
 
 

 1	

U.S.-Russian	Relations	under	Bush	and	Putin	
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[Begin	Transcripti0n]	

GREK:	When	George	W.	Bush	became	president	in	January	2001,	what	kind	of	work	were	

you	doing,	
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[00:02:00]—the	Russian	elite	wanted	to	integrate	with	the	West,	with	Europe	in	the	

first	place,	of	course,	with	the	United	States.	And	when	Russia	was	refused,	I	got	

somewhat	 worried,	 because	 the	 offer	 was	 so	 advantageous	 to	 the	 West,	 that	 I	

thought	the	refusal	meant	the	West	was	going	to	finish	us	off—it	turned	out	that	

this	was	“dizziness	from	success”	and	idiotic.	Accordingly,	anti-American	sentiment	

began	 to	 grow,	 a	 sentiment	 in	 favor	 of	 the	 sovereignization	 of	 our	 policy.	 The	

turning	point	was	in	'99,	when	NATO	bombed	Yugoslavia.	At	that	time	almost	the	

entire	elite,	or	the	overwhelming	part	of	it,	turned	away,	understanding	that	it	was	

impossible	to	come	to	an	agreement	with	the	West,	but	pro-American,	pro-Western	

inertia	 existed	 for	 quite	 a	 long	 time.	 But	 after	 '99,	 there	 were	 almost	 no	 more	

chances.	When	Putin	came	in,	he	continued	to	maneuver,	tried	to	maneuver,	hoped	

or	pretended	to	hope	that	it	was	still	possible	to	agree	on	something.	Maybe	he	did	

hope,	because	he	basically	wanted	good	relations	with	the	West,	but	then	there	was	

the	 invasion	of	Afghanistan,	 Iraq,	and	most	 importantly	the	withdrawal	 from	the	

ABM	 treaty.	After	 this	 event—although	Russia	 still	 continued	 to	maneuver—but	

then,	after	this	event	 it	took	on	an	irreversible	character.	Russia	took	a	course	of	

tough	 opposition	 to	 what	 it	 saw	 as	 the	 [kind	 of]	 policy	 which	 threatens	 the	

sovereignty	of	Russia	[00:04:00].	

GREK:	In	 June	2001,	Presidents	Bush	and	Putin	met	 for	the	 first	 time	 in	Slovenia.	Some	

media	 interpreted	 this	 as	 a	 decisive	 positive	 moment,	 others	 that	 the	 personal	

chemistry	between	the	presidents	would	not	affect	policy.	How	would	you	assess	



 
 

 4	

this	meeting?	Are	you	aware	of	the	administration's	reaction	to	this	meeting,	and	

did	you	believe	at	the	time	that	the	personal	relationship	could	make	a	difference?	

KARAGANOV:	I	knew	from	my	high-ranking	friends	that	President	Bush	would	look	into	

the	eyes	of	President	Putin,	and	he	would	see	a	lot	of	good	in	him,	and	I	reported	

that	to	Russia,	so	President	Putin	was	ready—well,	but	we	were	ready	for	a	good	

relationship.	As	for	sincerity	and	chemistry,	I	strongly	suspect	that	it	was	a	kind	of	

induced	chemistry—if	they	want	to	be	friends,	let's	be	friends.	

GREK:	What	do	you	think	of	the	information	about	the	eye	contact	ahead	of	time,	was	it	a	

positive	signal	they	sent	ahead	of	time	or	was	it	random	information?	

KARAGANOV:	No,	I	think	it	was	a	positive	signal	they	sent	in	advance.	

GREK:	Less	than	three	months	after	Putin	and	Bush	first	met,	after	Slovenia,	9/11	happened.	

What	was	the	reaction	of	the	Russians?	Did	9/11	change	Russia's	attitude	toward	the	

U.S.	in	any	way?	

KARAGANOV:	 It	 interrupted	a	 rising	negative	attitude	 toward	the	United	States.	There	

was	a	wave	of	sympathy,	of	course,	although	even	then	this	negative	mood	was	not	

broken,	 and	 very	 many	 commentators	 said	 that	 all	 this	 was	 intrigue,	 that	 the	

Americans	themselves	had	organized	it.	But	nevertheless	the	Russian	leadership—

Putin
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GREK:	How	did	the	Kremlin	assess	the	Bush	administration's	decision	to	invade	Iraq?	Was	

there	any	scenario	in	which	Russia	would	have	cooperated	with	the	U.S.	instead	of	

confronting	it	together	with	France	and	Germany?	

KARAGANOV:	There	wasn't,	 indeed,	 there	wasn't	 really	because	the	relationship	wasn't	

ruined	yet—it	was	just	deteriorating.	As	far	as	I	know	the	Russian	leadership—well,	

people	like	me—urged	the	American	leadership	not	to	do	it,	just	as	we	urged	the	

American	 leadership	 not	 to	 invade	 Afghanistan	 with	 ground	 forces.	 After	 it	
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revolutions,	and	second,	that	prior	to	these	years	Russia	was	practically	not	involved	

in	any	kind	of	serious	policy	in	relation	to	these	countries—we	just	let	them	go.	We	
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Western	dissidents,	which	of	course	looked	a	little	comical,	but	we	do	it	much	more	

effectively	now.	

GREK:	Do	you	think	the	Kremlin	noticed	the	signal,	at	least	as	U.S.	colleagues	claim,	that	

Bush	was	ready	to	negotiate	when	he	stopped	criticizing	Russia's	domestic	policy	on	

NGOs?	Was	there	such	a	signal,	did	you	notice	it?	
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Georgia	 was,	 of	 course,	 to	 show	 that	 NATO	 expansion	 into	 these	 countries	 is	

impossible	[00:18:00].	

GREK:	Do	you	think	the	transition	to	the	Medvedev-Obama	era	changed	anything?	

KARAGANOV:	Very	little	changed,	but	Medvedev	and	his	inner	circle	wanted	to	somehow	

come	to	an	agreement,	and	the	Americans	were	in	a	very	funny	intellectual	state.	

Even	America's	top	leaders	at	the	time	were	still	talking—well,	the	top	diplomatic	

leaders	thought	that	basically,	Medvedev	is—here	are	Medvedev’s	smiles,	that	this	

is	serious.	It	was	completely	impossible	to	explain	to	them	that	this	was	not	serious	



 
 

 11	

and	only	for	their	own	interests.	We	did	not	play	against	America.	We	only	played	

to	restore	[00:20:00]	our	sovereignty,	our	influence.	Аnd	I	know	this	clearly—I	know	

that	in	all	the	discussions	at	that	time	there	was	no	question	of	how	to	spite	America,	

there	was	a	question	of	how	to	protect	and	strengthen	Russia.	It	might	as	well	have	

been	called	a	 zero-sum	game,	 if	 you	consider	 that	America	wanted	 to	 still	make	

Russia	its	satellite,	to	make	it	dependent,	but	I	repeat,	it	was	America	who	wanted	

to,	and	here	it	was	a	completely	different	situation.		

GREK:	Did	people	inside	the	Russian	administration	think	that	America	was	playing	a	zero-

sum	game?	

KARAGANOV:	 Well	 that's	 just,	 again,	 just	 using	 this	 term,	 which	 makes	 absolutely,	 I	

repeat,	 absolutely	 no	 sense,	 because	 the	 zero-sum	 game	 is	 what	 they	 call	 tough	

diplomacy—you	to	me,	I	to	you.	It	is	not	right,	and	in	general	it	does	not	happen	as	

a	rule,	unless	we	are	talking	about	direct	war,	because	there	it	is	a	zero-sum	game,	

there	whoever	wins	 is	 right.	But	 in	 international	 relations,	as	well	as	 in	 relations	

between	people,	 there	 is	no	such	thing	as	zero-sum	games.	Most	often	there	 is	a	

minus-minus	game—here	confrontation	is	a	minus-minus	game.	Now	we	see	that,	

yes,	 America	 has	 unleashed	 a	 war	 against	 China	 and	 Russia,	 of	 course	 it	 is	 not	

profitable	for	Russia—but	the	game	is	minus-minus.	I	think	the	U.S.	is	losing	worse	

so	far,	by	a	factor	of	two	or	three,	but	that	doesn't	mean	that	we're	winning—that's	

absolutely	not	the	case.	And	so	the	whole	policy	of	the	Americans,	it	seems	to	me,	

has	been	here	since	they	started	pumping	up	confrontation—it	has	been	a	game	of	
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minus-minus—America	has	not	won	it,	America	has	lost	it,	but	we	haven't	won	it	

either.	

GREK:	To	summarize	the	era	[00:22:00]	of	Putin	and	Bush's	relationship,	a	lot	of	people	

keep	focusing	on	their	personal	relationship.	They	met	often.	Bush	came	to	Russia	

many	times,	Putin	went	to	visit	him	at	his	ranch.	Could	the	personal	relationship	

have	changed	anything	potentially?	

KARAGANOV:	They	could	have	had	an	 impact—they	certainly	could	not	have	changed	

anything,	especially	after	Iraq	and	the	withdrawal	from	ABM,	but	they	could	have	

nevertheless	 resulted	 in	 some	 sort	 of	 agreement.	 But	 they	 did	 not	 because	 of	 a	

number	 of	 circumstances.	 There	 was	 a	 growing	 distrust,	 and	 the	 good	 relations	

between	the	two	presidents	led	to	nothing,	especially	because	I	strongly	suspect	that	

Vladimir	Vladimirovich	did	not	appreciate	very	highly	the	intellectual	capabilities	
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KARAGANOV:	Are	you	laughing	or	something?	

GREK:	I	wanted	to	clarify.	

KARAGANOV:	Yes,	yes.	No,	Putin	is	a	very	reserved	man	and	very	smart,	and,	of	course,	he	

never	 said	 anything,	 but	 I	 [00:24:00]	 have	 a	 pretty	 good	 idea—I	 know	 their	

conversations.	He	could	not	want	to	be	like	Bush,	although	of	course	he	wanted	to	

be	the	leader	of	the	strongest	power,	and	maybe	still	will	be.	

GREK:	How	would	you	identify	the	fundamental	principles	and	interests	that	prevented	

them	from	reaching	agreements,	from	coming	to	some	kind	of	positive	engagement,	

even	though	potentially	the	personal	relationship	between	the	two	presidents	could	

have	made	a	difference?	

KARAGANOV:	Well,	 first	of	all	we're	very	different	countries,	we're	different	spiritually,	

although	they	say	all	the	time	that	Russia—Russians	and	Americans	are	similar.	In	

general	America	is	a	unique	country	with	a	unique	culture,	 like	China—they	and	

you	 are	 not	 Europeans,	 because	 Americans	 have	 lived	 in	 an	 absolutely	 distinct	

ideology	on	a	gigantic,	very	rich	island	surrounded	by	oceans,	so	it's	absolutely—it’s	

simply	 very	 difficult	 to	 agree—we	 can	 agree	 with	 the	 Europeans,	 but	 with	 the	

Americans—.	And	secondly,	the	Americans	truly,	especially	after	the	victory—as	it	

seemed	to	them—in	the	Cold	War,	believed	in	their	uniqueness,	even	more	than	

usual.	 And	 Russia	 is	 an	 absolutely	 genetically	 sovereign	 country,	 and	 it	 never	

submitted	to	anybody	in	its	history—except	one	small	but	important	episode,	when	

we	were	for	250	years	a	dominion	of	the	Golden	Horde—the	Mongol	Empire.	After	
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that,	it	was	such	an	inoculation,	which	works	to	this	day,	that	we	never	submitted	

to	 anyone.	 Americans	 wanted	 to	 rule	 the	 whole	 world.	 Тhese	 are	 absolutely	

incompatible	 things.	Here,	 I	don't	even	blame	the	Americans,	because	 that's	 like	

blaming	whites	for	being	white	and	blacks	for	being	black	[00:26:00]—Americans	

are	like	that,	but	they	will	change.	It	doesn't	mean	they	will	be	black	or	white,	but	I	

hope	that	now,	right	now	we	have	them	firmly—Russia	and	China,	combined,	of	

course,	are	superior	to	the	United	States	in	terms	of	their	combined	power.	Well,	I	

hope	that	in	10,	15,	20	years,	America	will	not	lose	its	uniqueness,	but	will	get	used	

t


