USSR is dissolved; 15 republics emerge. Russia 
joins the North Atlantic Cooperation Council (1991) and 
the Partnership for Peace program (1994).

1990s–Present After turmoil, Russian economy 
stabilizes. Putin accused of trying to influence U.S. 
presidential election.

1992 Russian lawmakers privatize state-owned enterprises 
in effort to rapidly transform from communism to 
capitalism.

1999 Russian President Boris Yeltsin names Prime Minister 
Vladimir Putin as acting president; Putin, a former KGB 
agent, quickly begins consolidating his power.

2003 Rose revolution in Georgia and Orange revolution 
the next year in Ukraine demand democratic reforms. 
Worried Russian officials clamp down on civic freedoms.

2004 European Union (EU) and the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) expand to Russia’s western 
border.

2008 Dmitri Medvedev wins presidency and appoints 
Putin as prime minister. . . . Russia’s demand that Georgia 
end its bid to join NATO ends with Russia occupying 
Georgian territory.

2011 Activists assert that Russia’s legislative election was 
marred by fraud. Massive protests erupt, but die out after 
government crackdown.

2012 Russia joins World Trade Organization. . . . Putin 
easily wins a new term as president.

2013 EU-Russia relations weaken after the Union 
announces plans for free-trade pacts with several former 
Soviet republics, including Ukraine. EU-Ukraine deal falls 
apart amid accusations of Russian intimidation 
(November).

2014 More than 100 people are killed in Ukrainian 
protests over the rejected EU deal, forcing President 
Viktor Yanukovych to resign. . . . Russia annexes 
Crimea; U.S. and NATO impose economic sanctions 
on Russia.

2015 Putin sends tanks, artillery and planes to Syria to 
defend President Bashar al-Assad, triggering international 
outrage.

2016 A secret CIA report in October says hackers 
connected with the Russian government stole information 
from the Democratic National Committee and leaked 
embarrassing details about presidential candidate Hillary 
Clinton in an effort to help businessman Donald Trump 
win the election. Trump dismisses the allegations. 
President Obama demands full report on the hacking, 
expels 35 Russian diplomats and sanctions Moscow’s 
intelligence services.

2017 Intelligence officials release unclassified portion of 
report on Russian election-year hacking. . . . President-elect 
Trump is briefed on evidence of hacking and later says he 
believes the Russians were involved. Trump vows Russia 
will “have much greater respect” for the U.S. under his 
leadership.
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USSR Collapses
After coming to power in 1985, Soviet President Mikhail 
Gorbachev began to overhaul his country’s relations with 
the West. The nation signed major disarmament treaties 
with U.S. President Ronald Reagan. 

The pace of change accelerated in 1986 after a nuclear 
reactor exploded in Chernobyl, Ukraine, ultimately 
causing thousands of deaths. The Soviet government 
waited days to disclose the disaster, likely increasing inju-
ries and the body count. Buffeted by intense criticism 
over this decision, Gorbachev realized the government 
needed to reform quickly if it was to survive.80 

He instituted policies of glasnost (openness) and per-
estroika (restructuring), which relaxed some controls on 
the economy and permitted greater freedoms. He spoke 
of “common human values,” but the Soviet economy still 
stagnated.81 Gorbachev began to suggest that citizens of 
Warsaw Pact countries should be free to select their own 
governments.82 

In mostly free elections in June 1989 Poland chose a 
non-communist government — the first since World 
War II ended. The Baltic states began agitating for 
independence, and East Germany’s Communist Party 
boss was ousted. When a new East German govern-
ment said citizens could cross into the West, residents 
massed at the Berlin Wall and were allowed to walk 
through, ending their imprisonment. The sledge ham-
mers used to destroy the hated barrier sounded the 
death knell of the Cold War. 

Other Eastern-bloc countries soon joined Poland in 
determining their governments. Lithuania’s declaration 
of independence from the Soviet Union in March 1990 
signified the start of the union’s demise, which acceler-
ated in 1991 after a hardline coup failed and Ukrainians 
overwhelmingly voted for independence. On New Year’s 
Eve of that year, all 15 Soviet republics officially became 
independent countries.

Putin and New Tensions
As the Soviet Union crumbled, so did the Russian econ-
omy. Industry nearly collapsed, inflation soared and the 
nation had to import grain. Boris Yeltsin’s presidency 
(1991–1999) was rocked by accusations of corruption 
after the government sold off state-owned oil, gas, min-
erals, banks and communications entities to a handful of 
cronies who became very wealthy. 

Ethnic tensions that the Soviet Union had kept in 
check ignited throughout the region. Russian troops 
brutally suppressed secessionist uprisings — twice — in 
Chechnya, a republic in the Caucasus. In the mid-
1990s, Ukraine agreed to rid itself of nuclear weapons 
in return for U.S. and Russian guarantees of its territo-
rial integrity.

Putin, whom Yeltsin tapped as his successor, became 
president in 2000. Rising oil prices boosted the coun-
try’s GDP and gave Putin a strong mandate. But he 
was less friendly to the West than Yeltsin had been. 
Although Putin supported the initial U.S. response to 
the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks, he opposed the U.S.-led 
Iraq War in 2003, the NATO-sponsored secession of 
Kosovo from Serbia in 2008 and the U.S. plan to 
install a missile defense system in Eastern Europe in 
the mid-2000s. 

As Eastern European countries sought to join NATO, 
Putin considered the alliance a provocative intrusion on 
Russia’s sphere of interest.83 He was especially angered in 
2004 when former Soviet republics Estonia, Latvia and 
Lithuania joined the alliance. The Russian government 
also blamed the CIA and American officials for encour-
aging anti-Russian revolts that fed the so-called 2003 
Rose Revolution in Georgia and the 2004 Orange 
Revolution in Ukraine. 

Putin’s handpicked successor Medvedev was elected 
in 2008, with Putin serving as his prime minister. Eight 
months later Obama won the U.S. presidency and 
vowed to “reset” U.S.-Russian relations.

Medvedev made clear Russia’s goal would be to limit 
U.S. power. “The world should be multipolar,” he said. 
“We cannot accept a world order in which all decisions 
are taken by one country, even such a serious and author-
itative country as the United States of America. This 
kind of world is unstable and fraught with conflict.” He 
added: “Russia, just like other countries in the world, has 
regions where it has its privileged interests.”84 

The two nations cooperated on combating militant 
Islamic fighters in Afghanistan. During the Arab Spring 
uprisings in 2011, Russia did not veto a U.N. Security 
Council move to deploy a NATO military mission in 
Libya, where Libyan leader Moammar Gadhafi was top-
pled that year. And the United States backed Russia’s bid 
to join the World Trade Organization, allowing greater 
access to global markets. 
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Facts and Free Expression  
Become Russian Casualties
“Putin has seized upon information as a key weapon.”

On the eighth floor of a nondescript building in 
southwest Moscow, the successor agency to the 
KGB employs what researchers call the world’s 

most intrusive listening tool. Referred to by its Russian 
acronym SORM, the machine scours emails and internet 
searches and scoops up data from Skype and social media 
networks used in Russia, according to Russian investigative 
journalists Andrei Soldatov and Irina Borogan.1

SORM is the tip of an iceberg, a central component in 
a vast Russian effort to weaponize information as an 
instrument of state policy. The effort peers both inward 
and outward — monitoring and controlling information 
created by and about Russian citizens in order to prevent 
challenges to Russian President Vladimir Putin and to bur-
nish his image and advance his geopolitical goals by 
spreading disinformation.2

“Since Putin’s return to the presidency [in 2012], the 
government has successfully pushed for legislative changes 
to establish stronger state control over all kinds of civic 
expression and introduced disproportionately harsh sanc-
tions for violating such restrictions,” says a report by PEN 
America, a free speech advocacy group based in New York. 
“Putin has seized upon information as a key weapon in his 
fight to promote Russia’s resurgence in the world.”3

A major part of the domestic program is what Soldatov 
and Borogan call “the Red Web,” an effort — patterned on 
China’s “Great Firewall” censorship machine — to sift and 
control all the online information accessed by Russian citi-
zens.4 Russia’s compliant parliament enacted a series of laws 
that enable the information collection. One, a 2014 law 
requiring websites that store data on citizens to use only 
Russian servers, was used in 2016 to block citizens from 
accessing the social networking site LinkedIn.5

Another, enacted in 2016, gave the Kremlin broad tools 
to monitor cyberspace, including a provision requiring 
communication companies to retain users’ cellphone, text 
and internet records for at least six months and to make 
that information accessible to Russian security services. The 

government also gained the right to demand the keys to 
encrypted electronic traffic. The so-called “Yarovaya law” of 
2016 was needed to fight terrorism, the government said.6

But human rights groups called it an attack on funda-
mental rights and freedoms and said it was really aimed at 
limiting internet use by the opposition.7

Russia’s disinformation campaign has two goals. One is 
to feed fake news and false information to the Russian pub-
lic in an effort to deflect attention from internal problems. 
The program also aims to make the government’s foreign 
policy efforts seem necessary by sowing confusion and false-
hoods, a program that the West has used as well, according 
to a study by journalists Michael Weiss and Peter 
Pomerantsev. “The aim of this new propaganda is not to 
convince or persuade, but to keep the viewer hooked and 
distracted, passive and paranoid, rather than agitated to 
action,” they wrote.8

The government-run RT channel (formerly Russia 
Today) broadcasts conspiracy theories — such as claims 
that the 9/11 attack was a hoax or intimations that there’s a 
“hidden hand” behind the Syrian conflict. RT and Voice of 
Russia also republished dubious stories that Syrian rebels 
engaged in sarin attacks in Damascus.9 The Kremlin 
employs an army of “trolls” who inundate Western media 
companies’ comment sections and Twitter feeds with pro-
vocative comments, tying up newsroom staff who must 
clear out the specious comments, according to Weiss and 
Pomerantsev.10

The disinformation program also promotes foreign 
politicians sympathetic to Putin, such as French ultra-
nationalist leader Marine Le Pen, whose party sought a  
$28 million loan from Russia last year 2016.11 In 2014, the 
far right leader had received a loan of 11 million euros from 
a bank with Russian ties.12

The program also strives to undermine foreign leaders 
whose views are antithetical to the Russian president. After 
the U.S. presidential election, CIA and FBI officials 
announced that Russian hackers had broken into 
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Democratic Party servers and stolen information embar-
rassing to the party, with the aim of helping Donald Trump 
win the presidency. Russia denied involvement, and Trump 
said he doubted the truth of the intelligence.13

Putin’s drive to control the news media began early in his 
presidency. In 2000, once-independent TV networks criti-
cized him and the government after an explosion sank the 
nuclear-powered submarine Kursk.14 A year later a state gas 
company took over one network.15 By 2004, when more 
than 300 school children being held captive by terrorists were 
killed during a raid by special forces, Russian TV stations cut 
away from the event and broadcast movies and TV shows.16

After that, Putin “realized that people would not revolt 
for freedom of the press and would support some quelling 
of journalism,” says Vasily Gatov, a visiting fellow at the 
University of Southern California’s Annenberg Center on 
Communication Leadership and Policy and a former jour-
nalist for Russian and Western media companies. “He 
started to believe that journalists by definition are traitors of 
the state,” Gatov says. In time, the Russian press code dic-
tating what cannot be covered grew from a few paragraphs 
to several pages, he says.

In addition, Federal Law No. 398, which Putin signed in 
2013, allowed prosecutors to order a state carrier to block 
websites that call for mass riots, “extremist” activities and 
participation in illegal assemblies. In early 2014, 
Roskomnadzor, Russia’s communications regulatory agency, 
blocked more than 85 websites for “extremist content.”17

During the 2013-14 revolution in Ukraine and Russia’s 
annexation of Crimea in 2014, the Kremlin disseminated 
fake and misleading news via the state-owned news organi-
zations RT and Sputnik, Gatov says. After Russia invaded 
Georgia in 2008 the mission of RT — started in 2005 to 
burnish Russia’s image abroad — had changed to one of 
disseminating disinformation. While RT covered some 
news accurately, Gatov says, it also has broadcast conspiracy 
theories, including stories that the United States started the 
Ebola crisis.18

Russian TV and internet sites also have asserted that the 
conflict in eastern Ukraine was a popular uprising against 
local rule and that Russia had to intervene to protect the 
rebels.19 Western governments say forces that opposed the 
new government in Kiev were aided and directed by Russia, 
and in some cases were disguised Russian soldiers.20

— Suzanne Sataline
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Tensions flared, though, when Georgia and Ukraine 
sought to join NATO, which the United States sup-
ported but Russia firmly opposed.85 The Russia-Georgia 
war that erupted in 2008 ended with Russia tightening 
its control over Georgia’s two secessionist regions, 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia.86 

When he was reelected president in May 2012, Putin 
faced mounting political problems. At home, near-
monthly civic protests grew larger. Initially concerned 
with accusations of voting fraud in the 2011 legislative 
elections, protesters eventually turned on Putin and gov-
ernment corruption. In 2012, Putin’s party passed a law 

Russian Economy Hit by  
Sanctions, Falling Oil Prices
“It’s a highly industrial economy that . . . has to be retooled top to bottom.”

At a cement plant in Pikalevo, Russia, 150 miles east 
of St. Petersburg, employee Nina Suslova learned 
firsthand about the Russian economy’s weaknesses. 

Her job was to be split among three people, cutting her 
work hours to just a few each day, with a corresponding 
reduction in wages, but keeping everyone employed.

“We need to eat. We need to pay our bills. We can only 
think about surviving now, not about the future,” Suslova 
said.1

Once the Texas of Europe, Russia has seen its oil boom 
go bust. As one of the world’s top three oil producers (along 
with the United States and Saudi Arabia), Russia was bat-
tered during the global recession and is slowly emerging 
from a contraction that lasted about two years. Oil and gas 
prices began sliding in recent years because of greater com-
petition with alternative energy sources and a global glut, 
which lowered the country’s growth rate.

Sanctions imposed by Western nations after Russia 
invaded Ukraine in 2014 worsened Russia’s problems. As 
real incomes have fallen, two decades of achievements 
brought about by the resource-rich economy could be 
erased, according to some economists.2 In 2015, Russian 
GDP shrank by close to 4 percent.3 The World Bank pre-
dicted last spring that the nation’s poverty rate would 
increase in 2016 to 14.2 percent of the population, “undo-
ing nearly a decade’s worth of gains.”4

The economic contraction has highlighted an underly-
ing problem with the Russian economy: Decisions made 
during the Soviet era — including an overdependence on 
natural resources, heavy state control of the economy, wide-
spread corruption and an inability to innovate — are ham-
pering the nation, say economists, including Robert 

Orttung, assistant director of the Institute for European, 
Russian and Eurasian Studies at George Washington 
University.

In addition, despite Russia having a well-educated citi-
zenry, small business — which fosters innovation — represents 
a tinier share of the economy than in Western Europe and 
the United States, Orttung says.

“The main reason the Russian economy is collapsing is 
because of its overall structure — its dependence on oil and 
natural gas and a lack of innovative technologies,” Orttung 
says. “Russia doesn’t really export anything besides energy 
and weapons. You have incredible amounts of innovation in 
Russia, but it doesn’t turn it into product. There’s not an 
economic system that can take advantage of all that talent 
and commercially use it.”

Economist Clifford Gaddy of the Brookings Institution 
in Washington says Russian President Vladimir Putin has no 
viable plan to solve the economy’s ills. Gaddy expects Putin 
to continue to rely on megaprojects and spend tens of tril-
lions of rubles to update the defense industry and factories in 
Russia’s bleak eastern regions. But Putin has no clear recogni-
tion of what should be done to fix the economy, Gaddy says.

“It’s a highly industrial economy that’s completely 
wrong and has to be retooled top to bottom,” Gaddy says.

Russian scientists and engineers invented the laser, 
incandescent bulbs and hydraulic fracking, and its people 
are renowned in physics and mathematics. Yet the new 
Russian economy has failed to benefit from scientific break-
throughs.5 The nation churns out a great deal of heavy 
machinery and military equipment as in Soviet times, but it 
struggles to make telecommunications and consumer elec-
tronics and appliances that the public wants to buy.6
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imposing heavy fines on people who joined unapproved 
demonstrations.87 Russian law enforcement also raided 
the homes of several leading activists, chilling the grow-
ing democracy movement.88 

Russia then annexed Crimea from Ukraine in 2014 
and stoked separatist forces in eastern Ukraine.89 

President Yanukovych was overthrown in a popular 
revolt that February after renouncing a pledge to sign an 
agreement with the European Union (EU). 

Some analysts have said the crisis was triggered by the 
EU’s ultimatum for the divided country to choose 
between the West and Russia.90 Others say Yanukovych 

Barry Ickes, chairman of the economics department at 
Pennsylvania State University, likens Russia’s economy to a 
cockroach, primitive and inelegant in many respects but 
possessing a remarkable ability to survive in the most 
adverse and varying conditions. The country will continue 
to lose its most talented people, he says, if it does not 
improve education and allow those people to thrive.

“They were way ahead in the Soviet period, in the sci-
ences,” he says. “Many of the universities have not modern-
ized much in the region. . . . They lose a lot of their people.”

Rosstat, the Russian state statistics agency, reported that 
350,000 people left Russia in 2015, the most in decades.7 
Lauren Goodrich, a senior Eurasia analyst at research firm 
Stratfor says the brain drain could hurt the country’s com-
petitiveness. “Russia already has a problem funding research 
and development,” she said. “If the people who work in 
them are also leaving, progress will stagnate across the 
board,” she says.

In recent years, Russian and international investors have 
moved their money to places considered safer for invest-
ments, said Sergei Guriev, a professor of economics at 
Sciences Po, an international research university in Paris. 
Since 2011, four to eight percent of Russian GDP has been 
lost annually in capital outflow. That’s a large amount, he 
said, considering that total capital investment in Russia 
makes up 20 percent of GDP.8

The government faces three choices: imposing steep 
budget cuts, asking the West to lift sanctions or institut-
ing structural reforms, said Guriev, who fled Russia in 
2013. Changes in such areas as ease of starting a business 
and adopting a floating exchange rate have improved the 
climate, he said, but state-owned companies and politi-
cally connected businesses continue to benefit from the 
status quo.9

Long-lasting growth, he said, can come through the 
protection of property rights, a stronger rule of law, more 
competition, an end to corruption and integration into the 
global economy.10

— Suzanne Sataline

Russian coal miners head home after work in the Kemerovo 
region. The nation’s faltering economy worsened after 
Russia invaded Ukraine in 2014, prompting Western 
nations to impose economic sanctions. Many experts say 
Russia’s industrial economy must be radically retooled.
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faced heavy pressure from Moscow — including threats 
and gas cuts — to renounce the EU deal.91

After Putin annexed Crimea, the United States, the 
EU and Australia in July 2014 imposed travel and finan-
cial sanctions on Russia and later strengthened them.92 

CURRENT SITUATION
Confirmation Controversies
Energy executive Rex W. Tillerson was confirmed by the 
U.S. Senate, despite his seemingly close ties with Putin 
and his Exxon dealings.

Before he was confirmed, his nomination attracted 
several Republican senators who expressed doubts about 
Tillerson’s business connections with Russia, led by Sens. 
McCain, Marco Rubio of Florida, and Lindsey Graham 
of South Carolina.93 They have questioned how Tillerson 
could represent the United States’ best interests when the 
company he led made a $500 billion Arctic oil drilling 
deal — presided over by Putin — with the state-owned 
Rosneft.94 That agreement has been on ice since the West 
imposed sanctions on Russia in 2014, raising questions 
about whether Tillerson, who has publicly opposed sanc-
tions, might push for lifting them in order to revive the 
Arctic deal.95

“If [someone doesn’t] believe sanctions are appropri-
ate, given what Putin has been doing all over the world, 
including in our backyard, then I don’t think they have 
the judgment to be secretary of state,” Graham said. 
“Because if you don’t go after Russia, you’re inviting the 
other bad actors on the planet to come after you.”96 

Tillerson criticized the Russian government in the 
past for not ensuring a strong legal system, but as Putin 
established his power over Russia’s elite, the oil executive 
toned down such comments.97 “This was a man who was 
deeply skeptical of Russia, and a person who [appeared] 
unwilling to commit his firm’s famous reputation . . . to 
the risks of dealing in an anarchic environment,” said 
Bernard Sucher, a former Russia director of Merrill 
Lynch. But with the Arctic deal, “Tillerson had done a 
180 on what I understood his views to be.”98 

In early January Tillerson said that he would sell and 
restructure his assets, and he resigned from organizations 
that might pose a conflict of interest, such as the 
American Petroleum Institute trade group. “I am com-
mitted to the highest standards of ethical conduct,” 

Tillerson wrote in a letter to the State Department’s eth-
ics lawyer. “If confirmed as secretary of State, I will not 
participate personally and substantially in any particular 
matter in which I know I have a financial interest directly 
and predictably affected by the matter.”99

Others worried that Tillerson’s world experience did 
not include international diplomacy. “Can he step out of 
the Exxon Mobil persona and then pursue a whole 
bunch of interests with interlocutors who don’t share our 
interests?” asked Steven Pifer, a retired foreign service 
officer who served as U.S. ambassador to Ukraine.100

Russian Hacking
After the intelligence community revealed that it had 
“high confidence” that Russian hackers interfered in the 
U.S. presidential election to help elect Trump — and the 
president-elect’s doubts about those allegations — U.S. 
officials began to reveal various ways in which hacking 
and information were used to sway the November 2016 
election.101 Investigators and Congressional officials said 
it was clear that Russian trolls and automated bots pro-
moted messages for Trump, as social media sowed dis-
cord by stoking disagreement around lightening rod 
topics such as immigration and Islamophobia.102

On Jan. 5, McCain convened the Senate Armed 
Services Committee, which he chairs, in the first of several 
hearings on cybersecurity, particularly any foreign efforts 
to influence U.S. elections, which he equated to “an act of 
war.”103 At the hearing, lawmakers on both sides of the 
aisle expressed concern about Trump’s criticism of U.S. 
intelligence community’s claims. And Director of National 
Intelligence James R. Clapper Jr. reiterated his contention 
that Russia was behind the election-year hacking and that 
it could not have occurred without approval at the “high-
est levels” of the Russian government. The hacking was 
part of an aggressive, multifaceted “information war” 
being waged by Russia, which includes hacking, disinfor-
mation and dissemination of fake news — all designed to, 
among other things, “drive wedges between us and 
Western Europe,” Clapper said.104

Clapper suggested reviving the U.S. Information 
Agency (USIA) — which existed from 1953 until 1999 
to disseminate information abroad about America. 
Having a “USIA on steroids,” he said, would enable the 
United States to “fight this information war a lot more 
aggressively than . . . we’re doing right now.”105 
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Trump was briefed the next day by intelligence offi-
cials on the Russian hacking, and appeared to concede 
that the Russians might have been among those respon-
sible for the election hacking.106

During the election, the anti-government secrecy site, 
WikiLeaks, published reams of stolen emails from the 
Democratic National Committee and Democratic nom-
inee Hillary Clinton’s campaign manager. The move, 
according to people who viewed a secret intelligence 
brief, was designed to strengthen Trump’s candidacy and 
sink Clinton’s.107 

During the year, three separate investigations into 
Russian meddling took shape. One is an FBI probe. The 
scope was expected to encompass cyberattacks that tar-
geted the Democratic party in 2016 and dissemination of 
stolen emails from the Democratic National Committee 
and Clinton campaign chairman John Podesta.108 The 
bureau also is delving into the nature of “any links between 
individuals associated with the Trump campaign and the 
Russian government, and whether there was any coordi-
nation between the campaign and Russia’s efforts.”109

Both the House and Senate intelligence committees 
launched their own inquiries. In October, Senators 
Richard M. Burr, Republican of North Carolina, and 
Mark Warner, Democrat of Virginia, endorsed the find-
ings of U.S. spy agencies that said President Putin 
directed a campaign of hacking and propaganda to dis-
rupt the 2016 presidential election.110

During the campaigns, Russian agents disseminated 
inflammatory posts that reached 126 million users on 
Facebook, published more than 131,000 messages  
on Twitter and uploaded over 1,000 videos to  
Google’s YouTube service, according to Congressional 
investigators.111

Analysts say Moscow also has used false news to cre-
ate doubt about liberal parties and to support right-wing 
candidates in Europe. In one incident, a false claim that 
Islamic migrants in Berlin raped a Russian-German girl 
was shared repeatedly, an attempt, analysts said, to 
embarrass German Chancellor Angela Merkel, who wel-
comed hundreds of thousands of refugees to her coun-
try.112 In November, researchers disclosed that more than 
150,000 Russian-language Twitter accounts posted tens 
of thousands of messages in English that prodded British 
voters to quit the European Union days before last year’s 
referendum on the issue.113

To be sure, fake news during the presidential election 
originated in many countries, including the United 
States, often by writers seeking to make money from 
online ads. After the election, Obama decried the spread 
of falsehoods posing as news stories, and Facebook said it 
was considering ways to stop the trend.114 

But Graham, of Kissinger Associates, says the public 
should not put too much stock in the power of Putin or 
Russia to use state media companies to influence the 
West. “Fake news is a general problem, not a problem 
created by the Russians,” he says. “As we move into a 
digital age . . . plenty of people are making up news.”

International Tensions
Concerns about President Trump’s comments praising 
Putin worried many hawks in Congress and in the 
foreign-policy and intelligence communities, some of whom 
view Putin’s aggressive moves in Syria and Eastern Europe as 
dangerous to international peace and cooperation. 

With the war in eastern Ukraine stuck in a frozen, 
no-end conflict, the International Criminal Court said 
in November 2016 that it was investigating the killings 
of more than 9,500 people in the region since February 
2014, the disappearance of more than 400 people and 
more than 800 crimes.115 Russia immediately announced 
it would withdraw from the organization, saying it no 
longer met the criteria of being “a truly independent, 
authoritative international tribunal.”116 

Putin’s invasion of Ukraine was wildly popular with 
the Russian public, says James Collins, U.S. ambassador 
to the Russian federation from 1997 to 2001. “He is 
seen as the stalwart defender of what Russia is against 
assaults by the global Americanizer,” Collins says.

Some Ukrainian officials feared that the new 
American president would build closer ties to Putin at 
Kiev’s expense. “Donald Trump’s election is a strong sig-
nal that Ukraine should be ready to carry out reforms 
and resist Russian aggression without U.S. and Western 
support,” said Alyona Getmanchuk, director of the 
Institute of World Policy, a nongovernmental think tank 
in Kiev.117

International resentment lingers about Russia’s inter-
vention in Syria, where anti-Assad rebels suffered grave 
losses against the Assad regime, thanks in part to Russian 
air support. In early January Russia announced it was 
reducing its military forces in Syria, under the terms of a 
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A T  I S S U E

Should the Trump administration engage with Russia?
Jack F. Matlock Jr.
U.S. Ambassador to the Soviet Union,  
1987-1991

Excerpted from “Advice to President Trump on U.S.-Russia Policy,” 
an online symposium commissioned by The National Interest and 
Carnegie Corporation of New York

The most important foreign policy task President-elect Donald 
Trump will face . . . will be to restore cooperation with Russia to 
reduce the danger to the world posed by nuclear weapons. The 
only truly existential threat to the United States today is that of 
nuclear war.

President Ronald Reagan and [Soviet] General Secretary 
Mikhail Gorbachev recognized this danger in their 1985 Geneva 
Summit when they agreed that “a nuclear war cannot be won and 
must never be fought,” and concluded therefore that there could 
be no war between the United States and the Soviet Union. Their 
agreement on this point underlay the subsequent mutual steps that 
ended the arms race and, in remarkably short time, the Cold War 
itself. By the end of 1991, Europe was whole and free and at peace.

Over the past two decades, American and Russian leaders 
have allowed the truism recognized by Reagan and Gorbachev to 
slip from their attention. The recent presidents of both countries, 
through a series of misconceived actions and emotional reac-
tions, have created an atmosphere of hostility and confrontation 
that damages both countries and militates against cooperation 
even when their interests are in harmony. That has brought us to 
the brink of another senseless nuclear arms race along with the 
danger that militarized competition over territory could escalate 
into actual war. . . . 

Restoring cooperation with Russia on nuclear issues will be 
possible only if we overcome the confrontational mentality that 
pervades much interaction between the United States and Russia 
today. In fact, the most fundamental interests of both countries 
are not in conflict: whether it be avoiding a nuclear arms race, 
combating terrorism, coping with the effects of global warming, 
building mutually beneficial economic ties or managing the many 
problems stemming from failed states, cooperation between the 
United States and Russia — along with the European Union, 
China and India — is essential.

The Obama administration attempted a “reset” that had some 
important positive results, notably the New START treaty, but even-
tually failed following the developing civil war in Syria and, above 
all, the shock of the Maidan revolution and its aftermath in Ukraine. 
President Trump’s challenge will be to work with [Russian] 
President [Vladimir] Putin to transcend differences over these 
issues so that both countries, along with the European Union, can 
concentrate on dealing with the global challenges that face us all.

YES Mark Kramer
Program Director, Russian and Eurasian 
Studies, Harvard University

Written for CQ Researcher, January 2017

NO

Donald Trump will have many tasks facing him when he takes 
office on Jan. 20. One thing he must decide promptly is how to 
counter the Russian government’s use of cyberwarfare against 
the United States and other Western countries. Instead of 
responding to U.S. intelligence reports about this matter with 
childish petulance, Trump should take the issue seriously and 
decide how he can best protect U.S. national interests against 
Russian encroachments.

But instead of doing this, Trump seems determined to estab-
lish a friendly relationship with the authoritarian government of 
Vladimir Putin, no matter what the cost to U.S. interests and val-
ues. Putin has demonstrated his antipathy toward the United 
States and his willingness to challenge U.S. interests. Yet Trump 
throughout the presidential campaign expressed fondness for 
Putin and a desire to have a friendly relationship with him. Trump 
did this even as he made clear that he had no particular desire to 
maintain good relations with long-standing U.S. allies. Trump’s 
sense of priorities is so skewed that one wonders what could be 
behind it.

Most likely what is motivating Trump is a shared desire with 
Putin to upend the international order that U.S. leaders helped 
create after World War II. That international order, resting on a 
global free trade regime and U.S. security commitments to key 
allies, has immensely benefited U.S. interests and security. 
Trump and Putin share the goal of reconfiguring this international 
order, even though they do so for opposite reasons.

Putin has long been seeking to undermine U.S. preeminence 
in the world, and he is going all-out to see the U.S.-led interna-
tional order overturned.

Trump, by contrast, mistakenly believes that the U.S.-led 
international order is detrimental to American interests. This 
position is baffling, but it is characteristic of Trump. It is leading 
him to endorse positions that will be hugely damaging to the 
United States and greatly beneficial to Russia and other tyranni-
cal regimes such as China.

Instead of providing succor to hostile authoritarian states, 
Trump should be giving top priority to solidifying ties with U.S. 
allies and reassuring them that he has no intention of abandoning 
them. He should be going to Ottawa and London and Berlin and 
Tokyo and Canberra. But I fear his priorities are so warped that he 
instead will be going to Moscow soon after taking office.
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ceasefire brokered between opposition groups and the 
Syrian government.118

In Europe, Russia has considered how to respond to a 
plan to station a multinational force in Eastern Europe, 
which some U.S. analysts say could provoke Moscow.119 
Putin warned that he might target NATO sites if he sees 
them as a threat to Russia. “We are forced to take coun-
termeasures — that is, to aim our missile systems at 
those facilities which we think pose a threat to us,” Putin 
told American filmmaker Oliver Stone in an interview.120 

Putin’s government has been trying to counter U.S. 
and European political and economic decisions that he 
sees as weakening Russian interests. In particular, he has 
been unhappy with Western entreaties to former Eastern 
bloc countries to trade primarily with the West, as well as 
decisions to base NATO forces close to the Russian bor-
der. “The Russians were always concerned that they were 
seen by the West as inferior,” says William Courtney, the 
former U.S. ambassador to Russia. “The notion that the 
West was double-dealing against the Russian empire, 
they [the Soviets] played up on that.”

The West should realize that Putin has not backed 
Assad just to oppose the United States, says Paul 
Saunders, the executive director of the Center for 
National Interest and a former state department official. 
About 2,000 Russian-speaking people are fighting for 
ISIS in Syria, and Putin does not want them returning to 
Russia. If the Assad government fell, “a lot of those peo-
ple might flood back to Russia,” he says.

Putin also has been upset over U.S. democracy- 
building efforts in Russia’s backyard, says Saunders, such 
as support for the so-called color revolutions in Georgia 
in 2003, in Ukraine in 2004 and Kyrgyzstan in 2005. 
“In most cases, these protests led to a government being 
ousted,” Saunders points out.

Putin’s international interventions have been designed 
not just to garner support at home, but to make the 
global community realize that Russia is no longer the 
weak, defeated nation that emerged from the 1990s, 
many experts say. Putin said as much after annexing 
Crimea, when he said the world needed to take his coun-
try’s global concerns seriously.121 

Russia now faces defiance from many Western gov-
ernments for its actions in Syria and for creating what 
could become a frozen conflict in Ukraine. “They’re 
stuck in a simmering war in Ukraine,” says Courtney, the 

former ambassador to Russia who now serves as execu-
tive director of the RAND Business Leaders Forum. And 
Crimea, he says is “an economic burden.” 

OUTLOOK
Economic and Political Challenges
As President Putin tries to buff Russia’s global image and 
demand international respect, some domestic challenges 
could tarnish his leadership, experts say. 

Putin faces some domestic dissent. Activist Navalny 
has vowed to run against Putin in 2018, although the 
government says he is barred from doing so. Shortly after 
he led the 2012 anti-Putin demonstrations, Navalny was 
charged and convicted of embezzling timber from a 
state-owned company — a verdict many say was politi-
cally motivated due to his support for the protests. 
Although that verdict recently was overturned, another 
conviction — which many expect — could make him 
ineligible for office.122

“No one has the potential to challenge Putin,” 
Harvard’s Kramer says. “Perhaps Putin, at some point, 
seven to eight years from now, will designate a successor, 
but that’s long in the future.”

Meanwhile, Russia’s ossified economy limps along, 
but some economists and political observers do not 
expect Putin to restructure the economy, because the 
political and social costs would be too great. “For  
Mr. Putin to modernize the economy, he has to change 
the system, and if does, his popularity is in jeopardy,” 
says former ambassador to Russia Collins.

If Putin were to address corruption, for instance, he 
would alienate his powerful, wealthy supporters, ana-
lysts say. And closing down inefficient production cen-
ters would cause huge job losses, potentially sparking 
labor unrest, says Gaddy of Brookings. Russia already 
saw several walkouts in 2015, when some teachers and 
factory workers complained they had gone months 
without pay.123 A major strike “might be the end of 
everything in Russia,” he says. “He’s doing everything to 
preserve those jobs, as bad as the products may be, they 
have to continue.”

The quickest way for Putin to gain economic relief 
would be to pull out of Ukraine, which has been a costly 
drain on the Russian economy, says Courtney of the 
RAND Corp. 
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While it’s not clear what tactics Putin might try, 
Gaddy says, “Putin is going to be testing Trump” to see 
what actions might provoke him. And it is “very naïve,” 
he says, to think that Trump is “Putin’s man.” 

Sen. Tom Cotton, R-Ark., made a similar point dur-
ing the McCain hearings on the Russian hacking. 
“Donald Trump has proposed to increase our defense 
budget, to accelerate nuclear modernization, to acceler-
ate ballistic missile defenses and to expand and accelerate 
oil and gas production, which would obviously harm 
Russia’s economy,” Cotton said.124 

Russia, some analysts argue, does not aspire to emu-
late the West or match its strength. Rather, Putin seeks a 
weaker, more fractured NATO and America, so Russia 
can claim superiority.125 To do that, Putin aims to under-
mine Western institutions while “solving” crises the West 
cannot, such as in Syria, writes Molly K. McKew, once 
an adviser to Mikheil Saakashvili, the former president 
of Georgia.126 

Jeffrey Gedmin, a senior fellow at the Atlantic Council’s 
Future Europe Initiative, said Putin is working to divide 
Europe into two spheres of influence and to weaken and 
fragment the European Union, “rendering NATO, our 
key alliance, obsolete,” while working with Iran to push 
the United States out of the Middle East. “If that is the 
world that emerges in three, or five or 10 years,” he said, 
“does that help American security? I say no.”127

The West’s best move might be to disrupt the 
Kremlin’s plans by exposing the tactics and wealth of 
Putin and his cronies, said Stephen Sestanovich, a profes-
sor in the international diplomatic practice at Columbia 
University. That would create instability in Moscow and 
show that the West will not back down when it comes to 
the Kremlin, he said.128
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