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PUTIN’S COMEBACK: A “RESET” OF FOREIGN POLICY"

SECURITY BRIEF

By Cyr/l Kulenovi¢’, Analyst

ladimir Putin is launching his third presidential mandate as the head of the Russian Federation. During the five years
spent as Prime Minister, his main frustration remained his lack of control over foreign policy. Will his comeback change
his multipolar vision and tough approach of diplomacy? Did the criticism Putin faced from the opposition and civil society
during the last electoral cycle change his relationship with his counterparts? What does his campaign reveal about his vision

of international affairs?

How did Putin leave the stage?

Until 2008, Putin’s strategy was to reinforce the place
of Russia on the international arena through direct
attacks towards the US, strengthening Russia’s neigh-
borhood politics, legitimizing Russia as an alternative
spokesman for the Third World, and solidifying the
basis of a future cooperation with China.

The election of a neutral and ‘pro-Western’ profiled
Dmitry Medvedev in 2008 indeed followed a tense
and troubled period. The last years of Putin’s leader-
ship were characterized by a tactic of destabiliza-
tion with regards to the European and Northern
American “monopolistic dominance in global
relations”. During the Conference on Security Policy
held in Munich on February 2007, he concluded
the assessment of his eight-year term by focusing
on the external threat represented by the United
States in ‘hyper use of force in international rela-
tions, comparing American dominance to the Third
Reich by sharing ‘the same aspiration to establish an
exclusive dictate over the world' As an alternative to
his endemic reluctance to NATO and ‘Western hege-
mony’, he specifically multiplied visits to potential
allies in 2007, such as Iran, Indonesia, and China in
order to build a counter-power.
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The external relations of Russia are strongly linked
to the national policies in favor of the renewal of the
Motherland. Vladimir Putin’s first goal was to restore
the image of a strong federal power as President
Yeltsin failed to rebuild the leadership and influ-
ence of the Soviet Union. The reinforcement of the
Russian Motherland was needed to reduce internal
dissensions, improve regional politics and economic
relationships but also to contain potential external
threats if associated with any other leadership in-
volved in the Arab and Persian worlds.

Medvedev: time for reconciliation

The change in American Foreign Policy after the elec-
tion of Barack Obama sought to reduce American
intervention abroad and restore normalized relation-
ships with non-allied countries such as Russia. The
Secretary of State reached out to Sergey Lavrov, sym-
bolizing US hopes to mend frayed ties with Moscow.
This symbolic action was followed by Obama’s first
visit to Prague in April 2009, where he stated that the
US ‘must pursue constructive relations with Russia
on issues of common concern’. The completion of the
START treaty was thus the occasion for Barack Obama
to outline a ‘very effective working relationship built
upon candor, cooperation, and mutual respect’.
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Vladimir Putin supporters celebrating: “A strong President — A strong Russia / We are united, we will win / We believe, we believe".

Photography by: United Russia party.

The political campaign: a comeback for anti-
Western rhetoric

After four years of a more accommodating stance
under the Medvedev mandate, the tone toward the
West started to change with Vladimir Putin’s electoral
campaign. There is a resurgence of anti-Western sen-
timent in Russian politics, as evidenced by the Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs which warned ‘The days when
Russia could be lectured or preached to are over".

Vladimir Putin detailed his approach to foreign affairs
in several articles published in Moskovskie Novosti and
remains faithful to the position he took five years ago
in Munich.

Putin emphasized principles for the strict application
of international law and the respect of national integ-
rity. The same principles legitimize the face-to-face
with the Euro-Atlantic democratic bloc. During the

campaign, he openly criticized the American ‘obses-
sion for absolute invulnerability’ and gave his clear
vision of the consequences of a polarized interna-
tional arena: ‘the absolute invulnerability on one side
would mean the absolute vulnerability of all others.
The target is the same as in 2007; the internal strategy
of consensus has to find an echo abroad to avoid any
assimilation with Western politics.

Arab Spring: Putin’s crusade and political advantage
The Arab Spring increased the fracture between Med-
vedev and Putin’s perception of international affairs.
The term ‘crusade’ used by Putin, to describe NATO's
action in Libya was immediately criticized by Dmitri
Medvedev, condemning Putin’s stance as ‘'unhelpful’

This confrontation over Resolution 1973 lasted from
April 2011 up to the presidential election. Vladimir
Putin found a way to isolate Medvedev from the



e~

OCTAHIBHTD APECEIPA!

Nikolai Ivanovich Teretschenko (1924-2005) was a Russian painter, member of the Artists’ Union of the USSR.
This poster called “Stop the aggressor” was published in 1958 by the Central Committee of the Soviet Union.

electorate (62% of the Russians were against the sig-
nature of the Resolution according to a poll conduct-
ed by Levada Center), from the Russian Foreign Affairs
body, and from the political establishment. A large
campaign conducted by Vladimir Putin strengthened
his position internally to fight against foreign inter-
vention on sovereign States, where Russia’s interests
are at stake. The Putin-controlled Duma, perhaps
seeking to prevent the dispute from escalating, ad-
opted a compromise position to call on NATO to stop
all military action against Libya, but also stating that
the Russian abstention on the UNSC resolution had
been ‘appropriate’

The Russian veto against the UN Resolution on Syria
is therefore not only a direct sign of Putin’s comeback
after a transitional period during his re-election, but
also a sign to Medvedev that his mandate is over.

The fear of Putin’s service

The Russian Federation has double standards regard-
ing the nuclear developments in Iran and North
Korea. The growing threats of an intervention in Iran
are a real concern in Russia. Vladimir Putin has said
that a military intervention in Iran could have ‘major
consequences’ and proposes to be designated as
mediator. Financial and economic interests are cen-
tral in this approach and Iran’s diplomatic positions
are undoubtedly reinforced by the support of Russia.
On the other hand, if Russia decides to support the
civil nuclear program in Iran, the volatile relationship
with the DPRK would face several diplomatic crises.
When Vladimir Putin says that he does not‘choose his
neighbors’ he also condemns the West for ‘increasing
nuclear proliferation” through a frontal and ‘brutal
interference’ Nevertheless, Vladimir Putin wants to
maintain joint leadership with China on the case of
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DPRK and will keep an active role in UN resolutions
towards its military nuclear program.

The Wars on Terror and Narcotics are personal cru-
sades of Vladimir Putin, which, during the last elec-
toral campaign, became a preponderant subliminal
motto through billboards and shows carried out by
the candidate. The designated enemy is less sublimi-
nal and clearly shows Putin’s intention to reemerge
on the Afghan scene. Despite the scars left by the first
Afghan war, and the tense relationships with Hamid
Karzai, Vladimir Putin is questioning the impact of
the US/NATO operations in the region and proposes
to participate in Afghanistan’s reconstruction of a
multi-representative system with shared goals: ‘to
destroy narcotics production and [...] to break the
country’s links with the Al-Qaida and other terrorist
movements.

Asia: an alternative to European bankruptcy

Russia is one of the world'’s largest producers of crude
oil, and has been a dominant player in the energy
game, but still remains weak in the world economic
game. Medvedev prepared the field for a developing
Russian-Chinese relationship by soring out the ter-
ritorial dispute over the Yinlong Island. Now that the
doors are open for a full cooperation between the
two countries, Putin sees no ‘black clouds’in building
close political relations and therefore reinforcing the
BRIC countries by providing a powerful tandem.

As soon as the new Asian economic axis was on track,
the European financial crisis appeared for Vladimir
Putin as an opportunity to demonstrate the strength
of the Russian economy and signal that it's time for
Russia to open new markets after the 'bankruptcy’
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of its main trade partner. The campaign emphasized
Putin’s hand-out to the European Union to assist in
fighting Europe’s sovereign debt crisis. This oppor-
tunity served as a domestic reminder that during his
mandate the Federation came back to the sixth place
among the largest economies in the world with GDP
growth averaging 7% per year. Putin indeed needed
to use the European crisis to push his citizens to invest
in the stock market and for South Asian countries and
China to be confident in the Russian market.

A controversial come-back

The repression of demonstrations and suspicion of
frauds during the electoral cycle have undoubtedly
damaged Russia’s reputation and also complicated
domestic politics. Although the opposition of the new
middle class to control over the market, corruption,
lawlessness and dead weight in the administration
is real, the demonstrations are also seen as a direct
influence of a “perverted” Russian diaspora. Putin
himself invoked the image of the enemy at Russia’s
gates by accusing the U.S. Secretary of State of incit-
ing the protests. This hypothesis of a “plot” finds an
echo in the Russian opinion but also among the can-
didates to condemn oligarchs’ interference in Putin’s
international affairs and in the street. Moreover, the
West has no material evidence to condemn Vladimir
Putin’s reelection and the observed frauds do not soil
his own legitimacy despite the biased representation
of his movement in the Parliament.

If Putin did cry during his victory speech, this was not
over the death of the ‘reset’ of a West-Russian coop-
eration, but for the victory of his 12-year strategy to
establish himself as the only credible option to restore
Russian legitimacy and greatness.
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