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Six months into this crisis, it’s hard to escape the impression that the U.S.Russia relationship that emerged during the post-Cold War period has
completely evaporated. As my colleague Dmitri Trenin put it so memorably in
March 2014, the Ukraine crisis may mark the end of the inter-Cold War period.
One hopes that Trenin’s assessment will eventually prove premature, but there
are far too many indications that he was on to something.
In Washington, the Obama administration routinely pushes back against
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suggestions that we are entering a new cold war with Moscow. Yet any quick
canvass of sophisticated opinion among the legislative branch, the intelligence
community, the defense establishment, and the foreign policy kommentariat
suggests that Cold War redux thinking is very much in ascendance.
Unfortunately, the Obama administration’s rebuttal doesn’t sound entirely
convincing amid the near total collapse of trust, the loss of routine channels of
communication, and the endless flow of bad news out of Ukraine. Throw in the
barrage of sanctions against the Russian economy and top figures around
Russian President Vladimir Putin, and there is no basis to expect the
relationship to improve until President Obama leaves office or the Ukraine
crisis, in one fashion or another, is resolved. In the meantime, matters may very
well get much worse.
Most of the top-tier issues that used to provide structure and ballast to the
bilateral relationship now lie dormant. Dialogue on arms control and strategic
stability is on permanent hiatus. President Obama’s hopes to reach a historic
agreement on lower numbers of strategic forces before he left office have been
quietly buried. Even day-to-day business, commercial cooperation and
investment ties are disrupted. That’s understandable, given Russia’s current
economic doldrums, sweeping U.S. and EU-led moves to choke off access to
Western capital markets for Russia’s top state-owned banks and new
restrictions on Russian exports of so-called dual-use and advanced oil and gas
exploration technology.
If most forms of what used to be known as “business as usual” can now be
seen as a reward for the disagreeable man who sits in the Kremlin, it is only
natural to expect that there will be far less of it. No one knows how deep the
damage will go. Ideally, cooperation on issues like counterterrorism,
nonproliferation, and law enforcement will not end up being part of the
collateral damage. Unfortunately, we may be entering murky terrain where a
quiet tip-off about opaque threats like the Tsarnaev brothers end up becoming
even more problematic for both sides’ bureaucracy.
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What kinds of events could jolt both sides out of this kind of race to the bottom?
We can’t possibly know, of course, but the most likely possibility might be an
exogenous regional issue such as a make-or-break moment for the long
running negotiation over Iran’s nuclear activities, or unanticipated escalation of
events in the Middle East. If that happens, it will probably be harder for the
Obama administration or its successor to sustain the post-Ukraine status quo
and continue to insist that Russia is merely a regional power.
The confluence of global crises this summer (Gaza, Ebola, Iraq, etc.) should
remind all of us of the fragility of the existing global system and reignite a
debate on why the post-1989 bipartisan American foreign policy vision sought
to convert as many states as possible into stakeholders.
Even as we sharply disagree with Moscow’s dismaying, unacceptable behavior
in Ukraine, our strategy needs to be flexible and adaptable enough to advance
or protect those interests where Russia’s weight is still likely to be felt, for good
or ill.

Printable PDF

http://perspectives.carnegie.org/us-russia/dangers-inflexibility/

Page 3 of 4

The Dangers of Inflexibility – Perspectives on Peace and Security

9/4/14, 12:35 PM

Add a comment...

Comment using...
Facebook social plugin

Terms & Conditions | Privacy Policy | Contact Us | Site Credits
| Photo Credits

© Carnegie Corporation of New York, 2014

The views expressed on this site are the sole opinions of the
authors and do not necessarily reflect those of the
Carnegie Corporation of New York.

http://perspectives.carnegie.org/us-russia/dangers-inflexibility/

Page 4 of 4

