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Institute for International Studies
The Institute for International Studies (IIS) is a multidisciplinary research branch of MGIMO University,
established in 1976 as the Problem Research Laboratory
for System Analysis of International Relations, and last
renamed in 2009. We pride ourselves on our history of
conducting innovative, in-depth, applied research in IR.
Mission. We are dedicated to assisting authorities in making informed
foreign policy decisions and establishing MGIMO as one of the most
internationally respected hubs for expertise in IR.

At IIS, we:
• conduct fundamental academic research and implement applied
analytical projects;
• provide wide-ranging expertise and proper substantiation of foreign
policy initiatives;
• publish articles in Russian and foreign highly-ranked, peer-reviewed
academic journals;
• share our expert assessments of international developments through
leading media outlets;
• maintain international expert and academic dialogue.
We cooperate with main Russian foreign policy decision-making bodies to
put the conclusions of our research into practice. We work closely with the
Presidential Executive Office, the Security Council, the Government, the
Federation Council, the State Duma, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the
Ministry of Defense, as well as with international organizations like the EEU,
CSTO, and SCO.
Strategy. In 2018, we developed the Institute’s five-year road map, under
which we are expanding our dynamic research network and creating new
research centers aimed at studying the world’s most pressing issues that will
have an impact on Russia’s national interests. We seek to increase the
number of academic publications in the Q1-2 journals indexed in the Scopus
and Web of Science databases, as well as to promote proven expertise
through leading media outlets.
Organizational structure. The Institute hosts 11 centers conducting regional
research and studying global issues, with the Academic and Strategic
Development Sections providing organizational support to the centers:
•
•

Center
for
Post-Soviet
Studies
Center for Studies of Central
Asia and Afghanistan

•
•

Center
for
Euro-Atlantic
Security Studies
Center for World Economy
Studies
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•
•
•

•

Center for Studies of East
Asia and the SCO
Center for Middle Eastern
Studies
Center for Studies of the
Caucasus and Regional
Security
Center for European Studies

•
•
•

Center for Spacial Analysis of
International Relations
Center for Political Elites
Studies
Center for Sanctions Policy
Expertise

The Joint Editorial Board publishes International Analytics and Cuadernos
Iberoamericanos journals.

Director
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“Dialogue on Urgent Issues”
I am pleased to announce that the MGIMO Institute for
International Studies is launching the series of Academic
Debates “Dialogue on Urgent Issues” in order to promote
a balanced expert dialogue on topical international
issues. Hosted by MGIMO, the events are by invitation
only, aimed for Russian and international experts,
diplomats, and political observers.
The opening event will serve the platform for discussing the open letters:
• “It’s Time to Rethink Our Russia Policy” (co-signed by 103 American
experts and policy-makers);
• “No, Now Is Not the Time for Another Russia Reset” (co-signed by
33 American experts and policy-makers);
• “Take It From Eastern Europe: Now Is Not the Time to Go Soft on
Russia” (co-signed by 40 experts and policy-makers from Eastern
European countries);
• “You Cannot Grasp Russia with Your Mind?” (published by the
MGIMO Rector Acad. Anatoly Torkunov);
• “Mistrust between Russia and the United States Has Reached an
All-Time High” (published by the President of the Russian
International Affairs Council Amb. Igor Ivanov);
• “Appeasing Vladimir Putin’s Russia Will Only Embolden It” (cosigned by 179 experts and policy-makers from Ukraine and the
Ukrainian diaspora);
• “Why We Still Need to Rethink Russia Policy: A Rebuttal”
(Response to Responses. By Initial authors of the Open Letter).
We provide full texts of the open letters in this booklet as well as a chart with
a brief comparison of the key ideas reflected in these letters.
Dr. Andrey Baykov, Vice-Rector for Research and International
Cooperation, will address the participants in his welcome remarks on behalf
of the MGIMO University. I will be moderating the discussion.

Debates will be preceded by presentations by:
• Robert Legvold, Professor Emeritus, Department of Political Science
at Columbia University (via Zoom);
• Thomas Pickering, US Ambassador to Russia (1993-1996) (via Zoom);
• Rose Gottemoeller, Distinguished Lecturer, Center for International
Security and Cooperation, Stanford University (via Zoom);
• Thomas Graham, Distinguished Fellow, Council on Foreign Relations;
Senior Advisor, Kissinger Associates (via Zoom);
• Vladimir Baranovsky, Academician, Head of the Research Direction
and Member of Directorate, IMEMO; Professor, MGIMO;
• Evgeny Buzhinsky, Vice-Chair, Russian International Affairs Council;
Chairman, PIR Center, Lieutenant-General (Ret.);
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•
•
•
•

Vladimir Lukin, Senator, Council of Federation of the Russian Federal
Assembly, Russian Ambassador to the USA (1992-1994);
Andrey Sushentsov, Director, Institute for International Studies,
MGIMO;
Sergey Oznobishchev, Professor, MGIMO; Section Head, IMEMO;
Ivan Timofeev, Program Director, Russian International Affairs
Council (RIAC).

I welcome your contribution to the debates following the initial interventions.

Director of the IIS Center
for Euro-Atlantic Security
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Speakers’ Biographies
Andrey Baykov – MGIMO Vice-Rector for Research and
International Cooperation, Dean of the MGIMO
Department for International Relations, Editor-in-Chief
of the International Trends Journal. Emeritus Professor of
Xiling University (PRC). Author of above 100 academic
publications. As Vice-Rector oversees Graduate Studies;
MGIMO doctoral degrees awarding procedures;
international
academic
mobility
of
students,
international academic partnerships; as well as the
activities of the Federal Educational and Methodological Association on
International Relations, Political Science and Area Studies headquartered at
MGIMO.
Alexander Nikitin – Director, Center for Euro-Atlantic
Security, IIS, MGIMO. Professor of MGIMO, of Lomonosov
Moscow State University (MSU), and of the Higher School
of Economics (HSE). Primary Research Fellow of the
Institute for World Economy and International Relations
(IMEMO RAS). President Emeritus of the Russian Political
Science Association. Member of the Scientific Council
under the Security Council of Russia, and of the
Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) Scientific-Expert Council.
Robert Legvold – Professor Emeritus in the Department of Political Science
at Columbia University. From 1986 to 1992 Legvold was
Director of Columbia's Harriman Institute for Advanced
Study of the Soviet Union. For six years, Legvold served
as Senior Fellow and Director of the Soviet Studies
Project at the Council on Foreign Relations in New York.
From 2009-2012, Legvold was director of the “EuroAtlantic Security Initiative” by the Carnegie Endowment
for
International
Peace
co-chaired
by Sam
Nunn, Wolfgang Ischinger, and Igor Ivanov.
Thomas Pickering – U.S. Ambassador to the United
Nations (1989–1992) and to Russia (1993–1996). He served
as Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs from 1997
to 2000. He holds the rank of Career Ambassador.
Following his retirement from the Foreign Service in 2001,
Pickering served as Co-Chair of the International Crisis
Group, Chairman of the Center for the Study of the
Presidency and Congress, Chairman of the Board of Advisers of the Institute
for the Study of Diplomacy, Chairman of the American Academy of
Diplomacy. Pickering is also a member of the Council on Foreign
Relations and the Henry L. Stimson Center board of directors as well as the
Advisory Board of Eurasia Group.
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Rose Gottemoeller – Distinguished Lecturer at the
Center for International Security and Cooperation,
Stanford
University.
Deputy
SecretaryGeneral of NATO (2016 - 2019). Under Secretary of State
for Arms Control and International Security Affairs at
the U.S. State Department (2012-2016) and Assistant
Secretary of State for Verification, Compliance, and
Implementation (2009-2014). She was the chief
negotiator of the New START. Gottemoeller also served as the director of the
Carnegie Moscow Center (2006-2008). She was formerly responsible for
nonproliferation cooperation with Russia and the Newly Independent States,
as well as the denuclearization process in Ukraine, Kazakhstan, and Belarus.
Thomas Graham – a cofounder of the Russian, East
European, and Eurasian studies program at Yale
University. Senior advisor at Kissinger Associates, Inc.
Graham was Special Assistant to the President and
Senior Director for Russia on the National Security
Council staff (2004-2007). He was a Foreign Service
officer for 14 years, including at the U.S. Embassy in
Moscow in the late Soviet period and in the mid-1990’s.
Vladimir Baranovsky – Academician (elected member)
of the Russian Academy of Sciences, Head of the
Scientific Direction of the Institute for World Economy
and International relations (IMEMO RAS), Scientific
Supervisor of the Center for Situation Analysis of the
IMEMO RAS, member of the SIPRI Board, Professor at the
MGIMO University.
Evgeny Buzhinsky – Vice-President of the Russian
International Affairs Council, Chairman of the PIR Center,
Lieutenant-General (Ret.). Since 2016 he is Leading
Research Fellow and Head of the Center for Applied
Political-Military Research of School of World Politics,
Lomonosov Moscow State University. He previously
served as Deputy Chief of the International-Legal
Directorate and Deputy Chief of the Main Directorate for
the International Military Cooperation, Ministry of
Defense of the Russian Federation.
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Vladimir Lukin – Senator, member of the Council of
Federation of the Russian Federal Assembly (Parliament),
Ambassador of Russia to the United States of America
(1992-1994), Deputy Chairman of the State Duma of the
RF Federal Assembly (Parliament) (2000-2003). Special
Representative of the RF President on the Human Rights
Issues. Served as a member of the International
Commission on Sovereignty and Intervention (UN).
Andrey Melville – Dean, Social Sciences Department,
National Research University - Higher School of
Economics. In 1975-1989, he was researcher and Section
Head at the USA and Canada Studies Institute of the
Russian Academy of Sciences. Founder of the first
Department of Political Sciences in Russia at MGIMO
University in 1998.
Andrey Sushentsov – Director of the Institute for
International Studies, MGIMO University. He is a Program
Director of the Valdai Discussion Club and President of
the Eurasian Strategies MGIMO Consulting. He examines
the spheres of conflicting interests of Russia and the
United States in Europe, the Middle East and the postSoviet space, and is a member of the Working Group on
the Future of Russian-American Relations.
Sergey Oznobishchev – Section Head, Center for
Disarmament Studies, Institute for World Economy and
International relations (IMEMO RAS), Professor of MGIMO.
Participated as the expert of the USSR delegation at the
negotiations on the CFE Treaty (1989-1990). Member of
the Concil on Foreign and Defense Policy. Deputy Chair
of the “Russia-USA Association”.
Ivan Timofeev – Program Director, Russian International
Affairs Council (RIAC), Head of the “Euro-Atlantic Security
Institutions” at the Valdai Discussion Club. Before joining
RIAC, Timofeev was the Head of Analytical Monitoring
Center and Associate Professor at MGIMO-University
(2009–2011). He is a member of the Editorial Board of the
Comparative Politics – a Russian academic journal on
foreign policy and political science.
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It’s Time to Rethink
Our Russia Policy

No, Now Is Not
the Time for
Another Russia
Reset

Authors

103 American
Politicians and Experts

33 American
Politicians and
Experts

1. Is it the time
for change of
US strategy
towards
Russia?

We believe that a
careful, dispassionate
analysis and change of
our current course are
imperative.

Now is not—as the
letter’s authors
suggest—the time
for another reset
with Moscow.

2. Should the
US engage in a
dialogue with
Russia?

We should engage
Russia in a serious and
sustained strategic
dialogue that
addresses the deeper
sources of mistrust and
hostility.

There has been no
shortage of U.S.Russian dialogue,
including about
nuclear
capabilities.

3. Potential
steps

Restoring normal
diplomatic contacts
should be a top priority
for the White House.
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Take It From
Eastern Europe:
Now Is Not the
Time to Go Soft
on Russia
40 Eastern
European
Politicians and
Experts
Now Is Not the
Time to Go Soft on
Russia.

We fail to see the
contradiction
between such
dialogue—of which
there has been a
considerable
amount since
2014—and the
defense of wellarticulated and
established
interests.
We have full
The same holds
diplomatic
true for the
relations, even if
maintenance of
both sides have
professional
engaged in tit-for- relations and
tat expulsions
effective
reducing the size of communication
each other’s
channels between
embassy staffing.
Western and
Russian military,
security and
diplomatic
establishments.
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A.Torkunov, MGIMO
The current
confrontational
trend is fraught with
considerable risks
and requires close
attention.

Setting realistic
expectations
requires a deep
understanding of
what modern Russia
is like.

Time to Rethink
American Russia Policy

Mistrust between
Russia and the
United States Has
Reached an AllTime High

Appeasing
Vladimir Putin’s
Russia Will Only
Embolden It

Why We Still
Need to Rethink
Russia Policy: A
Rebuttal

I. Ivanov, Russian
International Affairs
Council

179 Ukrainian
Politicians and
Experts

Mistrust between
Russia and the
United States has
reached an all-time
high.

The relationship
between the
United States and
Russia has direct
consequences for
countries dealing
daily with
Moscow’s threat
to their national
interests, including
Ukraine.
The world simply
cannot afford
another American
“reset” with Russia.

We proceed from
the assumption
that the two
countries are at
this point deeply
divided by
worldview,
geopolitical
interests and
values.

United States
needs a more
robust policy to
address Moscow’s
hostile actions to
undermine the
global security
order.

We need regular
senior-level
engagement on
the entire agenda
of U.S.-Russian
relations to help
ensure we send a
consistent
message to
Russian leaders
about our
overarching goals
and purpose.

An objective
analysis of the
challenges and
threats to Russian
and U.S. security
shows that the very
real dangers that
do exist emanate
from processes and
trends that lie
outside the bilateral
relations.
It would be useful to The authors of the
compare what both letters see the “old
sides think about
reset” spearheaded
the outcome of the by the Obama
Cold War, the
administration as a
experience of the
kind of bonus or
1990s, the
advance offered by
significance of the
the United States to
international order
Russia in the hope
and global
that the latter
institutions, and the would “behave”
problem of
properly.
interference in
domestic affairs.

The authors of the
original open letter

A comprehensive
strategic dialogue
will be neither
feasible nor
productive unless
the Russian side is
prepared to
engage with equal
earnestness.
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It’s Time to Rethink
Our Russia Policy

Authors

103 American
Politicians and Experts

No, Now Is Not
the Time for
Another Russia
Reset
33 American
Politicians and
Experts

4. Is containing
Russia by
sanctions
helpful?

We need to restore
flexibility to our
sanctions regime,
focusing on targeted
sanctions that can be
eased quickly in
exchange for Russian
steps that advance
negotiations toward
acceptable resolutions
of outstanding
conflicts.

Any “rethink”
involving such
trade-offs is not
worth pursuing.

5. Nature of the
political regime
in Russia

Russia, under Vladimir
Putin, operates within a
strategic framework
deeply rooted in
nationalist traditions
that resonate with
elites and the public
alike.

Differentiate the
Russian regime
from the Russian
people writ large,
and prioritize
support for civil
society.
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Take It From
Eastern Europe:
Now Is Not the
Time to Go Soft
on Russia
40 Eastern
European
Politicians and
Experts
They call for neither
the abandonment
nor the
intensification of
sanctions.

Russia has revived
the orthodoxies of
the pre-1914 world:
defense
perimeters, spheres
of influence, client
states and
“civilizational
zones,” irrespective
of the wishes of the
people who inhabit
them.
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You Cannot Grasp
Russia with Your
Mind?

Mistrust between
Russia and the
United States Has
Reached an AllTime High

Appeasing
Vladimir
Putin’s Russia
Will Only
Embolden It

I. Ivanov, Russian
International Affairs
Council

179 Ukrainian
Politicians and
Experts

Moscow recalls
numerous political
concessions made for
the sake of
cooperation with the
United States, which, in
its opinion, remained
unanswered.
Washington is, in turn,
convinced that Russia's
democratic
development was not
worth the effort the U.S.
invested into it.

Each side has a
large safety margin
and is willing to
continue the
confrontation for
many years to
come. Second,
history shows us
that peace
achieved through
unilateral
concession rarely
lasts.

Sanctions
against Russia
should be
proportional to
Moscow’s
violations of
international
law and
steadily
increased until
it changes
course.

What we urge is a
balanced strategy
of deterrence and
détente that
demands careful
attention to both
elements: a
defense effort
appropriate to a
reasonable
assessment of the
Russian threat and
adequate to
reassure American
allies.

With modern Russia
being more open to the
world than the Soviet
Union, there is far less
understanding in the
U.S. today about what
Russia is. U.S. foreign
policy is also defined
by a set of cliches and
uncritically perceived
stereotypes, which are
not only vigorously
peddled in the media,
but also entrenched in
the minds of executive
and legislative officials.

It would be
extremely
unreasonable and
even irresponsible
to defer talks in the
hope that more
convenient or more
accommodating
interlocutors will
appear in the
partner country or,
alternatively, that a
more favorable
general political
situation for
negotiations will
appear.

Modern Russia
is an
authoritarian,
imperialist,
corrupt regime
that should not
enjoy a
privileged
standing in
world affairs.
Moscow today
is the world’s
main exporter
of various
threats and
instability.

We do not ignore
the character of
the Russian
leadership nor do
we underestimate
the impediment
this places on
improving U.S.Russian relations.

A.Torkunov, MGIMO

Why We Still
Need to Rethink
Russia Policy: A
Rebuttal

The authors of the
original open letter
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No, Now Is Not
the Time for
Another Russia
Reset

Take It From
Eastern Europe:
Now Is Not the
Time to Go Soft on
Russia

103 American
Politicians and
Experts

33 American
Politicians and
Experts

40 Eastern European
Politicians and
Experts

6. Accepting
the status quo?

We must deal with
Russia as it is, not as
we wish it to be.

Accepting Russia’s
repression,
kleptocracy and
aggression—would
provide no
incentive for Putin
to change.

Our challenge is to
manage this
antagonism in ways
that minimize
miscalculation,
preserve elements of
cooperation, and
make progress and
compromise
possible.

7. Any hope for
the future?

We should strive to
put the relationship
on a more
constructive path.

If only Putin were
interested in the
same thing.

Russia is a country
that knows its
interests and
pursues them. We
will improve neither
the relationship nor
our own security if
we fail to do the
same.

Authors
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Mistrust between
Russia and the
United States Has
Reached an All-Time
High

Appeasing
Vladimir
Putin’s Russia
Will Only
Embolden It

Why We Still
Need to Rethink
Russia Policy: A
Rebuttal

I. Ivanov, Russian
International Affairs
Council

179 Ukrainian
Politicians and
Experts

We equally concur
with their conclusion
that Americans
should deal with
Russia as it is, rather
than hoping in vain
that it will become
what Washington
wishes it to be.

Life itself, by which I
mean each side
understanding the
long-term need of its
own security, will force
the United States and
Russia to resume
progress towards
cooperation. Such an
understanding, in my
opinion, has nothing
to do with the
elections in the two
countries, or with the
opportunistic
calculations of
individual political
forces.

This move—
taken before
Moscow ceases
its hostile
actions—sounds
like nothing
other than a
dressed-up
strategy of
appeasement.

That is the Russia
we have to deal
with, even if it is not
the Russia we
would wish to have.

However, the time
when we could allow
our relations to drift
freely towards evergreater tensions is
passing. As the
fallout of the refusal
to address
contradictions
between Russia and
the United States
grows, so does the
need to mobilize
expertise in the
interests of dialogue.

The experience of
global diplomacy tells
us that the only way
to find solutions is
through dialogue.

Instead of
letting Russia
benefit from its
own
transgressions,
the United
States should
help bring the
Russian
government to
account.

It is in our national
interest, and we
think that of our
allies and partners,
to craft a U.S.
policy that has a
better chance of
influencing the
Russian
leadership’s
calculations and
choices in a
different direction.

A.Torkunov, MGIMO

The authors of the
original open letter
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It’s Time to Rethink Our Russia Policy1
America’s current mix of sanctions and diplomacy isn’t working. An open
letter on how to reconsider our approach to Putin—and whoever comes
next.

By ROSE GOTTEMOELLER, THOMAS GRAHAM, FIONA HILL,
JON HUNTSMAN JR., ROBERT LEGVOLD and THOMAS R.
PICKERING2
August 5, 2020
U.S.-Russia relations are at a dangerous dead end that threatens the U.S.
national interest. The risk of a military confrontation that could go nuclear is
again real. We are drifting toward a fraught nuclear arms race, with our
foreign-policy arsenal reduced mainly to reactions, sanctions, public
shaming and congressional resolutions. The global Covid-19 pandemic and
the resulting serious worldwide economic decline, rather than fostering
cooperation, have only reinforced the current downward trajectory.
Meanwhile, the great challenges to peace and our well-being that
demand U.S.-Russia cooperation, including the existential threats of
nuclear war and climate change, go unattended. Because the stakes are
so high, both in the dangers they entail and the costs they contain, we
believe that a careful, dispassionate analysis and change of our current
course are imperative.
We go into this open-eyed. Russia complicates, even thwarts, our actions,
especially along its extended periphery in Europe and Asia. It has seized
territory in Ukraine and Georgia. It challenges our role as a global leader
and the world order we helped build. It interferes in our domestic politics to
exacerbate divisions and tarnish our democratic reputation. At best, our
relations will remain a mix of competition and cooperation. The policy
challenge will be to strike the most beneficial and safest balance between
the two. To this end, we offer six broad prescriptions for U.S. policy.
•

We must first find a way to deal effectively with Russian interference
in U.S. elections and, most important, block any effort to corrupt the
voting process. Hardening our electoral infrastructure, sanctioning
Russians who weaponize stolen information and countering Russia’s
capacity to hack our systems are all necessary measures. So is

1
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/08/05/open-letter-russia-policy391434
2
The following open letter was signed by 103 foreign-policy experts, whose names and
affiliations appear on the website. All signers are acting in their personal capacity.
Institutional affiliations are listed for purposes of identification only and do not imply
institutional support for the content of the letter.

16

Academic
Debates

Time to Rethink
American Russia Policy

exposing Russian disinformation. We must, however, also engage
Russia through negotiations out of the public glare, focused on each
side’s capabilities to do great damage to the other side’s critical
infrastructure.
•

It makes no sense for two countries with the power to destroy each
other and, in 30 minutes, to end civilization as we know it to lack fully
functioning diplomatic relations. In the wake of the Ukrainian crisis,
key governmental contacts were severed, consulates shuttered and
embassy staff drastically reduced. Too often we wrongly consider
diplomatic contacts as a reward for good behavior, but they are
about promoting our interests and delivering tough messages. We
need them as a matter of essential security to minimize the
misperceptions and miscalculations that can lead to unwanted war.
Restoring normal diplomatic contacts should be a top priority for the
White House and supported by the Congress.

•

Our strategic posture should be that which served us well during the
Cold War: a balanced commitment to deterrence and détente.
Thus, while maintaining our defense, we should also engage Russia
in a serious and sustained strategic dialogue that addresses the
deeper sources of mistrust and hostility and at the same time
focuses on the large and urgent security challenges facing both
countries:
o The imperative to restore U.S.-Russian leadership in managing
a nuclear world made more dangerous by destabilizing
technologies, shifting attitudes toward the use of nuclear
weapons, discarded nuclear agreements and new tensionfilled nuclear relationships. That means extending the New
START Treaty and swiftly moving to a next phase of arms
control to strengthen nuclear stability, carefully adjusted to a
world of multiple nuclear actors.
o The imperative to make safer and more stable the military
standoff that cuts across Europe’s most unstable regions,
from the Baltic to the Black Sea, working vigorously to
preserve existing constraints, such as the Open Skies Treaty—
now under challenge—and the Vienna Document 2011, and
creating new confidence-building measures.

•

The success of U.S.-China policy will in no small measure depend on
whether the state of U.S.-Russia relations permits three-way
cooperation on critical issues. Our current policies reinforce Russia’s
readiness to align with the least constructive aspects of China’s U.S.
policy. Moving the needle in the opposite direction will not be easy,
but should be our objective.

•

On salient issues where U.S. and Russian interests are in genuine
conflict, such as Ukraine and Syria, the U.S. should remain firm on
17

principles shared with our allies and critical to a fair outcome. More
attention, however, should be paid to the cumulative effect that
measured and phased steps forward can have on the overall
relationship, and in turn the opportunity an improving relationship
creates for further steps forward.
•

While sanctions should be a part of our Russia policy, they should be
judiciously targeted and used in conjunction with other elements of
national power, especially diplomacy. The steady accumulation of
congressionally mandated sanctions as punishment for Russian
actions in Crimea and eastern Ukraine, the poisoning in Salisbury,
violations of the INF treaty and election meddling reduces any
incentive Moscow might have to change course since it considers
those sanctions permanent. We need to restore flexibility to our
sanctions regime, focusing on targeted sanctions that can be eased
quickly in exchange for Russian steps that advance negotiations
toward acceptable resolutions of outstanding conflicts, including a
demonstrable Russian effort to cease interference in our electoral
process. Doing so will require political will on the part of both the
White House and the Congress.

Ultimately, the reality is that Russia, under Vladimir Putin, operates within a
strategic framework deeply rooted in nationalist traditions that resonate
with elites and the public alike. An eventual successor, even one more
democratically inclined, will likely operate within this same framework.
Premising U.S. policy on the assumption that we can and must change that
framework is misguided. Likewise, we would be unwise to think that we
have no choice but to stick with current policy. We must deal with Russia as
it is, not as we wish it to be, fully utilizing our strengths but open to
diplomacy. So focused, we can both cope with the challenge that Russia
poses and strive to put the relationship on a more constructive path.
Failure to do so carries too high a price.
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No, Now Is Not the Time for Another Russia Reset3
Until Moscow is willing to do its part, Washington should avoid pointless
dialogue and instead push back firmly against Vladimir Putin’s aggression.

By DAVID J. KRAMER4
August 11, 2020
The authors and signers of the open letter calling for a “rethink” of
America’s Russia policy that was published in Politico Magazine on August
5 include people we know, like and respect. We agree that U.S.-Russia
relations are in a poor state. But we disagree strongly about the reasons
why and what should be done in response. Our colleagues’ arguments
require forceful response.
We are a bipartisan group of former diplomats, military and intelligence
professionals, and experts who have worked on Russia issues for decades.
We believe firmly that now is not—as the letter’s authors suggest—the time
for another reset with Moscow. Rather, the actions and behavior of Vladimir
Putin’s regime pose a threat to American interests and values, requiring
strong pushback.
While the United States is not blameless for the current state of U.S.-Russia
relations, the authors fail to make clear that the main responsibility lies with
the Putin regime. Since President George H.W. Bush, every American
administration has tried to establish good relations with Russia. But since
Putin came to power, the Russian side has not reciprocated these
overtures in a serious, sustained way. Putin is more interested in portraying
the United States as Russia’s greatest enemy—to justify his repressive
control at home—than he is in improving bilateral relations.
By arguing that it is the United States and not Russia that needs a “change
of our current course,” the authors of the open letter get it exactly
backward and give Putin too much leeway to continue his dangerous and
reckless behavior.
The authors urge the United States to engage with Russia through “a
serious and sustained strategic dialogue that addresses the deeper
sources of mistrust and hostility and at the same time focuses on the large
3
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/08/11/russia-reset-response-openletter-393176
4
The following open letter was signed by 33 foreign-policy experts, whose names and
affiliations appear on the website. All signers are acting in their personal capacity.
Institutional affiliations are listed for purposes of identification only and do not imply
institutional support for the content of the letter.
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and urgent security challenges facing both countries.” They also argue in
favor of the restoration of normal diplomatic contacts between the two
countries to minimize “misperceptions and miscalculations.” But there has
been no shortage of U.S.-Russian dialogue, including about nuclear
capabilities. And U.S. representatives have regularly engaged their Russian
counterparts on Afghanistan, Iran, Ukraine, Syria, nuclear issues and more.
We have full diplomatic relations, even if both sides have engaged in titfor-tat expulsions reducing the size of each other’s embassy staffing.
The lack of results is not for lack of trying. It’s hard to negotiate with the
other side when Moscow refuses to admit that its forces invaded Crimea
and Donbas and still are present there; is complicit in shooting down a
civilian airliner resulting in the deaths of 298 passengers and crew; lies
about interfering in America’s 2016 elections; commits human rights abuses
in Syria and props up the murderous Assad regime there; and kills Russian
critics in Western countries with highly dangerous radioactive and chemical
agents. Until Putin is ready to address his complicity in these actions,
further dialogue won’t go very far. Meanwhile, it’s difficult to do “normal”
diplomacy when the Russians use their diplomatic posts for troublemaking,
not for clearing up misperceptions.
The authors also argue for a more flexible, targeted sanctions regime that
can be eased “quickly in exchange for Russian steps that advance
negotiations toward acceptable resolutions of outstanding conflicts.” But
what are “acceptable resolutions” to outstanding conflicts? Ruling out
NATO membership for Ukraine and Georgia? Consigning Crimea to Russian
control? Ignoring the ugly human rights situation inside Russia? Any
“rethink” involving such trade-offs is not worth pursuing.
The authors declare it “unwise to think that we have no choice but to stick
with current policy.” That, of course, assumes there is a current policy, but
under the current administration, there is merely confusion, not a coherent
strategy. Some of the current administration’s actions are laudable—
providing lethal military assistance to Ukraine, beefing up the American
military presence in the Baltics and Poland, maintaining sanctions under
congressional pressure—while others, like the recently announced
withdrawal of American troops from Germany, play into Putin’s hands.
Trump’s posture toward Putin and refusal to confront or even criticize the
Russian leader on anything—from election interference to alleged Russian
bounties against American soldiers in Afghanistan—undercut any claim that
the United States is taking too hard a line against Moscow.
America’s ability to bring about change in Russia might be very limited. But
to resign ourselves to dealing with Russia “as it is, not as we wish it to be,”
as the authors argue—that is, accepting Russia’s repression, kleptocracy
and aggression—would provide no incentive for Putin to change. Instead, it
would convey an over-eagerness on the American side for better relations,
which Putin would exploit.
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Such a stance also runs counter to America’s values, interests and
principles, and, just as importantly, fails to keep faith with the Russian
people as their patience with the regime runs thin. Putin’s poll numbers
have declined over the past year, protests have risen up in the Far East,
and the recent nationwide vote needed to be rigged to enable Putin to
serve potentially 16 more years. Putin feels he needs to stimulate and
exploit nationalist sentiment to maintain his grip on power. But contrary to
the letter writers’ claim that “Russia, under Vladimir Putin, operates within a
strategic framework deeply rooted in nationalist traditions that resonate
with elites and the public alike,” only 3 percent of Russians consider the
United States an enemy, according to a Levada Center survey from earlier
this year. Putin increasingly is out of touch with the Russian people.
Instead of resetting relations with the Putin regime, here’s what America
should do:
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

Recognize the Putin regime’s corruption, aggression toward
neighboring states, increased muscle-flexing and repression at
home as threats.
Provide the American public with timely, more in-depth information
regarding Russia’s actions.
Work with our allies, especially NATO and the European Union, to
contain and confront this threat.
Differentiate the Russian regime from the Russian people writ large,
and prioritize support for civil society and those who, at great risk to
themselves, are advocating for their fundamental rights.
Maintain, even enhance, sanctions unless and until Putin withdraws
all his forces from Ukraine, including Crimea; does the same in
Georgia; stops Russian cyberattacks and interference in a provable
way in our elections and domestic politics; ends arrests of Americans
in Russia on spurious charges; and stops human rights abuses
against the Russian people.
Target Russian corruption by keeping dirty Russian money out of the
United States, where it pollutes our financial, real estate and other
markets.
Bolster Russia’s neighbors through military, diplomatic and economic
support, and back those interested in pursuing a Euro-Atlantic
orientation.
Work with the Russian government on arms control and
nonproliferation, but recognize that Moscow has violated a number
of agreements on those issues in the past.

America should signal our readiness to work with a Russian government
only when it is clear that Moscow doesn’t view the United States as the
enemy and is interested in doing its part to change its policies and
behavior to advance relations. Until that time, we must avoid pointless,
endless dialogue that never resolves problems and instead push back
firmly and consistently against Putin’s threatening actions. This entails
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closer cooperation with our allies in containing Putin, tougher sanctions,
greater support for Russia’s neighbors, clear backing for Russian civil
society and stronger measures against Russian corruption (which the open
letter fails to mention). The letter writers argue that we should “strive to put
the relationship on a more constructive path.” If only Putin were interested
in the same thing.
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You Cannot Grasp Russia with Your Mind?5
How to overcome the mythologization of the other side in RussianAmerican relations.

Anatoly Torkunov
Rector of MGIMO (since 1992), Doctor of Political Science, Professor, Full
Member of the Russian Academy of Sciences.

August 19, 2020
In early August, the influential website Politico published an open letter
arguing the need to rethink U.S.-Russia relations and overcome the current
dead end. This call was endorsed by a large group of well-respected
representatives of the expert community, former high-ranking U.S. officials
and diplomats. I have known many of those who signed the letter for a long
time, received them at MGIMO as guest lecturers and professors and been
on friendly terms with some of them.
The unanimity of a wide range of experts who hold different political views
and oppose each other on other issues is symptomatic: there is a
consensus among those Americans who truly know and understand Russia
that the current confrontational trend is fraught with considerable risks and
requires close attention.
Russian experts may refute many individual arguments presented in that
letter (especially where the authors comment on Russia's policies and
reproduce the unproven allegations of Moscow's interfering in the American
elections). At the same time, we cannot but agree with the message
delivered by our American counterparts that an alternative to fruitless
confrontation is needed. We equally concur with their conclusion that
Americans should deal with Russia as it is, rather than hoping in vain that it
will become what Washington wishes it to be.
Setting realistic expectations requires a deep understanding of what
modern Russia is like. Meanwhile, in recent years, the degree of
mythologization in Russian-American relations has grown, outpacing even
the Cold War period. In the second half of the twentieth century, the United
States invested significant resources in studying the Soviet Union and built
strong research schools and educational centers. Similar efforts were made
in Moscow to understand the processes taking place across the Atlantic.
As a result, many Soviet and American experts (mostly) had a profound and
unbiased understanding of the social, economic and political processes in
the opposite camp, and maintained an intensive dialogue with each other,
5

Originally published in Russian: https://www.ng.ru/ideas/2020-08-17/7_7939_russia.html
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despite the Iron Curtain and ideological confrontation. Most importantly,
their expertise was valued in society, and respected experts were listened
to when decisions were made.
These traditions and practices are now largely lost. Both countries can
boast really outstanding experts (many of them signed the open letter), but
it is not them that shape public sentiments and political discourse. Instead,
American perceptions of events in Moscow are largely determined by
"talking heads" who are ready to discuss any topic with an air of expert
authority.
Evidently, it is not only Russian-American relations that have fallen prey to
the devaluation of expertise, one of the general trends of modern society.
Nevertheless, it is particularly ironic that it has affected interaction
between Moscow and Washington. With modern Russia being more open
to the world than the Soviet Union, there is far less understanding in the U.S.
today about what Russia is. U.S. foreign policy is also defined by a set of
cliches and uncritically perceived stereotypes, which are not only vigorously
peddled in the media, but also entrenched in the minds of executive and
legislative officials.
This simplistic mindset and dearth of empathy for the adversary are most
manifest in a propensity to demonize the opponent. A large proportion of
the American public sees Russia as a grim country mainly driven by the
desire to find new ways to harm the United States. It is not surprising then
that Washington perceives the deterioration of bilateral relations primarily
as a result of Moscow's policies.
We cannot but admit that Russian and American interests do not always
converge, which may quite often result in rivalry. However, essentialism
underlying the current rivalry is deeply flawed. Even close allies may have
some differences, just as family members do. Disagreement is not always
caused by the natural hostility of the other side and does not necessarily
escalate into a conflict.
Russia and the United States do not have territorial disputes or longstanding historical controversies and have dissimilar specializations in the
global economy. It would appear that in such circumstances, they have
few reasons to engage in a large-scale confrontation extensively resorting
to diplomatic, economic and even military pressure. In this context, the
fierce confrontation between Moscow and Washington is a mystery.
If we dismiss the popular idea of the deliberate malevolence of the other
side, we can identify several reasons that impede constructive dialogue
and resolution of the outstanding contradictions. They are all structural in
nature and stem from bilateral interactions and mutual perceptions rather
than from the individual features of Russia or the United States.
First, in public perception as well as in official interactions between the
countries there remain differences over the factual background of the
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issues under discussion. Russians and Americans often have conflicting
information about the same events, but differences about which events
are significant are even more profound. This discrepancy in narratives is
particularly visible in the context of the Ukrainian issue and allegations of
Russia meddling in the American elections, but it can also be observed in all
conflict nodes at the heart of bilateral disagreements.
Secondly, the reluctance of both sides to make concessions is largely
rooted in the beliefs of both Russian and U.S. officials that the opponent is
bound to grow weaker in the near future. So if your opponent is a decaying
power, why bother trying to convince it and reach an agreement today?
You would rather wait for its surrender. American skepticism about Russia's
prospects is based on the conventional belief that the Russian political
regime is not viable, whereas Russia's uncompromising stance is
underpinned by the expectation for a polycentric world in which the United
States will have much less leverage than before.
Third, the actual discrepancy in the interests of Moscow and Washington is
compounded by intense mutual resentment. In both countries, people
actively involved in politics belong to a generation convinced that the
other party has not lived up to their expectations and disrupted their
efforts. Here Moscow recalls numerous political concessions made for the
sake of cooperation with the United States, which, in its opinion, remained
unanswered. Washington is, in turn, convinced that Russia's democratic
development was not worth the effort the U.S. invested into it. Both
countries see their attempts at rapprochement made in the 1990s and the
2000s as failure, with the opponent being to blame for the disappointing
result.
Against the background of such mutual perceptions, Moscow and
Washington have long passed all stages of acceptance and got used to
mutual confrontation as an established normality. The existing
contradictions are not resolved, but are accepted as a given. In addition,
the inevitably confrontational nature of Russian-U.S. relations has itself
become a convenient stereotype that allows avoiding difficult questions
about how to overcome obstacles to interaction and maintain a dialogue
despite differences.
Such fatalism would not be so dangerous if the aggravation of RussianAmerican rivalry did not undermine strategic stability, generate increased
tension in Europe, and lead to an arms race in space and cyberspace.
However, the time when we could allow our relations to drift freely towards
ever-greater tensions is passing. As the fallout of the refusal to address
contradictions between Russia and the United States grows, so does the
need to mobilize expertise in the interests of dialogue.
It should be stressed that in recent years, a lot has been done to build
expertise. During the 2000s, even as official relations soured, expert
interaction became extremely intensive. In particular, MGIMO established
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itself as one of the major platforms for discussing both bilateral
contradictions and possible ways to overcome them.
In this capacity, we regularly received American counterparts and sought
to establish a straightforward but constructive dialogue with them on the
most sensitive issues. Those meetings clearly demonstrated that despite all
the differences that existed in relations between the countries, their
representatives were able to maintain constructive interaction and build
friendly personal relations. Our discussion projects have not revealed any
dearth of creative ideas on how to defuse confrontation in RussianAmerican relations. By the way, American experts who have signed the
open letter work for the universities and think tanks involved in our regular
joint projects.
Although it may be difficult for representatives of the expert community not
to self-identify with their government's foreign policy, they put forward a
wide range of proposals on issues of arms control, maintaining military
restraint at the regional level, building confidence in the cyber sphere,
developing economic ties and humanitarian contacts. There are grounds
for compromise on all these topics.
The implementation of such expert developments is hindered by the lack of
political will and public support due to the stereotyping described above.
There is no single quick remedy for removing this obstacle, but working on
several tracks could lead to a more constructive bilateral dialogue.
First of all, international practice points to successful experience of joint
commissions of specialists representing parallel narratives on complex
issues of bilateral relations. They do not necessarily seek to harmonize the
views of the parties on the existing contradictions. Rather, they work
against the mythologization of consciousness, showing that there is more
than one point of view on the same phenomena. It is essential that this
work should involve respected intellectuals, receive political support and
broad coverage, then it will get a positive public response.
In the context of the Russian-American dialogue, it would be useful to
compare what both sides think about the outcome of the Cold War, the
experience of the 1990s, the significance of the international order and
global institutions, and the problem of interference in domestic affairs. All
these topics have been repeatedly debated in expert circles, but
outcomes of those discussions have not been made public through joint
papers of researchers from the two countries. A joint commission could
provide a platform for dialogue and draw attention to these ideas.
Evidently, greater publicity is not always the best remedy. Indeed,
sometimes excessive public attention can be detrimental and provoke
politicization of dialogue on specific, sensitive topics. These areas of
interaction should be guarded against attempts to use them as a
bargaining chip in negotiations on controversial issues or for immediate
political gains. For instance, discussing such topics as cybersecurity, fight
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against terrorism, confidence-building measures in the military field,
cooperation in space and the polar regions requires that the logic of "lowvisibility cooperation" be resorted to.
Interaction in these areas is unlikely to have a multiplier effect and foster a
general atmosphere of trust. Thus, it is useless to invoke it trying to prove
the importance of Russian-American cooperation. Nevertheless, such
contacts can generate mutual benefits in specific niches and help buttress
the security of both Russia and the United States. Hence, it is logical to
leave them to the discretion of specialists and remove obstacles so that
they can maintain a dialogue, despite the dominant trend towards
confrontation.
Another useful tool for deepening mutual understanding is the
development of joint educational courses for students and young
professionals from Russia and the United States. Besides ensuring a better
mutual understanding of the sides, this could enable contacts at several
levels – between the students themselves and between their teachers as
they get involved in the development of a common educational product.
In this regard, MGIMO has accumulated a wealth of experience in
implementing both full-scale joint programs and specialized modules on
specific topics. Over the past couple of years, modern means of
communication and videoconferencing have greatly facilitated the
implementation of such initiatives. As a result, what has been done so far
can be significantly scaled up. At the same time, it should be admitted that
despite the increased technological capabilities, face-to-face meetings
and mutual trips considerably enhance the educational effect.
Implementing these recommendations does not depend on substantial
political capital investment, therefore they are feasible even though
Russian-American relations continue to be toxic. These are
recommendations addressed both to politicians and to the expert
community, to those who are already involved in track-two cooperation
between Russia and the U.S. The problem we are facing today is the
marginalization of expertise. But we should admit that we are partly to
blame for it. Evidently, the call for a rethink of bilateral relations voiced by
our American counterparts is timely, but one open letter will not help to
overcome the mythologization of the other side in our relations.
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Mistrust between Russia and the United States Has
Reached an All-Time High6
Igor Ivanov
President of the Russian International Affairs Council (RIAC),
Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation (1998–2004)

September 16, 2020
In August 2020, Politico magazine published three letters outlining their
authors’ views of the ways the United States, and the West in general,
should build relations with Russia. The first, published on August 5 and
signed by over 100 prominent American politicians, diplomats and military
leaders, states that Washington’s present policy towards Moscow “isn’t
working” and that it is time that the United States “rethink” it. The gist of
the proposals is that the United States “must deal with Russia as it is, not
as we wish it to be, fully utilizing our strengths but open to diplomacy.”
This letter prompted a response, first from another group of former
American ambassadors and political scientists (Politico, August 11) and then
from several eminent politicians from Poland, the Baltic states, the Czech
Republic and Slovakia (August 13). Both groups agree that now is not the
time to reconsider policies toward Russia.
I am well acquainted with many of the signatories to these three
statements. I worked closely with some of them during my tenure as
Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation and met some of them
during negotiations. I still keep in touch with several of them, as we
participate in various informal international projects. Since most parties to
the emerging discussion are both highly experienced professionals and
public figures, their stances on Russia are well known. The list of signatories
under each statement hardly came as a surprise to anyone.
I do not think it makes sense to dwell in too much detail on the arguments
presented by the parties. At the same time, proceeding from my own
experience of U.S.–Russia relations, I would think that I have the right to put
forward some considerations of my own.
First of all, on whether a “new reset” in relations between Washington and
Moscow is either possible or desirable. One gets the impression that the
authors of the letters see the “old reset” spearheaded by the Obama
administration as a kind of bonus or advance offered by the United States
to Russia in the hope that the latter would “behave” properly. The debate
focuses on whether or not Russia has justified this “advance,” and whether
or not it deserves a new bonus. Personally, I cannot recall a single instance
https://russiancouncil.ru/en/analytics-and-comments/analytics/mistrust-betweenrussia-and-the-united-states-has-reached-an-all-time-high/
6
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where the United States (during Barack Obama’s presidency or under any
other administration) gave Russia a “bonus” or “advance” of any kind,
made a unilateral concession or indeed did anything that was not in the
interests of the United States.
As I see it, the “reset” fully met the long-term interests of both states,
particularly in security. Only a very biased observer would claim that the
New START Treaty constituted a unilateral concession to Moscow on the
part of Washington. Similarly, NATO’s call at the 2010 Lisbon Summit for a
true strategic partnership with Russia can hardly be viewed as a unilateral
concession. In both instances, the interests of both parties were taken into
account, as were the interests of international security in general.
Russia and the United States remain the world’s leading nuclear powers,
boasting the largest strategic weapons capabilities. Moscow and
Washington have been engaged in mutual deterrence for decades now.
However, an objective analysis of the challenges and threats to Russian
and U.S. security shows that the very real dangers that do exist emanate
not from the two countries themselves, but rather from processes and
trends that lie outside the bilateral relations. Accordingly, any predictions
about the possible and desirable prospects for interaction between the
two states will be incomplete at the very least if they are taken out of the
overall context of the development of the international system.
We have to admit that mistrust between Russia and the United States has
reached an all-time high. It will take years, maybe even decades, to rectify
this situation. However, I am confident that, sooner or later, we will have to
start moving in that direction, not because one party will “wear” the other
down, forcing it to make unilateral concessions or even throw itself at the
mercy of the winner. First, each side has a large safety margin and is willing
to continue the confrontation for many years to come. Second, history
shows us that peace achieved through unilateral concession rarely lasts.
Life itself, by which I mean each side understanding the long-term need of
its own security, will force the United States and Russia to resume progress
towards cooperation. Such an understanding, in my opinion, has nothing to
do with the elections in the two countries, or with the opportunistic
calculations of individual political forces. Regardless of these calculations,
the world is rapidly moving towards the line beyond which a global disaster
looms with increasing clarity. Once we take a peek beyond this line, the
entire world, primarily its leading states, which bear special responsibility
for the fate of the world, will have to make decisions that go beyond their
own immediate interests.
As for the debates on when and with whom the United States should enter
into a dialogue with Russia, I believe such discussions have zero practical
value. It would be extremely unreasonable and even irresponsible to defer
talks in the hope that more convenient or more accommodating
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interlocutors will appear in the partner country or, alternatively, that a more
favourable general political situation for negotiations will appear.
I would like to refer to my own experience. As Minister of Foreign Affairs, I
constantly kept in touch with U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright,
and then with U.S. Secretary of State Colin Powell. That was in the late
1990s–early 2000s. The bombings of Yugoslavia, the war in Iraq, the Middle
Eastern crisis, the expansion of NATO and many, many other events
objectively made the U.S.–Russia dialogue more difficult. Obviously, our
views on many issues differed greatly. But we never broke off our dialogue,
not for a day, no matter how difficult it was. Strictly speaking, this is the art
of diplomacy: conducting a dialogue with a difficult partner, achieving
agreements where the stances of the parties veer widely and the chances
of reaching a comprise appear minimal.
Critics will hasten to say that the U.S.–Russia dialogue in the early
21st century failed to prevent many conflicts and wars, and that is true. But
it also helped prevent far graver consequences and, where possible, even
led to the signing of important mutually acceptable agreements (New
START, etc.). The experience of global diplomacy tells us that the only way
to find solutions is through dialogue. The sooner our leading politicians
realize it, the faster we will step away from mutual public accusations and
destructive information wars waged with cutting-edge technologies and
move towards earnest talks on the crucial issues of the 21st-century
agenda.
Giving general advice is easy. It is even easier to take the high horse,
insisting on staying faithful to one’s values and principles. It is much more
difficult for those who have been accorded the requisite powers to make
specific decisions. As the great American economist John Kenneth
Galbraith once said, “Politics is not the art of the possible. It consists in
choosing between the disastrous and the unpalatable.” All we can do is
hope that politicians in Russia and the United States will prefer the
unpalatable to the disastrous.
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Take It From Eastern Europe: Now Is Not the Time to
Go Soft on Russia7
Vladimir Putin continues to undermine liberal democracy in Europe and
beyond. America should not turn its back on that threat.

By SŁAWOMIR DĘBSKI, JAMES SHERR and JAKUB JANDA8
August 31, 2020
We read with considerable interest the recent open letter published
in Politico Magazine by 103 signatories who called for a “rethinking” of U.S.
policy toward Russia. The U.S. presidential campaign is a good time to
rethink America’s foreign policy, and in doing so, the United States reminds
other countries of the importance of open, inclusive debate. All of the
letter’s signatories are people of distinction; many of them are personal
friends.
But we believe that this debate will be deficient if it does not incorporate
the perspective of U.S. allies in Central and East-Central Europe. We read
the rebuke to the letter that POLITICO published, authored by David J.
Kramer and signed by 32 others. While we share many of their concerns, we
also feel compelled to present our own perspective.
Maintaining the legal and normative foundations of post-Cold War Europe
has been a fundamental U.S. national interest for almost 30 years and, for
NATO allies, an article of faith. The Paris Charter of 1990, the Budapest
Document of 1994 and the NATO-Russia Founding Act of 1997 enshrined
respect for sovereignty, independence, territorial integrity and freedom of
choice as the hallmarks of a “new era.” It was the acceptance of these
principles—first by the Soviet Union under Mikhail Gorbachev, then by the
Russian Federation under Boris Yeltsin—that ended the Cold War. These
arrangements have brought security, stability and prosperity to most of the
continent.
But Russia’s attack on Georgia in 2008 and, with greater brazenness, on
Ukraine six years later constituted a frontal assault on these principles and
the European security order. In 2014, President Vladimir Putin pronounced
that order “deformed.” The hybrid war that Russia has imposed on Ukraine
is now complemented by a full spectrum of other measures—from
disinformation to financial corruption—that are designed to undermine
7
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/08/11/russia-reset-response-openletter-393176
8
The following open letter was signed by 33 foreign-policy experts, whose names and
affiliations appear on the website. All signers are acting in their personal capacity.
Institutional affiliations are listed for purposes of identification only and do not imply
institutional support for the content of the letter.
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liberal democracy and weaken transatlantic cohesion. These are matters
of the utmost seriousness.
It is not clear whether the authors of the original open letter agree with this
assessment. They rightly call for better ways to “deal effectively” with
Russian hacking, electoral interference and disinformation, but they do so
without drawing the necessary conclusion that these are the actions of a
hostile power. They call for neither the abandonment nor the intensification
of sanctions; instead they argue, counterintuitively, that the “steady
accumulation” of sanctions “reduces any incentive Moscow might have to
change course.” The writers support a “fair” and “acceptable” outcome in
Ukraine without telling us whether this presupposes the restoration of the
country’s sovereignty and territorial integrity.
The authors underscore “the imperative to restore U.S.-Russian leadership
in managing a nuclear world.” But they do not note that this leadership
was a feature of the Cold War and that its prudent management
withstood very serious challenges in that era. We share the authors’
concerns about the erosion of the arms control regime painstakingly
constructed during several decades of superpower rivalry. But the United
States did not consider the nuclear danger a reason to change course
during a time of Cold War confrontation, and we do not see a case for
doing so now.
The authors also underscore the “imperative to make safer and more
stable the military standoff that cuts across Europe’s most unstable
regions, from the Baltic to the Black Sea.” Here we most certainly agree.
But we are puzzled that deterrence does not feature among the “existing
constraints” that the authors would “preserve.” In 2014, NATO’s Newport
summit restored deterrence as a key component of NATO policy; its
importance has been reiterated in every summit declaration since. Yet the
authors’ sole mention of deterrence couples it with the word “détente.”
What’s more, we do not agree that, as the letter says, America’s “foreignpolicy arsenal [has been] reduced mainly to reactions, sanctions, public
shaming and congressional resolutions.” In fiscal year 2017, the U.S.
European Command budget was increased by 40 percent. That step—
along with measures agreed to at recent NATO summits and the
increasingly robust Western sanctions regime—have done much to defuse
the dangerous dynamic unleashed by Russia’s war in Ukraine and its
provocative military conduct in the Black Sea and Nordic-Baltic region.
Ukraine bore the brunt of defeating Russia’s Novorossiya project—its effort
to rejoin to Russia the lands in eastern and southern Ukraine originally
conquered by Catherine the Great. But allied training and advisory
assistance, along with International Monetary Fund and European Union
support, have also reduced the threats to Ukraine’s integrity and survival.
Russia remains an existential threat in Ukraine and a potential threat to
East-Central Europe, but the immediate danger is attenuated. For this,
Western (including U.S.) policy deserves a large share of credit.
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The authors suggest the necessity for “a serious and sustained strategic
dialogue that addresses the deeper sources of mistrust and hostility”
between Moscow and Washington. But we fail to see the contradiction
between such dialogue—of which there has been a considerable amount
since 2014—and the defense of well-articulated and established interests.
The same holds true for the maintenance of professional relations and
effective communication channels between Western and Russian military,
security and diplomatic establishments. We support these measures, along
with any reasonable efforts that would establish meaningful cooperation
against the current pandemic and climate change. But we fail to see why
there must be a trade-off between these goals and core Western policies,
and we will not accept one.
Finally, we have always maintained that “we must deal with Russia as it is,”
as the open letter advocates. But we should have no illusions about what
that means. As the letter all but states, Russia has revived the orthodoxies
of the pre-1914 world: defense perimeters, spheres of influence, client
states and “civilizational zones,” irrespective of the wishes of the people
who inhabit them. This outlook stands in opposition to that of Western
democracies. Our challenge is to manage this antagonism in ways that
minimize miscalculation, preserve elements of cooperation, and make
progress and compromise possible. Russia is a country that knows its
interests and pursues them. We will improve neither the relationship nor our
own security if we fail to do the same.
What, then, should the priorities of the West—the United States, NATO and
the EU—be toward Russia?
•

First, to maintain the defense and security of the Euro-Atlantic area,
in close consultation and cooperation with allies. This commitment is
the bedrock ofthe NATO alliance. It does not depend on Russia’s
consent and is not diminished by the challenge China poses.

•

Second, to restore the political integrity of the Euro-Atlantic area,
which has been damaged by the causes of “America First” and
“European strategic autonomy.” The menu of common challenges
Europe and America face regarding China creates a further
potential for U.S. cooperation with Europe, whereas we regard
cooperation with Russia over China as a diversion and a fantasy.

•

Third, to uphold the post-Cold War settlement and constrain those
who would reverse it. Our cause in NATO partner and Eastern
Partnership countries is not to export liberal democracy. It is to
defend sovereignty and freedom of choice, and also provide
meaningful but conditional support to those pursuing the goals of
European and Euro-Atlantic integration. Additionally, NATO, the
United States and the EU should be prepared to support these
partners by all prudent means short of war, should they find
themselves threatened or attacked. Finally, we should state without
33

equivocation that the future of Belarus must be determined by its
people, not its leaders, its security services or foreign powers.
•

Fourth, to undertake a concerted effort to engage Russia in a
restoration of the much-eroded arms control regime. That will not be
accomplished by adhering to agreements that have outlived their
utility. To be effective, arms control must keep pace with militarytechnical reality and, of course, be verifiable.

•

Fifth, to strengthen the resilience and defense-mindedness of liberal
democracies subjected to malign Russian activity in Western politics
and business. Such activity would be significantly less toxic if
Western political and business circles were not so complicit in it. The
United States and the EU need to invest in joint platforms to address
Russia’s alliance with corrupt entities in our own countries and
develop joint mechanisms to combat it.

•

Sixth, to engage in vigorous, well-substantiated dialogue with
Russia—and the full spectrum of Russians. Let there be no doubt that
it is Russia’s authorities who have limited the scope of dialogue.

For all of our differences with the authors of the open letter, we hope that
these recommendations provide enough common ground to sustain the
debate that our American friends have started. We look forward to the day
when a similar debate emerges in Russia. The approaches articulated in
the open letter will be much more realistic at that point than they are
today.
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Appeasing Vladimir Putin’s Russia Will Only Embolden
It9
Ukraine—and the world—cannot afford another reset with Moscow.

By ARIANA GIC, HANNA HOPKO and ROMAN SOHN10
September 25, 2020
Last month, POLITICO MAGAZINE published an open letter calling for a
rethinking of U.S. foreign policy toward Russia, and the letter inspired
multiple responses. The relationship between the United States and Russia
has direct consequences for countries dealing daily with Moscow’s threat
to their national interests, including Ukraine—the one country that currently
has to defend itself against Moscow’s armed aggression, and stands on
the front lines of international efforts to halt the Russian menace.
This is why our group of political leaders, experts and intellectuals from
Ukraine and the diaspora feels compelled to contribute to the revived
debate over U.S. policy toward Moscow. Our position is that the world
simply cannot afford another American “reset” with Russia. On the contrary,
the United States needs a more robust policy to address Moscow’s hostile
actions to undermine the global security order.
The original letter’s proposal to engage Russia in a “serious and sustained
strategic dialogue” legitimizes Moscow’s claims that it deserves special
treatment as a world superpower. This is a drastic departure from the way
the United States approaches other nations threatening world peace: by
isolating them, depriving them of resources for hostile actions and even
repressing their aggression with military might. Instead, the authors of the
letter suggest Moscow be given special consideration, proposing that
America strike a balance between “competition and cooperation.”
It must be said: Modern Russia is an authoritarian, imperialist, corrupt
regime that should not enjoy a privileged standing in world affairs. Not only
do we believe that Vladimir Putin’s Russia meets America’s own criteria to
be designated a rogue state and state sponsor of terrorism; it also poses a
far greater threat than other countries the U.S. treats as outlaw states.
We believe Russia violates international law with behavior that undermines
global peace, including wars of aggression against its neighbors; apparent
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/09/25/open-letter-russia-ukraine421519
10
The following open letter was signed by 179 political leaders, experts and intellectuals
from Ukraine and the Ukrainian diaspora, whose names and affiliations appear on the
website. All signers are acting in their personal capacity. Institutional affiliations are listed
for purposes of identification only and do not imply institutional support for the content of
the letter.
9
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war crimes in Ukraine and Syria; nuclear threats against Ukraine and
suspected nuclear proliferation in Russia-occupied Crimea; persecution of
ethnic minorities and other human rights violations; using mercenaries in
countries including Syria and Libya; and committing acts of terror abroad,
including cyberattacks, political assassination attempts using chemical
warfare agents and more. The scale of attack on the world order is
massive, with liberal democracies as the prime targets. The Kremlin also
has waged successful disinformation attacks on American, Ukrainian and
other political systems, and backs extremist political movements with
Russia-friendly agendas.
Putin is fixated on undermining Washington in particular because a
weakened America will cripple the current international legal order, which
traditionally has restrained Russia’s aggressive ambitions. Moscow is also
determined to submit Kyiv to its influence because a free Ukraine is a driver
of democratic change in formerly Soviet-occupied nations, threatening
Putin’s power projection in the region and beyond.
The open letter authors urge the American government to “deal with Russia
as it is” and “put the relationship [with Russia] on a more constructive path.”
But this move—taken before Moscow ceases its hostile actions—sounds like
nothing other than a dressed-up strategy of appeasement. And history
tells us that dictatorial regimes cannot be appeased. The more
concessions such regimes extort, the more emboldened they feel. Despite
being given every incentive to reverse its destructive course, Russia has
continued to escalate its aggression.
NATO’s 2008 rejection of Ukraine’s and Georgia’s applications for the
Membership Action Plan, a program for aspiring NATO nations, set the
stage for Russia’s armed aggression against Georgia later that year. The
2009 U.S. “reset” with Moscow primed Russia for its unprovoked aggression
against Ukraine in 2014. A feeble response to Russia’s initial occupation of
Crimea emboldened Putin to illegally annex the Ukrainian peninsula, where
the Kremlin also reportedly has revived nuclear weapons infrastructure. An
insistence on political dialogue with Putin when support for Ukraine’s
military defense was needed and American inaction on its obligations
under the 1994 Budapest Memorandum on Security Assurances paved the
way for Moscow’s military invasion and occupation of parts of Ukraine’s
Donbas region.
We can only imagine what will follow should Moscow be granted a new
reset today.
While it is for America to determine its own policies, we ask that the U.S.
government remember that a new “reset” will serve to reward Russia
unjustly for committing violations of key tenets of international law and
condemn millions to live in fear for their lives and liberty. Instead of letting
Russia benefit from its own transgressions, the United States should help
bring the Russian government to account.
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How can Washington do that? Here are our recommendations:
•
•
•

•

•
•

•

•
•

Support oppressed national groups, pro-democracy movements
and human rights organizations in Russia.
Go after dirty Russian money, Russian oligarchs and organizations
acting as extensions of the Russian government, as well as
accomplices of the Kremlin in the West.
Recognize Russia as a state sponsor of terrorism, in solidarity with
Ukraine’s charges against Russia in the International Court of
Justice. In particular, the “Wagner Group”—a Kremlin-linked Russian
mercenary organization said to be operating in multiple countries,
including Ukraine—should be recognized as a terrorist organization.
Demand that Moscow unconditionally adhere to the United Nations
Charter. Sanctions against Russia should be proportional to
Moscow’s violations of international law and steadily increased until
it changes course.
Help hold Russia accountable and usher in a just peace in Ukraine by
formally recognizing Russia as the aggressor state responsible for
waging unlawful interstate war against Ukraine.
Honor America’s clear obligation under the Budapest Memorandum
“to seek immediate United Nations Security Council action to
provide assistance to Ukraine” should Ukraine become a victim of an
act of aggression.
Take action to repress Putin’s aggression at the U.N. Security
Council. The obstacle of Russia’s Security Council veto power can be
overcome using the U.N.’s “Uniting for Peace” resolution, which
provides the General Assembly power to act should the Security
Council fail to exercise its responsibility to maintain international
peace. Washington should also initiate the suspension of Russia’s
vote in the U.N. using the South African precedent from 1974, when
that country’s delegation was suspended from participation in the
General Assembly for the crimes of apartheid.
Contribute to strengthening the nuclear nonproliferation regime by
reassuring other nations they have support if attacked by a nuclear
state.
Support Ukraine’s aspirations to join NATO. A free and democratic
Ukraine is one of America’s partners. A Ukraine subverted and
subsumed by Moscow cannot be.

Moscow today is the world’s main exporter of various threats and
instability. Putin has been able to extend Russia’s destructive influence
because his aggressive actions have not faced a formidable deterrent. We
encourage the American government to learn from its own past dealings
with Russia and regain its will to build such deterrents. Assertive and
principled international action under bold U.S leadership can bring an end
to Russia’s destructive ambitions, and make our countries and the world
safer from Putin’s threat.
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Why We Still Need to Rethink Russia Policy: A
Rebuttal11
Our critics accuse us of advocating a ‘reset.’ That’s not the case.

By ROSE GOTTEMOELLER, THOMAS GRAHAM, FIONA HILL,
JON HUNTSMAN JR., ROBERT LEGVOLD and THOMAS
PICKERING
September 25, 2020
Our purpose in releasing our Open Letter last month (“It’s Time to Rethink
Our Russia Policy”) was to spark a constructive debate over U.S. policy
toward Russia, a foreign-policy priority that has not received the sustained,
serious attention it merits. We are therefore gratified that our American,
European and Ukrainian colleagues have separately provided critiques and
suggestions for action.
In reply, we want to clarify our position, correct misrepresentations and
rebut some specific objections. We also challenge our colleagues to join
with us in expanding this debate to the broader U.S. foreign policy
community and American public, whose engagement is critical to develop
and sustain an effective Russia policy, one that benefits from vital allied
support.
[One hundred and three ex-officials, academics, businesspeople and
experts signed our original letter, and others have added their names since
then. The comment that follows, however, reflects only the views of its
authors. We hope that our co-signers can agree with the broad thrust of
our argument, but we have not involved them in drafting this response.]
Our critics have mischaracterized the Open Letter as an appeal for a
“reset” in U.S.-Russian relations. As we wrote earlier, we are clear-eyed
about the nature of the current Russian regime and the challenge Russia
poses to the U.S. national interest. Developments in Belarus and the
poisoning of Alexey Navalny are only the most recent reminders. We are
not seeking a broadly cooperative relationship, as four post-Cold War
American presidents from George H.W. Bush through Barack Obama did.
Rather, we proceed from the assumption that the two countries are at this
point deeply divided by worldview, geopolitical interests and values.
But we also believe that we must use all of our tools to conduct this
competition responsibly. In a world in which nuclear weapons still exist,
advanced technologies, including cyber and artificial intelligence, promise
great benefit while carrying immense peril, and climate change poses an
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/09/25/russia-open-letters-rebuttal421546
11

38

Academic
Debates

Time to Rethink
American Russia Policy

existential threat, it is in the U.S. national interest to manage our rivalry with
Russia in ways that diminish the risk of catastrophic conflict. We likewise
believe that we should leave open a window for cooperation on
transnational threats and other matters of mutual concern.
Thus, while we do not minimize the challenge that Russian behavior poses,
we consider the stakes the United States has in a more constructive
relationship to be of critical importance. We must avoid the risk of
inadvertent nuclear war, achieve the responsible use of both space and
cyberspace, enhance European security by diminishing the chance of
military conflict, manage China’s rise, and take steps to address the
destabilizing effects of climate change. If we limit our attention to the
Russia challenge, then we will obscure or overlook these other stakes and
deny ourselves the chance to improve U.S. national security by making
progress on them.
It of course takes two to build a constructive relationship. A comprehensive
strategic dialogue will be neither feasible nor productive unless the Russian
side is prepared to engage with equal earnestness. While we believe that
extending New START is essential to further efforts to manage today’s
complex, dangerous and many-sided nuclear environment, progress
depends on Russian readiness to reconcile our disparate approaches to
the new problems in the next phase of nuclear arms control. Rendering
military activities safer along the NATO-Russian front in Europe also
requires corresponding Russian effort. None of what we urge requires or
implies sacrificing our fundamental principles or core national interests, or
our commitments to our allies and partners. Nor does it require or imply our
engaging in a one-sided, solo effort.
Here diplomatic relations are indispensable. The episodic contact we have
had with Moscow on discrete issues such as Afghanistan, North Korea,
Syria, or Ukraine is not sufficient. We need regular senior-level engagement
on the entire agenda of U.S.-Russian relations to help ensure we send a
consistent message to Russian leaders about our overarching goals and
purpose. In today’s environment, we would use that engagement to send
tough messages, including clear articulations of our expectations and red
lines. We should expect the same from the Russians. This, then, will be a
dialogue not between partners but between rivals. Agreements and
settlements that emerge would for the most part be aimed at reducing the
dangers of competition, not building comity.
Our European colleagues argue—and we fully agree—that unity between
the United States and our allies is essential to effective diplomacy. Unity
requires allied confidence in the American commitment to our mutual
security, and American readiness to take account of allied interests and
ideas in formulating U.S. Russia policy. What we urge is a balanced
strategy of deterrence and détente that demands careful attention to
both elements: a defense effort appropriate to a reasonable assessment
of the Russian threat and adequate to reassure American allies, as well as
39

steps calculated to moderate Russian behavior, not merely to punish its
transgressions. At the same time, pursuing détente requires a steady
diplomatic effort to engage the Russian leadership not only on the issues
that divide us but also on an alternative agenda focused on the larger
stakes each side has in a more constructive relationship. These matters
have been and should continue to be a focus of discussion within NATO
and between NATO and the European Union.
It is in this appeal to diplomacy and a search for incentives intended to
stabilize a seriously destabilized relationship that we part ways with our
American and Ukrainian critics. They consider that engagement with what
they view as an irredeemably hostile, aggressive and immoral Russia under
President Vladimir Putin is a fool’s errand at best. They propose instead
focusing on ever mounting punishment of Russia’s malign behavior through
sanctions, in the conviction that Russia will eventually capitulate and
repent of its past conduct, accept all responsibility for the deterioration in
relations, and take the first steps to repair the damage. They minimize
Russia’s power to resist these punishments and continue to inflict damage
on the United States and its allies and partners.
We do not ignore the character of the Russian leadership nor do we
underestimate the impediment this places on improving U.S.-Russian
relations. That is the Russia we have to deal with, even if it is not the Russia
we would wish to have. Russia will pursue its national interests, as its
leadership defines them, with all the resources at its disposal. In this
circumstance, it is in our national interest, and we think that of our allies
and partners, to craft a U.S. policy that has a better chance of influencing
the Russian leadership’s calculations and choices in a different direction;
one that through strength and firmness, consistency and unity, leads away
from confrontation. Diplomatic engagement is a key tool of that policy. As
we wrote in the Open Letter, diplomatic engagement is not a reward for
good behavior. It is a means to advance U.S. interests, without
compromising those interests or trading away our principles. We can and
we must impress on Russian leaders our commitment to both.
There is nothing particularly novel in what we are proposing. In broad
terms, it is the approach successive U.S. presidents previously deployed to
great effect in dealing with the Soviet Union. We need to recapture the
best of that bipartisan approach in meeting the Russia challenge of today.
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Future Topics of the Academic Debates
I would like to announce that the series of Academic
Debates “Dialogue on Urgent Issues” will continue to be
convened at MGIMO during October-December of 2020
and further into the 2021.
We plan to cover the following topics within our series of
events:
•
•
•
•
•

Current dynamics in and around Transnistria;
Current dynamics in and around Abkhazia and South Ossetia;
Current dynamics in and around Nagorno Karabakh;
Current dynamics in and around Central Asia;
Current dynamics in and around Belarus.

As the initiator and coordinator of the project, I am inviting the participants
of the first event in the series to become the regular visitors to the MGIMO IIS
Academic Debates.
Please, let me know which topics would be of interest to you so that we can
cover them in the framework of the forthcoming events. Please, feel free to
reach out to me at y.nikitina@inno.mgimo.ru.

Leading Research Fellow,
IIS Center for Post-Soviet Studies

Dr. Yuliya Nikitina
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