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False Choices For Russia
By Lev Gudkov, Igor Klyamkin, Georgy Satarov and Lilia Shevtsova

MOSCOW -- As intellectuals and liberal Russians, we have read with great interest many recommendations American experts have compiled for President Obama regarding the U.S.-Russian relationship. While there are several constructive ideas, many of these reports reflect a serious misunderstanding of the situation in Russia and the course it is following.
 
We object, for example, to the basic proposition of calling for a return to realpolitik because some believe that the worsening of Russian-American relations was mainly caused by Washington's insistence on "tying policies to values
."2 The result, some American "realists" argue, is that the United States needs to build a new relationship with Russia based on "common interests and common threats." Yet in blaming the Bush administration for trying to "teach" Russia about democracy, these realists appear to accept the official Russian position. In our view, America has ignored the problems of democracy and civil society in Russia, but even turning a blind eye did not prevent the breakdown in the U.S.-Russian relationship -- and now Obama is essentially being asked to treat Russia as though it is incapable of democratic transformation
.3,2,7

While there is anti-democratic sentiment here, such feelings are not ubiquitous. In fact, nearly two-thirds of Russians would like to see the establishment of democracy and the rule of law, according to a 2008 Levada Center poll
.2,7 The ruling elite oppose the development of democratic institutions
,3,2,7 but the key is that members of the elite are more than ready to integrate into the Western world on an individually beneficial basis; they will do everything in their power to "protect" the rest of Russian society from the perils of such integration.

To be clear, we are not calling on our American democratic colleagues to "promote" democracy in Russia
.3 Such efforts are counterproductive and ultimately serve only to discredit Russian democrats by helping the propaganda machine color them as agents of the West. But we do not understand how one can hope for cooperation while ignoring Russia's internal development and the principles on which the state functions.

In the Century Foundation report "Resurgent Russia and U.S. Purposes," Thomas Graham writes that Russia's national interests include being "a great power . . . maintaining itself as the dominant influence in the former-Soviet space . . . and constraining the United States." That is true about the Kremlin's interests. But Graham goes on to argue that "nothing in Russia's understanding of its interests precludes close cooperation with the United States on a wide range of issues critical to American security and prosperity." How can we build a relationship based on "common interests" if Russia's leaders see NATO expansion as a primary threat or if, as Graham wrote, their national interest is in "constraining" U.S. influence in the region
?3,2,7

Russian society views its national interests differently than does Russia's leadership
.4,3,2,7 Polling has found that Russians are interested in making their country more open to the world and that they want to limit governmental abuse and corruption and create an independent judiciary
.2 So we think that Americans ought to be clear, when referring to "Russian national interests," whether they mean those of the country at large or the current political regime.

Consider that in language strikingly similar to Kremlin rhetoric, the Commission on U.S. Policy Toward Russia, chaired by former senators Gary Hart and Chuck Hagel, recommends that Obama respect "Russian sovereignty, history and traditions and [recognize] that Russian society will evolve at its own pace
."4,7 We hope that Americans understand Russian "traditions" differently than does the Kremlin propaganda machine. Implicit in many recent reports are the suggestions that the administration avoid discussing human rights and the obligations that Russia undertook when it joined the Group of Eight. The Hart-Hagel report also says that America should "establish a government-to-government dialogue on Russia's neighborhood, with a view to developing confidence-building measures." So Russia and the United States should decide the fate of Russia's neighbors? That sounds eerily like a return to the days of Yalta
.3,7 When we read Thomas Graham's statement that Ukraine "occupies a special place in Russian thought: It is the cradle of Russian civilization and an essential element of Russia's own national identity," or that we should "Finlandize" Ukraine, we see the realists parroting Russian nationalist rhetoric
.4,3,2,7

We believe that cooperation on issues such as nonproliferation, Iran or trade will be successful only if our relationship is based on trust. If the Obama administration follows the suggestions of these "realists," rather than improving relations with Moscow its efforts will lead to more mutual disappointment at best. And sour relations with the United States always limit the space for liberalism in Russia. We believe Russia dearly needs to expand all sorts of ties with the United States and the West, but such cooperation must not come at the price of U.S. refusal to understand what is happening in Russia, or allowing Washington to ignore the fundamental nature of the Russian political system and to "repackage" old concepts of tactical maneuvering as a new foreign policy strategy.

Brookings Institution President Strobe Talbott helpfully proposed in February that the West "should create conditions that will, over time, convince the Russians that their post-Marxist, post-Soviet, Hobbesian experiment is, in fact, unrealistic. It simply won't work." We don't know why many American realists would make it easier for the Russian elite to remain ensconced in their Hobbesian microcosm. We recognize that transforming Russia is a job for Russians and that this is a task at which Russia's liberal forces are failing. But the task will be that much more difficult if American experts serve as the "conservators" of Russian authoritarian traditionalism
.6,7

Relations with Russia cannot be reduced to the false dichotomy of isolation or cooperation with an authoritarian regime. Such a choice is doomed either way. We hope that in his dealings with Russia, President Obama will show us the fresh thinking for which he is admired as well as his understanding of Russia's people, not just its leaders.

Dr. Gordon M. Hahn – Analyst/Consultant, Russia Other Points of View – Russia Media Watch; Senior Researcher, Monterey Terrorism Research and Education Program and Visiting Assistant Professor, Graduate School of International Policy Studies, Monterey Institute of International Studies, Monterey, California; and Senior Researcher, Center for Terrorism and Intelligence Studies (CETIS), Akribis Group. Dr Hahn is author of two well-received books, Russia’s Islamic Threat (Yale University Press, 2007) and Russia’s Revolution From Above (Transaction, 2002), and numerous articles on Russian and Eurasian politics.

2 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS: In fact, many realists, liberal and conservative alike, argue that policies conducted by both post-Cold War U.S. administrations prior to Obama focused on Russia’s democracy deficit which became a big problem in U.S.-Russian relations.  Such analysts also concur that NATO expansion (but also the U.S.’s unilateral withdrawal from the ABM Treaty, plans to install elements of the ABM system in Eastern Europe, and failure to repeal the Jackson-Vanik amendments) are the main stumbling blocks in Russia-West relations and Russia’s reason for turning away from democratization.  NATO expansion without Russia is particularly pernicious because it undermines major Russian interests and adds a military-security element to U.S. pro-democracy efforts in the former USSR.  It also forces post-Soviet states to choose between Russia, and world history’s most powerful military alliance, NATO.  This controversial U.S. policy is supported in passing in the article (see below).


3,2,7 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA, OMISSION OF KEY FACTS, and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: It is illogical to question a policy that focuses on “common interests and common threats.” Opposition to putting Russia’s democracy deficit at the center of U.S. policy and supporting a policy that  builds on common interests and common threats is a rather standard policy for states which are not antagonistic towards the U.S. Such a policy does not exclude efforts to foster increased democracy in Russia, and many Americans continue to work towards that goal in Russia.  Relations with rogue states like North Korea, Iran and other harsh dictatorships, like China, North Korea, Cuba, Saudi Arabia, and Turkmenistan, are clearly built on the basis of these harsh realities.  Democracy promotion in these countries is largely off limits, since these states pose a real threat to vital U.S interests.


2,7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: The authors left out that 


their liberal counterparts in the U.S. typically argue that Putin propaganda has eliminated support for democracy and that there is instead a ‘re-Stalinization’ underway.  One study claimed that Russians had a growing admiration for Stalin as a leader.  (See Sarah E. Mendelsohn and Theodore E. Gerber, “Failing the Stalin Test,” Foreign Affairs, January/February 2006).  Such claims decry pro-Stalin propaganda while not considering that Putin’s Kremlin-sponsored television films show Yesenin, Moscow Saga, Boris Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago, Alaxander Solzhenitsyn’s First Circle, Mikhail Bulgakov’s Master and Margarita!  A prime example of Putin’s alleged re-Stalinization policy, is a Russian school textbook that supposedly includes that the terrorist dictator as an effective manager, when in fact that assertion is part of a critical-thinking exercise attached to a lesson plan for children along with another assertion – that Stalin was a brutal dictator who sanctioned the killing of millions.


3,2,7 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA, OMISSION OF KEY FACTS, and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE:  This is an unproven overstatement and thus inaccurate. Omitted is the fact that both Putin and Medvedev have stated that they believe democracy must be introduced in Russia gradually and in such a way that takes into consideration Russian historic conditioning; otherwise, the effort will fail. This claim, it needs to be remembered, comes from their political opponents. In fact, Putin began quietly promoting democracy at home under the radar screen by funding programs such as Charles Heberle’s “You The People”, a democracy-building program for public schools in Karelia which is soon to be nationwide under the Education Ministry’s auspices. See www.youthepeople.com/adult_exercise.html.  Putin also protected the human rights program at Smolny College in St. Petersburg.  It might be pointed out that one of this article’s authors, Lilia Shevtsova, works in Moscow for a democracy-promoting American NGO.


3 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA:  This is self-contradictory, perhaps dishonest and therefore inaccurate.  See the last sentence of the previous footnote-commentary.


3,2,7 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA, OMISSION OF KEY FACTS, and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: The Century Foundation report (which included a set of recommendations and to which I contributed “U.S.-Russian Relations and the War Against Jihadism”), in noting that Russian goals include “constraining the United States” does not mean that Russia seeks to rollback or null “U.S. influence.”  The Russian liberal quartet implies this includes everything from political-cultural influence (democracy promotion) to rap music to economic power.  I believe that Dr. Graham had in mind rather Russia’s desire to limit American hegemony, especially U.S. military infrastructure’s expansion around Russia, along with some elements of U.S. economic power.  Moreover, the Russian authors conveniently omit the fact that NATO expansion does impinge on Russian power, security, and interests.  First of all, the resistance to NATO expansion, AMD systems in Eastern Europe, and democratization policies in the FSU, have as much to do about national pride and dignity to Russia, as to damaged interests.  The Clinton administration broke the Bush Sr. administration’s promise that they would not expand NATO beyond a reunified Germany, in addition to failing to assist Moscow as Russia collapsed under a crippling depression in the 1990s.  Second, NATO expansion has not only rubbed salt in this wound, but it has threatened Russian national interests, such as depriving  Moscow of arms and other markets.  Ukraine’s entry into NATO, for example (something Washington was pushing aggressively until the August Georgian-Russian five-day war) would result in Russia having to build a new naval base for its Black Sea Fleet; if necessary, this will be a huge expenditure.  Stratfor has noted Ukraine’s entry into NATO would irreparably damage Russian national security.  Washington’s push to bring Georgia into NATO created instability on Russia’s border with Abkhazia and South Ossetia.  Poland and the Baltic states’ inclusion in NATO has encouraged their leaderships to deliberately antagonize Moscow on issues ranging from Soviet-era monuments in Estonia to WTO negotiations, to further NATO expansion to Ukraine and Georgia.  On the general issue of spheres of influence, it needs to borne in mind that spheres of influence exist – or do not exist.  They are not declared. It has had this sphere of influence for up to hundreds of years. Russia has an official sphere of influence in Eurasia, as the Collective Security Treaty Organization, Eurasian Economic Union, the Eurasian Customs Union, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, as these and other structures testify.  Washington can deny this sphere’s existence while it willfully or unwittingly pushes against it, but that does not change the fact that this creates major tension in  relations with Russia, the major power of central Eurasia.  This has implications for Russian cooperation on Iran and other issues vital to our national security.


4,3,2,7 CLAIM UNSUPPORTED BY DATA/FACTS, INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA, OMISSION OF KEY FACTS, and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE:  First, this assertion lacks supporting data or facts.  Second, although one can posit that as in any state, the interests and the perception of self-interest of the state, the elite, society, and different societal groups differ from one another.  This does not mean that there must be some overlap of the state’s and society’s views or perceptions of Russian national interest.  On the issue of the elite’s versus society’s view of the U.S., there appears to be considerable overlap.  Judging from the article, the Russian liberals’ view is that the elite is significantly antagonistic to the U.S., for example, not sharing American or Western values.  However, a survey from the Levada Center polling agency headed by one of the article’s authors, Lev Gudkov, shows that 50 percent of Russians regarded the U.S. badly or very badly, 36 percent well or very well, and 14 percent undecided in May 2009.  For Ukraine the figures are 56, 34, and 11 respectively, but before Western and Ukrainian efforts to bring the latter into NATO (in July 2003), the attitude was never more negative than 27, 64, and 9 respectively.  For Georgia in May 2009 the figures are 69, 20, and 11 respectively, but for before NATO expansion the attitude was never more negative than 51, 39, and 10 respectively (October 2002).  See “Otnoshenii rossiyan k SShA, ES, Ukraine, Gruzii i Belarusi (mai 2009),” Levada center, 10 June 2009, www.levada.ru/press/2009061004.html.


2 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS:  This is exactly what President Dmitry Medvedev has been attempting to implement recently. 


4,7 CLAIM UNSUPPORTED BY DATA/FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: The Russian authors give neither facts nor data to support their claim that Hart-Hegel’s language “is strikingly similar to Kremlin rhetoric.” The claim seems to be an attempt to slander these American leaders as taking direction from Moscow.  Moreover, at least as far as American liberals are concerned, many liberals argue that we need to respect other, especially Third World  countries’ traditions, when encountering them in the course of foreign relations or even democracy promotion.  Why would Russia be an exception from this approach?  It is equally one-sided to oppose out of hand Hart-Hegel’s suggestion that “Obama respect ‘Russian sovereignty, history and traditions and [recognize] that Russian society will evolve at its own pace.’”  Would the authors recommend to President Medvedev that he not respect ‘American sovereignty, history and traditions and [recognize] that American society will evolve at its own pace’?  Traditions need to be respected in implementing reforms in the sense that they need to taken into account when strategizing their successful implementation.


3,7 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: It is inaccurate to infer from Hart-Hegel’s call for institutionalized “’dialogue in Russia's neighborhood, with a view to developing confidence-building measures’” as a call for Russia and the U.S. to “decide the fate of Russia’s neighbors.”  This is not only sophomoric in its style but a huge leap in logic as well; it clearly reflects the Russian authors’ one-sided perspective.  Or are they proposing the West determine the fate (whatever that may mean) of Russia’s neighbors. 


4,3,2,7 CLAIM UNSUPPORTED BY DATA/FACTS, INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA, OMISSION OF KEY FACTS, and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: The Russian authors, without supporting data or facts, make the inaccurate claim that Dr. Thomas Graham is parroting Russian nationalists (conservatives?) claims.  The Russian authors apparently cannot imagine that an objective observer could independently come to the same conclusion as do Russian conservatives on any subject.  It is inaccurate to assume that such perceptions of the Russian-Ukrainian historical connection require a jump to Russian chauvinists’ and imperialists’ views, no less policy prescriptions. Moreover, the authors omit the fact that Ukraine was the cradle of Russian (and Ukrainian) civilization and therefore is an essential element of Russian national identity; this is true for the Russian-Ukrainian relationship and is somewhat reminiscent of the relationship between Great Britain or Europe, on the one hand, and the United States, on the other.  This is not a rationale or argument for Ukraine’s reunification with Russia necessarily, but it is one for close inter-state relations.


6,7 SLANTED TERMINOLOGY and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: It is truly slanted and dishonest to accuse those who are calling for better relations with Russia to be supporting authoritarianism in Russia, especially, if as the Russian authors themselves state, ”it is not Americans but Russians who should re-democratize Russia”.  The authors of the Century Foundation and Hart-Hegel reports have been critical of Russian soft authoritarianism but also careful not to exaggerate its harshness.  Effective policy proceeds from an accurate assessment of the status quo, including history, traditions, culture, and a country’s social and political structure and institutions.
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