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This year marks the tenth anniversary of NATO bombardment in Serbia. In retro-
spective, the bombing seems to have been the deepest point of Russian foreign 
policy after 1991. All of the groups of the Russian elite without a single excep-

tion condemned more or less vehemently NATO’s action with reference to one and the 
same reason: the opinion and interests of Russia were fully ignored when the attack 
was launched. In addition to being evicted and humiliated, Moscow found itself iso-
lated and deserted in a European issue it attached importance to, which foreshadowed 
a grim perspective. It was no surprise somewhat later when Putin took the helm that 
his administration placed integration into the new international order with dignity and 
a lasting breakout from isolation as high priorities on its agenda in addition to setting 
out to restore the self-confidence and prestige of the country.

If we compare present-day Russian foreign policy to those aspirations, a striking 
similarity is the lack of partners and the relative isolation of Moscow. This is a strange 
phenomenon given that the self-confidence of the Russian elite stands no comparison 
to the level ten years ago, while its conditions, opportunities and the internal condi-
tions of decision making have improved spectacularly in the recent period. In this light, 
it may not be unjustified to ask how structural this isolation is and to what degree one 
can expect modifications and simultaneous relaxation or conversely tightening of ex-
ternal and internal conditions.

It is symbolic to a certain degree that the most important breaking point of Putin’s 
administration, namely the period of 2003-2004, has been traditionally associated with 
two key events, including Khodorkovsky’s arrest, the Yukos scandal, or to put it in a 
broader political context, the final erosion of the political positions held by Yeltsin’s 
legacy of groups with mostly oligarchic affiliations. Not excluding any international 
aspects of the phenomenon, this autocratic turnaround was mostly the outcome of the 
development of Putin’s Russia. With the Yukos case closed, Putin’s stable occupied 
almost every important economic and political position and changed heavily nearly all 
aspects of Moscow’s behaviour. And foreign policy was no exception. The main deter-
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mination that affected the outside world and international ambitions during Yeltsin’s 
administration depended on the status of internal powers, which were only modified 
partially during Putin’s administration. One cannot ignore the significance of another 
process, one that culminated in a dramatic deterioration of international conditions: 
colourful revolutions or, more broadly, the role of US foreign policy adopting a more 
confrontational approach. The declared disregard of existing Russian interests and the 
failure to offer any positive vision for the Kremlin were the most painful components 
of the attitude attributed first of all to President Bush, which European capitals un-
doubtedly copied. It is quite obvious that the outside world sent the worse possible 
message to the rising and revisionist Russian diplomacy that had lost almost all of the 
tools it used to have when Russia was a superpower. The lack of motivation coupled 
with open conflicts led evidently to the strengthening of Moscow’s ambitions towards 
rivalry, revenge and destructiveness in certain situations.1

It is not surprising that the use of endogen or exogenous factors to explain Putin’s 
foreign policy is the most important division line that sets schools apart. This question 
is not academic in the sense that it will determine most of the time the kind of response 
certain, occasionally cooperative, international messages will elicit in Moscow, and it will 
also have a bearing on how and to what degree deteriorating conditions will divert Rus-
sia’s position. At the same time, asking this question is artificial in that the memory and 
reflexes of Russian foreign policy have imprints of both series of events. In the new cir-
cumstances, internal value systems and their interpretation by the new elite form a rather 
firm unity, and it will be extremely hard to get Russian-Western relations dislodged from 
this consistent whole. It is also legitimate to assume that the Russia’s ego of a superpower 
after 2004 also hold deeply engraved imprints of the American way to roll out democracy 
and the responses to the same by European capitals, and these imprints, which will be 
hard to erase for some time, are conducive to forming a system. Finally, it is worth noting 
the long term trends which exist independently of the articulated foreign policies of the 
parties. The past decade has been witness to the effects of quite a few former processes 
that have altered and will keep on modifying this relationship. The price of oil at 150 dol-
lars, the emergence and intensification of the eastern policy of the EU or the prolongation 
of fundamentalist threats in Afghanistan and China’s silent drive towards influence are 
factors that are fully or partially external to the aforementioned dual coordinate system.

Re-enter the Phoenix – Slightly Altered

When Putin took the helm in 2000, the conditions, prestige and psychological status he 
inherited in Russia were deplorable. For the first time since Gorbachev rose to power, 
the administration in Moscow was forced to embark on a comprehensive and careful 
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review of the true options available for Russia and take that into account in designing 
its foreign policy. In that respect, Moscow was doubtlessly weak and desperate, which 
inevitably required a more adaptable and cooperative strategic approach at the begin-
ning of Putin’s presidency. Yet, the recent decade has brought the largest breakthrough 
in the area of resources.

However, Putin’s administration brought with it more than a simple expansion of 
resources: it also instigated changes in the manner of using them and in the interpreta-
tion of foreign policy interests. The degree to which a strong Russia is deterministically 
related to Moscow’s ambition to develop a more independent pole of great-power is 
an open question, but it is unquestionable that while the increasing resources were 
interpreted as a means of careful approximation to the West and as an instrument of 
improving the related terms during Putin’s first term, that has not exactly been the case 
in the past five years. In this respect, it would be a grave mistake to underestimate the 
consistency of present-day Russian foreign policy, on the contrary, the more cohesive 
unity of the foreign policy elite it is likely to be more stable than it used to be in the 
early days of Putin, which relied on precarious internal coalitions. This chapter seeks 
to show some of the features of this “new equilibrium in foreign policy” and to reveal 
some of its drawbacks.

An important fundamental thesis of Russia’s political power play is confidence in 
the functioning and enhanced growth outlook of the economy. Not unlike his Soviet 
predecessors, Putin had set out to double Russia’s GDP in a matter of ten years, nowa-
days Moscow’s intentions are not less than G5 status. In that respect Putin’s two terms 
were successful beyond any doubt: Russia has completed the most dynamic period 
in the course of the past 30 years. Yet, a more thorough analysis of internal economic 
policy debates reveals that self-confidence is by no means free of concerns. It was in 
1998 that Russia’s global GDP as measured by purchasing power parity plummeted 
to the lowest low at 2.5 percent, as compared to which 2007 showed a modest increase 
to 3.18 percent. It is important to point out that it was still short of the 1992 level of 4.2 
percent and is at par with the value of the same indicator in 1994.2 In terms of size it is 
roughly equal to the GDP of Africa, is a mere one-seventh of that of the US and is 3.5 
times smaller than China’s gross national product (see Table 1).

This comparison, which is unquestionably flattering for Russia and would be slight-
ly less favourable if it were calculated at current dollar value, does not seem to render 
the official Russian goal of making the G5 unrealistic. It is worth considering at the 
same time, however, that Moscow was ranked tenth even during the low tide of 1998, 
which brings what is conceived as the divine contribution of the average rate of eco-
nomic growth of six percent to Russia’s fate at least into realistic perspective. On the 
contrary, the relatively modest changes of this nature over the past fifteen years indi-
cate that Russia’s performance as measured by aggregate indicators is quite stable and 
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that breaking away in either direction requires more complex developmental break-
throughs. An example for the latter is China, whose share has increased over fivefold 
since 1980, or the EU, which has lost around one-fifth of its former weight during the 
same period.

Table 1: G10 (2006, PPP GDP, percentages)
1. United States of America 21,93
2. China 10,6
3. Japan 6,78
4. Germany 4,44
5. India 4,4
6. UK 3,35
7. France 3,25
8. Russia 3,11
9. Italy 2,84

10. Brasilia 2,81

Source: IMF, http://www.econstats.com/weo/V012.htm

Also, there are certain doubts about the long term sustainability of this share. It takes 
either level of development or population size “to make” the top twenty countries 
ranked by gross domestic product. Except for populous Iran, classic states engaged 
mostly in exporting commodities are missing from the list. Russia is in the club of more 
volatile countries due to worsening demographic indicators, exposure to the energy 
market and mono-cultural features. Being extremely mono-cultural and dependent on 
exports, Saudi Arabia lost close to one-fifth of its GDP between 1982 and 1987 due to 
the drastic decline of the price of oil and other major oil producing countries also stag-
nated during that period.

In this sense there is not much point in looking forward to ‘Russia’s economic mira-
cle’. The post-soviet Russian economy is vulnerable with limited potential for devel-
opment coupled by the national economy held hostage by its burgeoning energy sec-
tor. If everything works out, Russia is running a good chance to hold its ranking as 
a ‘larger European economy’. What Putin’s administration can truly be proud of is 
the strict reserve policy it embarked on after the declaration of national bankruptcy in 
1998, which has helped Russia (as the single outstanding example of post-soviet states) 
to maintain narrowly interpreted macroeconomic stability without external support. 
However, Russia’s financial position in macro terms is heavily dependent on interna-
tional commodity prices and internal reserves, which guarantees or ‘casts in concrete’ 
the international proportions of the Russia’s GDP to a certain degree. In times of global 
economic growth, Moscow is also capable of the same, but its peripheral vulnerability 
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manifests itself intensively during longer periods of depression. Russia’s development 
is not autonomous, unlike China’s or India’s. The country’s inevitable interaction with 
global economy is a loose and in a certain sense ‘merciless’ form of embeddedness. If 
the Russian administration has forgotten this recently, the current crisis will definitely 
come as a sobering reminder.

The subject matter of a realistic evaluation of these aspects should obviously be qual-
ity rather than aggregated value. The dramatic increase of the significance of the hy-
drocarbons sector has unquestionably been the single most prevalent process of the 
Russian economy in the past ten years. While the sale of oil, oil products and gas used 
to account for 40 percent of exports in the nineties, the share had grown to surpass 60 
percent by 2006.3 These sectors are estimated to represent around 20-25 percent of the 
total national economy. Formerly representing a quarter of the central budget, tax and 
customs revenues from the sector had approximated fifty percent by 2005. It is impor-
tant to note that the incremental increase was not only due to international price effects, 
it was also fuelled by mounting production and export sales. The volume of oil and 
gas production have grown by 60 percent and 15 percent, respectively, since the late 
nineties and most of the excess was sold in foreign markets. That is a new, qualitatively 
different level of dependency and although it still falls short of the extreme shares typi-
cal of classic Arab oil producing countries (such as Saudi Arabia or Algeria, where it 
accounted for over 40 percent of GDP and 80-90 percent of governmental revenues and 
exports), it is very close to matching those levels. Russia can now be classified with Iran 
and Norway as a country whose economy and political attitude have unquestionably 
been shaped by the raw material resources in their territory.

The institutionalisation of the energy sector in Russian home affairs and foreign 
policy did not start during the Putin administration. Chernomyrdin, who had been 
in charge of Russia’s gas monopoly earlier, maintained his post as Prime Minister of 
Russia continuously from 1992 to 1998 and almost all of the oligarchs of some clout 
acquired some connecting industrial sector after 1995. In comparison, the political rep-
resentation of these groups reduced despite their growing statistical significance dur-
ing Putin’s fist term in office. Apart from Dmitrij Medvedev’s Gazprom, none of the 
congregations around Putin had direct access to these resources despite their actual 
dominance over day-to-day political decision making. For that matter, the onset in 2004 
of subjecting the oil sector and to a more limited degree the gas business to regulatory 
control stirred relatively little noise with lobbying. The beneficiaries of Putin’s admin-
istration occupied their positions under the aegis of existing and potential nationalisa-
tion and were hardly if at all involved with politics. It was at that time that targeted 
regulation of the sector began in real terms in a fairly rational manner. That period had 
been completed by around 2007 and the representatives of Putin’s followers embarked 
on implementing ambitious changes in the sector. This is clearly exemplified by the ap-
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pointment of Igor Sechin, Chairman of the Board of Rosneft, as Deputy Prime Minister 
responsible for energy and industry in Putin’s government.

That in effect means that the high level political integration of the energy sector 
was restored once more. Indeed, the period between 2000 and 2004 was abnormal in 
that the groups dominating the hydrocarbons sector only occupied remotely indirect 
political positions. Although it was at that time that the importance of the hydrocar-
bons sector started increase radically, rent-seeking strategies played a quite indirect 
role in Russia’s attitude to foreign policy due to the indirect influence of the beneficiar-
ies of the hydrocarbons sector on strategic political decisions. Thereafter, the overlap 
between economic and political representation was restored and all of the current rep-
resentatives of Putin’s energy policy have strong governmental affiliations. Except for 
the groups controlling armed forces, there is hardly any clan of merit in public admin-
istration without a stake in the energy sector. That is why the rise of Dmitrij Medvedev, 
the first of Putin’s allies to be delegated to the energy sector, is symbolic and it also 
suggest that traditional producer-cum-economic interests receive increasing emphasis 
in Russia’s foreign policy whilst the “energy-foreign policy” is starting to take on more 
and more features of the dialogue between producers and consumers. This is a distinct 
qualitative factor that bears down heavily on the weight of ideological considerations 
in the whole spectrum of foreign relations, even if it does not result in improvements.

Russia has not behaved as a traditional producer for the past forty years. Despite 
its major role in global production, the country has not made true attempts to influ-
ence global prices and frequently ignored associating her role with a security policy 
or foreign policy dimension because of ideological considerations. Indeed, Russia re-
garded her own significance in the energy sector as a neutral economic question and 
indeed Russian market participants were only involved in expanding their influence 
in downstream sectors in foreign markets. That approach is atypical of both importing 
and exporting countries. Energy plays a major role with the direct impact in the foreign 
policy of the United States, China, Japan and Saudi Arabia. In this respect, the question 
in relation to present-day Russia is not whether Russian energy will become the subject 
matter of political bargains it is rather about the context in which that will materialise.

Putin’s second term represents a division line from that perspective as well. Before 
2004, Moscow had been in a way floating the integration of its energy resources to some 
degree into European systems. It was a symbolic moment of this attitude when fifty per-
cent of TNK, the third largest Russian oil company, was sold to BP in 2003. But the lack of 
this political-cum-business ambition reasonably raises the issue of how Russian energy 
will position itself in other contexts and coalitions. The producer-consumer dialog has 
traditionally been one of the most complex relations internationally. It is rather infre-
quent for the two parties to come to an agreement within the narrow field of energy, 
especially if the parties hold major global shares. In this respect, the proposition of the 
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U.S.A. and Europe towards Moscow suggesting some degree of orchestrated develop-
ment policy in return for advanced technology is hardly if at all satisfactory from the Rus-
sian perspective. This assumes on the one hand that Russia intends to maintain the rate 
of export growth (which would by itself demonstrate serious willingness to cooperate) 
and on the other hand that Russia is unable to renew her production base independently. 
In reality, there are serious doubts about Russia’s ambition to grow, at least among the 
present boundary parameters, and although the dependence of the production of oil and 
gas on technology and financing exists but it is short of the level at which achievements 
of strategic importance are possible. International experience confirms that production 
levels stabilise by themselves if there is strong determination, see for instance the case of 
Iran which has been subject to western technology boycott for the past thirty years.

If Russia’s behaviour is viewed from only from the perspectives of the energy mar-
ket, it is more reasonable to analyse the question in terms of cooperation among pro-
ducers, especially as regards relations with OPEC. Other than ad hoc relations dur-
ing the Gorbachev administration, more serious coordination with OPEC started only 
about ten years ago. The potential economic bases of cooperating with the cartel are 
relatively clear, whilst the political and cultural drivers are still relatively amorphous. 
Nevertheless, cheap oil, international isolation and conflicts with the Western world 
are undoubtedly favourable conditions for some degree of at least formal harmonisa-
tion, a process which has been decelerated by the dynamism of production growth and 
the simultaneous boom in prices. Rational arguments were brought in favour of start-
ing the negotiations with OPEC with production levels peaking. Consolidated Russian 
exports of oil and oil derivatives doubled between 1999 and 2007, leaving no doubt that 
external restriction of this dynamism made no sense, but there were serious profes-
sional and political debates even during Putin’s first term about the reasonable limits of 
this growth. Although is no documentary evidence of this intention in official forums, 
there were serious arguments for stabilising daily output at 10 million barrels and the 
threats for growth beyond that threshold.4 One can therefore possibly assume at the 
level of both capacities and ambitions that a significant group of economic policy mak-
ers would set global market share targets rather than output goals and would anchor 
output to one-eighth of global supply or to a level matching Saudi Arabian produc-
tion. Naturally, the current uncertainty of demand and price conditions will support 
the promoters of this argument and will increase the likelihood of rethinking Russia’s 
commodity policy. Leaving production levels “uncapped” is associated with national 
economy risks, which are difficult to manage, given the relatively high cost and capital 
intensity of the structure of Russian production.

Yet again, the question is obviously the same: how much internal support can be 
obtained for objectives of this nature? The Russian oil sector lacks the institutional 
background necessary for cooperating with the OPEC. The oligopolistic structure of 
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Russia’s oil sector makes this task somewhat difficult.5 The situation is awkward in 
that western expectations are represented by the greedier groups that support growth 
among Putin’s followers, whilst more careful government policy makers and even cer-
tain private companies, such as Lukoil, seek to influence prices through promoting a 
more restrictive approach. However, if led by its own considerations of security of de-
mand the Russian party converts to a volume driven approach in the energy sector, Eu-
rope and America will have to “sacrifice” much more on the altar of Western-Russian 
relations. That could take the form of increased pressure on the internal peripherals of 
Russia, especially by “unbundling” Central Asia, constructing alternative export routes 
and expanding production. China is relatively successful in having Russia compete 
with Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan and forcing Moscow to show a surprising willing-
ness to cooperate. This strategy unconditionally deserves experimenting with at least 
at policy level, regardless of its actual significance in terms of the situation of the global 
market. On the other hand, however, the western party will have to expand the negoti-
able agenda to cover other security and foreign policy issues to get Russia to develop 
a more cooperative position. This is only a novelty for European states that have not 
developed such an approach in merit, but the United States have been pursuing such 
an aggregated policy in the Persian Gulf region for half a century. Naturally, that is sad 
news for small Central European countries that depend on Russian supply and have 
little power of their own, but it would be mistake if they ignored real circumstances.

Western literature has been traditionally playing down Russian aspirations diversify 
transit options and the market. If this is viewed as a pure statistical issue or as a narrow-
ly interpreted economic question, this opinion is correct. More than 90 percent of the 
hydrocarbons exported to countries outside the CIS is destined for wider Europe and 
it will hardly if at all change in the next decade. Viewing this problem from a foreign 
policy angle, however, yields another perspective. That is what Tatiana Mitrova de-
scribed as “big pipeline” and “big business” or the difference between Putin’s two terms.6 
The previous approach focuses on maximising exports to Europe; the latter involves a 
diversified strategy of profit maximisation through strengthening bargain positions, 
which, however, would require active coordination of energy policy and naturally poli-
tics with future target markets even in the early stages of implementation. This is some 
kind of cooperative strategy applied, however, in much broader scope. It is worth not-
ing that the rising state-owned oil company, Rosneft established much closer relations 
with China than with any of the countries of Europe, whilst Lukoil and Gazprom also 
look beyond Europe and are in lively dialog with potential consumers in the Atlantic 
Basin, including the United States. The outcome of these talks is still uncertain, but the 
past decade has demonstrated that Russian aspirations of this kind are viable. Moscow 
spares no resources in its attempts to diversify oil transit options by constructing a new 
pipeline and production base at exorbitant cost in the Far East. Whilst Russian political 
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leaders regard this political and business objective authentic, the political significance 
of European consumers, who enjoy relatively favourable treatment at present, is small-
er than their statistical weight in exports.

Internal changes in industrial structure have modified another spectacular aspect of 
the political attitude towards foreign economic relations, namely the attitude towards 
joining WTO. The process of WTO negotiations stalled somewhere around 2004 due to 
two reasons which are independent of Russia’s economic situation: firstly, Moscow’s 
new international isolation and secondly, the reduced role of more liberal members of 
government. Nevertheless, a venture of this kind would unquestionably require major 
short term sacrifices in an economy where the share of industrial commodities and 
semi-finished products in exports outside the CIS surpass 90 by far and is growing7 
and import duty is as major instrument of economic policy and government revenues8. 
Only a few industrial groups would reap the benefits and the official government pol-
icy of economic diversification obviously is in need of a wider set of protectionist tools 
to be mobilised for the purposes of improving competitiveness. Yet, global integration 
into international trade is unfeasible without WTO membership, which bluntly nar-
rows down the agenda of EU-Russian negotiations. However critical western economic 
authors are in respect of Russia’s WTO-sceptic attitude, it relies on relatively consistent 
political and economic fundaments, which are instrumental in diminishing the sense of 
being threatened by international isolation. Russia’s policy of economic diversification 
is characterised by nationalist and protectionist features rather than integrative content 
designed to improve competitiveness in the longer term.

 

The EU and Europe devalued

The stalling of WTO membership negotiations have had the deepest impact on the rela-
tions between Russia and the EU as this configuration is on the way to losing the last 
determining long term perspective it has entertained continuously since the nineties. 
Once it is lost, the system of Russia-EU relations will have to be reconsidered radically, 
which is undoubtedly in progress on both sides. Europe obviously finds this job harder 
as it has to break away from earlier visions of integration concerning Russia. The ‘Rus-
sia strategy’ of 2007 eliminates potential outcomes of this nature9. The new partnership 
and cooperation agreement (PCA) is foreseen to be a shorter document of strategic 
significance with the arborescent and unquestionably rather technocratic institutional 
system remaining in place. This structure sends more signals of ‘equality’ and similar-
ity than the one maintained by the EU towards the USA or China. In this framework, 
emphasis is given to an attitude described by authors in the EU as ‘strategic bargain-
ing’10, which is referred to as ’strategic reciprocity’11 by their Russian counterparts. 
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This attitude has no long term goals, is rather for the short term and seeks to put into 
place mutually advantageous treaties. Whether or not there are any issues about which 
the EU, given its complex mechanism of decision making and the existing trade imbal-
ances, will be capable of concluding agreements of this nature is an open question.

Viewed from Moscow, the relationship with the EU involves questions of greater 
specific weight. The mesh of current Russian interests raises serious dilemmas about 
both the significance of and the temperature of relations with the EU. The functioning of 
the EU is by itself a frustrating factor (and not only in Russia). The typical personalised 
style of Russian real politics can hardly find a grip on the nature of EU decision mak-
ing. As Putin put it “The point is there is no one to negotiate with, presidency rotates 
every six months, new priorities are set while old ones vanish somewhere.”12 Moreover, 
the EU has no or very limited jurisdiction over most of the issues concerning Russia. 
Defence policy, traditional conflict management and heavyweight questions of foreign 
policy or energy are not among the strongest sides of the EU. Moscow attaches far less 
significance to soft security questions and issues of development policy than Brussels. 
Consequently, focussing on nation states is a must for Russia, not simply an interest as 
the EU is no partner in these matters. If the relations lack integrative milieu or at least 
the air of interdependence typical of the Yeltsin era, the relations developed with the EU 
can become a barometer of rather than a factor shaping Russia’s relations with Europe.

Limited scope of interest couples with a growing number of conflicting items. The 
EU pursues a policy of unilateralism in several issues that Moscow counterparts are 
likely to interpret as a challenge (attaching different degrees of severity) rather than 
as a partner’s position. The moves of the European Commission in the field of energy 
policy, increasing the austerity of environmental standards, creating the single market 
or the aspiration to separate the activities of networks at shareholder level do not by 
rule have an articulated anti-Russian edge. Yet these measures have been taken with-
out coordination with Russia and are defined as being detrimental to Russian interests 
and each of them weaken Russia’s position on the security of demand. If we add the 
anti-Russian attitudes displayed by most forums, it seems quite hard to put a quick 
end to this process. Increasing eastern commitment could be interpreted as a similar 
challenge. Paradoxically, while the affected countries are dissatisfied with the level of 
commitments, Moscow tends to regard them too to be excessive in scope. Such activi-
ties are especially suspicious in the light of policies pursued by the new eastern mem-
ber states. Moscow has reasonable concerns about the emergence of a new decision 
making centre that shapes the eastern policy of the EU, which is expected to break 
the former monopoly of countries enjoying German-Austrian patronage and to adopt 
a more sceptical attitude to Moscow while increasing its level of activity towards the 
western region of the CIS. The attitudes of Poland, the Czech Republic and the Baltic 
states was less of a concern as they were relatively isolated in the EU, for instance while 
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the Kaczynski twins were in office, but they represent an expressly serious challenge 
now that they are being integrated. The notion of “Eastern Partnership” initiated by the 
Swedish and the Polish and encouraged by the Czech presidency is not very far from 
becoming a nightmare for Moscow.

All in all, the lack of visions is not the only topic worth mentioning as regards the rela-
tionship between Moscow and Brussels, the onset of a more conflict-laden period also de-
serves discussion. Its own course of development forces the EU to attend to areas, where it 
is a newcomer like Russia, but these areas are frequently very sensitive to Moscow. In this 
sense, we cannot expect Moscow to recognise the presence of the EU and occasionally its 
member states as self-evident. This forecasts a difficult period of mutual accommodation 
by both parties. To find the modus vivendi, the EU has to accept that the unilateral position 
it has adopted will trigger reactions from a great external power that will alter the situa-
tion of several issues on their merit. This phenomenon has hardly ever occurred, except in 
relation to the United States concerning its Balkans policy in the nineties and the question 
of European Defence Entity. Moscow has just as much potential to handle the questions 
the EU intends to address in the future, especially as regards energy and eastern policy. It 
is possible to disagree and at times to confront or cooperate with Moscow, but neglecting 
Russia, which has been going on recently is not likely to be a practical approach. Not at 
all, indeed, because Moscow is embarking on a major process of accommodation during 
which it has to somehow digest ‘co-existence’ with the EU and European governments 
in these areas. And that will not be easy. It will lead to severe tensions in the near future. 
Nevertheless, the actions of the EU and its member states concerning eastern partnership 
and energy policy have actuated Russian reactions faster than expected.13

Naturally, the relations between the European Union and Russia are frostier than the 
relations between member state capitals and Moscow. Be it quietly, with some cynicism 
or tolerance or as an articulated policy, nation states regularly entrust the job of “break-
ing bad news” to the EU and tend (with the exception of a few pro-Atlantic states) 
to retain a more cooperative profile and to reserve more cooperative topics for them-
selves. The efficiency of this role play keeps diminishing though as Moscow is putting 
pressure on nation states to enforce the deals concluded at state level also at commu-
nity level and to quit hiding behind the shoulders of supranational forums. Lacking 
national capitals with the willingness to change the atmosphere in the EU, community 
level policies are beginning to influence the views Moscow takes about certain nation 
state partners. Medvedev bringing up the idea of a “new Helsinki” and an initiative to 
regulate the issue of European transit comprehensively during his visit to Berlin in June 
2008 was a typical example and was obviously not addressed to Germany alone. But 
Berlin was reluctant to give even careful support to these ideas and the consequences 
were manifest in the course of the war between Russia and Georgia in August and in 
managing the Russian-Ukrainian gas conflict in January 2009. 



37

A Phoenix Encaged? Russian Foreign Policy in the Past Ten Years

Viewed from Russia, there are three important reasons why Europe has retained 
its significance. Firstly, it has significance in terms of trade, political and human rela-
tions. Although Moscow wants to selectively eliminate some of these relations, more 
than half of the country’s export sales will be targeted at Europe in the foreseeable 
future, Europe will remain a dominant potential source of capital and know-how and 
Europe is the venue where Moscow participates in most processes in a political sense 
and Europe will be of primary importance for a large part of the population and the 
elite. Secondly, Moscow’s relations with Europe still carry the fewest potential con-
flicts, although their number is definitely growing. In this sense, the relations between 
Europeans and Russia benefited from the policy of the Bush administration as the ma-
jor powers of the continent could play the role of a lightning conductor to a certain 
degree. Nevertheless, the true challenge is the way Russia responds to the enlargement 
of Europe. Moscow would like to influence this process while it is not willing to partici-
pate in it in compliance with the terms respected by most of the participants. It is quite 
obvious that the Eastern and Balkans policy of the EU, the capital expansion of nation 
states in the community, their social and political appeal and the formerly non-existent 
response to all of that of the post-soviet elite, which is still weak, threaten Moscow with 
severe structural isolation. Viewed from this angle, Europe and Russia share the same 
dilemma: to what degree should they acknowledge, accommodate to, or get involved 
with, the policy of the other party and to what extent should they try to modify it in 
specific cases under the token of a destructive policy of their sphere of interest.

A new equilibrium in US-Russian relations

US-Russian relations during Putin’s presidency can be divided into two stages which are 
highly likely to offer limited input to the interpretation of the subsequent period. During 
Putin’s first term Moscow was “looking forward to America becoming an ally”. Disre-
garding for the moment the accommodation and internal policy pressures that emanated 
from Moscow’s weakness, the Russian party derived the image of a common enemy 
from the war against terrorism and interpreted it as an opportunity to develop some 
kind of a longer term strategic partnership with the United States. In this respect besides 
overestimating the importance of the matter for Washington, Moscow failed, even in this 
early stage, to evaluate its own weight in American foreign policy properly. Doing so put 
the Russian-US relations into a more favourable perspective transitionally only to change 
it for a much poorer setting subsequently, and the question is still open today: Does Mos-
cow interpret its own importance in American foreign policy appropriately? If Moscow 
overestimated its own importance in a period when it admitted Russia was desperate 
and weak, will it not have the propensity to ask too much in return for cooperation?
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The Republican approach after 2004 brought confrontation but it also opened new 
doors for Moscow. Although not one of the noisiest but certainly one with the biggest 
potential among Bush’s critics, Putin earned himself extreme popularity with the pub-
lic (not necessarily the political elite) of the Middle East and the Far East, even certain 
traditionally rightist and anti-Russian public personalities of Central Europe evaluated 
Putin in a new light for his spectacular and at times sarcastic lashes at the US. Russian 
foreign policy became more tangible and robust once again in several countries of the 
third world. The internal legitimization of the system has partially relied on that in 
recent years, Putin’s image (as opposed to the one in his first term) readily and organi-
cally integrated the anti-US sentiment.

Although we can forget republican politics for the time being and “making peace 
with the Russians” was an obvious opportunity for Obama, Bush’s political approach 
has left a long-term strategic legacy and it is unlikely that Washington will give up the 
limited but plastic gains it brought in the future. U.S. presence in Central Asia is likely 
to continue and even to escalate both because of Afghanistan and energy resources, 
although wavering occasionally Georgia may remain an American ally, and completely 
forgetting problem laden Ukraine could only be an option if the traditional geopolitical 
sensitivity of U.S. foreign policy was completely erased. An analysis of the otherwise 
noteworthy Russian agenda recommended by Obama should also take into account its 
inverse, the residue of potential quills.

It is obvious that the swift U.S. return to strategic questions, including first of all 
the idea to rethink the whole system of non-proliferation is extremely appealing for 
Moscow. Russia’s nuclear and military potential is still huge and only the degree of 
success is an open question in certain issues such as the additional limitation of strate-
gic offensive weapons. If we look at details, however, intricacies are revealed: I would 
warn everyone to avoid Soviet-US analogies. Nuclear threat has been the number one 
risk for the US for a long time, but the same is not exactly true concerning the Russian 
doctrine of security policy. Washington intends to put this issue on the agenda because 
it is worried by the degree of proliferation, while Moscow intends to strengthen its own 
position in foreign policy. Consequently, Russia is not likely to be fully unselfish, and 
to make major commitments easily and rapidly towards the U.S. would need at least 
the Putin of 2001.

The degree of Russia’s contribution is not perfectly clear either. The process of prolif-
eration has advanced so much that self-restraint by the ‘big ones’ is by far not enough. 
These weapons are frequently sold and bought by smaller states, such as Iran, Pakistan 
and North Korea. The spirit has left the bottle and pressure will have to be actively ap-
plied to stop it. This policy will also require sacrifices from the United States and how 
far Moscow will be willing to go is a question. Since the mid nineties Russia’s foreign 
policy has kept offering part of the country’s existing technology to the third world 
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sometimes behind the scenes, sometimes overtly. This is an important but decreas-
ingly efficient method of forging alliances. It will be a difficult decision for Moscow to 
give that up and commit to doing just the opposite in coalition with the U.S. Moscow 
would need to make additional concessions in this regard at a moment when Bush-
complement Obama is already blurring Putin’s anti-U.S. image. Nuclear threat would 
have to be extremely serious to get Moscow to cooperate smoothly with Washington.14

Compared to the above the strategic benefits for Russia are still unclear. Putin has 
stressed several times that consolidated relations with the U.S. solve many things in 
this world. There is no reason to doubt the sincerity of this statement but it is hardly if 
at all questionable that Moscow will adopt a more utilitarian approach. So far the US 
has only decided to clip the offshoots of Bush’s foreign policy, to stop the enlargement 
of NATO with the Ukraine and Georgia, which suffered from a credibility deficit any-
way, and to suspend the issue of constructing the Czech-Polish missile shield. That will 
hardly be enough but the remainder only includes promises.

Regarding the post-soviet region, the degree to which Moscow has been able to 
abandon its post-soviet ideal of Pax Russica is a big question mark. Although Putin 
talked much less than Yeltsin about Russia’s zone of influence in the region and made 
fewer attempts at pretending to create it, he was more intensively involved in building 
positions than his predecessor. Nevertheless, a nightmare of hegemonic views evolved 
during Putin’s presidency. A part of the elite of affected countries openly demonstrat-
ed Euro-Atlantic integration and even managed to take the helm with that manifesto. 
Moreover, the region saw the unmistakeable entry of neighbouring “large and medium 
sized” countries such as China, the United States or Poland and Romania. In the mean-
time, Moscow is becoming less and less unselfish in this region and is trying to stabilise 
its position by applying open pressure and at times by “burning up” all of its relations 
for good, as it did with Georgia by recognising South Ossetia and Abkhazia.

That makes the decision difficult for Moscow. It is obviously unable to tie most coun-
tries in the region to itself in the long term and cannot eliminate rivalry with other great 
powers in the region. Apart from that, however, Moscow has every other means of 
building or destroying positions. A full arsenal of tools and opportunities exist except 
for Pax Russica, which certain decision making groups in Russia are clearly reluctant 
to create. The benefits of colourful revolutions, limited as they may be, are seen as a 
permanent legacy. This is difficult to admit openly, and it is a perfectly new experience 
for Russia to create the rules of some kind of “non-peaceful coexistence” with others 
in these areas. Consequently, if the United States applies self-restraint and occasionally 
helps Russia in the region, it may consolidate its relationship with Russia and its own 
positions in the longer term.

The ties between Russia and the U.S. have been suffering from a lack of major stra-
tegic goals for two decades. There are hardly any identifiable shared interests willingly 
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accepted by both powers that could set a permanent course for the relationship of the 
parties. Aside from the relatively confrontational atmosphere of the past few years, 
however, the potential areas of cooperation between Russia and the US have been ex-
panding rapidly. Sooner or later the content covered by the relations is becoming less 
important than what is left outside its scope, such as the Islamic threat in Central Asia, 
managing China’s rise, the complementary role in the energy sector or the questions 
relating to non-proliferation. These problems of increasing severity are more acute than 
they were ten years ago. The importance of every other question is eroding whilst the 
interpretation of the questions at hand have been changing on both sides for quite some 
time even without Obama. All in all a major paradigm shift of some sort is not totally 
unlikely in the relationship, not immediately though, but in a matter of ten years. A 
strategic tie of this nature would inevitably reduce the swings the relations showed in 
the past ten years.

Summary

Russia’s internal policy of the past ten years gives us every right to forget the nineties. 
Several researchers have pointed out that the current crisis cannot change the stabil-
ity of the system, what it can alter is its sensitivity to its own opportunities.15 Several 
international players have recognised this, and the question has been removed from 
the political agenda. Today it is possible to make real policy deals with Russia, but the 
atmosphere will have to consolidate and the rules will have to become firmer for these 
deals to reach a critical level at which longer term and more flexible commitments may 
be devised. The most important legacy of the confrontation of the past few years is 
exactly the intensive purging of the “Russian agenda”. The issues that have remained 
are few and tend to be problematic. “Loosening up” the relations requires both parties 
to expand their agenda.16

These aspirations are naturally not so cheerful for many parties in Central and East-
ern Europe. The importance of the region is likely to erode in both Washington and 
Moscow, while Germany’s traditional eastern policy may gain ground despite the agile 
positions of new members in the EU. It is important to see, however, that the options 
of previous policies have also been drained temporarily. The economic crisis has re-
moved question of energy from the agenda for two to three years, the matter involving 
the Czech and Polish missile shield drowned with the U.S. budget deficit and the col-
lapsing internal political situation in the Ukraine and Georgia did not offer real per-
spectives. These cases are ‘dead’ and reviving them, if at all, in international (and not 
necessarily regional) policy will take years. This is especially painful for countries with 
stronger Atlantic affiliations in the region but it does not spare the more pragmatic and 
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cooperative regimes either. There is no true short-term alternative: we are forced into 
the background on the map transitionally. 

All that may improve the chance of unison in the region. However, it is Russia of all 
subject matters where the opinions of these countries are in diametrical opposition or at 
least at variance with each other is exactly Russia. It is almost a cancerous symptom of 
the region that most areas of cooperation are under the aegis of the “Russian question”, 
except for a few unstable coalitions aiming to tap EU funds. Russia did not simply lurk 
in the background, it jumped right to the top of the agenda when the cooperation in 
energy management was developed, or when “Eastern Partnership” was filled with 
content, or when partners got selected. These themes have more potential, though. It 
would indeed be important for the countries of this region to set aside the issue of Rus-
sia transitionally and to try to think more practically, along more direct interests.
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