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FoReIgn PolIcY 2012:  
RUSSIA hAS Been lUckY  

UntIl now

Growing competition among countries, continents and models of development, has 
led to discussions of re-ideologization with regard to international relations. We had 
hoped we could put this behind us following the end of the Cold War. The discus-
sion is based around terminology: victorious (or defeated) democracy – retreating (or 

rising) authoritarianism. However, globalization of markets ought to direct the discussion toward 
evaluating the effectiveness of this or that model or combination thereof.  Moreover, democracy is 
not losing; peoples almost everywhere have more and more of a possibility to react to their govern-
ment, to directly inf luence their own fates. But strengthening democratic tendencies will not 
necessarily lead to restoring the strength of the West; most likely, it will be the opposite.

By Sergey Karaganov, President of the Valdai Discussion Club, Dean of the Faculty of Global 
Economy and International Politics of the Higher School of Economics.
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The situation is compounded by an “intellectual vacuum” in the under-
standing of what is going on in the world. Old preconceptions do not work, 
while people try to apply them to a radically changed reality. For a Russian 
analyst, the situation has been complicated by the fact that recovery of Russian 
policy after the 2011-2012 political seasons polarized the Russian intellectual 
class, including discussions surrounding foreign policy.

A Russian will generally write about foreign policy; it is much more 
successful than domestic or economic policy, where, with sluggish growth, 
stagnation is setting in or even the basis of a crisis is re-emerging. But this is a 
topic for other authors.

It is precisely thanks, in many ways, to the foreign policy of the last 10-12 
years that Russia carries much more global weight than it would on the basis 
of its economic growth rates, or the many other indicators for development – 
investment climate, level of corruption or quality of institutions.

ReASonS FoR SUcceSS

Some of the reasons for the strength and influence of a country, for its ability 
to defend its own interests and their interpretation by the ruling elite, are objec-
tive in character.

Russia has not lost much of its heritage. It is a major nuclear power with 
special status in the UN, and remains a huge territory with mineral resources. 
Its history continues to have an effect upon it – and it is a history involving 
huge losses. But since the time of Peter I and Catherine II, up until the Great 
Patriotic War, it has been a history in which victories have prevailed. Russia has 
inherited almost all the great history that was created by a multinational though 
now crumbled empire. The greatest Russian writer, at least in my view – Nikolay 
Gogol – was Ukrainian, but he completely belongs to Russia.

In the last decade, this inheritance – not entirely squandered by communism 
and the post-communist collapse – has in many ways been the good fortune of 
the country.

Old rivals who, at the end of the 20th century were seen as having been 
triumphant, have visibly begun to weaken. Europe – on account of the systemic 
crisis, through the extremely rapid and feckless unplanned expansion of the 
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EU, and, particularly, the euro zone; even more so, on account of its inability to 
react quickly to the growth of economic competition from new and developing 
countries. The US – because of two geopolitical defeats in a row, in Iraq and in 
Afghanistan, and because of its own systemic problems, less severe perhaps than 
Europe, but which became clear to everyone after the start of the 2008 crisis. 
The combination of these external political defeats, a tottering economic model 
and political incapability – which comes from internal polarization – to quickly 
overcome the facts of the crisis has taken away these rivals’ victorious aura.

Russia has strengthened against the backdrop of others weakening.
At present, the growth of China is playing into Russia’s hands, along with 

the inevitable increase in US-Chinese rivalry. Russia cannot fail to use this to 
its advantage, by increasing its external political capitalization in its triangle 
with China and the US. A danger exists of a “Finlandization” of Russia in 
the face of a growing China. But it is over the horizon, and the benefits are 
obvious for the time being.

It is quite clear that Russia has benefited from the rise of the “new countries”, 
especially in Asia. Industrialization and increase of prosperity in these 
countries have sharply raised world demand, prices for energy and most types 
of commodities. Water demand is rising before our very eyes, especially for 
foodstuffs. All these factors increase prices on traditional Russian export goods 
leading to their appreciation in cost.

The growth in demand for resources and foodstuffs raises the geopolitical 
value of the territory where they can be produced. Russia’s “territorial curse” is 
quickly becoming a powerful asset. Siberia, which was mastered with difficulty 
as something of a backward area in the confrontation with the West, and then 
in opposition to China, is rapidly turning into the strongest potential source 
of welfare and development – assuming a correct strategy of development for 
Russia, of course.

Even deepening destabilization of the “Greater Middle East”, which has 
particularly intensified following the “Arab Spring”, plays into the hands of Russia, 
despite all the associated dangers. It re-emphasizes Russia’s role as the second 
geopolitical player after the US. Moreover, the instability sends oil prices higher.

Finally, for the first time in its history, no one from abroad is seriously 
threatening Russia, which has always been shaped by its defense from external 
threats, often of an offensive or expansive nature. The West is not capable of 
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seriously threatening. There are no serious points of contradiction in their 
relations compared with those of past centuries, especially, of course, the 20th 
century. Relations with the majority of European countries are almost friendly 
in nature; even relations with Poland have begun to normalize. China is doing all 
it can to make its growing strength not seem like a threat to Russia. Proliferation 
of nuclear weapons and other new threats are perceived in Russia, which is used 
to living in a dangerous world while possessing massive nuclear potential, with 
less worry than in many countries of the West.

The absence of threats from outside is so unusual that people try to think 
them up. In my opinion at least, it seems clear enough that the European 
AMD system in almost any situation could not pose a serious threat to 
Russia; meanwhile, the potential for its expansion was quite skillfully used in 
Russia to block further negotiations on any reduction in nuclear arms, as well 
as for the justification of their modernization, considered necessary given the 
circumstance of growth in uncertainty and instability in the international arena.

It is not only its heritage and fantastic good luck that is of benefit to 
Russia’s international political position, but also its very high quality and 
traditional diplomacy. It is for this reason it would be fair to criticize it. But the 
world is determined to roll in the direction of prehistory, toward a traditional 
geopolitical way of thinking, toward renationalization of world politics and 
toward a weakening of global administrative institutions. In an era when the 
world becomes different, when it really does need global and common answers 
to new challenges, such a way of thinking would be insufficient. But as yet there 
is no other.

PRIncIPleS, PRIoRItIeS And StRAtegIeS

Russia has, of course, its own official foreign policy doctrine, among the 
documents of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA), and in a decree made by 
President Vladimir Putin on May 7, 2012.

It is also natural that real foreign policy would be different from official tracts. 
Here is an attempt to give my understanding of the key principles underpinning 
Russia’s policy of recent years.
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1 – Total protection of the country’s sovereignty from outside influence. 
With time, this principle, which in many ways contradicts the logic of the 
development of a global and interdependent world, will lose its primacy. But 
for today’s Russian elite – having lived during the 1990s through the effective 
loss of sovereignty of the country, its humiliating dependence on creditors and 
the whim (almost orders) of Washington (including over the makeup of the 
government) and, finally, the country turning into a truly incapacitated state by 
1999 – defending its sovereignty will, for the time being, remain priority number 
one. This priority projects itself onto foreign policy, where Russia, alongside a 
number of Asian states, is the main defender of the principles of the Westphalian 
system of relations, which considers humanitarian intervention to be at best 
counterproductive, and at worst hypocritical.

2 – Demonstrative reliance on the use of force, including military, if 
necessary. In many ways, this is the personal conviction of Vladimir Putin. He 
often says that the “weak get crushed”. But this conviction is shared by many 
members of the ruling elite who lived through the humiliation of the 1990s. 
Moreover, Russia has relatively little “soft power”, except in its relations with 
the other remaining (and much poorer) countries of the former USSR. The 
conviction that reliance on force is necessary has been confirmed by recent 
experience. As many people think in Moscow, Russia restored its statehood and 
subjectivity in the world by winning, at least temporarily and at a phenomenal 
cost, in Chechnya. The expansion of NATO was stopped not by longstanding 
agreements, but only through the military response by Russia to Georgia. 
Equally, Russia at this point does not intend to be drawn into any conflicts, as it 
understands the counter-productiveness of doing so by looking at the examples 
of others. That is to say that Russia’s strategy is an increase and demonstrability 
of its force. But its use is only for extreme situations.

3 – The rapid economization of foreign policy. This has been powerfully 
strengthened by the personal interests of the ruling elite, which holds many of its 
assets overseas, especially in Europe. Economic interests increasingly, albeit not 
ubiquitously, prevail over geopolitical ones.

4 – A deep mistrust of the West, especially the US. This is less the case with 
Germany (which is almost trusted, the terrible history of the two wars having 
been overcome), Italy and France. This mistrust is part of the “Russian DNA”. 

74913324_001-480-GB.indd   265 30/05/13   09:05



266

Fo
re

ig
n

 p
ol

ic
y/

De
Fe

n
se

But it was discernibly increased caused by numerous instances of broken 
promises, deception and double standards between 1990 and 2000.

5 – Despite this, one key area is absolute, extreme pragmatism. Only 
business  – almost nothing personal. Interests are the most important, while 
values – except sovereignty – are secondary.

6 – Among regional priorities, the most important are the former Soviet 
countries, though with a clearly lessening tendency. The second most important 
is the EU, but also with a diminishing level of importance (though less visible). 
Third – and rapidly increasing – is developing Asia. China is quickly becoming 
partner number one for Russia. Fourth is the US. This is astonishing as the US 
has always been first in terms of enmity or friendship. In its own internal rhetoric, 
the US, as previously, remains the main threat. But in reality, Russia relies only a 
little on the weakened US; and is little interested in it. They have minimal joint 
economic interests. The Greater Middle East completes the list of priorities. It is 
a necessity, but also an arena in which one can build up trumps for use in interac-
tion with other international partners and competitors.

The majority of observers of Russian foreign policy, both internal and 
from outside the country, criticize it for its situational stance, its observance 
of events, for a lack of strategic vision. The accusation of a situational stance is 
fair – however unclear it might be, it is inevitable in today’s chaotic and unpre-
dictable world. And how can you genuinely conduct a strategic policy in such 
conditions, with the world becoming more and more unpredictable, with even 
a relatively confident prognosis for events being reduced to two or three years?

Speaking about strategic initiatives, things are getting better and better. In 
the last few years, Moscow has taken several of them, which capture all the most 
important directions of its foreign policy.

The military reform is progressing quite successfully and is intended as the 
first in 300 years to re-orientate the drastically reduced and modernized military 
capabilities from its standoff with the West to a flexible response force to threats 
from any direction in today’s more unpredictable world – with the continuation 
of a strong reliance on nuclear arms. Russia has decided to remain a strong naval 
force in the new world. How correct this bet is time will tell.

A counter-reaction to the planned deployment of the European AMD 
system without the participation of Russia has been earmarked as a strategic 
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move for the future. These plans could never be realized or be capable of being 
a threat to Russia. But Russia is trying all the same to prevent the threat long 
before the possibility of its appearance, while at the same time trying to hinder a 
new politico-military division of Europe.

A decisive economic reorientation has been declared by Russia toward the 
Asian markets by elevating Siberia and the Far East. In attempting to do so, in 
the words of Vladimir Putin, it seeks “to catch the Chinese wind” in “Russia’s 
sails”. In truth, the APEC Summit in Vladivostok in September 2012 showed 
that the move is far from complete on either an intellectual or institutional level.

Finally, Russia has proposed ways for decisively overcoming the residual 
politico-military divisions of Europe, for example through a new agreement on 
European security.

In addition, and most importantly, in a series of his own articles and speeches, 
President Vladimir Putin has argued the necessity for a movement to form an 
Alliance of Europe; proposed by Russian experts, the idea involves Russia and 
the EU (while attracting other countries) creating a single economic and human 
space and forming a single energy complex for Europe, with interlinked asset 
ownership. In essence, it proposes forming a third reliance of the future world 
order.

This idea is clearly beneficial for the EU, which remains strategically isolated 
following the US’ inevitable switch of focus to the Pacific Ocean, and which 
will be marginalized in world politics, with progressively less opportunity for 
defending its own interests and values. It will be really useful for Russia, which 
can for some time remain a first-class political power, yet one almost doomed to 
economic marginalization. This proposed single giant market with free move-
ment of people, a single energy complex, and coordinated foreign policy could 
combine the soft power and remaining economic power of Europe with the 
tough and raw material power of Russia.

Relations with the countries of the former USSR are developing very 
soberly. Russia only too clearly is not applying pressure, if one does not consider 
the specific case of Georgia. Unlike the USSR, Russia does not pay, or rarely 
pays, its former partners. They are no more than giant vacuum cleaners, which 
sucked resources from the Russian Center during the time of the communist 
superpower. Both old and new competitors and partners are conducting a 
natural struggle for positions in the former USSR countries. But in the majority 
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of cases, the Russian position is strengthening vis-à-vis the EU and the US, which 
are trying, as previously, to introduce “geopolitical pluralism” into the former 
Soviet territories.

What is particularly important is that Moscow seems to have entered a 
post-Soviet period in which it has largely overcome its nostalgia for the Soviet 
Union. Its new integrated initiatives are aimed at achieving concrete economic 
advantages – a larger market, a stronger position in world economic and political 
competitiveness and no reversion to the past.

concRete PolIcY dIRectIonS

In 2012, a conversion began of the Russia-Belarus-Kazakhstan Customs 
Union, which had already effectively been created, into a single economic space 
followed by a Eurasian economic union, reminiscent of the European Economic 
Community of the 1950s-1960s. As such, it seems the new union will act on the 
same rights and standards as those of the EU, which should assist its integration 
in the future.

Russian energy diplomacy is very successively creating a situation of positive 
interaction and mutual soft power with Europe. The legacy, stemming from the 
collapse of the USSR and the vulnerability of transit countries, is being over-
come. A pipeline into Turkey is in operation, as is the Nord Stream, and in two 
or three years the South Stream will be too. Nabucco has almost been forgotten.

Remnants of post-Soviet hurt brought about by the humiliation of the 
collapse of the USSR, the expansion of NATO, the open neglect from 
interested parties with double standards, is still detectable in Russian rhetoric 
in relation to the West and, particularly the US. Anti-American rhetoric is 
artificially exchanged, although the US is no longer particularly feared. This 
is clearly done to fill an unusual vacuum created by the absence of an external 
threat. At the same time, this is used to apply pressure to the revolt of the new 
middle class; however, the feud is absent from any concrete diplomacy. Under 
Putin, Russia has maintained highly pragmatic and correct relations with the 
US. Since September 2012, the term “reset” has not been used; but “reset” as 
rhetorical cover for the much more routine term “normalization” has remained 
in place. The two countries work together where it is mutually beneficial and 
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compete where it is necessary; endeavoring to temper their rivalry in favor of 
cooperation.

In the Middle East, Russia has skillfully maneuvered supporting good rela-
tions with almost all players. Its main point has been to avoid direct involvement 
in conflicts – as experience shows that those who get involved in conflicts in the 
region inevitably lose, even if they initially win the military stage. In relation to 
Syria, Moscow maneuvered quite skillfully in 2012, despite pressure, attempting 
to prevent further disruption of international law, while upholding the principle 
of sovereignty and containing Islamist expansion, as well as the bigger Moscow 
has demonstrated its political faculties without great material sacrifice, while 
those of its competitors have weakened. It is impossible to get a clean win in the 
Middle East. But Russia at least has not lost strategically, while doing everything 
possible to avoid direct responsibility for the inevitable worsening of the situa-
tion both in Syria and the whole of the Greater Middle East.

RUSSIA – eU

In its relations with the EU, Moscow has begun to overcome its feeling of 
disparagement following its past offense and the current weakness of Brussels. In 
his recent speeches and published articles during the Russia-EU Summit in May 
2012, the Russian president was not only formal and polite, but also underscored 
his sympathy and readiness to help. His contact with leaders of the leading 
European states – Angela Merkel, Mario Monti and François Hollande – was 
emphasized as friendly.

Now the historically and geographically rooted divide in values is the main 
hindrance to a rapprochement. Socio-politically, Russia is 40-60 years behind 
the more developed countries of Europe and could never allow itself a pacifist 
foreign policy. But this divide will most likely lessen over time. Firstly this can 
happen through maturation of Russia’s civil society. Second, it seems likely that 
Europe will have to move backward a little from its “post-European” economic 
and social policy, more toward the time of Konrad Adenauer or De Gaulle, by 
limiting both the dimensionless social state and the newfound political correct-
ness. With these latter characteristics, the EU countries will continue to quickly 
lose position to new international competition. 
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For Russia, of course, it would be more advantageous to turn toward the 
East as well, thus having not only the possibility for the foundation of a Eurasian 
economic union up its sleeve, but also the European Union.

But the chances of a convergence are not visible. The last time it was touted it 
faded out, in the early 2000s, when neither side was able to make the other move 
into a strategic partnership.

Relations between Russia and the EU have reached a stalemate. Brussels has 
unsuccessfully tried to maintain a dynamic in the relationship of “led and leader”, 
which was formed during the 1990s while Russia has not unsuccessfully broken 
this dynamic. Relations in the former Soviet space are simply characterized as a 
zero-sum game. In terms of point-scoring, Russia has won, but overall there is no 
winner, especially not among the post-Soviet countries. In Ukraine, there was a 
pro-Western regime, which on account of its inability, (and inappropriateness) 
halted the country’s progress and led it down a dead end. And then came the 
current regime, which is trying to suck up both Russia and Europe and prolongs 
this degradation; Moldova has not become united, not even through a federal 
system.

Predictably, against this backdrop, attempts to develop a new strategic agree-
ments between Russia and the EU have been unsuccessful, which would have led 
to a replacement for the outdated agreement on partnership and cooperation 
from 1994. The two sides have not even agreed on what form the document 
should take. 

Slogans such as “partnership for modernization” could not cover the 
emptiness of institutional relations between Moscow and Brussels. However, 
cooperation on the level of countries, people and corporations continues. 
This is particularly the case between Russia and Germany, Italy, France, the 
Netherlands and Finland. Russia’s entry into the WTO after a long and – in 
the opinion of many Russian experts – unfair resistance from the side of the 
European Commission, will remove many remaining barriers to interaction in 
the economic realm.

The state in which the EU found itself in between 2008 and 2009 naturally 
makes it a less competent partner. However, simultaneously, the crisis exposed 
many structural weaknesses in both the EU and Russia, which they cannot over-
come on their own.
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For me the solution is clear – overcome their respective weaknesses by 
creating a European Alliance. Can Russians and other Europeans rise above 
their usual level of mistrust – which has clearly become the basis for inadequate 
intellectual dogma and an objective evaluative gap? As ever, I am inclined to 
believe in the rationalism of Europeans and the inexhaustibility of the “European 
DNA”. The Russians are trying; even if their actions are often contradictory and 
invoke exasperation. 

74913324_001-480-GB.indd   271 30/05/13   09:05


