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Introduction

Russian foreign policy experienced a dramatic shift in the mid-1990s.
From a predominantly Western-oriented foreign policy, it embarked on
a more diversified strategy. In the early 1990s, Russia’s approach had
been characterised by the rejection of the Soviet past. Such a high pre-
mium was placed on cooperation with the West that Russia relinquished
many of its historic partnerships.1 However, by mid-1993, the resolute
turn to the West had been tempered by the move to a more reserved
policy. One of the most noticeable aspects of this policy shift related to
the diversification of Russia’s alignments. Russia began to develop and
expand cooperation with a number of key states, which had previously
been marginalised in Russian foreign policy, as they were seen to be less
than fully integrated members of the international community.2 Conse-
quently, far more emphasis was placed on a policy of active alignment3

with China, Iran, and Iraq. This book is concerned with Russian align-
ment policies, as they constitute a defining feature of the Russian foreign
policy shift. It examines the period from 1992 to the start of 2006,
focussing on the policy of active engagement with these states from the
mid-1990s onwards.

Russian alignment patterns have been substantially overlooked as
being of little consequence.4 Exceptions to this include a handful of aca-
demics who warn of the threat of Russian relations with ‘rogue’ states,
but even then this issue has not been assessed in terms of a systematic
analysis of the drivers of alignment.5 In contrast to much of the contem-
porary literature, this book does not focus on examining the history of
post-Cold War Russian bilateral relations, as an end in itself. Rather, the
goal of the analysis is to situate these developments in a larger context –
that of Russian alignment policy. This topic has broader significance in
at least three regards.

1



2 Russia and the Challengers

First, Russian engagement with ‘challenger’ states such as China, Iran,
and Iraq was a symptom of a broader shift in Russian foreign policy
in the mid-1990s.6 Nonetheless, Russia’s active alignment policy was
central to the shift. Second, Russian partnership diversification was
highly indicative of the evolution of Russian foreign policy. Russia’s
policy towards ‘challenger’ states reflected the strategic reorientation
of Russia. Third, analysis of Russian alignment policies throws reveal-
ing light on the array of linkages between self-perception, institutional
arrangements, regional security concerns, and geopolitical aspirations of
a state adjusting to decline in power and status.

Looking at partnership diversification is a particularly useful way in
which to investigate the drivers of Russian foreign policy decision-
making. In order to ascertain what factors have driven Russian align-
ment policy, four dimensions are isolated: economic, domestic security,
regional, and global. The dynamic interplay of these drivers in Russian
alignment with China, Iran, and Iraq is examined. In unpacking the
issue of economic drivers of Russian policy, those individuals, ministries,
and groups that spearheaded Russian foreign policy towards ‘challenger’
states in pursuit of economic advantage are assessed. Domestic security
matters, in this particular context, are taken to mean issues relating
to the sovereignty and territorial integrity of the Russian state. This
dimension is valuable in analysing the manner in which Russian align-
ment policy was driven by attempts to ameliorate domestic threats
to a weakening Russia. Russia’s regional calculations are important in
revealing the importance of Russia’s Asia-Pacific and Middle Eastern
aspirations in influencing Russian foreign policy. The final dimension
is the global one. This dimension sheds light on the manner in which
the United States influenced Russian alignment policy. The extent to
which attempts to balance the United States drove Russian alignment
policy in regard to ‘challenger’ states is considered.

The states examined all occupied a key place in Russia’s relations
with the Far Abroad. Russia recognised that these countries were seen
by the United States as ‘challengers’ to American interests. On the sur-
face, it would seem that Russian alignment policy in regard to these
states suggests a strong connection with the United States. In fact,
these particular cases were chosen in order to examine the extent to
which the American factor interacted with Russian economic, domestic
security, and regional objectives in driving Russian alignment pol-
icy. The concept of challengers used here is a new one. It refers to
those states which in Russian perceptions are seen in Washington as
posing political ‘challenges’ to American interests. America has been
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extremely vocal about ‘states of concern’. This, in turn, provided Russia
with clear indications of states that would be the most useful part-
ners with which to pursue Russian objectives in the light of American
protestation.

At the theoretical level, various analyses have invoked differing appel-
lations for states posing a challenge to the international order and the
contemporary political hierarchy. From renegade or revolutionary7 to
revisionist,8 paranoid and pariah states,9 each of these terms has sought
to elucidate the manner in which particular states have attempted to
alter the international status quo. These perspectives are normally asso-
ciated with the neo-realist view that international politics exists in terms
of more or less permanent structural tension between defenders of,
and opponents to, the prevailing order. Challengers undertake foreign
policies that endeavour to alter the existing international power dis-
tribution to their own advantage.10 Characteristics attributed to such
states include involvement in illegal or secret activities with regard to
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction; violence in their exter-
nal relations; repression domestically; willingness to violate interna-
tional norms and international law; involvement in terrorism abroad;
anti-Western and especially anti-American rhetoric; opposition to the
spread of democracy and market economies; and contempt for civilised
norms.11

One might be tempted to apply these labels to China, Iran, and Iraq.
However, this would entail an examination of the ‘rogue’ nature of these
states as well as the way the ‘rogue’ concept has come to be used in
US political discourse which is outside the scope of this analysis. Here
these states are examined in the context of Russian readings of American
perceptions of them as challengers.

In both the rhetorical and the substantive senses, Russia was aware
that the United States viewed these states through the lens of ‘chal-
lengers’ to American interests. The Pentagon set contingencies against
such regional powers, ostensibly on the grounds that they might have
or acquire hegemonic ambitions and develop weapons of mass destruc-
tion, which could pose a challenge to the United States.12 Thus, capacity
in addition to potentially malign intentions drew China, Iran, and Iraq
into a group seen as potentially detrimental to American interests. The
United States undertook practical steps against these states ranging from
economic sanctions to political and military actions. Moreover, in the
American discourse these states, especially Iran and Iraq, have been
referred to as rogues, outlaws, mavericks, renegades, pariahs, backlash
states, and even demons.13



4 Russia and the Challengers

It is necessary to differentiate between Russian perceptions of
America’s policy towards China, on the one hand, and Iran and Iraq
on the other. The distinction here refers to Russia’s comprehension of
America’s distinguishing between these states on the basis of potential
versus actual threat. China was a state in ascendance in international
politics. Though on the surface China appeared to be a status quo power,
its increasing military might, growing political influence, and economic
policies posed a nascent challenge to American preponderance. More-
over, a number of Chinese establishment figures claimed that the rise
of China was natural and inevitable. They contended that China was
merely regaining an international status lost in the past, thereby restor-
ing justice.14 American perceptions of the Chinese ‘challenger’ have
been framed against this background.

Iraq and Iran were seen by the United States to more clearly exhibit
‘challenger’ tendencies in their policies through territorial or religious
expansion, opposition to the West, and disgruntlement with the con-
temporary distribution of power. Iran and Iraq have held prominent
roles in much of America’s rhetoric concerning ‘rogue’ states. America
consistently expressed concern over Iraq’s ‘challenge’ to the interna-
tional system following Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1991. American
insistence on ridding Iraq of the dictatorial Hussein regime and prevent-
ing the development of weapons of mass destruction, which eventually
led to the invasion of Iraq and the overthrow and execution of Saddam
Hussein, was justified on the basis of this vague ‘rogue’ threat.

Washington also rather persistently referred to Iran as illegitimate.
With the Iranian revolution and the ascent of the Ayatollah Khomeini
to leadership, Iran presented a vocal challenge to the international dis-
tribution of power. It commenced with a campaign against the West,
calling the United States the ‘Great Satan’ for its values, and sanction-
ing terrorist activities. Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, Khomeini’s successor as
Iran’s religious leader, and his backers continued to jail dissidents, stifle
reform, and hold a hard-line stance against the United States and other
Western nations. Russia would be unlikely to concur with American
assessments of these states given its different historical relationships and
strategic interests. However, Russia was fully cognizant of Washington’s
perceptions.

Numerous works have cited the events of September 11, 2001,
signifying a colossal shift in Russia’s relations with the United States;
this book takes a different approach. The aftermath of September 11
and American political and military interventionism were extensions of
the trends Russian foreign policy-makers had already recognised. As a
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result, the slight improvement in relations in the direct aftermath of
September 11 and the eventual cooling of relations can be viewed as the
natural dance of diplomacy rather than a momentous shift.

Approaches

There is no single theoretical approach capable of explaining the
nuanced Russian pattern of alignment with ‘challenger’ states. This book
is not concerned with testing the utility of a particular theoretical con-
struct on Russian behaviour; rather it uses the approaches as a basis with
which to analyse which are most appropriate in shedding light on par-
ticular relationships and specific time periods. There are four approaches
which have the potential to shed light on the evolution of Russia’s rela-
tions with ‘challenger’ states: alliance theory/balance of power, social
constructivism, economic neo-liberalism, and governmental politics.

A balance of power/alliance theory approach can illuminate Russian
reasoning for pursuing relations with ‘challenger’ states in three ways.
First, it speaks to why Russia would align. Each actor in the interna-
tional system has an overriding interest in its own survival. There is near
agreement that alliances are driven by expediency rather than ideology
or values, that their primary motivation is to enhance state security in
the face of some immediate or future external threat. In this view, states
seek alliances primarily to enhance their capabilities through combina-
tion with others.15 Liska’s aphorism that ‘alliances are against and only
derivatively for, someone or something’ which implies that relations
with allies and adversaries are inseparable16 holds particular significance
in the Russian case. Furthermore, common to the various versions of
balance of power theory is the prediction that weaker states will form
alliances to oppose stronger powers.17 This work uses alliance theory
in order to gain an understanding of how the changing distribution of
power in the international system would condition Russian alignment
strategies.

Second, it unpacks the concept of threat, which influences a state’s
alliance decisions. Stephen Walt introduces the concept of balance of
threat which asserts that rather than allying in response to power alone,
it is more accurate to say that states will ally with or against the
most threatening power. Walt identifies four types of threat: (i) aggre-
gate power; (ii) proximity; (iii) offensive capability; and (iv) offensive
intentions.18 Alliance theory elucidates the manner in which Russia’s
perception of intent is likely to play a role in Russian alliance choices.19

This is important in understanding Russia’s approach to the United
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States and also in unpacking regional drivers of Russian policy. Cer-
tainly, Russian alignment policy can be understood in part through
attempts to diminish security threats posed by China and Iran as well as
the reigning American hegemony.

Third, alliance theory makes clear a state’s alliance options. States
have the option of balancing or bandwagoning. Balancing is alignment
against the threatening power. Bandwagoning refers to alignment with
the dominant power. Walt argues that states form alliances primarily to
balance against other states, and that bandwagoning behaviour is rela-
tively rare.20 Alliance theory can shed light on the particular alignment
strategies Russia has undertaken at various points in its post-Soviet for-
eign policy development. On the surface, it seems that Russia has chosen
at different points the paths of bandwagoning and balancing.

According to alliance theory, Russia would have an interest in prevent-
ing any other actor from dominating the system.21 The system specifies
the degree of the perceived external security threat, the availability of
international allies, the nature of the security guarantees and economic
or military resources that allies might provide, and the autonomy costs
that must be sacrificed in return.22

The utility of alliance theory is suggested by the repeated use of
realist terms and approaches in Russian foreign policy. Concepts of
‘balancing’23 and ‘leverage’24 were frequently used with regard to ‘chal-
lenger’ states and their use in the Russian–American relationship.25 From
statements by Boris Yeltsin and Yevgeni Primakov to declarations in
bilateral agreements and Russian security concepts, balance of power
terms were often present.26 Thus, it is possible to assert that Russian
policy-makers seemed to view the world in zero-sum, balance of power
terms. Even in non-subjective ways, it is possible to identify alignments
as responses to negative developments in the international system. For
example, Russia used its relations with ‘challenger’ states to demon-
strate opposition to such occurrences as the bombing of Kosovo, NATO
expansion, and abrogation of the ABM Treaty.

This analysis looks at multi-dimensional partnerships and not at the
kind of military or security alliances which are examined in alliance
theory. Alliance theory is a helpful tool in understanding Russian
actions but remains limited in its usefulness. It is incapable of explaining
issues concerning the timing of policy shifts or the particular idiosyn-
crasies associated with the evolution of the Russian polity in the early
post-Soviet period which have impacted on decision-making. Russian
policy was also influenced by the evolution of notions of identity
within Russia in the post-Cold War period. Here, the social constructivist



Introduction 7

approach might prove helpful. There is, however, no clear-cut division
between the two theoretical approaches. Threat perception cannot be
clearly understood in the absence of an understanding of identity. As
such, social constructivism contends that decisions of states to cooper-
ate or compete respond to the extent to which and the manner in which
the self is identified with the other.27 Therefore, social constructivist
thought can contribute to the utility of alliance theory’s analysis.

Social constructivism is able to shed light on the interaction between
identity and foreign policy as well as the way in which role concep-
tions shaped by international realities impact on foreign policy-making.
Instead of taking the state for granted and assuming that it simply seeks
to survive, constructivists regard the interests and identities of states
as a highly malleable product of specific historical processes.28 From a
constructivist perspective, the central issue is how different groups con-
ceive of their identities and interests which are produced by interactions,
institutions, norms, and cultures.

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War, which
had for so long shaped Russian culture, left an identity vacuum in many
senses. Russians were forced to engage in a redefinition of the state.
There were momentous challenges to beliefs about the Russian nation,
about other nations, and about the nature of the relationships that
existed or should exist between Russia and other actors in the inter-
national arena.29 The debates in Russian society about where Russia
belonged and what it was to be were not a new phenomenon, rather
they continued from as early as the eighteenth century.

According to constructivist analysis, the underlying assumptions embed-
ded in national history and myth change slowly over time as political leaders
reinterpret them and external and internal developments reshape them.30

Structural change, or cultural change, occurs when actors redefine who
they are and what they want.31 Nonetheless, the institutionalisation of
national identity tends to make identity constructions relatively resis-
tant to change. It reinforces certain practices and rules of behaviour
which explain and legitimise particular identity constructions.32 Given
the tumultuous nature of the post-Soviet period for Russian identity,
social constructivism can reveal the manner in which changing con-
ceptions of Russian identity impacted on Russian alignment policy. The
utility of social constructivism is suggested by numerous official state-
ments demanding Russia’s treatment as a great power on the basis of
what was often described as its rich history, culture, and peoples.33

In social constructivist terms, foreign policy-makers are highly
influenced by role conceptions, which are sets of norms expressing
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expected foreign policy behaviour and action orientation.34 Role
conceptions can be understood as a ‘road map’ for foreign policy-makers
to facilitate an understanding of complex political realities.35

Thus, Russian foreign policy-makers may have defined the directions
of Russian policy in response to expectations premised on Russia’s pre-
vious interactions with the international environment.36 Russia’s early
promulgation of a largely Western foreign policy resulted in increasing
domestic pressures centred on a rejection of a purely European path for
Russian foreign policy. Certainly, a number of foreign policy declara-
tions related to specific Russian customs, institutions, territory, myths,
and rituals.37 As a consequence of the articulation and institutionalisa-
tion of these concepts in the political culture, foreign policy-makers may
have interpreted the political reality through this particular prism.38

This corresponds with the ‘grand strategy’ interpretation of foreign
policy – that foreign policy is about national identity itself, the core
elements of sovereignty it seeks to defend, the values it stands for and
seeks to promote abroad.39

A holistic conceptualisation of identity looks not only at the develop-
ment of identity within the state but also how the international system
sets the context for identity formation. State identities are affected by
the international system, and those identities are in some ways consti-
tuted rather than just caused by the system.40 This may be particularly
relevant with regard to Russian claims of being forced into the role of
‘junior partner’ to the United States in the post-Cold War period.41

There are a number of constraints in the use of social construc-
tivism which limit its utility. There exists a methodological problem
of identifying the link between identity and foreign policy decisions.
Comprehensively isolating the influence of identity, which is itself an
evolving and nebulous concept, remains difficult. We now turn to
another approach which can contribute to a more thorough analysis
of Russian alignment patterns.

Economic neo-liberalism is helpful in shedding light on the impor-
tance of economic interests in driving Russian relations with ‘challenger’
states. The Russian economy underwent a dramatic decline with the
transition from a Communist command economy to free-market cap-
italism. Russia saw a rapid destruction of the old economic system and
the substitution of neo-liberalism. The results were dramatic. Russian
Gross Domestic Product fell by approximately 12 per cent per year from
1992 to 1994, meaning that it shrunk by an estimated 45 per cent from
1991. Inflation skyrocketed to 2500 per cent in 1992 and 8 per cent of
the workforce was unemployed.42
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By the end of 1997, Russia had achieved some progress. Inflation
had been brought under control, the rouble stabilised, and an ambi-
tious privatisation programme had transferred thousands of enterprises
to private ownership. But in 1998, the Asian financial crisis seriously
impacted on the recovery of the Russian economy, contributing to a
sharp decline in Russia’s earnings from oil exports and resulting in an
exodus of foreign investment. Matters came to a head in August 1998
when the Russian government announced a devaluation of the rouble,
debt defaults, and a bank bailout. Since that time, Vladimir Putin has
undertaken significant actions to place the economy on a more stable
footing.43

Economic neo-liberalism is able to elucidate important economic
factors driving Russia’s alignment with China, Iran, and Iraq. This
approach suggests that the optimal means of achieving economic pros-
perity for all is greater openness to international trade and investment.44

Economic neo-liberalism would expect Russian economic actors to seek
to maximise their commercial advantages through rational calculations.
In this manner, it is able to highlight the economic and commercial
advantages to be gained through engagement with ‘challenger’ states.
Given Russia’s competitive economic advantage in China, Iran, and
Iraq, neo-liberalism would predict that Russia’s approach would be
guided by desires to consolidate its position in markets which had yet
to be overrun by Western competitors. Moreover, neo-liberalism would
be able to explain why both the state and important Russian economic
actors sought to break down barriers to trade in order to pursue their
economic advantage in these states.45 This was especially salient, given
the potentially temporary advantage Russia held in these states against
future Western challenges.46

The role of economic actors in influencing foreign policy is also
significant in neo-liberal terms. The economists of the early nineteenth
century insisted on the primacy of self-interest and incentives as
motivating forces for economic actors which would lead to perfect
competition.47 In the Russian case, economic liberalism demonstrates
how the evolution of political structures saw foreign policy decision-
making become influenced by economic actors pursuing their own
interests.48 The capacity for economic influence on Russian foreign pol-
icy is intimately linked with the evolution of Russian political structures.
Thus, we turn to our final approach, that of governmental politics.

The governmental politics model illuminates the manner in which
the institutional context impacts on foreign policy-making. This
approach conceives of the government neither as a unitary agent nor
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as a conglomeration of organisations, but rather as a number of indi-
vidual players, bargaining for position and power. Organisational goals
and interests are intermingled with personal interests.49 Consequently,
the decisions and actions of governments are the result of compro-
mise, conflict, and confusion among officials with diverse interests and
unequal influence.50 The instability prevalent within the foreign pol-
icy decision-making system for much of the Yeltsin period facilitated
such bargaining and conflict within government.51 The governmental
politics approach is able to elucidate how inconsistencies in Russian
foreign policy may have resulted from interaction and conflict within
government agencies.52

The lack of a hierarchy within the Russian foreign policy-making
bureaucracy permitted those sectors interested in relations with
‘challenger’ states to have a disproportionate influence on policy. This
approach asserts that foreign policy decisions are made as a result of
a process which benefits those with bargaining advantages. Bargaining
advantages include formal authority and responsibility, actual con-
trol over resources, expertise, control of information, the ability to
affect other players’ objectives, and access to players who have bar-
gaining advantages.53 Bargaining is conducted through action channels
which are regularised means of taking governmental action. The rules
of the game come from various statutes, court interpretations, execu-
tive orders, conventions, and even culture.54 These regularised action
channels were limited in the Russian case, especially in the early days
when bureaucracy and hierarchy were still being restructured. However,
increasingly, those with interests in particular alignments, especially
those with economic interests, came to gain greater influence on Russian
policy towards ‘challenger’ states.

Kozak and Keagle contribute to the literature on governmental politics
by integrating groups that influence policy outside the government
structure. These include lobby groups, citizen’s coalitions, public pres-
sure groups, and so on. There are strong ties and mutually beneficial
relationships between political actors and clientele groups.55 By main-
taining support for the governmental structure, the clientele groups gain
a role in policy-making.56

There is little doubt that important economic interests were closely
linked with the interests of particular government ministries within
Russia. One of the central facets of Russia’s economic transition was
the emergence of a small group of powerful industrialists commonly
referred to as oligarchs. These individuals and their financial and
financial–industrial corporations were one of the most influential facets
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of the national economy. The evolution of the Russian political system
ensured that these groups had strong influence over government policy,
most overtly under Yeltsin’s regime. Cooperation between the state and
the financial oligarchs meant that decisions were taken based on mutual
agreement, and decisions were put into action to the mutual benefit of
both sides not necessarily to Russia’s benefit.57

Methodology

This work is by no means intended as a comprehensive analysis of
bilateral relations between Russia and ‘challenger’ states. It is necessary
to surrender a certain amount of comprehensiveness in historical nar-
ration for a broader understanding of the patterns of development in
Russian alignment strategy. This analysis investigates Russian bilateral
relations with a number of different states possessing ‘challenger’ ten-
dencies. These cases are used as studies of more general trends within
Russian foreign policy.58

The states selected are critical to any investigation of the diversifica-
tion of Russian foreign policy in the mid-1990s. The three ‘challenger’
states with which Russia has pursued the most vigorous relations are
(i) China, (ii) Iran, and (iii) Iraq. China falls into one category and
the other states into a second. This is necessary not only due to the
difference in Russian understandings of American perceptions of China’s
challenge but also because of China’s greater potential challenge.
Furthermore, China is a different case because of its size, geostrategic
importance, and depth of relations with Russia. The other countries are
considered within a second group. Both Iran and Iraq posed little true
military or political threat to the United States, notwithstanding claims
of their nuclear capabilities; however, they were seen as states with the
desire and ability to threaten American interests. Though their conse-
quence may vary both within Russian foreign policy and in terms of the
policy responses to them, their relevance lies in their ability to reflect
Russian foreign policy strategy. The choice of cases offers greater oppor-
tunities for comparison between similar types of alignment but controls
for size and depth of relations.

The choice of cases was influenced by a desire to examine alignment
rather than merely one-dimensional relations. Thus, the particular cases
chosen exhibit more than an orientation on Russia’s part, but less than
full alliance. These states were chosen because of Russia’s patterned and
regularised set of relations with them over time. A number of alterna-
tive cases could have been chosen including Libya, Syria, and Cuba.
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These cases posed problems due to the absence of alignment along all
of the dimensions examined as well as the paucity of literature, which
would have made a thorough study nearly impossible. Though this
study assesses the political nature of these relationships, it is impossi-
ble to divorce political partnership from economic, security, or military
relations.

The book is divided into two sections. Part I addresses the Russian con-
text while the second deals with the cases chosen. The purpose of this
division is to first set the context of Russian policy-making and then
to delve into the specific circumstances surrounding decisions to align
in each case. Chapter 1 provides a broad perspective on the identity
debates which shaped the Russian political milieu. It is divided into
three sections. The first investigates the Russian debate over identity
delving into the manner in which the Eurasianist versus Atlanticist
debate coloured Russia’s decision to align with ‘challenger’ states. The
second section unpacks the concept of Russian role perceptions and con-
siders how Russia’s initial anticipations about the role it was to play in
the international system gave way to attempts to use ‘challenger’ states
to entrench a great power position for itself. The final section exam-
ines Russia’s perceptions of the development of the international system
and the manner in which these interacted with Russian alignment
policy.

Chapter 2 examines the institutional context. It provides a brief exam-
ination of the institutional landscape in which Russian foreign policy
has been framed. It then goes on to look at the interplay of various actors
in regard to each state demonstrating how the institutional context
influenced Russian engagement with these states. The final section of
this chapter investigates the broader trends across countries to consider
the impact of particular individuals, ministries, and economic groups in
driving Russian alignment policy.

Part II (Chapters 3, 4, and 5) investigates the development of Russian
bilateral relations with China, Iran, and Iraq respectively from 1992
to 2006. These chapters examine the interplay of four factors driv-
ing Russian relations: (i) economics, (ii) domestic security, (iii) regional
concerns, and (iv) global issues. In this manner, it gauges the rele-
vance of different dimensions at various points in the development of
post-Soviet Russian foreign policy, thereby illustrating the developing
strategic interests of the Russian state.

The concluding chapter sums up the inferences made throughout the
book identifying key findings.
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Broader significance

There has been no systematic attempt by previous authors to address
Russian alignment policy with ‘challenger’ states. Rather than focusing
entirely on relations with the United States and Western Europe, Russia’s
focus turned to cooperation with a variety of states and regions. Active
alignment reflected the changing strategic orientation of the new Russia.
The increasing centrality of these alignments in Russian foreign policy
necessitates a thorough investigation into its origins.

Russian alignment policy towards ‘challenger’ states signalled and was
symptomatic of its broader foreign policy actions. Certainly, Russia’s
move from a policy of largely bandwagoning to one premised increas-
ingly on balancing had consequences for Russia’s ability to effectively
integrate into and engage the international system.

This work also has broader implications for international relations
analysis. Much of the literature on alliance formation offers security-
based accounts premised on issues of threat and threat perception. This
work provides both a broader conceptualisation of partnership through
its examination of alignment-formation and a more expansive range of
explanatory variables in understanding the origins of alignments. In so
doing, it shows how multi-dimensional approaches can be useful in the
analysis of alignment policy. Alignment is not simply a lesser version
of alliance. Rather, it is a fundamentally different concept with discrete
foundations.

With the end of bipolar conflict and the emergence of unipolarity, the
discipline of international relations has increasingly had to take account
of new types of relationships between nation-states. Traditional alliances
have given way to more varied and nuanced linkages. Consequently,
security issues which might have had the capacity to explain why states
align are not wholly capable of shedding light on the origins of con-
temporary alignments. For this reason, this model has been provided
with which to examine these qualitatively different types of relations.
This work offers an examination of the linkages between self-perception,
institutional arrangements, regional security concerns, and geopolitical
aspirations of a state adjusting to decline in power and status.



1
Perception and Misperception:
Russia Looking Inward and Out

The realm of ideas and perceptions has been critical in shaping Russian
foreign policy in the post-Soviet period. What emerges when one looks
inside post-Soviet Russia is a picture of a state in the throes of transi-
tion, simultaneously asking essential questions about what it was, what
it would be, and what system of relations it was to join.59 Construc-
tivist theory provides insight into the manner in which answers to these
questions influenced foreign policy-making. Constructivism views ideas
and identities not as tangential but central to the way that states engage
the international system.60

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War, which
had for so long shaped Russian political culture, left an identity vacuum
of sorts which was filled with a foreign policy premised on almost
unconditional Westernism.61 This approach, which pervaded early post-
Soviet Russian foreign policy, was characterised by an acute emphasis
on relations with the United States and Europe to the virtual exclusion
of Russian historic partnerships with Eastern states or even the states of
the Near Abroad. The aim of this new policy direction was largely the
rejection of Soviet values and structures.62 The shift in the mid-1990s
towards a more diversified foreign policy indicated that identity con-
structs had failed to fundamentally change in the short period since the
end of the Soviet Union.63

An examination of perceptions and ideas is instrumental to under-
standing the change in Russian alignment policy in the mid-1990s.
First, this chapter demonstrates how conceptions of Russian identity
impacted on Russian alignment policy. The re-emergence of the debate
between Eurasianists and Atlanticists within Russia reflected a dis-
comfort with the early post-Soviet Western inclination. According to
numerous policy-makers and pundits, Russia’s position made it unique

14
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and necessitated a diversified foreign policy. As a consequence of the
articulation and institutionalisation of these concepts, foreign policy-
makers had to interpret the political reality through this particular
prism.64 The Eurasian approach to foreign policy united democrats,
Communists, and nationalists and became a legitimising principle of
the regime.65 The consolidation of Russian relations with ‘challenger’
states became a vital part of this redefinition. If Russia was to be
Eurasian, it had to re-engage those states with which it had all but
abandoned relations in the early post-Soviet period.

A second important goal of this chapter is to examine how Russian
foreign policy-makers were influenced by role conceptions, which are
sets of norms expressing expected foreign policy behaviour.66 The per-
ceptions of Russian foreign policy-makers in the early post-Soviet period
were shaped by the expectations that Russia’s role would remain largely
unchanged. Russia had retained its territory, much of its population,
and its enormous potential. Thus, Russian foreign policy-makers defined
the directions of Russian policy based on Russia’s previous interactions
with the international environment.67 The learning curve for Russia was
rather steep, and many of the assumptions held at the outset of what
Russia’s role was were to be proved false.

Certainly, perceptions of Russia abroad had changed. By the mid-
1990s, it seemed to numerous Russian policy-makers that Russia was no
longer being treated as an equal. Increasingly, Russia rejected the ‘junior
partner’ role to which it felt itself being relegated.68 Consequently, it
came to demand treatment as a great power.69 Russia increasingly came
to use its relations with China, Iran, and Iraq in the light of challenges
to its status.

The third factor that significantly influenced Russian alignment pol-
icy was that of Russian perceptions of the international system. By the
mid-1990s, Russia regarded with grave concern the evolution of the
post-Cold War international system. An international order premised on
American hegemony and unipolarity would inevitably exclude Russia.
Unipolarity was identified as a problem that had to be surmounted or
at the very least diminished. The construction of the multipolar ideal
was largely a response to this situation. Rather than seeking direct con-
frontation with the United States, Russia attempted to create conditions
which allowed it to resist American influence and ensure that Russia was
seen as a significant international actor.70 ‘Challenger’ states, especially
China and Iran, were central to this Russian policy objective.

This chapter is divided into three sections, each a progressively
broader appraisal of the context of Russian foreign policy-making. The
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first investigates the Russian debate over identity, delving into the
manner in which the Eurasianist/Atlanticist debate coloured Russia’s
decision to align with ‘challenger’ states. The second section unpacks
the concept of Russian role perceptions and determines how Russia’s
initial perception of the role it was to play in the international system
gave way to attempts to use ‘challenger’ states to entrench a great power
position for itself. The final section examines Russia’s perception of the
development of the international system and the manner in which this
interacted with Russian alignment policy.

The great identity debate

Russia is a country that for large swathes of its history has been mired in
an essential quandary over its identity.71 Its eastward expansion begin-
ning in the sixteenth century meant the incorporation of a third of
the Asian landmass into what was culturally a European country.72 Its
people, politicians, and politics have embodied this territory.73 Russian
political culture was, therefore, bound to be linked to its position
straddling both Europe and Asia.74 The debate over Russian identity
is not merely an academic exercise in self-discovery. Where policy-
makers have stood on the debate has been fundamental to how they
have understood both Russia itself and the right path for Russia in the
contemporary system of international relations.

With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the erstwhile debate over
whether Russia was a Eurasian or European power re-emerged.75 Dis-
agreement over whether Russian foreign policy should reflect Russia’s
European or Eurasian characters reached a peak between 1992 and 1995
when the backlash against Russia’s unreserved Western foreign policy
was at its height. The debate can broadly be framed within the context
of two camps: the Westernisers/liberals and the Eurasianists/national-
patriots.76 Each held that their view of Russia was an accurate inter-
pretation of Russia’s historical development and the necessary route
to its future prosperity. The Westernisers or zapadniki have since the
nineteenth century defined themselves in terms of Western values. Also
referred to as Atlanticists, this approach focuses on a deeply embedded
aspiration to join the West,77 stressing that Russia should reinte-
grate into the world economy and the global system of international
relations.78

The zapadniki gained ground from Gorbachev’s policy of ‘new
political thinking’, with its emphasis on international accommoda-
tion in the early 1990s which spearheaded a re-conceptualisation of
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Russian identity.79 New thinking disavowed the view that capitalist
and socialist states had intrinsically conflicting and zero-sum inter-
ests and that the existence of one constituted a threat to the security
of the other.80 Instead, new thinkers argued that security depended
ultimately on good political relations with potential enemies; arming
against them was more likely to increase the external danger than
reduce it.81

In the early 1990s, the Atlanticist perspective stressed the importance
of social and institutional factors in determining the quality of interstate
relations and downplayed the significance of geography and primordial
culture.82 The modern Atlanticists, democrats and proponents of market
reform, had a vocal representative in Russia’s first post-Soviet Foreign
Minister, Andrei Kozyrev.83 Atlanticists also occupied key positions in
Yeltsin’s circle. Besides Kozyrev, Prime Minister Yegor Gaidar, Secre-
tary of State Gennady Burbulis, Minister of Communications Mikhail
Poltoranin, and Deputy Foreign Ministers Vitaly Churkin, Georgy
Kunadze, and Fedor Shelov-Kovedyaev were part of the Atlanticist
grouping.84

The early leaders of Russian foreign policy, President Yeltsin and
Foreign Minister Kozyrev, sought to distance themselves from the posi-
tions of their predecessors (Gorbachev and Shevardnadze) and the
terminology they had used. Nonetheless, they proceeded with a line
highly comparable with that of their predecessors. It appeared to
many that the vision of common security and human values inspired
by Gorbachev’s ‘new thinking’ could serve as the basis for Russian
policy.85 Kozyrev clearly indicated that his leadership saw strong com-
mon interests with the West, calling for integration and cooperation
and identifying Russia’s interests with the ‘civilised’ world and its val-
ues. The latest adaptation of new political thinking equated progress
and prosperity with Europe.86 This approach produced an initial Russian
policy dominated by a wide-ranging reaction against traditional Soviet
foreign policy doctrine,87 premised on a swing towards virtually uncon-
ditional Westernism. This meant that Russian foreign policy was almost
entirely focused on relations with the West at the expense of Russia’s
other relations.

Kozyrev promulgated the idea that Russia’s future lay in its ability to
be incorporated into Europe. In this period, the Russian Foreign Ministry
was pursuing broad political cooperation with partners in the United
Nations Security Council and was attempting to gain full participation
in international economic institutions. Moreover, in line with Russia’s
Atlanticist inclinations, Russia sought to support Western initiatives to



18 Russia and the Challengers

impose United Nations (UN) sanctions against Russia’s old allies Serbia,
Iraq, and Libya.88

The Western inclination in Russian foreign policy meant the demo-
tion of China, Iran, and Iraq in its foreign policy priorities. If Russia was
to truly be Western, then it had little use for the Soviet Union’s dubi-
ous partners. Russia’s relations with China were limited to mitigating
potential border tensions. The Russian–Iranian relationship consisted of
a few technological agreements responding to Iranian initiatives that
were duly terminated in response to American pressures. The Iraqi case
was particularly indicative of the Atlanticist turn in Russian foreign pol-
icy. Russia made a few meagre diplomatic attempts to prevent war from
breaking out between the United States, its allies and Iraq over Kuwait
in 1991.89

At no point in its troubled tenure did the Kozyrev policy of integration
with the West enjoy widespread support among Russian policy-makers
and intellectuals. On the contrary, the policy was controversial from
the start. In the early post-Soviet period, opposition was diffuse and
disorganised. However, in response to Russia’s early post-Soviet foreign
policy, an opposition group slowly began to coalesce. This group, led by
Sergei Stankevich, a Presidential adviser to Yeltsin, was made up of indi-
viduals from disparate ideological backgrounds who all believed that
Russia had gone too far in its courting of the West and had to begin
addressing questions of national interest.90

Opposition to the Atlanticist approach coalesced under the auspices
of the Eurasianists or derzhavniki who held very different perspectives
on Russian identity to those of the Atlanticists. Though the debate
between Westernisers and Eurasianists had raged since the time of Peter
the Great, the derzhavniki concept drew heavily upon a philosophical
school of 1920s Russian émigrés, who had tried to find a compromise
with the Stalinist version of socialism. It stressed the uniqueness of
Russia. Elgiz Pozdnyakov, a Russian authority in international relations
theory, noted, ‘The geopolitical location of Russia is not just unique
(so is that of any state), it is truly fateful for both herself and the
world.’ Eurasianism implies a geographic frame of reference, primarily
the Eurasian continent with other regions being of peripheral interest
for Eurasianists.

Sergei Stankevich, an ardent Eurasianist stated, ‘This land, in which
East and West, North and South are united, is unique, and is perhaps
the only one capable of harmoniously uniting many different voices
in a historical symphony.’91 Russia, being situated between two civilisa-
tions, was a natural keeper of both a civilised equilibrium and a world
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balance of power.92 Some Eurasianists suggested that Russia assume the
role of a bridge connecting Europe and Asia, and many declared that
the Kremlin concentrate its attention on the East.93 This group was not
anti-Western per se, but stressed the need to preserve Russia’s freedom
of action and the importance of defending Russia’s national interests,
even when this produced some discomfort in the United States or other
Western countries.94

Russia’s unique history and geostrategic position ensured that
Eurasianists were greatly concerned with Russia’s status as a great
power.95 The Eurasianist security concept was premised on notions of
national interest. According to Stankevich,

The national interests of any country are predetermined by geog-
raphy, history, culture, ethnic composition, and political tradition.
Between those fundamental interests that do not change at all and
those that are always changing, there is a set of interests which reflect
what may be called the ‘national idea.’ The national idea is a nation’s
self-identity. It is a very emotional topic; a subject concerning the
changing course of a nation’s history. It is not a scientific value sys-
tem but a set of visualizations of the national past – and the national
future.96

Critics of early Russian foreign policy charged that the Russian govern-
ment should stress the great power interests of the Russian state ensuring
that Russia’s entry into the civilised world community was not to be at
the expense of Russia’s national interests.97 They accused the govern-
ment, in its excessive concern for Western goodwill, of having neglected
states that were especially important to Russia, such as China, India,
South Korea, and Saudi Arabia. They contended that the pro-Western
foreign policy had exacted a great price in terms of Russia’s international
standing, its autonomy, and its national interests.98

As opposition mounted against the government’s excessively lib-
eral and pro-Western approach, Kozyrev bore the brunt of hostility.99

However, the turning point came with the 1993 legislative elections,
which resulted in increased support for Vladimir Zhirinovsky’s ill-named
extremist Liberal Democratic Party of Russia (LDPR). This led many asso-
ciated with the pro-Western policy to withdraw from government or
move towards the Eurasianist group.100 Thus, within only a couple of
years of the collapse of the Soviet Union, there occurred a significant
policy shift in Russia in which most elites agreed that Russia should
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preserve its great power status in the form of a Eurasian state distinct
from the West.101

This move towards a more Eurasianist foreign policy soon came to be
reflected in foreign policy. In early 1993, at the time of a Presidential
state visit to India, Yeltsin declared, ‘the time for Russia’s concentra-
tion on partnership with the West has come and gone. The recent
series of visits to South Korea, China, and now India is indicative of
the fact that we are moving away from a Western emphasis in Russian
diplomacy.’102

The lessons of the early 1990s had significant consequences for the
evolution of Russian identity. There was a sense that the implementa-
tion of an almost entirely Western approach to Russian foreign policy
was alien to a country located at the heart of Eurasia. Moreover, the
policy premised on rejoining Western civilisation had paid few divi-
dends. Russia saw the West providing insufficient financial support to its
reforms, excluding it from a number of Western clubs, and taking advan-
tage of Russian weakness. The anticipation of full inclusion into the
Western world and partnership in the community of democratic states
initially stimulating Russia’s posture soon turned to disillusionment
and resentment. Russia came to focus on a greater range of diplomatic
encounters more in line with its Eurasian geographic position. An obvi-
ous option was to turn towards its neighbours and former allies. Thus,
the rejection of unconditional Westernism brought about a new agenda
focusing on states such as China, Iran, and Iraq.

This new Eurasian approach to foreign policy was truly inculcated
with the ascension of Yevgeni Primakov to the position of Foreign
Minister. In a move designed to signal the end of one era and the open-
ing of another, on 5 January 1996, the Kremlin announced Kozyrev’s
resignation and the appointment of Yevgeni Primakov, an ardent
Eurasianist, as Foreign Minister.103 Primakov believed that Russia, like
any great power, needed a diverse foreign policy cultivating strong ties
not only with the West but also with China, India, Japan, and the
countries of the Far and Middle East.104

China began to occupy a more central role on both practical and
rhetorical issues of domestic security and within the economic realm.
Russia simultaneously pursued cooperation with the Middle East, which
was especially significant given Primakov’s marked interest in the
region. He reinforced trends towards deepening ties with both Iran and
Iraq at the expense of Russia’s relations with Israel and the United States.
Finally, Russia came to respond positively to Iraqi diplomatic initiatives
seeking to reinvigorate Russian–Iraqi economic relations.
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This shift has been pursued under President Putin. His foreign policy
approach has been marked by the pursuit of a Eurasianist policy while
simultaneously undertaking a policy which links Russia with European
partners. This was particularly evidenced in the mid-2000s when Russia
pursued a multi-vectored foreign policy based on maximising Russian
interests through partnership with both the East and the West.

The evolution of the debate over Russian identity in the post-Cold
War period resulted in an emphasis on Russia’s unique history and
geostrategic position, which necessitated a Russian rejection of a foreign
policy path premised entirely on cooperation with the West. Russia thus
chose the path of diversification, which meant engagement with ‘chal-
lenger’ states. This did not mean the rejection of cooperation with the
West or the denial of Russia’s European past. Rather, political pragma-
tism dictated that Russia remain pointedly looking both East and West
to adequately reflect both Russia’s past and its future.

Russia’s post-Cold War role: the search for great
powerhood

The successor of the Soviet Union was a state economically weakened,
militarily in disarray, and politically unstable. Nonetheless, the Kremlin
had few doubts that Russia’s role in the post-Cold War international sys-
tem should be influential. Roles are not merely ephemeral conceptions
with little impact on behaviour. In fact, they are compound phenom-
ena, created by the combination of an actor’s biased understandings
of what its behaviour should be (role conceptions), society’s demands
(role expectations), and the particular context in which the role is being
acted out.105 Thus, roles in the political context provide actors with a
secure sense of identity. As such, interpretations of past and current
experiences that the nation has with other countries, and the social and
economic pressures that the nation perceives both from its citizens and
from other countries, shape role conceptions.106 In the Russian context,
regardless of its contemporary decline, Russia wanted what it had had
for centuries: great power and influence.

During the time in which states develop their roles, they also develop
myths and institutions to protect them. Hence, even when major struc-
tural changes occur as they did with the collapse of the Soviet Union,
the society could not completely discard and transform the remain-
ing myths and institutions.107 This was especially true of the foreign
policy-making elites, many of whom had been retained from the Soviet
period. Interestingly, and perhaps understandably, Russia’s continued
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claims of greatness proliferated precisely at a time when international
and self-perception coincided in the diagnosis that its status, power, and
influence in world affairs had declined.108

The Russian state was compelled to set out a framework for its new
role in the context of the evolving international system.109 A consensus
emerged and continues to exist within Russia with regard to its desire
to be treated as one of the world’s great powers and not merely in rela-
tion to its formal status in the UN.110 Russian claims to great power
status could hardly be premised on its contemporary circumstances.
Rather, Russian policy-makers contended that Russia’s greatness lay in its
many centuries of history, unique geopolitical position, adequate mili-
tary might, and considerable technological and intellectual potential.111

This potential necessitated Russian inclusion at the highest echelons of
international decision-making. As Kozyrev described it, Russia, while in
a period of transitional difficulty, retained the inherent characteristics
of a great power.112

Increasingly, Russia was faced with the realisation that its great power
status was under threat. Russia found the role it was permitted in the
international system entirely unacceptable.113 Challenges to Russia’s
great power status can be separated into two categories: broad chal-
lenges to Russian influence and becoming America’s junior partner. In
the early post-Soviet period, Russia believed that the United States would
support its unassailable position as a great power. American foreign pol-
icy statements and policies encouraged the notion that Russia remained
a geopolitically important actor. However, gradually Russia was receiv-
ing neither the economic benefits of cooperation with the United States
nor the influence due a great power. Thus, the Atlanticist approach was
challenged as resembling, particularly at the outset, the posture of a
country defeated in war.114 In addition, a number of American poli-
cies further disgruntled Russian decision-makers, clearly demonstrating
Russia’s inability to integrate into the Western-fold and influence the
development of international affairs. Tensions were fuelled by North
American Treaty Organization (NATO) expansion, American abrogation
of the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty (ABM Treaty), and American indiffer-
ence to Russian interests in the Balkans, the Caucasus, and the Caspian
basin.115

The second challenge Russia perceived to its status was the sense that
Russia was being forced into the role of junior partner to the United
States. Yeltsin spoke with mounting force of American discrimination
against Russia and attempts to force Russia into the role of a junior
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partner.116 It is in this context that Russian foreign policy continued
to move in the direction of demanding the maintenance of its role as
one of the most influential states in the international system.117

Russia’s problem was twofold. It was losing influence because of
its declining political, military, and economic power and these con-
ditions were augmented by the perception that ‘a number of states
[seek] to weaken Russia’s positions in the political, economic, and mil-
itary spheres’.118 Russia had ceded a number of its historic interests in
exchange for promises of inclusion and assistance, which simply had
not come to fruition. The fact that there was a disjuncture between the
perception of great power status and the reality of Russia’s declining
power meant that Russia would have to determine a new approach to
attaining its objectives.119

China was particularly important given its size, growing power, and
influence in reinforcing Russian perceptions of itself as a great power.
Primakov declared that friendship with China was ‘indispensable to
Russia, which resists the notion that there are winners and losers of the
Cold War and that a unipolar world order should be created against
Russian interests’.120 Iran was also useful in raising Russia’s profile. It
was especially constructive in providing Russia with a means of retain-
ing bargaining power in its relations with the United States as well as
demonstrating Russian sovereignty and defiance. Russia’s active partic-
ipation in the series of Iraqi crises reinvigorated its place as a major
diplomatic actor in international relations.

Russia no longer occupied the superpower position it had during the
Cold War. Many indicators suggested that Russia had little right to be
considered even a great power. Nonetheless, Russian perceptions dic-
tated that Russia’s role would be that of other great powers. These beliefs
were soon to be challenged in the light of American foreign policy deci-
sions. Russia’s manner of reconciling these challenges was the use of
‘challenger’ states to pursue its great power aspirations. Given Russia’s
perception of itself as a great power, it intended to use its interna-
tional alignments to reinforce Russian great power aspirations. Primakov
lamented the initial Russian approach of attempting to smooth relations
with the United States by ignoring historical partnerships.121 The rein-
vigoration of these partnerships served three purposes: it raised Russia’s
profile by demonstrating that Russia still possessed powerful friends over
which it had influence; it provided greater authority in Russia’s rela-
tions with the United States; and it indicated Russian defiance against
American attempts to diminish its influence. By diversifying, Russia



24 Russia and the Challengers

sought to find a balance between Russian perceptions of its role in the
international system and its treatment by great powers, especially the
United States.

Perceptions of the post-Cold War order

Perceptions of Russia’s rightful role in the emerging international system
were intimately connected with understandings of how the post-Cold
War international order was developing. Many in Moscow saw Russia’s
emergence as the successor to the Soviet Union as a great victory not
for the United States but for Russia itself.122 Russian policy-makers felt
that Russia had made an immense sacrifice in the name of general
human interests, a new civilised and humane world order, and a com-
mon European home. This sacrifice was the abandonment of the Soviet
Union and the Soviet bloc.123 As such, there were no losers; there were
only winners.

The resultant expectation was that Russia’s contribution to interna-
tional peace and security would be suitably understood and appreciated.
What this meant in practical terms was that Russia would be welcomed
into the community of democratic states as an equal. Ostensibly, the
Cold War had ended, leading to the end of bloc politics. Russia would
be one pole of power, and there would be no need for America to seek
hegemony. Numerous Russian academics and political actors denied the
hegemony of the United States following the end of the Cold War. They
maintained that though America was a strong economic and military
power, it was a power heavily reliant and dependant upon its allies.124

Thus, it could not deem itself to be an independent centre of global
leadership and had little right to act in that way. Kozyrev was so certain
of this fact that he asserted, ‘one thing is sufficiently clear: the interna-
tional order in the twenty-first century will not be a Pax Americana or
any other version of unipolar . . . dominance’.125

Russia accepted that the evolution of the international system was a
process and likely a long-term progression. In the initial stages, relapses
into attempts to create a structure of international relations based on
one-sided solutions to key problems of world politics would likely
remain strong.126 Yet, Russia saw its role as providing firm opposition
to any possible recurrences of imperialist manifestations in American
foreign policy, or any efforts to turn the United States into the only
superpower.127 Russians still believed that Russia, as a great power, was
responsible together with the other permanent members of the United
Nations Security Council for maintaining world peace and security.128
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The Russian belief that the system would move towards a balanced
playing field was rather myopic. Russian policy-makers soon came
to identify unambiguous threats from the evolution of the interna-
tional system. Numerous American claims emerged of the United States
bringing about the end of the Cold War and subsequently seeking to
institutionalise this victory and consolidate a geopolitical order benefi-
cial to them.129 Thus, Russia was faced with two corresponding problems
in the development of the international system. First, the emergence
of an America bent on hegemony which implied a unipolar world in
which Russia possessed no pole. Despite the early reluctance of the
Clinton administration to portray the United States as the ‘world’s
policeman’ the wars in the former Yugoslavia demonstrated to Russia
America’s more assertive foreign policy direction in the mid-1990s.130

The American government sought American-led and directed collective
security with the new democratic Russia to play the role of follower.
Underpinning these policies would be the foundation of American
power and leadership.131

This threat in itself was sufficiently daunting but when coupled with
attempts by the United States to counter Russia’s consolidation as an
influential centre of the international system, the menace to Russian
interests was clear. Russians saw American policies as attempting to
reduce Russia’s importance in the solution of key international problems
and sideline Russian input into issues of concern to its populace.132 For-
mer Deputy Secretary of State, Strobe Talbott contends, ‘It has become
increasingly apparent that the United States is not pursuing a policy of
alliance, but rather one of renewed containment under a new guise.’133

Russia was also highly concerned with the increasing movement
towards unilateralism in American foreign policy. Numerous foreign
policy thinkers in both Russia and the United States contend that there
are pronounced tendencies in American political culture towards unilat-
eralism and moralism.134 The Bush administration’s approach to foreign
policy has only served to more deeply institutionalise unilateral action,
disregarding the interests and perspectives of other states.135 Russian
policy-makers saw the system of international relations developing in
such a way as to exclude Russian influence, while policies on the inter-
national agenda were increasingly touching on issues of concern to
Russia.

Russia saw its role in the world order under threat. Russians were
unwilling to cede their place in the halls of power given their history,
but they were slowly being expelled. Notwithstanding, initial Russian
hopes for the development of a more egalitarian international system,
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Russia was forced to face reality. The near consensus in Moscow was that
the proper response to encroaching American hegemony was the con-
scious and active construction of multipolarity.136 Multipolarity was a
concept consolidated under Foreign Minister Primakov.

Only in a multipolar system could Russia take its rightful place as
a major international actor. To Russia, multipolarity meant continu-
ing equality, influence, and stability.137 It referred to the strengthening
of the economic and political positions of a considerable number of
states and their integration-oriented associations, as well as the improve-
ment of mechanisms for multilateral control of international political,
economic, financial, and informational processes.138

Primakov viewed Russia’s role as preventing a unipolar world domi-
nated by a single superpower and supported the multipolarisation of the
international system. Moreover, he saw Russia’s role as a counterweight
to the negative trends that were appearing in international affairs,
opposing American attempts to dominate the situation.139 Balancing
behaviour is relational.140 American foreign policy played a critical role
in determining its timing and nature. If the United States was seen as
imposing unilateral outcomes in situations of concern to great powers,
the result would be a negative reaction to those policies, in the form of
balancing behaviour.141 Criticism of unipolarity was a persistent theme
in Russian political discourse before the Kosovo crisis; it became even
more vocal after the NATO intervention had occurred.142

The construction of multipolarity was largely a defensive measure.
Rather than seeking direct confrontation with the United States, Russia
attempted to create conditions which allowed it to resist American
influence and protect traditional spheres of influence from American
encroachment.143 Multipolarity was a means of pursuing two objectives:
allowing Russia to retain its self-perception as a great power and chal-
lenging the main threat to this, American preponderance. By promoting
this multipolar model, Primakov was recognising not only that Russia’s
status as a great power was in jeopardy, but also its ability to respond
to threats emanating from the United States.144 A more diversified strat-
egy of alignment gave Russia flexibility in its dealings with the outside
world145 at a time when its economic and military capabilities were
seriously weakened.146

‘Challenger’ states were useful in Russia’s pursuit of multipolarity for
a number of reasons. Primakov specifically and repeatedly sought to
use the relationship with China to demonstrate that there were other
states actively resisting the notion that a unipolar world order should be
created.147 These conceptions coalesced in April 1997 with the signing
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of the Russian–Chinese Joint Declaration on a Multipolar World and
the Establishment of a New World Order.148 In a veiled reference to
the United States, the declaration noted, ‘No country should seek hege-
mony, conduct a policy based on force and monopolise international
affairs.’149

Russia also used its relationships with ‘challenger’ states in its pursuit
of multipolarity by way of constructing a challenge to American uni-
lateralism. Russia and China came to view a number of significant
international issues in the same way, which permitted them to speak
with one voice. A number of these coinciding positions responded to
American policies which both China and Russia found alarming, such
as America’s policy on terrorism, the invasion of Iraq, and the threat
of an American intervention in Iran.

Iran was a significant partner for Russia given its political inclinations
and particularly hostile attitude towards the United States. Primakov
declared that he intended to confront Washington with a demand
for equal partnership by strengthening Moscow’s ties in the Middle
East.150 Likewise, he made clear that Russia had the option of increasing
its Middle Eastern commitments if it were deliberately excluded from
Europe.151

Finally, Iraq was especially important in pursuing Russian multipolar
objectives. Russia’s multilateral approach to diplomacy in the Iraqi case
demonstrated that Russia and other major powers were able to ally and
oppose the United States, weakening the conception that the United
States was an omnipotent hegemon.

Conclusions

The collapse of the Soviet Union brought forth many transformations,
but also left much unchanged in the Russian polity. It would be unrea-
sonable to assume that Russians could instantaneously adjust from
being citizens of a superpower to members of a society in political,
economic, and structural decline. How could Russian foreign policy
simply contract to respond to the capabilities, or lack thereof, of the
new Russia? Russian foreign policy-makers continued to demand the
esteem and influence they saw as their entitlement as a great nation.
Many of the beliefs and interests, legacies of Soviet times, had remained
accepted norms of behaviour. Identity shapes the way states respond
to developments. Russia had little doubt that it would remain a great
and influential power in the evolving international system. However,
identity also permits an understanding of the lessons learned within the
foreign policy-making establishment and the resultant choices made.
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Russia learned much from its initial policy decisions. It had rejected its
past only to find itself removed of the vestiges of glory associated with
this past. Russia could choose to accept these realities or alter its for-
eign policy in line with a more pragmatically oriented agenda focused
on national interests, interests which continued to focus on issues of
great power and security. Russia could not do this alone; it required the
support of partners. Thus, improved relations with ‘challenger’ states
were instrumental in facilitating a role corresponding with Russian self-
perception which concomitantly led to the pursuit of an order in which
Russia would have more influence. Gradually, ‘challenger’ states came to
occupy a more important role in demonstrating Russia’s Eurasian char-
acter, confirming Russia’s great power status, and advocating Russia’s
version of a multipolar world. Thus, in many senses, Russian pursuit of
alignment with ‘challenger’ states were conditioned by modern identity
issues which arose from the vestiges of Soviet identity.



2
The Russian Institutional Context

Individuals, ministries, and groups within the Russian polity have been
instrumental in shaping Russia’s policy towards ‘challenger’ states in the
post-Cold War period. This chapter assesses the priorities of the vari-
ous actors in order to understand why Russian policies towards these
states developed in the particular ways they did. Given the diversity of
the cases assessed, one would imagine that the drivers of Russian policy
would respond to varying strategic concerns.

The evolution of Russian alignment policy reflects broader patterns in
Russian foreign policy-making. In the period between 1991 and 1996,
Russia had no truly coordinated policy towards any of the ‘challenger’
states assessed in this study. First, there was a distinct lack of an insti-
tutional framework delineating the hierarchy of and horizontal links
between government actors. Second, and related to the first, compet-
ing ministries and economic groups pursued incongruent policies. What
resulted was a cacophony of voices within government and outside,
ostensibly speaking for Russia. Almost all of these groups, for the pur-
poses of rhetoric, tended to describe their interests as national.152 In this
sense, the cases examined in this study did not radically differ from
more general lines of Russian foreign policy in terms of institutional
constraints.

Though the institutional context operated in similar ways towards
these states, in examining the institutional interactions across coun-
tries, it is possible to identify distinctive patterns. First, given the
salience of economic concerns and the sporadic attention of the Kremlin
and Foreign Ministry towards ‘challenger’ states in the early post-
Soviet period, economic groups had a considerable impact on Russian
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engagement with these states. Economic interest groups were largely
the vanguards of Russian policy. Consequently, economic groups were
able to set the context of Russian relations with which political actors
subsequently had to deal.

Second, Russia’s approach to ‘challenger’ states underscores the
interaction between private commercial and public economic interests.
Given the difficulties in determining what was public and private in
the Russian context, what emerged was a government often working in
the interests of Russian business. Furthermore, the achievement of eco-
nomic interaction with these states came to be tied to political means.
This was particularly salient in the Iranian and Iraqi cases; government
frequently had to intervene in defence of private and public commercial
gain. For the most part, there was no conflict between private and public
interests, especially during the Yeltsin period. Nonetheless, the impor-
tance of economic drivers of policy ensured that there was less room for
state policy in Russia’s relations with these states.

The relationship between government ministries and private eco-
nomic groups is not unusual, even in Western states. However, what
was remarkable in the Russian sense was the extent to which there was
a blurring of the lines between public and private interests. Ministries
were, in a sense, so deeply connected with their client groups such as
the case of the military establishment and military–industrial complex,
that it was difficult to ascertain where one ended and the other began.
As coordination increased in Russian policy towards ‘challenger’ states,
these connections were institutionalised through the formation of com-
missions bringing together Chinese, Iranian, and Iraqi governmental
officials and Russian governmental and private commercial groups to
formalise the relations.

Third, state priorities were developed largely independently of minis-
terial interests. This resulted in incongruities in Russian policy towards
‘challenger’ states. From Yeltsin’s point of view, Iran and Iraq were
part of Russia’s overall relations with the United States. For example,
Yeltsin was willing to trade off Russia’s military technology and nuclear
power interests with Iran for improved Russian–American cooperation.
Yet, this contradicted and impeded the actions of ministries such as
the Ministry of Atomic Energy (Minatom) and the Ministry of Defence
which had been actively pursuing their own policies towards these
states. This tallies with Yeltsin’s approach to foreign policy in general
which did not entail a high degree of strategic policy coordination.

Fourth, institutional interactions varied by period, which had an
important impact on the conduct of relations towards ‘challenger’
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states. As previously mentioned, for much of the early post-Soviet
period, with the exception of China, individual ministries pursu-
ing their economic interests were largely responsible for formulating
Russian policy towards these states. However, in times of crisis in
Russian–American relations, the Kremlin and the Foreign Ministry took
charge of these relations to provide increased coordination in Russian
policy.

The various arguments of this chapter have been informed by the
governmental politics approach. This approach posits that foreign
policy decisions are made as a result of a process which benefits
those with bargaining advantages and skill in using these advantages.
Bargaining advantages include formal authority and responsibility,
actual control over resources, expertise, control of information, the
ability to affect other players’ objectives, and access to players who
have bargaining advantages. In the Russian case, the lack of a dis-
tinct hierarchy among the foreign policy-making bureaucracy for much
of the post-Soviet period permitted those sectors concerned with rela-
tions with ‘challenger’ states to have a disproportionate influence on
policy.

The governmental politics approach also unpacks the manner in
which groups outside the governmental structure influence policy deci-
sions. Consequently, it explains the manner in which strong and
mutually beneficial ties between political actors and clientele groups can
impact upon Russian alignment patterns.153 This approach demonstrates
how government agencies can form partnerships with various groups
with similar interests within government and outside the governmental
structure. Coalitions may include relevant outsiders, legislators, or lob-
byists. In the Russian context, we can see how Russian policy towards
‘challenger’ states was influenced by the interactions between public
and private, as well as the interaction between government ministries
and their associated clients. The governmental politics approach is
therefore able to shed light on a number of significant institutional
constraints on Russian policy towards these states.

The following section provides a brief examination of the institutional
landscape in which Russian foreign policy has been framed over the
past decade. The second section of this chapter discusses the practical
conduct of Russia’s relations with China, Iran, and Iraq. It analyses the
interplay of various actors towards each state. The final section sheds
light on the broader trends across countries to uncover the impact
of particular individuals, ministries, and economic groups in driving
Russian alignment policy.
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The Russian institutional landscape

Though Russia adopted many of the foreign policy-making institutions
of the former Soviet Union as well as its personnel, there were signif-
icant differences which determined that Russian foreign policy would
not merely be a replica of the Soviet Union’s. Russia had to develop a
new strategy corresponding to the new national interests of a demo-
cratic state. Initially, with the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russian
foreign policy-making was guided by an amended Soviet-era constitu-
tion, seeking to accommodate new democratic institutions. However,
its failure lay in its vagueness about the distribution of power between
legislative and executive bodies as well as the relationship between the
roles of the government and executive branches.154

The 1993 Constitution was meant to create a coordinating mecha-
nism for Russian foreign policy. In actuality, it mainly served to con-
solidate power under President Yeltsin. Thus, when asked in December
1993 who would be making Russian foreign policy, Yeltsin responded,
‘Russia’s foreign policy will be determined by the President.’155 Under
the new Constitution, Yeltsin was permitted to determine the basic
guidelines of foreign policy, represent Russia in international relations,
appoint diplomats and the Security Council, and conduct international
negotiations. The new Constitution did little to clarify the division
of executive authority between the Foreign Ministry and the Presi-
dent, and it encouraged the proliferation of Presidential structures and
advisers.

This situation ensured that Russian foreign policy tended towards
unpredictability and ineffectiveness. Russia continuously produced dis-
jointed policy as a result of various institutions speaking on behalf
of the government. This was exacerbated by Yeltsin’s dependence
on advisers who issued statements in his name and rarely coordi-
nated their activities with either the Ministry of Foreign Affairs or
the Security Council, established in 1992.156 Moreover, Yeltsin was an
unpredictable foreign policy actor prone to making foreign policy pro-
nouncements with little or no consultation with other officials involved
in the foreign policy-making process especially in the early post-Soviet
period.

The Foreign Ministry was a victim of Yeltsin’s centralisation of Russian
foreign policy. After initial ambiguity about its role, Yeltsin decreed
in 1992 that it would coordinate the foreign policy activities of other
government agencies. However, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was a
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battleground of foreign policy formation from 1990 through 1996. An
important example of this was in March 1995, when Yeltsin’s criticism
of Kozyrev resulted in Yeltsin assuming control of the Ministry with the
authority to appoint all Deputy Foreign Ministers. At the same time,
Yeltsin enhanced the Ministry’s powers by making it responsible for
coordinating and controlling all governmental foreign policy actions. In
reality, the President’s consolidation of power ensured that the Foreign
Ministry was often sidelined or subordinated.

Since no effective coordinating mechanism had been established to
integrate policy, at times various government agencies undertook their
own, often contradictory foreign policies, revealing little relationship
to the policy of the President, which in turn, sometimes differed from
the policy of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Consequently, for much
of the Yeltsin period, the ‘power’ ministries were able to engage in their
own independent foreign policies. Thus, the Defence and Atomic Energy
Ministries engaged in diplomacy, negotiation, and partnership towards
their own interests.

The Duma also played a part in this fragmentation. Constraints on
Parliament’s ability to limit Yeltsin’s foreign policy-making did not pre-
vent the Duma from engaging in actions tantamount to foreign policy,
going so far as to adopt resolutions which clearly contradicted official
foreign policy. Although they were not binding, the confusion they
caused had damaging effects on perceptions of Russian foreign policy
abroad.

Under Vladimir Putin, the foreign policy-making process was increas-
ingly centralised and coordinated. In contrast with the Yeltsin regime,
Putin was able to bring a cohesion and balance to Russian foreign
policy. Whereas governance was initially characterised by chaotic deal-
ings between openly competing institutions and agencies, the bureau-
cratic atmosphere became one of calm and relative compliance.157

Putin sought to clearly delineate between corporate and state inter-
ests. Consequently, there was a tighter nexus between the formula-
tion and implementation of policy. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs
was provided greater authority to manage the actions of various
ministries.

The increased coordination of the Putin period reflected broader
trends in Russian relations with ‘challenger’ states. The following section
examines the manner in which the evolution of the institutional con-
text impacted on the making of foreign policy towards ‘challenger’
states.
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‘Challenger’ states and Russian foreign policy-making

Russian players in the Chinese context

Russia’s relationship with China has been characterised by state-driven
engagement. For the most part, state actors sought to deepen part-
nership with China both politically and economically. This differed
from both the Iranian and the Iraqi cases, in which economic actors
spearheaded engagement. At the political level, the state sought to
institutionalise cooperation through agreements with China at the
highest levels. However, the state was also instrumental in facilitat-
ing the entry of various Russian economic actors into China. There
were repeated attempts by the state to bring economic relations
to the same levels as political ties. The major actors influencing
Russia’s China policy can be divided into three main groups: exec-
utive (President, Presidential administration, Prime Minister); min-
isterial (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of Fuel and Energy
(Mintopenergo), Ministry of Defence, and the Minatom); and com-
mercial (military–industrial complex, oil interests, and atomic energy
interests).

The first groups to undertake cooperation with China laid the
foundation for further relations. However, they were more accurately
contending with the legacies of Soviet times. Yeltsin and the Foreign
Ministry were keen to do away with disputes with China in order
to prevent the emergence of an aggressive Chinese neighbour. Thus,
early stages of cooperation sought to deal with border issues and ille-
gal immigration.158 However, Yeltsin and his administration were under
increasing pressure from Russian industrial lobbies to create favourable
conditions for economic collaboration with China. The Russian defence,
atomic energy, and oil and gas industries were all keen to reap economic
rewards in China. The government, including the President and the
Foreign Ministry, sought to facilitate Russia’s advantageous economic
position in China.

The Russian military–industrial complex was quick off the mark.
Empirical evidence is far from strong; however, it seems the govern-
ment encouraged such activities. China was to become Russia’s largest
arms buyer. This was a result of Russia’s indisputable position in the
Chinese marketplace given that the United States and Western Europe
had refused to supply high-technology weapons to China.159 Not all seg-
ments of the military, however, were so keen on arms transfers. Some
within the military and the government feared that providing China
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with high-technology weaponry was arming a potential hegemon on
Russia’s borders.160

The Minatom was also highly interested in the Chinese market from
the early post-Soviet period onwards. The state took an active interest
in facilitating such cooperation.161 The Russian fuel and energy sec-
tor was more tentative in its approach to China. The push by the
Russian government responded to the real interest of Russian business
in developing relations with China. Economic cooperation continued
to underachieve as compared to the evolving political relationship.

Increasingly, Russia both responded to and sought out avenues for
deepening political cooperation. The sheer number of bilateral sum-
mits demonstrated the importance state-led interaction held in driving
Russian policy towards China. Thus, by April 1996, Yeltsin was seeking,
if only at the rhetorical level, strategic partnership with China. Given
the salience of China in Russian foreign policy, it is not surprising that
the state was the most important driver of relations with China. The
proactivity of Russian foreign policy in the Chinese case differed signif-
icantly from institutional approaches in the Iranian and Iraqi cases.

Russian players in the Iranian context

The institutional context played an important role in the manner in
which Russia engaged Iran. In the Iranian case, in contrast with the
other cases examined, there was strong division between various seg-
ments of the government about the extent to which Russia should
cooperate. This both stymied and encouraged cooperation at various
times. In large part, economic actors were the first to engage in relations
with this state. Both ministries and their ‘clients’ had much to gain in
the Iranian market.

In a manner consistent with Yeltsin’s general foreign policy approach,
he took decisions with regard to Russia’s policy towards Iran with
little consideration for the ramifications for particular ministries and
economic groups. This was especially true at times of crisis in the
Russian–American relationship when threats of sanctions and political
consequences for Russian–Iranian cooperation were at their peak. Given
that Yeltsin saw Russian relations with Iran and Iraq as part of Russia’s
broader relations with the United States, at times of tension Yeltsin was
willing to cede ties with Iran in favour of closer relations with the United
States.
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A problem which emerged rather early in the Russian–Iranian
relationship was that Russia’s political and economic elite were not
only unconsolidated, but had divided into competing factions openly
battling each other and pursuing incongruent interests.162 The major
actors influencing Russia’s Iran policy can most conveniently be divided
into those seeking and those opposing Russian–Iranian cooperation. It
is noteworthy that one of the most remarkable characteristics of the
emergent relationship was the manner in which certain government
entities moved between the two camps, at times encouraging and at
others hampering cooperation with Iran.

The first group consists of economic actors broadly coordinated
under the auspices of the Ministry of Foreign Economic Relations
including military interests (Ministry of Defence, Tekhnopromexport,
Rosvooruzheniye previously Rosoboroneksport), nuclear power interests
(Minatom), and energy interests (Mintopenergo, Gazprom, Lukoil, and
Transneft). The economic ministries and commercial lobbies drove rela-
tions in the initial period by responding to a multitude of Iranian
proposals for lucrative cooperative ventures. What was clear from the
very beginning was the focus on economic rewards to be reaped
by cooperation with Iran in three main areas: arms sales, atomic
energy, and oil. These sectors acted as lobbies seeking concessions
from the government.163 However, divisions existed even within these
groups.

Tensions were experienced between the Defence Ministry and the
military–industrial complex. On the one hand, the military viewed
Iran as an important market for weapons. On the other, Iran had the
potential to pose a serious threat to Russian security interests. Notwith-
standing, by 2001 Iran had become the third largest importer of Russian
arms.164 Thus, despite concerns, the military and military–industrial
complex were able to overcome differences to pursue a largely con-
sistent policy of engagement with Iran. In addition to arms sales, the
Russian Atomic Energy Ministry, led by Viktor Mikhailov until 1997 and
then by Yevgeny Adamov, was significant in advancing Russian relations
with Iran. Mikhailov, who was elevated to the Russian Security Council,
wanted to go considerably further than Yeltsin in selling nuclear reactors
to Iran. Mikhailov’s successor Adamov was also keen to expand cooper-
ation with Iran. The third economic group actively seeking cooperation
with Iran was that of oil interests.165

These groups were at various times hampered and encouraged by
political actors (President, Presidential administration, Prime Minister,
Ministry of Foreign Affairs), which constitute the swing group. There
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was little consensus within the government itself on the manner in
which to conduct relations with Iran until the inception of Yevgeni
Primakov’s tenure in the Foreign Ministry. The trend towards engage-
ment preceded Primakov’s appointment. Russian policy towards Iran
often appeared inconsistent and incongruous with various ministries
pursuing fundamentally incompatible policies.

On the one hand, Russian ministries such as the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and Ministry of Foreign Economic Relations facilitated increased
trade and cooperation. On the other hand, we see the government sig-
nificantly impeding cooperation by way of the Gore–Chernomyrdin
agreement, a secret agreement in which Russia effectively stifled
the conclusion of further arms agreements between Russia and
Iran in order to satisfy American concerns over the Russian–Iranian
relationship.

By 1996, more coordination within the Foreign Ministry and between
the Foreign Ministry and other government ministries facilitated greater
cogency in Russian policy. This was when Russia came to use these rela-
tions more strategically to pursue its own regional and global objectives.
At this point, Russian governmental policy clearly sought to advance
greater ties between Russia and Iran.

Any attempts to improve Russian–Iranian relations had to occur
against the backdrop of significant opposition not only from some
segments of the Defence Ministry but also from the Russian Space
Agency.166 The Gore–Chernomyrdin agreement meant to compensate
Russia for losses in military sales with higher quotas for satellite launches
for the Russian Space Agency. Given that all communications satellites
used American components, Washington held significant influence over
this particular agency with the threat of imposing across-the-board sanc-
tions and banning all commercial launches. Though these threats were
unlikely to deter the majority of Russia’s defence enterprises as they did
not rely on American contracts, it seriously impacted on the Russian
Space Agency.167

Any attempts to circumvent the Gore–Chernomyrdin agreement or
to deepen ties with Iran were adamantly opposed by the Russian Space
Agency. At the same time, the Agency may also have been playing a
dual role as it was reported to have sold Iran gyroscopes for possible use
in missile guidance systems, helped in the design of nose cones, and
missile guidance and propulsion systems.168 Notwithstanding, by 1998
Yeltsin signed a directive ordering government authorities to look for
legal loopholes that would allow Moscow to continue selling arms to
Iran without formally breaking the agreement.169
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Russian policy reflected the pursuit of disparate positions and interests
within the Russian political and economic elite. Though economic
interests drove Russia’s initial policy towards Iran, eventually the
Russian government had to deal with the consequences of Russian–
Iranian cooperation for Russia’s broader strategic objectives. The case of
Bushehr is particularly enlightening in this regard. In the light of the
international crisis around Iran’s nuclear programme in 2006, Russia
continued to seek out resolutions at the political level while simulta-
neously seeking to resolve disputes over Iranian payments for Bushehr.
Despite ministerial interests which spearheaded relations with Iran, at
times of crisis in the Russian–American relationship, the Presidential
administration took control of these relations.

Russian players in the Iraqi context

The Iraqi case is particularly important in highlighting the interaction
between public and private interests in driving Russian alignment pol-
icy. The Foreign Ministry and Ministry of Foreign Economic Relations
were instrumental in facilitating Russian–Iraqi cooperation. This policy
position was conditioned by a desire to pursue state economic inter-
ests. Thus, there was a blurring of the lines between public and private
interests in the Iraqi case. This case is also significant in demonstrat-
ing the manner in which the state took over policy-making in times of
crisis. Yeltsin and official representatives took over the strategic course
of Russian–Iraqi relations precisely when tensions between Iraq and the
United States were at their greatest.

Political actions served the primary function of protecting state and
commercial economic stakes in Iraq and secondarily responded to
Russian geopolitical objectives. What is noteworthy in the Iraqi case is
the fact that domestic groups within Russia from disparate ministries,
businesses, and political groups often held coinciding or coordinated
stances. This is likely related to the fact that any economic relations
between Russia and Iraq were subject to international sanctions. For
this reason, any aspiration to deepen economic relations with Iraq could
only be achieved through state-level diplomacy.

The major actors influencing Russia’s Iraq policy can be divided into
three groups, though it should be noted the entities within these groups
did not necessarily possess similar agendas: executive (President, Presi-
dential administration, Prime Minister); ministerial (Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, Mintopenergo, Ministry of Foreign Economic Relations, and the
Ministry of Defence); and commercial (oil interests – Gazprom, LUKoil,
Rosneft, and Zarubezhneft).
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The Foreign Ministry was the first to engage with Iraq though it
would be more apt to say that they responded to Iraqi initiatives. Its
actions were a reaction to Russia’s need for debt repayment and the
increasingly strident demands of the economic ministries in July 1994.
These resulted in the Foreign Ministry’s first diplomatic foray seeking to
remove sanctions against Iraq. It was extremely active in pursuing con-
tacts with Iraq, encouraging the lifting of sanctions and opposing any
form of military action in Iraq. By September, the Ministries of Foreign
Economic Relations and Fuel and Energy began an active campaign
of accelerating relations with Iraq culminating in the creation of the
Russian–Iraqi Commission on Trade, Economic, Scientific and Technical
Cooperation.

The commission was able to bring various Russian oil companies into
official dialogue with the Iraqis. In such a manner, Lukoil, Rosneft, and
Zarubezhneft, which are part of the Association of Russian Enterprises
for Cooperation with Arab Countries (ARKARAB), were able to coordi-
nate a special Russian–Iraqi company to fund the work of Russian oil
firms in Iraq following the lifting of United Nations Security Council
sanctions. As the political situation continued to heat up around Iraq,
the Foreign Ministry, Duma, and Presidential administration took mea-
sures to oppose any form of military action against Iraq, which could
harm Russian economic interests.

Though most governments see a blurring of the lines between
government and private commercial interests, the Iraqi case witnesses
a particularly conspicuous example of this phenomenon. In essence,
Russia’s state debt was to be recouped through private and semi-private
commercial organisations. There was recognition that this debt was
unlikely to be repaid, thus the state sought to recoup its losses through
post-sanction contracts with Russian companies. Therefore, political
actions served the main function of protecting state and commercial
economic stakes in Iraq. The executive was vital in driving relations
at times of crisis. When it seemed that American military interven-
tion in Iraq would divest Russia of its economic interests in Iraq, the
state took over relations from the various ministries. Certainly, after
the invasion of Iraq, the Presidential Administration under Putin was
particularly active along with ministries with a financial interest in the
post-Hussein Iraq, in entrenching whatever position Russia was able to
maintain.

The previous section has investigated the manner in which insti-
tutional factors impacted upon Russian engagement with ‘challenger’
states. It unpacked the intricate interactions which have influenced
patterns of alignment. The following section will examine the actors
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most important to Russian policy towards these states across the
countries.

Institutions influencing Russian engagement with ‘challenger’
states

The institutions in post-Soviet Russia were in a state of persistent evo-
lution. This section provides a broad sketch of the evolution of the
institutions and offers an understanding of how these groups influenced
policy-making towards ‘challenger’ states. This section is divided into an
examination of four different groups in policy-making: the executive;
Parliament; ministries; and economic groups. It is important to note
that in a number of cases, economic interests have been deliberately
folded in with ministries. This is a result of the distinctive interaction
between ministries and their ‘clients’ with regard to the pursuit of rela-
tions with ‘challenger’ states. This is not to say that these groups have
always held consistent interests. However, to a large extent, they have
pursued similar goals.

The Executive

The Presidency

The differences in approach between Yeltsin and Putin were conditioned
by their varying perceptions of institutional structures. Whereas Yeltsin
was willing to override policy-making structures to intervene in Russia’s
relations with ‘challenger’ states when he thought necessary, Putin
sought to subordinate the institutions in order to better coordinate the
policy.

Yeltsin’s tenure was characterised by unpredictability, his being given
to making impromptu policy pronouncements, repeatedly taking both
his own advisers and his interlocutors by surprise.170 Yeltsin intervened
intermittently in the foreign policy-making process, ensuring that the
Foreign Ministry was occasionally sidelined particularly while Kozyrev
was the Foreign Minister.171

Yeltsin’s policy towards ‘challenger’ states varied. He originally
rejected any sort of close relationship with these states in favour of
close ties with the West. The ‘Bill and Boris’ relationship was crucial to
Yeltsin’s self-perception as an important international actor. However, as
a result of deteriorating relations with the West, especially insufficient
attention from the Western leadership, Yeltsin soon came to appreci-
ate the benefits of closer cooperation with ‘challenger’ states both in
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satisfying domestic constituencies and in pursuing his own objectives
internationally.

Certainly, Yeltsin became a vocal, if somewhat impulsive supporter
of Russia’s relations with China, Iran, and Iraq. He held summits with
Chinese leaders frequently, including meetings in September 1994, May
1995, April 1996, April 1997, October 1997, and in one of his last
meeting’s as Russia’s President, in December 1999. Yeltsin’s personal
diplomacy in the Chinese case was instrumental in raising the salience
of China in Russian foreign policy and giving some overlying strategic
concept to these interactions. He moved the relationship forward from
a state of good-neighbourliness to constructive partnership to strategic
partnership.

In both rhetoric and practice, Yeltsin was instrumental in drawing
connections between Russian–Chinese relations and the state of the
Russian–American relationship. The importance of the deterioration of
the ‘Bill and Boris’ relationship as well as the increasing loss of pres-
tige in Russia’s relations with the United States brought about a more
unyielding position from Yeltsin. At times of particularly tumultuous
relations with the United States, Yeltsin clearly leaned on his close
relationship with the Chinese leadership.

His approach to the Iranian issue was more ambiguous. In all his
years in office, Yeltsin never paid an official visit to Iran. Though he
supported increasing economic and political relations, he was will-
ing to trade off this relationship for benefits to be reaped from the
United States thereby undermining the long-standing activities of the
Defence Ministry and the Minatom. He permitted the conduct of
official visits by his subordinates in the context of American pres-
sure; however, he also allowed the signing of the Gore–Chernomyrdin
agreement. In conversation with Clinton in May 1995, Yeltsin con-
soled the American President on Russian–Iranian relations by noting,
‘I have just imposed new controls on Russia’s nuclear cooperation with
Iran. The issue is now disposed of and the two of us should stop tor-
turing each other about Iran.’172 Yeltsin’s personal influence was most
salient at times of tension in Russian–American relations. Otherwise,
decision-making in the relationship was largely left to the ministerial
level.

The dilemma surrounding Iraq was far clearer, at least in the longer
term. As Iraq gradually became somewhat of a litmus test of Russian
great power, it took on greater importance for Yeltsin. His emphasis on
a peaceful resolution to the crises surrounding Iraq can be seen in his
appointment of key figures to deal with diplomacy towards Iraq. The
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issue of Iraq continuously elicited bold statements by Yeltsin. This was
the legacy left to Vladimir Putin.

Putin sought to consolidate the gains made in relations with ‘chal-
lenger’ states by institutionalising and legitimising relations. Putin’s
policy towards ‘challenger’ states was far more coordinated and proac-
tive, encouraging and driving relations. He hoped to improve relations
with China, Iran, and Iraq across the board notwithstanding American
objections to the contrary. Furthermore, at least at the rhetorical level,
Putin attempted to subordinate private economic interests to Russian
national interests in foreign policy-making.

Putin met with Jiang Zemin, and his successor Hu Jintao, numerous
times a year. In 2002, the two leaders concluded a number of signif-
icant bilateral agreements including the Beijing Declaration seeking
to increase economic and political cooperation as well as the signing
of a new Friendship Agreement. This document plainly demonstrated
Putin’s approach to Russian relations with China. It stated, ‘In the inter-
national arena, Russia and China speak out in support of the strength
of peace, stability, development and cooperation, against hegemonism,
power and bloc politics, attempts at the revision of the fundamen-
tal norms of international law . . . .’173 Putin brought about a series of
Russian–Chinese joint statements on international issues of concern
to both states including the abrogation of the ABM Treaty,174 NATO
expansion,175 and the structure of the international system.176

President Putin was also a strident advocate of Russia’s relations with
Iran. He placed increased emphasis on these relations by engaging in
the first post-Soviet Russian–Iranian summit. Moreover, he emphasised
increased economic ties giving Russia permission to supply nuclear tech-
nologies and materials to Iran in May 2000177 as well as repudiating the
Gore–Chernomyrdin agreement in November 2000. Putin’s policy on
Iraq was also clear. It was only in July 2000, after Putin took office,
that Tariq Aziz, Iraq’s erstwhile representative, visited Moscow as an
officially invited guest of the Russian government, and upon Russian
initiative.178 Putin’s diplomatic acumen ensured that the American mili-
tary operation in Iraq and its bellicose position on the Iran crisis of 2006
were dealt with diplomatically and with allies rather than undermining
Russian–American relations.

Yeltsin’s approach to ‘challenger’ states underwent an evolution from
initial neglect to ever-increasing pro-activity to use these partnerships
to Russia’s advantage. For much of the period, China was the only state
that held consistently high salience for Yeltsin. As to Iran and Iraq,
Yeltsin’s involvement was sporadic and largely responded to heightened



The Russian Institutional Context 43

tensions in the Russian–American relationship. However, for the most
part, ministerial interests drove foreign policy-making towards Iran and
Iraq. Conversely, Putin ensured that ministerial interests were aligned
with the broader strategic goals of the state. He became much more
proactive in his approach to ‘challenger’ states. In so doing, he rid
foreign policy-making of Yeltsin’s reactive and vacillating character.

Prime Minister Chernomyrdin

Viktor Chernomyrdin’s role as Prime Minister is cited for two reasons.
First, he was Yeltsin’s longest-serving Prime Minister, acting in this posi-
tion from December 1992 to March 1998. Second, he played an impor-
tant role in Russian relations with ‘challenger’ states. On the one hand,
Chernomyrdin sought to diversify and deepen Russian relations with
these states. On the other, he attempted to ensure that these relations
did not pose a significant hazard to Russian–American cooperation.
This was more a result of the pragmatism of his policy approach than
any particular affinity for the United States. Chernomyrdin’s emphasis
on relations with ‘challenger’ states focused primarily on economics,
especially oil and gas. In practical terms, this meant he supported
arrangements which would bring hard currency to Russian coffers.

His background may have strongly influenced his approach to ‘chal-
lenger’ states. Chernomyrdin had a history as a Soviet apparatchik. From
1985 to 1989, he was the Minister of the Oil and Gas industry of the
USSR. In post-Soviet Russia he became the patron of and, on his removal
from office, the President of the world’s largest gas company, Gazprom.179

Thus, his affiliation with the oil and gas industry was long-standing.
With this background in mind, it is unsurprising that Chernomyrdin
proved a strong supporter of deeper relations with China, Iran, and Iraq,
especially in the fields of oil and gas.180

His emphasis on economic engagement was clear. Chernomyrdin reg-
ularly stressed the importance of Russian–Chinese cooperation. This was
reinforced through Chernomyrdin’s June 1997 visit to China, during
which a major trade agreement was signed for the years 1997–2000.
Chernomyrdin’s approach to the Middle East was more complicated
because of the blatant American objections to these relations. It should
be noted that he, like Yeltsin, tended to deal with crises in Russian–
American relations relating to ‘challenger’ states, rather than the day-to-
day workings of these relations. Chernomyrdin continually advocated
a peaceful solution to the situation while maintaining relatively clear
support for the Iraqi cause throughout his tenure.181
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In many senses, Chernomyrdin pursued a similar line to Yeltsin
towards ‘challenger’ states. He sought to exploit the relations for eco-
nomic gain, but was unwilling to create strong challenges to Russian–
American relations. He also engaged these states, for the most part, in
the economic realm and took into account Russia’s broader strategic
considerations rather than ministerial concerns when making decisions
about further engagement.

The Russian Duma

The new Russian Constitution produced a bicameral Parliament, which
exacerbated the emerging executive–legislative divide. Given the rather
imprecise division of powers under the Constitution mentioned earlier,
the Parliament legislated, but the President could rule by decree in
areas where the law was silent. The President could freely veto acts of
Parliament; Parliament could stymie Presidential decrees by passing con-
trary laws, and if the President vetoed such a law, a two-thirds majority
of both legislative chambers could override the veto. At times, these
provisions placed the President and Parliament in direct opposition.182

As no coordinating mechanism was established to integrate policy, the
legislature had its own, separate, and often contradictory foreign poli-
cies, which bore little relationship to the policy of the President or the
Foreign Ministry.183

The Duma sometimes adopted resolutions which contradicted official
foreign policy. Although they were not binding, these actions, often
quite extreme, had implications on how Russia was perceived as a
political actor, internationally.184 Moreover, Duma deputies used for-
eign policy debates and resolutions to express general opposition to the
government and the President. Given the more traditional and nation-
alist inclinations of the Duma, it is not unexpected that they have
been one of the bodies instrumental in asserting and enflaming Russian
policy towards ‘challenger’ states. In terms of the pursuit of relations
with these states, there was cross party support for numerous measures.
The Duma challenged the Russian government to go further in support
of ‘challenger’ states with a view to maintaining Russia’s great power
status.

The Duma helped to link the issue of Russian alignments with Russia’s
relations with the United States. First, they repeatedly and vocally chal-
lenged America’s right to intervene in Russian foreign policy. Second,
the Duma objected to American attempts at unilateralism especially
when American pressure was placed on states with which Russia had
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strong relations. Third, they used their authority to interlink issues of
relations with ‘challenger’ states with Russian–American relations.

The Duma generally favoured increasing cooperation with China
as both a highly lucrative endeavour and a means of challenging
the United States. Moreover, they strongly opposed any attempts by
the United States to limit Russian influence or constrain Russian
alignments.185 Duma Chairman Gennady Seleznev said in October
1998, ‘The main thing is not to ask questions of what Americans
would think about it.’186 The Duma considered any attempts by the
US to interfere in Russian foreign policy-making as a threat to Russian
sovereignty. In September 1998, Duma Chairman Gennady Seleznev
declared, ‘Russian-Iranian partnership should develop despite the fact
that the United States is still sharply criticizing Iran and calling it a
country of terrorists’.187

The Duma was particularly vocal with regard to Russian engage-
ment with Iran and Iraq. They consistently supported increased
cooperation, often to the detriment of Russian–American ties. There-
fore, in November 2001, Vladimir Zhirinovsky and many other
Duma deputies expressed full support for the decision of Russia’s
military–political leadership to renew military-technical cooperation
with Iran.188

During the 2006 crisis surrounding Iran’s enrichment of uranium, the
Head of the Russian Duma’s Foreign Affairs committee indicated that,
‘The Russian Duma has indicated many times that Iran has signed the
Non-Proliferation-Treaty and should not be deprived of nuclear energy.
Hasty referrals of Iran’s nuclear file to the UN Security Council and
probable sanctions against Iran are unconstructive.’189

The Duma position on Iraq was even bolder. They went so far as
the adoption of a law on ‘Measures to Develop Cooperation with the
Republic of Iraq’,190 which would permit Russian state institutions, indi-
viduals, and legal entities to resume commercial relations with Iraq.191

In December 1996, Aleksei Mitrofanov of the LDPR and Chairman of
the Duma Committee on Geopolitics argued that the bill was to prompt
the Russian President and government to work more actively to lift
sanctions.192 Though this bill did not have an immediate effect on
Yeltsin’s policy towards Iraq, it further highlighted the broad basis for
Russia’s policy of engagement with Iraq. This draft fell firmly in line
with the generally positive views the Duma held towards Iraq. How-
ever, the Federation Council, the upper house of the Russian Parliament
rejected the bill, as it would have violated UN sanctions to which Russia
had agreed.
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The Duma tried again in February 1998 to adopt an amended bill
on ‘Measures to Develop Cooperation with Iraq’, providing for the
resumption of commercial relations with Iraq.193 The Duma also recom-
mended that the Russian President should ‘instruct the Foreign Ministry
to study, within the framework of international law, whether it is advis-
able to maintain the regime of sanctions in the event of the use of force
against that country’.194 However, after the bill was passed, Foreign Min-
ister Primakov stated that the Chamber did not have the authority to
adopt such a decision evidencing the divides within the Russian gov-
ernment over how best to approach the issue of Iraq. Once again, in
December 1998, the Duma attempted to override the President’s veto of
this bill but was able to obtain only 217 votes when 300 were needed.195

The Duma also attempted to link the Iraq issue to broader Russian–
American relations. A significant example of this occurred in February
1998, with the beginning of bombings on Iraq. The Duma issued a
statement, approved by all factions, calling the bombings an act of inter-
national terrorism.196 In December 1998, Gennady Seleznev announced
that the Duma had stopped discussing the START-II Treaty as a result of
the air strikes.197 Incidentally, a few days before the start of the American
military intervention in Iraq in March 2003, the Duma Chairman and
an accompanying Duma delegation visited Iraq.198 The Duma did take
quite a strong stance in the aftermath of the kidnapping and killing of
Russian diplomats in Iraq. In June 2006, the Duma approved a state-
ment criticising ‘occupying countries’ in Iraq for failing to prevent the
abduction and murder of four Russian diplomats.199

The Duma was an important institution in inducing greater coop-
eration with ‘challenger’ states. This corresponded with conceptions
of Russia’s role as a great power and sovereign international actor.
Duma representatives supported and at times challenged the Russian
government to pursue deeper cooperation with these states. The Duma
has also at different times tried to link and decouple Russian-American
relations from those with ‘challenger’ states.

Ministries and related ‘client’ groups

Ministry of Foreign Affairs

The Foreign Ministry played a variety of roles in the formation of
foreign policy. It has been one of the numerous institutions competing
for influence in the evolving Russian foreign policy-making struc-
ture. Increasingly though, and under the leadership of strong Foreign
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Ministers, it played a coordinating role seeking to reconcile Russia’s
foreign policy objectives with Russian capabilities. Notwithstanding
the Foreign Ministry’s rather ‘anti-challenger’ state approach in the
early post-Soviet years, relations under Foreign Ministers Primakov and
Ivanov blossomed. As ‘challenger’ states came to engage the realm of
high-politics, the Foreign Ministry became more proactive. It came to
support those ministries involved in ‘challenger’ states against American
objections, and use these states to demonstrate Russian diplomatic
prowess.

Though the Foreign Ministry was charged with coordinating the for-
eign policy activities of other ministries, Yeltsin’s penchant for control
meant that the Foreign Ministry often seemed to be sidelined. Kozyrev
was appointed as Foreign Minister in November 1990 and began to
develop new approaches to international issues even though policy
remained firmly in Yeltsin’s hands. He was a weak political player and
the Ministry itself was thrown into perpetual chaos because of repeated
‘purges’ and reorganisations.200

As mentioned earlier, Kozyrev was a true Atlanticist, determinedly
believing that Russia’s future lay with the West. Consequently, Russia’s
early relations with China were limited to mitigating potential border
tensions. The Russian–Iranian and Russian–Iraqi relationships were also
highly limited with little inclination on the part of the Foreign Ministry
to actively pursue relations.201

Kozyrev proffered his resignation on the prompting of Yeltsin in
December 1995 making way for Yevgeny Primakov’s tenure as Foreign
Minister. Primakov was a far stronger Foreign Minister, in many ways
raising the status of the Foreign Ministry and improving, if not entirely
resolving, the issues of cooperation between institutions with foreign
policy interests.202 Increasing coordination within the Foreign Ministry
and between the Foreign Ministry and other government ministries
facilitated a greater cogency in Russian policy. It was only after 1996
that Russia came to employ its relations with ‘challenger’ states more
strategically to pursue its regional and global objectives.

In contrast with Andrei Kozyrev, Primakov was a staunch Eurasianist,
a specialist in the Middle East with a history in Russian intelligence.
Primakov was instrumental in increasing the salience of Russian align-
ments for Russia’s broader strategic international goals though the turn
towards increased engagement with these states occurred under Kozyrev.
Primakov viewed Russia’s international role as preventing a unipolar
world dominated by a single superpower.203 In achieving this goal, he
felt Russia should diversify its foreign policy interests.204 In looking back
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on Russian foreign policy under Kozyrev, Primakov saw an incorrect
policy path. He contended,

We explain our inadequate activity in the Near East by the fact
that our efforts were aimed at evening out relations with the former
Cold War adversaries. But this was done without an understanding
of the fact that, by not surrendering our positions in the regions
and even strengthening them, we would have paved the way to the
normalization of relations. A shorter and more direct way.205

This augured well for the development of Russian relations with ‘chal-
lenger’ states. With his marked partiality for cooperation with the
Middle East, he reinforced trends towards deepening ties with both
Iran and Iraq. Certainly, it was only in 1996 that Russia more actively
began to prompt cooperation with Iran. However, Primakov’s diplo-
matic aplomb also sought to ensure that these relations did not cause
irreparable damage to the Russian–American relationship.206

The Foreign Ministry was even more active in the case of Iraq.
Primakov pursued a more proactive approach to Russian–Iraqi relations
seeking increased economic cooperation.207 Primakov was also person-
ally instrumental in seeking to defuse the crises around Iraq continually
engaging in diplomatic forays to prevent a military intervention. His
efforts were significant in averting war on a number of occasions.

Russian relations with ‘challenger’ states benefited greatly from
Primakov’s time as Minister of Foreign Affairs. His perceptions of Russian
national interest as well as his diplomatic acumen ensured that Russian
relations with China, Iran, and Iraq improved exponentially in this
period. This continued with the appointment of Igor Ivanov as Foreign
Minister.

Ivanov had worked under Primakov for many years and followed a
similar foreign policy path. The pragmatic elements of the Primakov
period were supplemented with Putin’s ascent to the Presidency. Thus,
there were fewer capricious statements which the Foreign Ministry
would be forced to conceal. This increased pragmatism ensured that rela-
tions with ‘challenger’ states continued at an accelerated pace. Russia
and China came to occupy many similar positions serving to rein-
force Russia’s foreign policy line. During Ivanov’s visit to China in June
1999, both states declared their opposition to ‘diktat by force and high-
lighted the necessity to respect the rights of the peoples of all nations to
choose their societal structures, value systems and development paths,
emanating from their own realities’.208
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The Foreign Ministry was instrumental in facilitating increased coop-
eration with Iran. Ivanov defended Russia’s right to engage with any
state it felt appropriate.209 Ivanov was also at the forefront of the
diplomatic initiatives to prevent war from breaking out over Iraq. He
adamantly opposed any American intervention in Iraq and undertook
a number of international diplomatic initiatives to seek agreement with
other states on the issue. He also threatened Russia’s use of its United
Nations Security Council veto if the United States put forth demands
that could not be fulfilled.210

Sergei Lavrov succeeded Igor Ivanov in March 2004. Lavrov had a
long history of work at the UN and a belief in the value of multilateral
diplomacy. Lavrov has stated his belief that the Russian state occupies a
central place in international relations. His foreign policy approach was
based on ‘pragmatism, multipolarity, and the consistent advancement
of national interests without sliding toward confrontation’.211 Lavrov
sought to ensure that resolutions to the questions of Iraq and Iran were
dealt with in the UN, a system with which he was extremely familiar
and in which Russia retained a key position. He played a central role
in seeking a resolution to the Iran crisis in 2006 and in ensuring a con-
tinued Russian presence in Iraq. His approach to China built upon the
strong relationships developed by his predecessor.

The Foreign Ministry increasingly coordinated Russian policy towards
these states. Over the course of the period examined, the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs became more strategic in its relations with these
‘challenger’ states, demonstrating increased coordination within the for-
eign policy making system and the increased value of these states to
Russia.

Ministry of Foreign Economic Relations

This Ministry was vital in signalling a change in state policy. It reflected
state priorities by coordinating and institutionalising the otherwise
rather haphazard economic interactions between Russian ministries,
economic actors, and ‘challenger’ states. It was also important in bring-
ing together state and private interests in order to prevent unnecessary
competition and disorganisation in Russian policy, and integrating var-
ious Russian interest groups into bilateral commissions in order to
coordinate Russian policy.

The Ministry of Foreign Economic Relations was the Russian organ-
isation responsible for the direction of economic cooperation interna-
tionally. It provided for the development of government and foreign
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economic policies and coordinated and regulated foreign trade. It was
at the forefront of attempts to engage ‘challenger’ states. In prac-
tical terms, as soon as the decision was made within the Russian
government to diversify Russian partnerships, the Ministry of Foreign
Economic Relations forged agreements with China, Iran, and Iraq. It
began an active campaign to accelerate relations with Iraq in 1994, cul-
minating in the creation of the Russian–Iraqi Commission on Trade,
Economic, Scientific and Technical Cooperation. By 1996, it had also
managed to forge the Russian-Iranian Commission on Economic Coop-
eration. Oleg Davydov, Minister of Foreign Economic Relations, who
later became Deputy Prime Minister, was a key player in deepening both
Russian–Iraqi and Russian–Iranian economic cooperation.212

It was only after a series of meetings in 1995, culminating in a trip
to Tehran by Deputy Prime Minister Davydov that prospects for a sig-
nificant rise in trade improved.213 By December 1996, he declared Iran
as Russia’s strategic economic partner.214 This was because the Minister
of Foreign Economic Relations saw the Iranian market as one of the
most attractive markets for Russia to increase its exports of machinery,
equipment, and a variety of products.215

Davydov’s role was equally important in Russian–Iraqi relations. He
was Co-chair of the Russian–Iraqi Commission on Trade, Economic,
Scientific and Technical Cooperation. In this role, he spearheaded the
restoration of trade and economic ties with Iraq. Moreover, he repeat-
edly sought the abolition of sanctions against the Hussein regime. In
November 1996, he declared, ‘Russia wants international economic
sanctions against Iraq to be lifted and is ready to carry out big industrial
projects in the Arab country worth a total of ten billion dollars.’216

Demonstrating the continued evolution of the Russian state, this Min-
istry was abolished in April 1998, its functions taken over by the newly
created Ministry of Industry and Trade, which was also short lived. Its
responsibilities were transferred to the Ministry of the Economy, which
was abolished in May 2000, as part of President Putin’s broader govern-
ment reorganisation. These functions have now been taken over by the
Ministry of Economic Development and Trade as well as the Ministry for
Industry, Science and Technology. Notwithstanding the changes in Min-
istries, the policy of engagement with ‘challenger’ states in the pursuit
of economic gain has continued unabated.

The Ministry of Defence and the military–industrial complex

The Russian Ministry of Defence was created in May 1992. It was a
far different organisation than it had been in Soviet times. In the
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final decades of the Soviet Union, the military and military–industrial
complex were highly autonomous structures. The defence industry
and military research elite were able to use enormous funds practi-
cally without control and also largely defined foreign policy.217 With
the end of the Cold War, however, this changed. It is necessary to
note that it is difficult to separate out the military establishment and
military–industrial complex. There was a high coincidence of interests
between the two in the policy towards ‘challenger’ states, even if their
motivations have been distinct.

Given the interests of the military–industrial complex in these
markets, it is probable that this group was able to sway the mili-
tary’s stance on engagement with ‘challenger’ states. The military and
military–industrial complex were very significant in regularising con-
tact and deepening relations throughout the period, especially with
China and Iran. As Russian–American relations deteriorated, the mil-
itary came to use these relations to reinforce Russia’s role as a great
power.

The dramatic decline in Russia’s economic and political power in
the post-Cold War period ensured that the demand for such a mas-
sive military–industrial complex ebbed.218 The military experienced
problems caused by shrinking armed forces, steep declines in weapons
procurements, defence budget cuts, the government’s inability to pay
for weapons, and plummeting arms exports following the Soviet
collapse.219 Moreover, between 1990 and 1996, the overall production
of the military–industrial complex was reduced by 53 per cent.220

Its change in fortunes influenced its foreign aspirations. The military–
industrial complex, fearing the contraction of their influence, sought
new markets for high-technology production and a foreign pol-
icy direction corresponding with their continued significance within
Russia.221 Uncontrolled sales of military technology, however, were
to be prevented. Oboroneksport took on a coordinating role, though
rather ineffectually, in the early post-Soviet period. Since 1994, there
was an effort to reassert central coordination with the formation of
Rosvooruzheniye, a state-owned arms exporter. In 1995, Rosvooruzheniye
was joined by the State Committee for Military-Technical Policy.222

In 2000, Rosvooruzheniye incorporated three former state enterprises:
Oboroneksport, Spetzvneshtekhnika (Special Foreign Technology), and the
Committee for Military Technical Cooperation of the Ministry of
Foreign Economic Relations.223 The connection between the military
and the military–industrial complex was strong. This was particularly
exemplified by the former Defence Minister Pavel Grachev, who was
appointed the chief military advisor to Rosvooruzheniye.224
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The groups encompassed in the military–industrial complex had
an appreciable influence on Russian foreign policy especially in the
areas of arms export, military technology, and non-military nuclear
technology.225 Yeltsin, at times, acted as an exponent of the military
and the military–industrial complex, granting them advantages and
privileges through his decrees and orders. Certainly, Yeltsin owed these
groups a debt after the Duma’s rebellion and the August coup.

In terms of Russian relations with ‘challenger’ states, the military and
military–industrial complex experienced tensions over the appropriate
approach. These groups saw both the threats and the benefits of cooper-
ation. Especially with regard to China and Iran, the provision of military
technology had the potential to pose a serious threat to Russian security
in the future. This friction between current benefits and long-term threat
underpinned Russian military’s approach to ‘challenger’ states through-
out the period. Even during a visit by a Russian military delegation to
China in April 1997, a Russian delegate stated, ‘China will not pose a
threat to Russia within the next fifteen years.’226

These states also facilitated the continued survival of a number of
Russian military industries which would likely have collapsed without
their patronage. Therefore, notwithstanding the military’s concerns over
the potential threats, ‘challenger’ states may cause in the future (as well
as the concerns of regional leaders and some nationalists),227 the desire
to survive was far greater.228 Increasing cooperation with ‘challenger’
states was especially salient as Russia saw heightened competition in
the international arms market.

From 1993 onwards, the defence lobby began intensive cooperation in
the military-technical fields with China, Iran, and Iraq. Defence Minister
Pavel Grachev went so far as establishing autonomous sales agencies
under his control in order to carry out broad military cooperation with
these states, contradicting government policy.229

The Russian Defence Ministry sought to ensure that the United
States did not view Russian–Chinese military cooperation as threaten-
ing. Thus, Defence Minister Igor Rodionov made clear in April 1997
that ‘military contacts and cooperation between Russia and China
are not spearheaded against third countries’.230 However, the ministry
was unwilling to bend to American pressure to end the economic
partnership.231 The same position held with Igor Sergeyev’s ascent to
Minister of Defence. Thus, in October 1998 he declared, ‘Russian and
Chinese military and technical cooperation is not directed against
third countries.’232 Sergeyev was instrumental in agreeing to assist
in the development of China’s high-precision weapons systems and



The Russian Institutional Context 53

transferring production licences. This is noteworthy in the sense that
this action immediately followed the especially deleterious effects of the
international financial crisis of 1998.

With Sergei Ivanov’s appointment as Minister of Defence in 2001 and
subsequent presidential vote of confidence in 2005 when Ivanov was
appointed Deputy Chairman of the government, Russia’s defence policy
did not alter dramatically. Certainly, Ivanov was responsible for the ini-
tiation of the first Russian–Chinese military exercises in August 2005.233

He maintained that the exercises had proved ‘the strategic character of
our relations’.234 Moreover, Ivanov was just as vocal as his predeces-
sor in defending Russia’s right to engage in military cooperation with
China. In response to challenges in 2006, Ivanov stated, ‘Defence con-
tacts between China and Russia have developed, are developing and will
develop, I can assure you of that.’235

The Russian military–industrial complex’s interest in Iran was also
significant. Cooperation in the defence sphere began as early as 1992.
Those groups seeking fewer complications in the Russian–American
relationship supported the 1995 Gore–Chernomyrdin agreement. How-
ever, important figures in the Defence Ministry spent the intervening
years pressuring the Kremlin to cancel the agreement and permit the
resumption of arms sales.236 Thus, in January 1997, Mikhail Timkin, First
Deputy General Director of Rosvooruzheniye, when asked about whether
arms sales to Iran would continue after 1999, stated, ‘Let’s agree like this:
the year 1999 will come and we will see. Priorities are changing. Let’s not
rush and discuss what will happen in 1999 during 1997.’237

The military–industrial complex was finally successful in November
2000 when Russia withdrew from the agreement. Even before this, how-
ever, the Defence Ministry was once again actively seeking to deepen
cooperation with Iran. Thus, in June 2000 with the first visit to Iran
by a Russian military delegation since 1991, Chief of the Russian
Defence Ministry’s Main Directorate for International Military Coop-
eration, Colonel-General Leonid Ivashov, stated, ‘Russia and Iran have
decided to make cooperation in the military field a routine practice.’238

By 2001, Iran had become the third largest importer of Russian arms.239

Yet, as previously mentioned, the Russian military was not always so
unambiguously supportive of Russian relations with ‘challenger’ states.
In December 1996, as Primakov was completing a successful diplo-
matic visit to Iran, Defence Minister Rodionov warned that Iran posed a
potential military threat to Russia.240

Defence Minister Ivanov was far more unequivocal in his rhetoric
with regard to Iran, notwithstanding the international uproar as to its
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nuclear programme. In January 2007, Ivanov stated that, ‘Moscow will
consider further requests from Tehran for defensive weapons. Iran is not
under sanctions and if it wants to buy defensive . . . equipment for its
armed forces then why not?’241

Russia’s military cooperation with Iran (described in more detail in
Chapter 4) was strongly opposed by the United States. As a result,
the Russian Defence Ministry regularly attempted to defend Russia’s
right to engage in these relations. In November 2000, in response to
a question about threats issued by Washington to introduce economic
sanctions against Russia in the event of its resuming military deliveries
to Iran, Defence Minister Sergeyev asked, ‘what does America think it
is – the Central Committee?’242 First Deputy Chief of the General Staff
of the Russian Armed Forces, Colonel-General Manilov, put it more even
bluntly when he asserted, ‘Russia has a sovereign right to renew ties with
Iran. Nobody can dictate what we should do in this case.’243

The case of Iraq was based on a more rhetorical approach given that
the Russian military–industrial complex’s relations were mitigated by
the political and economic circumstances that faced Iraq. Despite dec-
larations in support of Iraq by Russian defence officials,244 there was
little in the area of military-technical cooperation that could practi-
cally be undertaken. This, however, did not preclude sabre-rattling on
Russia’s part. In response to American threats to conduct a military oper-
ation in Iraq, in January 2003, the Russian navy placed three war ships
on standby to go to the Persian Gulf in defence of Russian ‘national
interests’.245 Demonstrating divisions within the government itself, this
was immediately denied by the Defence Minister Sergei Ivanov.246 There
is no doubt, however, that the Defence Ministry actively and vocally
opposed any attempts by the United States to resolve the situation in
Iraq militarily. The clearest example of this was in a February 1998
meeting with his American counterpart William Cohen, when Defence
Minister Igor Sergeyev stated, ‘If the US resorts to force to settle the
Iraqi crisis, it would hurt and set back bilateral ties between Russia and
the US.’247

Defence Minister Ivanov sought to link the US invasion of Iraq
with problems in the international system more broadly. During his
September 2002 visit to the United States, he warned that the mili-
tary operations in Iraq could entail unpredictable consequences in other
regions of the world. According to Ivanov, the war in Iraq ‘whips up the
arms race in North Korea and all over the world’.248

Notwithstanding the military’s concerns, especially with regard to
China and Iran which was reflected in their rhetoric at various points
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during the period, the military–industrial complex was able to sway the
Ministry of Defence towards engagement. These groups were significant
in regularising interaction and deepening relations with ‘challenger’
states. The military came to use its relations with these states to pursue
its policy of retaining Russian great power status and influence while
ensuring the survival of important Russian industries.

Ministry of Atomic Energy

The Russian Ministry of Atomic Energy (Minatom) was established in
1992 on the foundations of the Soviet Ministry for Atomic Energy and
Nuclear Industry. It is divided between civilian and military nuclear
applications. Russia’s highly developed nuclear industry was another
area which suffered severely with the end of the Soviet Union. The num-
ber of workers in the Russian nuclear weapons complex was cut by half
between 1989 and 2000.249 In a dramatic departure from the past, when
it was comfortably isolated from budgetary pressures, Minatom faced
increasing budgetary shortfalls. In 1997–1998, for example, the Russian
government paid only about 20 per cent of its operating expenses.250

In order to ensure the continued success of this important industry,
this ministry emphasised the provision of civilian nuclear technology
to foreign buyers.

Minatom was at the forefront of engaging ‘challenger’ states. These
were states with an enormous interest in Russian atomic energy tech-
nology. Minatom went further than the Russian President at times in
pursuing these relations. This freelancing and defiance on the part of
Minatom resulted in American intervention at the highest levels. Presi-
dent Yeltsin was forced to step in to ensure that Russian–Iranian nuclear
cooperation did not significantly harm Russian–American relations. The
result was the signing of the Gore–Chernomyrdin agreement which
Minatom actively sought to end. Minatom saw its relations with ‘chal-
lenger’ states as both a necessity and a sign of Russian sovereignty. Any
attempts by the United States to interfere were countered based on the
assumption that America merely sought to lessen Russia’s competitive
advantage.

From the early post-Soviet period onwards, ‘challenger’ states were
particularly eager recipients of Russian nuclear technology, presenting
Russia with proposals for cooperation. Certainly, along with Turkey,
China and Iran were some of the few countries with a large demand for
Russian nuclear technology. As a consequence, Minatom became highly
dependent on these markets.251 Minatom’s Ministers, including Viktor
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Mikhailov, Yevgeny Adamov and more recently Aleksander Rumyantsev,
were all decidedly interested in increasing cooperation with China
and Iran. Given the poor state of the Russian nuclear industry, Min-
ister Adamov declared, ‘It is up to those who are drowning to save
themselves.’252 The Ministers of Minatom have each sought to do just
that through the sales of nuclear technology to those with the appetite
and the funds.

Viktor Mikhailov, from 1992 to 1998, was deeply associated not only
with the growth in Russia’s exports of nuclear technologies and mate-
rials, but also with meeting 30 per cent of the world market’s needs in
this sphere.253 His approach to cooperation with ‘challenger’ states cre-
ated tensions in the Russian–American relationship. He was known for
his ‘unyielding’ reputation and was nicknamed the ‘atomic hawk’ in
the United States. He was quoted as saying, ‘We have no need of US
charity, for we are not miserable supplicants. On the contrary, we are
ready to compete freely and openly with the United States on world
markets.’254 Some argued his removal was associated with his tough
stance in negotiations with the United States. Notwithstanding, after
being forced to resign, Mikahilov was brought back in March 1998 as
First Deputy Minister of Minatom.255

Minatom developed a number of major agreements with China in
the area of equipment, technology, and expertise. The Russian nuclear
industry depended heavily on the Chinese market256 with Chinese pur-
chases helping to reduce the severity of unemployment in the nuclear
industry. Thus, Russia supplied China with reactors for the Lianyun-
gang nuclear power plant and an entire uranium enrichment facility at
Hanzhun, including a gas centrifuge plant for the production of low-
enriched uranium. Russian experts also participated in the installation
of an experimental thermonuclear fusion reactor at Hefei. Reports of
varying credibility also indicate that Russian specialists extended tech-
nical assistance for China’s fast-breeder reactor project and established a
secret joint nuclear research centre at Shenzhen.257

The great fear was that the United States would become a major
competitor in the nuclear market in ‘challenger’ states.258 Indeed,
increasingly there was intense competition with America in China with
regard to the building of nuclear reactors. Before March 1998, Mikhailov
had a substantial lead against both the United States and the European
Union. This was especially important given rumours that Minatom
intended to help China build more than 50 nuclear power plants over
the next 40 years. The US Vice-President Al Gore declared this would be
‘a disaster, because then the two states are giving the economy priority
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over safety and are not thinking about what they can do with the
nuclear waste afterward’. Mikhailov flatly denied these accusations.259

Russian nuclear cooperation with Iran was just as active, yet consis-
tently endured American opposition. It largely, though not exclusively,
centred on the completion of the power station at Bushehr. Minatom
was particularly receptive to Iranian initiatives. In 1998, Ministers
Amrollahi and Mikhailov signed a secret protocol under which Russia
agreed to open negotiations on providing Iranian specialists with train-
ing at Russian nuclear research centres, assist Iran in its efforts to mine
uranium, and supply Iran with a gas-centrifuge uranium enrichment
facility.260 This can be seen as a form of freelancing, defying Yeltsin’s
broader approach.

Nuclear cooperation with Iran was consistently exposed to American
opposition. Various Minatom Ministers took differing approaches to
the matter. Viktor Mikhailov took a rather hawkish approach to rela-
tions with the United States, consistently declaring that Russia would
not give up relations with Iran.261 Yet, he also sought to mitigate the
impact, where possible, on the Russian–American relationship. Thus,
in September 1997, during a meeting with United States Secretary of
Energy Frederico, Mikhailov proposed that the American side should
work out a joint system of control of the nuclear plant in Bushehr in
order to dispel all American suspicions that Russia was handing over
nuclear technologies.262

Yevgeni Adamov, the next Minister of Atomic Energy, consis-
tently challenged the American position on Russian–Iranian nuclear
cooperation.263 A clear example of his approach was a meeting with
Al Gore in 1998, during which Adamov stated,

Produce specific information or fire the intelligence officers who are
giving you false information. In my capacity as Minister, I know and
can vouch officially that the Atomic Energy Ministry is not carrying
out any work in Iran which has a military application. If you really
have any information which I do not have, show it to me and we will
get to the bottom of the matter.264

Incidentally, Adamov was arrested in 2005, accused of misappropriat-
ing American funds provided to Russia to improve the safety of Russian
nuclear facilities.

The Federal Atomic Energy Agency was established in March 2004,
replacing the Minatom. Sergei Kiriyenko, Head of the Atomic Energy
Agency, continued to pursue and emphasise Russia’s right to pursue
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nuclear cooperation with China and Iran. He proved an extremely vocal
advocate of Russian relations with Iran with regard to Iran’s proposed
uranium enrichment. In this context, Kiriyenko asserted, ‘Every coun-
try in the world, including Iran, has the right to develop nuclear energy
peacefully. This is the first principle. The second principle is that the
international community has the right to demand unconditional guar-
antees of compliance with the non-proliferation regime so that nuclear
weapons are not built again.’265

The Minatom and its successor the Federal Atomic Energy Agency
were important drivers of Russian policy towards China and Iran. Given
the economic rewards to be reaped in these markets, Minatom Ministers
freelanced, developing policy towards these states which was not coor-
dinated or necessarily in line with state policy. As the Russian–American
relationship declined, Minatom was once again released to drive for-
ward its cooperation with China and Iran. Increasingly, the Ministry
began to use this nuclear cooperation to demonstrate Russian inde-
pendence in the face of American desires to push Russia out of crucial
markets.

Ministry of Fuel and Energy and the oil and gas interests

In the post-Soviet period, the Ministry of Fuel and Energy (Mintopen-
ergo) has primarily formulated policy rather than involving itself in the
daily running of the energy sector. It focused its attention not on defin-
ing the parameters of the development of the fuel and energy complex,
but on forming the environment and conditions in which this process
would develop in the desired direction.266 The fuel and energy sector
represented an important structural component of Russia’s economy.
It manufactured more than one quarter of Russia’s industrial produc-
tion, exerted an essential influence on the formation of the country’s
budget, and provided more than one half its export potential.267 As a
result, some corporations (Gazprom, Lukoil, Rosneft, etc.) came to act as
autonomous foreign policy actors, first within the Commonwealth of
Independent States framework but also further abroad.268 The oil and
gas bloc’s autonomy was relative because it was far from completely
detached from the state in the financial sense.269

It is necessary to note the important link between corporate and
ministerial interests. In the case of the Mintopenergo, the government
worked to promote corporate interests. In so doing, the Ministry sought
to coordinate and prevent competition among Russian oil and gas actors
in their relations with ‘challenger’ states. It also attempted to defend the
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interests of Russian companies against American intervention. Finally,
it actively encouraged the consolidation of Russian economic interests,
especially in Iran and Iraq, in order to prevent the exclusion of Russian
companies from highly lucrative areas of cooperation. It is important to
note that the development of contacts with ‘challenger’ states in this
sector was slow in coming. Coordinated cooperation with the states
assessed in this study only began in the late 1990s.

Cooperation in this field was rather limited in the Chinese context
for much of the period. The most important agreement was signed in
1997 with regard to joint economic programmes, including a major
natural gas pipeline project. By March 2000, cooperation in oil and
gas production had accelerated. This was facilitated by the visit of a
Russian delegation led by Fuel and Energy Minister Viktor Kalyuzhny
to China to take part in the Commission on Russian–Chinese Energy
Cooperation.270

The first serious Russian attempt to engage Iran in long-term eco-
nomic cooperation came through the Russian–Iranian Commission for
Economic Cooperation, which by March 1998 had reached agreement
on cooperation in the fields of oil and gas. The Mintopenergo hoped
this agreement would be important in coordinating the activities of
Russian companies in order to prevent potential rivalry.271 Government
support for deeper integration in the oil and gas industry continued
with a ‘Memorandum of Mutual Understanding’, signed in April 1999
by Russia’s Mintopenergo and Iran’s Ministry of Oil.272 The extent of
cooperation increased exponentially with the entrance of Gazprom into
the Iranian market.273 Soon after, other Russian energy companies such
as Yukos, Energomashexport, and the Energomashinostroitel’naia korporatsia
entered the Iranian market.274 Furthermore, Zarubezhneft and Techno-
promexport reached a protocol of cooperation with Iran’s Ministry of Oil
for joint Persian Gulf shelf drilling.275 By 2003, cooperation was proceed-
ing in the development of proposals with regard to the construction of
electrical power stations, modernising thermoelectric power plants, con-
ducting drilling activities in oil and gas fields and supplying Russian oil
and oil products to Iran’s northern regions.276

This increasing collaboration, however, was threatened by American
intervention. The United States challenged Russian companies engaging
in cooperation with Iran with economic sanctions. The Mintopenergo
sought to defend Russian economic interests. First Deputy Prime Min-
ister and Fuel and Energy Minister Boris Nemtsov stated in November
1997, ‘Russia will side with Gazprom if that gas monopoly comes under
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attack over its participation in an international development of the
Southern Pars field on the Gulf shelf near the Iranian coast.’277

Russian oil and gas companies had great interest in Iraq as well.
However, it is noteworthy that there was money to be gained both with
sanctions and with the end of sanctions for this industry. On the one
hand, sanctions prevented Russian oil companies from fully profiting
from the Iraqi oil and gas industry. On the other, Iraq’s absence from the
oil market ensured that world oil prices remained high.278 The Russian
oil and gas sector attempted to reap the rewards of support for the
removal of sanctions by engaging Iraq in hopes of a post-sanction wind-
fall. Russian policy responded to Iraqi initiatives in September 1994 with
the formation of a joint Russian–Iraqi Commission on Trade, Economic,
Scientific and Technical Cooperation. The meetings led to the signing
of a protocol stating that immediately after the lifting of sanctions,
Iraq would give Russia first priority in oil and gas contracts.279 In the
interim period, the Mintopenergo was to facilitate Russian companies’
entry into the Iraqi market.

Minister of Fuel and Energy Rodionov met with Iraqi deputy Prime
Minister Tariq Aziz in November 1996. Rodionov, the Co-Chairman
of the Russian–Iraqi Intergovernmental Commission on Trade and
Economic Cooperation, discussed with his Iraqi counterparts the
prospects for Russia to take part in the oil-for-food programme.280 The
Ministry was significant in ensuring that Russian companies made use
of the Russian advantage in the Iraqi market. Yuri Shafranik, Chair-
man of the Board of the Central Fuel Company and former Minister
for Fuel and Energy, said, ‘If the world community softens economic
sanctions against Iraq, Russia must be the first country to resume eco-
nomic cooperation with Iraq. Russia has outdistanced its main rivals,
the United States and France, in the depth of its access to the Iraqi
market.’281

Despite American opposition, on the initiative of LUKoil, Rosneft, and
Zarubezhneft, which are part of the Association of ARKARAB, a special
Russian–Iraqi company was set up in 1996 to fund the work of Russian
oil firms in Iraq following the lifting of United Nations Security Council
sanctions.282 This desire to have a pre-eminent place in post-sanction
Iraq led the Russian Ministries of Economic Development and Energy in
2002 to reach agreement on a five-year plan of cooperation with Iraq as
America prepared for war.283

Importantly, there was some confusion about the role Russia was to
play in the energy industry in Iraq following the US invasion. In 2003,
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Minister Igor Yusufov argued that it was not expedient for Russian com-
panies to participate in a Washington tender for the distribution of
contracts to restore Iraq’s energy industry.284 Yet days later, he met with
Iraqi officials to discuss an important role for Russian experts in the
development of the Iraqi oil and energy sector.285

In a similar way to Iran, this Ministry sought to defend Russian oil
and gas interests against American interference. An important exam-
ple occurred in October 1999 when Viktor Kalyuzhny, Minister of Fuel
and Energy, stated, ‘Iraq remains Russia’s strategic partner in imple-
menting joint oil and gas projects. Our task is to prevent the ousting
of LUKoil from the Iraqi market and to keep the Russian positions in
Iraq strong.’286 In a number of important ways, the Mintopenergo facil-
itated the entrance and consolidation of Russian oil and gas interests in
‘challenger’ states. In so doing, it demonstrated how the government’s
practice was to promote commercial interests.

The oligarchs

It is impossible to discuss oil and gas interests while ignoring the infa-
mous Russian oligarchs who had such an important role to play in influ-
encing Russian policy. Oil was of overwhelming importance to Russia
and the oligarchs.287 These men, including the likes of Boris Berezovsky,
Mikhail Khodorkovsky, Roman Abramovich, Mikhail Fridman, and oth-
ers, largely co-opted Yeltsin’s government, silencing most opposition to
their conduct.288 Under Yeltsin, the oligarch’s relations with the state
were not conducted on the basis of formal agreements, but personal ties
and mutual assistance between entrepreneurs and bureaucrats.289 The
oligarchs were dynamic individuals who carved business empires out of
the chaos of post-Communist Russia and attempted to use their eco-
nomic power to buy political influence. They largely bought their way
into power under Yeltsin, increasing their influence.290

The oligarchs had an important impact on the manner in which
Russian policy towards the ‘challenger’ states was conducted. On the
one hand, they were instrumental in driving forward Russian engage-
ment. Given their close links with the Kremlin in the Yeltsin period,
there were few impediments to the achievement of their policy goals.
However, following Putin’s ascent to the Presidency, the oligarchs and
particularly their oil interests in ‘challenger’ states have been con-
strained by Putin’s desire to limit their political and economic influence.

The amount to which they determined Russian economic policy
towards Iran and Iraq is difficult to ascertain. However, companies
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such as Gazprom, LUKoil, Yukos, Sibneft, and Rosneft had much to gain
from these relations. Furthermore, the men at the heads of these com-
panies had Yeltsin’s ear. In fact, a number of them came to take on
important posts within government such as the Deputy Secretary of
the Russian Security Council291 and Presidential Adviser on the oil and
gas industry.292 Throughout Yeltsin’s tenure, they remained among the
strongest political and economic actors in Russia.293 However, with
Putin’s ascent to the Presidency, their fortunes were to change.

Putin consistently and aggressively pursued a policy to dismantle the
power of the oligarchs. He did not want to share power with the oli-
garchs, whom he saw as putting their private interests before those of the
state. Those that have not been imprisoned or exiled have increasingly
fallen into line with Putin’s policies. Putin himself believed his actions
to have been successful in ‘tidying up the relations of business and the
power structures’,294 as he considered the influence of the oligarchs on
the political decision-making process to be inadmissible.295

This struggle for control ensured, at times, that Russian policy has
suffered. This was evidenced in the cancellation of the Kremlin oil
pipeline negotiations with China in December 2002. The Chinese gov-
ernment had approved technical and economic support to build an oil
pipeline from Russia to China to be undertaken by the end of 2002.296

The Russian Ministry of Economic and Industrial Development was
informed of this. However, Russian officials were unwilling to allow
commercial interests, led by Yukos, to plan and execute the project on
the Russian side. A compromise was reached permitting Transneft to take
over the pipeline between Angarsk, in south-eastern Siberia, and Daqing,
in northern China. Transneft was to be responsible for financing the
Russian share of the $1.8 billion dollar construction costs. Yukos, which
had intended to raise money for the project, instead was to supply the
oil to be pumped through to China, but nothing more.297

It seems that the oligarchs opposed Putin’s position on Iraq. Oli-
garchs such as Khodorkovsky and Potanin urged Putin to continue
his rapprochement with the United States and were in favour of the
American-led war in Iraq.298 Khodorkovsky maintained,

Military operations against Iraq, for which the US is preparing, will
lead to fluctuations in world oil prices. A positive scenario would be
for the US to take care of Iraq quickly without any problems. In this
case, the situation in Iraq would fully stabilise over a period of six
months, foreign investment would arrive in the country and Iraqi oil
supplies to the world market would increase.299
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Russia aimed to become the world’s largest oil producer within the
decade. Certain Russian oligarchs aggressively courted the United States
as a vital consumer. With the Gulf States cast in the role of anti-
American Islamic militants, Russia emerged as a strong alternative
supplier.300 However, this objective had to reckon with Putin’s desire
to decrease the power of the oligarchs and, in contrast with the Yeltsin
regime, take actions that specifically undercut their interests.

Conclusions

Russian policy towards ‘challenger’ states reflected the institutional
ambiguities inherent in the evolving Russian state. The development
of Russian relations with ‘challenger’ states correlated with the lack
of an institutional framework demarcating the hierarchy between var-
ious government actors and a more general absence of coordination
in Russian foreign policy. As a consequence, competing ministries and
economic groups pursued incongruent policies. In this sense, the cases
examined in this study were in line with Russian foreign policy more
generally with regard to institutional constraints. However, it has been
possible to identify a number of distinctive trends in terms of the
impact of the institutional context across the states examined in this
study.

First, given the salience of economic concerns and the sporadic
attention of the Kremlin and Foreign Ministry to ‘challenger’ states
in the early post-Soviet period, economic groups had a considerable
impact on Russian engagement with these states. Ministries and their
‘client’ groups with economic interests in ‘challenger’ states were at
the forefront of relations. Consequently, economic groups were able
to set the context of Russian relations with which state political actors
subsequently had to contend.

Second, Russia’s approach to ‘challenger’ states underscores the inter-
action between private commercial and public economic interests.
Given the difficulties in determining what was public and private in the
Russian context, what emerged was a government often working in the
interests of Russian business. What is remarkable in the Russian sense
was the extent to which there was a blurring of the lines between public
and private interests. Ministries were, in a sense, so deeply linked with
their client groups that it was difficult to ascertain where one ended and
the other began.

Third, government/state priorities were developed largely indepen-
dently of ministries. This resulted in incongruities in Russian policy
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towards these states. The state tended to step in to create more strategic
approaches to Russian engagement with ‘challenger’ states, disregard-
ing ministerial prerogatives. Fourth, institutional interactions varied by
period, which had an important impact on the conduct of relations
with ‘challenger’ states. As previously mentioned, for much of the early
period, with the exception of China, individual ministries pursuing their
economic interests constituted Russian policy towards these states. How-
ever, in times of crisis in Russian–American relations, the Kremlin and
the Foreign Ministry took charge of these relations to coordinate Russian
policy.

This analysis has been informed by the governmental politics
approach which was able to shed light on the bargaining which was
an important factor within the Russian polity as a result of the lack of a
distinct hierarchy among the foreign policy-making bureaucracy. More-
over, it unpacked the manner in which groups outside the governmental
structure influenced policy decisions. Thus, the governmental politics
approach was able to elucidate a number of significant institutional
constraints on Russian policy towards these states.



3
The Wounded Bear and the Rising
Dragon

Russia’s complex and multifaceted relationship with China evolved
significantly over the past decade. Russia’s initial, tentative approaches
to China largely focused on mitigating China’s potential threat. These
eventually gave way to a Russian policy of alignment premised on
attempts to actively balance the United States. Peculiar to the Russian–
Chinese relationship was the legacy of historic animosities, which
weighed heavily on a weakened Russia. Only when Russia was able
to overcome its reservations and accept both the necessity and the
benefits of cooperation were ties able to considerably expand. The chal-
lenge posed by Russia’s increasing impotence in the international arena
strengthened China’s appeal as a friend in Russian calculations.

Sino-Russian relations have a history rife with conflict and attempts at
domination. These developments have been consistent from as early as
the thirteenth-century Mongol conquest of Kievan Rus to the seizure
of the Amur, Ussuri, and Central Asian border regions in the late
nineteenth century.301 Notwithstanding, these tendencies have been
balanced by cooperation as well. From 1949 to 1960, there was a
dramatic surge in relations as a result of both states’ common commu-
nist ideological approaches. Consequently, the Chinese economy was
radically transformed along Soviet lines, allowing a close meshing of
economic aims and the direction of Chinese development strategy by
the Soviet Union.302 However, by the 1960s, the balance had tipped
towards confrontation over issues of political direction, ideology, and
security. This hostility remained from the early 1960s to the mid-1980s.
Tensions flared to actual conflict in several instances, peaking with hun-
dreds of casualties resulting from reciprocal border attacks across the
Ussuri River in 1969.

65
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Russian attempts at conciliation with China only gained ground
in the mid-1980s. Mikhail Gorbachev asserted that tensions in the
Sino-Soviet relationship contributed to Soviet insecurity.303 Gorbachev
ignored China’s conditions for the normalisation of relations,304 and
began unilaterally taking action to reduce perceptions of threat between
China and Russia, including withdrawing and lowering the readiness
of Soviet divisions guarding the Sino-Soviet border, offering expert and
financial aid to modernise Chinese industries, and most importantly
suggesting strategic partnership.305

China contributed to improved relations by responding positively
to these gestures. Eventually, this resulted in Gorbachev’s 1989 visit
to Beijing, which confirmed both rapprochement and normalisation
of relations.306 With the collapse of the Soviet Union, however, Sino-
Russian relations deteriorated in response to Russia’s preponderantly
Western focus.307 This meant that China occupied rather a low position
in Russian foreign policy.308 In fact, on 25 February 1992, the Russian
Foreign Ministry asserted that China was of little importance to Russian
foreign policy.309

During Russian Foreign Minister Kozyrev’s first post-Soviet visit to
China in March 1992, to which he dedicated a mere 30 hours, he
maintained there was no need to conclude a large number of agree-
ments with China as Russia’s China policy should be a continuation
of Soviet policy with regard to China.310 Furthermore, during the press
conference following the meetings Kozyrev stated, ‘One can’t pick one’s
neighbours. Whether we like the current Chinese leadership or not, we
must cooperate with them. There is no other way.’311

As a consequence of this initial approach, Russian policy towards
China focused largely on domestic security. By the mid-1990s, Russia
and China were able to resolve their border disputes. The importance
of this factor should not be underestimated. The issue of Russian border
security is intimately connected with Russian concerns with its terri-
torial integrity and sovereignty. The ability to come to agreement on
this vital issue allowed for the possibility of deeper Russian–Chinese
cooperation.

A new regional focus began to emerge in this period. Russia sought
a greater role in the Asia Pacific region by joining the Shanghai Coop-
eration Organization (SCO), Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC),
and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). China was key
in facilitating these memberships. This occurred against the backdrop of
American attempts to limit Russian participation in the region. Both the
resolution of border issues and Russian integration into Asia ‘through
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the Chinese door’ served to buttress Russian relations with China and
set the tone for increased coordination of policy in other areas.

As Russian–American relations deteriorated, Russia’s relations with
China were guided by global concerns. Consequently, China began to
occupy an even more central role in Russian foreign policy. By the end of
the 1990s, Russia’s approach to China starkly highlighted the deliberate
and conscious balancing behaviour Russia exhibited through its align-
ments. Russian use of China to balance the United States was largely
a response to the evolution of American policies, which Russia saw as
detrimental to its interests. Active balancing occurred when relations
with the United States were experiencing significant difficulties.

The Chinese case is important in demonstrating the salience of
domestic security and regional factors in Russian alignment consider-
ations. First, given the potential threat China posed to Russian inter-
ests through the issue of border demarcation and illegal immigration,
Russian cooperation with China sought to overcome these impediments
and reduce Russian insecurity. Second, China proved instrumental in
reinforcing Russian conceptions of sovereignty and territorial integrity.
This factor was especially vital given American military interventions
in the 1990s as well as proliferation of bases in the areas surrounding
Russia. Through engagement with China, Russia was able to address
different aspects of its domestic security agenda.

Factors in Russian policy towards China

China is the clearest example of state-led alignment policy. The Presi-
dential administration was at the forefront of relations. Political consid-
erations drove Yeltsin to ensure that Russian–Chinese relations were, at
a minimum, consolidated on positive grounds. This state-led approach
was far different from that of Russian relations with Iran and Iraq. It
ensured that Russia and China were able to come to agreement on issues
of Russian security such as border issues and illegal immigration.312

As a result of the intense interest of the state in the conduct of
Russian–Chinese relations, politics occupied a central role in the rela-
tionship. Furthermore, the good state of Russian–American relations
in the early post-Soviet period ensured that Russian cooperation with
China was limited to border issues and economic gain. Russia did not
want engagement with China to impinge on its ‘rejoining civilization’.

Increasingly, however, Yeltsin and his administration were under pres-
sure by Russian industrial lobbies to create favourable conditions for
economic collaboration with China. Economic groups, both public and
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private, sought to capture the Chinese market. Economic cooperation in
the Chinese case was largely public economic and military rather than
commercial.

The Russian military–industrial complex, seeing the potential for
enormous rewards in the Chinese market, was quick to engage with
China. The state was eager to facilitate this cooperation as well as
increase ties in the field of atomic energy. Though the economic
dimension of Russian–Chinese relations was important throughout the
period examined, it seemed, however, to occupy a less important role.
There were continual attempts by the state to bring economic relations
to the same levels as political ties; however, economic cooperation con-
tinued to underachieve. Even Yeltsin’s agreement to expand trade to
$20 billion by the year 2000 did little to significantly augment economic
cooperation.313

Gradually Russia responded to and sought out avenues for deepen-
ing political cooperation. Meetings between the states’ leaders occurred
in June 1995, April 1996, April 1997, November 1997, November 1998,
September 1999, December 1999, July 2000, September 2000, November
2000, July 2001, October 2001, June 2002, November 2002, May 2003,
October 2003, June 2004, October 2004, February 2005, May 2005,
July 2005, November 2005, March 2006, June 2006, July 2006, and
November 2006.

Over this period, descriptions of the relationship evolved from
good neighbours to constructive partners to strategic partners. Russia’s
approach to China evolved from merely friendship and mutually bene-
ficial cooperation314 to the July 2000 summit in which Putin and Ziang
Zemin declared, ‘Our countries are friends forever and will never be
enemies.’315 The heads of state of China and Russia now hold annual
talks, meeting each other at least three times a year, including on such
occasions as the Economic Leaders’ Meeting of the APEC forum and the
SCO summit.

What this political partnership meant in practical terms was
increasing political coordination on major international issues. By the
mid-1990s, the decline in Russian–American relations permitted Russia
to align with China on issues of great relevance to Russia. Both states
concurred that the system of international security had been devel-
oping with unfavourable tendencies.316 The Russian state’s response
was to increasingly use China to actively balance against the United
States thereby demonstrating its status as a great power and defiance
against American unilateralist and interventionist policies.317 As a result
of progressively more active Russian defiance against the United States,
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Russia and China were able to come to agreement in 1997 on the
issue of multipolarity, an open challenge to American hegemony. Both
parties agreed to take steps towards the construction of a multipolar
and more fully international community.318 Therefore, notwithstanding
the importance of economic factors in expanding Russian–Chinese
relations, political factors continued to hold a central place.

The following section examines four elements driving Russian foreign
policy towards China: economic, domestic security, regional, and global.
The economic section considers the main sectors of Russian–Chinese
economic engagement unpacking the manner in which both public and
private economic actors were able to consolidate bilateral relations. The
domestic security dimension brings together a variety of threats to the
Russian state which have impacted upon Russia’s alignment policy with
regard to China. The regional dimension of Russian–Chinese coopera-
tion reflects Russian concerns with entry into the Asia-Pacific that held
significant economic and political interest for the Russian state. Finally,
the global dimension clusters together those international political fac-
tors influencing Russian alignment policy towards China. This section
focuses on the manner in which the evolving international system was
a key driver of Russian alignment policy. Each of the following chapters
will examine these dimensions.

The economic dimension

Given the potential importance and depth of this relationship, the
Yeltsin government undertook to provide it with a strategic framework
from the outset. The state’s agenda ensured that Russian policy was
proactive with the military–industrial complex, Minatom, and fuel and
oil interests vigorously endorsing the deepening of economic relations.

The state was extremely active in putting forth the interests of these
groups. At this point, it is necessary to distinguish between purely eco-
nomic and military-economic actors. As mentioned earlier, the military–
industrial complex held a special place in terms of its influence on the
Russian government given the sensitivity of this sector. It is not surpris-
ing then that from the outset the state vigorously supported the interests
of the military–industrial complex in China. Though the state sought to
facilitate increasing economic cooperation between Russia and China in
other sectors, nowhere was it as fervent or successful as in the area of
the sale of military technology.

The United States played an important role in influencing the conduct
of Russian economic relations with China. First, American pressure on
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its allies to end sales of weapons and military technology to China
placed Russia in an admirable competitive position in the Chinese mar-
ket. Second, as in the cases of Iran and Iraq, Russia feared the potential
entry of the United States into the Chinese market. Third, economic
cooperation was vital in demonstrating Russian defiance. In permit-
ting itself to engage in military-technical cooperation with whomever
it chose, Russia sent a message of independence to the United States.

From the outset, China was a strong potential partner in economic
terms given the history of Sino-Soviet economic ties. The state-run sec-
tor of Chinese industry was built with Soviet aid in the 1950s. Moreover,
in the post-Soviet period, China confirmed its interest in modernising
these factories with Russian industrial equipment and technical assis-
tance. This was rather a unique situation for Russia because it had
experienced difficulty in selling high-technology products abroad.319

Notwithstanding these positive preconditions, attempts by the Russian
state to expand ties had little impact and were ever more constrained
by international competition and the regulations of international eco-
nomic institutions.

The initial period of trade from 1992 to 1993 was characterised by
cross-border exchanges, largely conducted in barter. Yeltsin’s state visit
to China in December 1992 had a significant impact on altering trade
ties, moving away from the ‘suitcase’ traders predominating in the early
post-Soviet confusion, towards the initiation of coordinated large-scale
projects. For example, $2.5 billion in credit was extended under a 1992
agreement which led to the construction of a two million kilowatt
nuclear reactor complex in China’s Jiangsu province.320 Following this
summit, both China and Russia agreed to increase their economic coop-
eration in order to create favourable conditions for trade ties.321 These
concrete actions saw bilateral trade increase from $5 billion in 1992 to
$7.68 billion by 1993.322

Russian concerns with domestic security issues and the threat of ille-
gal Chinese immigration into the Russian Far East, however, resulted in
measures that stunted economic cooperation. Prior to 1994, there were
no visa requirements for Chinese citizen’s travelling between China and
Russia. This gave rise to tens of thousands of small Chinese speculators
inundating the Russian market with low quality goods.323 In order to
curb speculation and end illegal immigration, Russia strengthened its
border controls, tightened its export control laws, and laid down import
and export taxes.324 Consequently, border trade, which accounted for
a high proportion of bilateral trade, was dramatically reduced by over
one-third.325
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As they were to do on a number of occasions, the September 1994
summit in Moscow saw Presidents Jiang Zemin and Boris Yeltsin place
considerable emphasis on reversing these economic trends and raising
the level of economic cooperation.326 Despite great hopes for increased
trade, however, Russia expressed deep disappointment in real progress
in this area. During the April 1997 summit, a conviction was articulated
that the most urgent assignment in the area of bilateral relations was
reducing the rift between their political and economic components.327

Chinese Prime Minister Li Peng and Yeltsin sought to rectify the prob-
lems in trade by setting yet another improbable goal for the increase of
trade volume to $20 billion by 2000.328

The situation in the economic sphere was rather complicated.
Russians found it progressively more complex in 1997 to export met-
als and chemical fertilisers (these comprised nearly half of Russian
exports to China) because of changes in the Chinese market. More-
over, both states sought to join the World Trade Organization (WTO),
which resulted in the reduction of barter trade in addition to the visa
requirements mentioned previously.329 Furthermore, neither country
was prepared to trade in hard currency because of poorly developed
infrastructure. Also in 1997, the United States removed unilateral lim-
itations on the supply of nuclear power station equipment, becoming
a powerful competitor with the Russian nuclear industry in China.330

Competition for the Chinese market became an area of contention in
Russia’s relations with China. This fact was most evident when Russian
companies failed to win a tender for energy-producing equipment for
the Three-Gorges Hydropower Station project.

Notwithstanding the difficulties, by 1998, China was Russia’s third
largest trade partner after Germany and the United States.331 Problems
persisted as throughout 1999, economic relations continued to stag-
nate, far underachieving the goal set for the year 2000.332 The Beijing
declaration of 18 July 2000 signified a desire for the development
of comprehensive, complex economic cooperation between Presidents
Putin and Zemin as one of the central directions for the deepening and
widening of Russian–Chinese relations.333

With Putin’s intense concentration on economic progress, the tide
indeed turned in Sino-Russian economic cooperation. Though in
November 2005, Russia and China still held out the hope of doubling
trade within five years, the historical mark of $20 billion in trade had
already been reached.334 As of the end of 2004, the volume of trade
amounted to $21.23 billion. In the first three months of 2006, bilateral
trade between Russia and China exceeded $12 billion up 53 per cent
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from the previous year. Certainly, Russia had become one of the top
destinations for China’s overseas investments.335 China was now Russia’s
fourth largest trade partner, and Russia China’s eighth largest trade
partner, a far cry from the early days of Russian–Chinese economic
cooperation. Much of this increase was based on military technology
transfers from Russia to China.

Military technology and weapons sales

Political sensitivity to the military–industrial complex meant this group
was able to bring about state support for the increase of Russian military-
technical sales to China to ever-greater levels.336 Chinese purchases
facilitated the maintenance of production lines, allowing for economies
of scale and lower procurement costs for the Russian military itself.
Moreover, they provided hard currency to finance imports by enabling
Russia to sell one of the only manufactured products in which it con-
tinued to have a comparative advantage.337 Demonstrating the Russian
state’s interest in the maintenance of this politically sensitive area, in a
November 1993 speech at a defence plant in Tula, Yeltsin emphasised
the importance of recapturing Russia’s position in the global arms trade,
noting China’s importance as a key market.338

For Russia, China’s commitment to military modernisation and the
desire for Russian arms were an extremely lucrative proposition. More-
over, Russia had a comparative advantage given that much of China’s
military hardware arose from earlier Soviet models acquired during the
1950s. China sought out Russian products especially as international
sanctions had barred it from a number of other military markets. Russian
and Chinese observers and officials agreed that this complementarity
provided a convincing basis for Sino-Russian relations in the field of
military technology transfers.339

The political groundwork for resuming the relationship was laid by
Gorbachev as discussions began as early as 1990, but the move from
negotiation to transactions occurred only under Yeltsin.340 In August
1992, a Russian–Chinese Intergovernmental Commission was estab-
lished to enable Russia and China to facilitate potential deals and speed
transactions in the military-technical field.341 During Yeltsin’s visit to
Beijing in December 1992, these relations were formalised in a ‘Mem-
orandum of Understanding on Sino-Russian Military Equipment and
Technology Cooperation’.342 During this visit, Yeltsin made clear that
arms sales would be ‘an important component for developing bilat-
eral relations based on economic benefit, not ideology’.343 They were
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further entrenched during Defence Minister Grachev’s visit to China in
November 1993 where the ‘Five-year Cooperation Agreement Between
the Russian and Chinese Defence Ministries’ was signed.344 As a result,
weapons and technology transfers between Russia and China grew
appreciably. From 1992 to 1996, the total volume of arms sales to China
amounted to $4.49 billion. This made China by far the most significant
importer of Russian arms. By 1996, China accounted for approximately
42 per cent of all Russian arms exports.345

The Russian Defence Ministry had an important role to play. While
in office, Defence Minister Pavel Grachev established autonomous sales
agencies under his control, and in 1995 military space authorities under
his authority sold China three of Russia’s most advanced upper-stage
rocket engines. The sale violated the Missile Technology Control Regime
(MTCR) and circumvented NPO Energiamash, the only Russian body
licensed to sell these engines.346 Conventional weapons sales followed
similar patterns. Major arms sales to China included two Sovremenny
destroyers with SS-N-22 ‘Sunburn’ cruise missiles and SA-N-7 ship-to-
ship missiles; four Kilo-class submarines type-636 with the possibility of
the purchase of another six; SA-10 ‘Grumble’ surface-to-air defence mis-
siles; SA-15 surface-to-air missiles; fire control and surveillance radar;
72 Sukhoi-27S Flanker-B air superiority aircraft equipped with ‘Archer’
air-to-air missiles.

Notwithstanding state and institutional desires to reap rewards in
the Chinese marketplace, it should be noted that China was extremely
proactive in initiating increased cooperation and utilising the des-
peration of the Russian military–industrial complex to its advantage.
Increasingly, China demonstrated interest not only in simple hardware
purchases but also in the acquisition of Russian manufacturing tech-
nologies in a variety of weapons categories.347 In July 1996, the Russian
Sukhoi agency signed a contract for supplying Beijing with production
lines to manufacture up to 200 Russian Su-27 interceptor fighters as well
as preparing Chinese personnel. Military experts estimated the cost of
this contract at between $2.2 and 2.5 billion.348 It was believed it would
tie the Chinese aircraft-building industry to numerous Russian defence
factories for decades.349

Whole factories were, in fact, transferred to China to make parts for
the Topol-M (SS-27) mobile Inter-Continental Ballistic Missile. In 2005,
China renegotiated this agreement to produce the multi-role Su-27SMK
for the remainder of the production run. According to the Defense
Intelligence Agency, there were also indications that China plans to
organise a combat air wing for a future aircraft carrier, possibly based



74 Russia and the Challengers

on the Russian Su-33/FLANKER D. This deepening of relations is likely
to continue in the medium term.350

The Russian military also progressively sought to move beyond mere
technology transfers. Thus, in August 1998, Colonel General Manilov,
Deputy Chief of the General Staff, stated, ‘Russian-Chinese military and
technological cooperation is to get fresh momentum. Steps will be taken
to extend cooperation from simple arms exports to joint research and
development projects in military and technological spheres as well as
joint development of armaments and military equipment.’351

Increased cooperation in the military-technical field was undeniably
influenced by the American factor. As previously mentioned, Russia’s
position in the Chinese marketplace was unassailable given that the
US and Western Europe refused to supply, and placed significant pres-
sure on allies to stop supplying, high-technology weapons to China.352

Consequently, between 1991 and 1992, an increasing number of West-
ern states and their companies started refusing to implement previously
signed contracts with China.353 One example is the cancellation of
an Israeli sale of advanced aircraft to China under severe American
pressure.354 The United States sought to place similar pressures on Rus-
sia. The United States Congress warned Moscow that if they sold Beijing
low-flying missiles intended to attack ships, American aid to Russia
would be discontinued.355 These threats had little effect on the activ-
ities of the Russian military–industrial complex, but go some way in
explaining how the military and its clients were able to use arms sales
to demonstrate independence against American interference.

Russia had little incentive to end its military cooperation with China.
There was a certainty that were Russia to leave the Chinese market, oth-
ers including the United States would fill the vacuum.356 Head of Russian
Armaments for the Russian Armed Forces, Mikhail Sitnov, declared,

Under no circumstances should we curtail military and technical
cooperation with China. Russia already knows quite a few negative
examples of it having been forced out of some sectors of the world
armaments market and immediately replaced by its competitors as
soon as Russia relaxed its stand.357

In a number of instances, having deterred competitors in the military-
technical field from supplying weapons to a country, US arms exporters
entered into the space opened up. The visit to China of Andrei
Kokoshin, Secretary of the Defence Council, in February 1998 sought
to neutralise the potential consequences of United States Secretary of



The Wounded Bear and the Rising Dragon 75

Defence William Cohen’s visit to China. Cohen departed Beijing a day
before Kokoshin’s arrival.358

Similar to the defiance evidenced by the Russian military in opposing
efforts to end military transfers to China, military sales came to be
closely tied with the Russian state’s attempts to demonstrate defiance
against American policy decisions with which it did not agree.359 A clear
example was the June 1999 announcement of the sale of 72 Su-30
fighter-bombers to China which was considerably hastened by NATO’s
bombing of Serbia.360 Incidentally, it was also in June 1999, that for the
first time in the history of Russian–Chinese military cooperation, a del-
egation of top Chinese military representatives visited a unit of Russia’s
Strategic Rocket Forces.361

The intensification of contact with regard to the transfer of military
technology as well as the emergence of American policies of concern
to Russia led to increased military to military cooperation. Russia and
China participated in anti-terrorist military exercises in Kazakhstan in
the fall of 2003 as well as the ‘Peace Mission – 2005’ involving 10,000
troops, which was the first operation involving the defence ministries
of China and Russia since the Korean War.362 The United States, which
was not invited to attend the exercises as an observer, expressed some
concerns. A US State Department spokesman noted, ‘We expect that [the
exercise] will be conducted in a manner that supports some mutual goal
of regional stability shared by the United States, China and Russia.’363

US Defence Secretary Donald Rumsfeld had completed a visit to China
days earlier during which he expressed concern about Beijing’s military
build-up.364 Within a month of these exercises, Russia and China agreed
to expand military cooperation.

This sector is important in demonstrating the balancing hypothe-
sis. As the Russian–American relationship declined, the state as well
as the military and its ‘client’ group came to see the value of using
this key sector to demonstrate defiance against the United States. Thus,
this seemingly economically driven relationship came to be intertwined
with Russian global aspirations.

Nuclear technology sales

As with Russian sales of nuclear technology to Iran, Minatom was
extremely active in driving policy in order to reap the economic benefits
of cooperation with any states with an interest in Russian technology.
In accordance with the new emphasis on a more diversified foreign
policy, Russia and China signed an agreement ‘On the Civilian Use
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of Nuclear Energy’ in April 1996. The two countries’ nuclear coopera-
tion encompassed about 30 fields, including dual-purpose technologies,
the conversion of the nuclear defence industry to civilian use and
thermonuclear synthesis research.365 Both sides had been in prolonged
negotiations over the construction of a nuclear power plant in Liaoning
in northeastern China.366

By the end of 1996, the Russian–Chinese Sub-committee on Nuclear
Issues held its first meeting. As a result, Prime Minister Chernomyrdin
and Li Peng signed a protocol defining the principles of a framework
contract to build the Lianyungang nuclear power plant in the province
of Jiangsu (the plant that was to have been built in Liaoning).367 This was
the biggest Chinese–Russian project at the time.368 Russia was to assist
in constructing two generating units equipped with two VVER-1000
reactors, estimated to cost $2 billion.369 The first reactor block was to
become operational in 2007. In October, Minatom Minister Mikhailov
and Chinese Prime Minister Li Peng signed a deal to speed up the plant’s
construction.370

Minatom hoped Russian cooperation with China would keep Russian
atomic engineering enterprises busy and stimulate new development
programmes in the atomic energy complex.371 Even more importantly,
there were hopes that the completion of this project would set Russia
in good stead to compete internationally against American firms. Thus,
Foreign Ministry spokesman Vladimir Rakhmanin noted, ‘The success-
ful realization of this project, will prove that Russia is ready to compete
with major world producers of energy equipment.’372

Another major area of nuclear cooperation was that of nuclear conver-
sion. In June 1997, Minatom announced that it would cooperate with
China in the conversion of the Chinese military nuclear complex for
civilian purposes.373 Minatom was to help the Chinese in converting
enterprises manufacturing nuclear warheads to peaceful production.374

During Chernomyrdin’s visit to Beijing in June 1997, the two coun-
tries signed the ‘Protocol on Cooperation in the Conversion of Nuclear
Weaponry’.375

Similar to military technology sales to China, the intensity and speed
with which Russia pursued China in this sector was influenced by
Russian fears of international competition. Viktor Mikhailov, Minis-
ter of Atomic Energy, made this point in October 1997. He declared,
‘Yeltsin during his upcoming visit to China should speed up a planned
deal to build a nuclear power plant in China to forestall the United
States, which might decide to step up nuclear cooperation with
China.’376 Minatom adamantly objected to American efforts to impede
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Russian–Chinese cooperation in this sector arguing that it would ‘not
yield the conquered positions’.377 By late 2006, Russia and China were
on the brink of signing an agreement on mid-term and long-term
cooperation in nuclear power industry.378

The United States had banned nuclear technology exports to China
notwithstanding the 1985 Sino-American Agreement on Nuclear
Cooperation.379 Russian fears were justified as the United States did
re-enter the Chinese market in October 1997.380 President Clinton
announced he would approve the export of advanced nuclear tech-
nology to China following a Chinese pledge not to conclude any new
nuclear deals with Iran.381

In a similar manner to the military–industrial complex, the nuclear
energy sector demonstrated the importance of institutional motivations
combined with the efforts to defy American influence. However, dif-
ferent from the transfer of military technologies, the American factor
in this industry dealt almost exclusively with economic rather than
political issues.

Oil and gas cooperation

The oil and gas sector was of increasing importance in the Russian–
Chinese economic relationship. Any real attempts at cooperation in
this sector came only in the late 1990s at approximately the same
time that major Russian oil and gas companies began to engage Iran.
This engagement signified the importance of purely economic fac-
tors in driving forward bilateral cooperation in some areas. Given the
significance of the oil and gas industry for Russian coffers, these rela-
tions were pursued quite vigorously. Fuel and Energy Minister Viktor
Kalyuzhny announced, ‘China must become Russia’s strategic energy
partner in the twenty-first century.’382 This sector is particularly signif-
icant in demonstrating the interaction between public economic and
private commercial actors in driving forward relations with China. It
is important in reinforcing how the state acted to prevent confusion
and conflict between the various actors as well becoming a significant
exponent of the Russian oil and gas industry.

In June 1997, Gazprom and the Chinese National Oil and Gas
Corporation signed a ‘Treaty on Cooperation in the Prospecting for
and Production of Gas’, and agreed to the construction of a main
gas pipeline in China with Russian participation.383 Within a few
months, in November 1997, Deputy Prime Minister Boris Nemtsov and
Chinese Vice Premier Li Lanqing signed a ‘Memorandum of Mutual
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Understanding and Fundamental Principles’ for preparing a joint project
to develop the Kovyta gas deposit and gas supplies to China.384 This
pipeline was to enable China to receive 30 billion cubic metres of gas
annually over a ten-year period.385 By January 1999, the Russian-Chinese
Sub-Commission on Cooperation in the Power Industry agreed to step
up cooperation.386 The Sub-Committee incorporated Russian officials
from the Energy and Foreign Ministries, Gazprom, Sidanko, and Yukos
oil companies, and leaders of the Irkutsk region and Yakutia.387 Russian
Fuel and Energy Minister Sergey Generalov stated, ‘Development of the
Kovykta gas condensate field in Irkutsk region is a priority in Russian-
Chinese cooperation.’388 The Russian Petroleum Company in which
Sidanko had a 60.5 per cent stake developed the Kovykta gas field.389

Despite progress, it was necessary for the Russian state to intervene in
order to facilitate relations. Thus, in September 1999, Putin signed ordi-
nance no.1376-r telling the Ministries of Fuel and Energy, Trade, Foreign
Affairs, and Natural Resources and the State Customs Committee to step
up supplies of Russian crude oil and products to China in line with an
agreement between Yukos oil company and the Chinese National Oil
and Gas Corporation.390 In March 2000, Russia became even more proac-
tive in offering China joint development of some oil deposits in Russia
as part of the Russian-Chinese Sub-Committee on the Power Industry.391

The most significant breakthrough came in March 2006 with the sign-
ing of an agreement to transfer significant amounts of gas from Siberia
to China. These pipelines would deliver up to 80 billion cubic metres
of gas annually. The agreement came as part of a raft of economic deals
signed during President Putin’s visit to Beijing.392

As with the Iranian and Iraqi cases, the Chinese case is significant
in revealing the interconnections between state and private interests
in this field. Cooperation and coordination between the responsible
ministries, the Presidential administration, the oil and gas corporations,
and the oligarchs were instrumental in providing the basis for acceler-
ated engagement. Improved economic cooperation between China and
Russia could not have been envisaged, however, without overcoming
serious problems in the area of domestic security. It is this sector to
which we now turn.

Russian domestic security

Domestic security is taken to mean issues relating to the sovereignty and
territorial integrity of the Russian state. Russia faced a long-term security
problem with an increasingly powerful China on its borders. Certainly,
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concerns over the potential for Chinese economic, and potentially even
territorial, expansion into Russia’s Far East were significant aspects of
the debate over how to properly engage China. Russian concerns for
its long-term security were fundamental in laying the groundwork for
amicable cooperation between the two states. Russian engagement with
China to resolve border issues and in pursuit of bi- and multilateral mil-
itary confidence building measures (CBMs) were significant to Russian
alignment policies.

Domestic security had a minor role to play in the development of
Russian policy towards China. However, its importance lay in the fact
that it conditioned engagement with China. In this context, China
played a dual role for Russia. On the one hand, Russia sought to use
its relations with China to reinforce its sovereignty and address issues
of border security. On the other, China posed significant challenges to
Russian security. The ability to overcome these threats was vital to the
evolution of Russian–Chinese relations. Were Russia and China unable
to come to agreement on issues of domestic security, it is unlikely they
could have found such common ground on economic and global issues.
Nonetheless, these concerns continued to plague Russian policy-makers,
especially those focused on Russian national security.

The Chinese threat

Increased cooperation and alignment occurred against the backdrop
of significant constraints. The question of Chinese ‘expansion’ and
potential future Chinese security threats weighed heavily on Russian
policy-makers, especially in the early post-Soviet period. This section
goes some way towards explaining divisions within the Russian military
as to the proper approach to China.

The balance of power in the Asia-Pacific region altered with the Soviet
collapse and Russian decline. Since the late seventeenth century, when
the two states first came into contact, Russia had not lagged so far
behind in power or influence.393 For the first time in the history of their
relations, China was in the ascendant and Russia in decline. This became
even more challenging given the weakness of Russia’s federal system,
which gradually opened the Russian Far East and Siberia to Chinese
influence. The emigration of ethnic Russians and the growth of sep-
aratist trends in the region further undermined the authority of the
centre.394 Moreover, the sheer geographic distance of the Russian Far
East and Siberia from western Russia and the poor transport links meant
that the economically hard-pressed region came to depend on Chinese
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consumer goods and food products.395 This resulted in the Russian Far
East’s reorientation towards its Far Eastern neighbours and away from
Moscow.396

Residents of the Russian Far East became gradually more dependent
on economic ties with China’s Manchurian provinces. According to one
study, the Russian Far East conducted about 80 per cent of its trade with
northeast China. China exported more than 4000 different products to
Russia (compared with approximately a dozen in 1987) and Chinese
capital composed approximately half of the foreign capital used in joint
production enterprises.397

Chinese economic expansion into the Russian Far East was not the
only threat to Russian interests. There was increasing concern over ille-
gal Chinese immigration into this region.398 In 1994, the Russian media,
with the support of local officials in the Russian Far East, issued a num-
ber of reports about Chinese ‘expansion’, claiming that an estimated
two and a half million Chinese entered the Russian Far East in search
of jobs and business opportunities. General Pavel Grachev, then Russian
Defence Minister, even asserted Chinese nationals were conquering the
Russian Far East by peaceful means.399 One study forecasts that by the
mid-twenty-first century, there will be seven to ten million Chinese
living in Russia, thereby becoming the second largest ethnic group in
Russia after Russians themselves.400

It is, however, extremely difficult to make accurate assessments given
the illegal nature of much of the immigration and the inability of local
governments to measure the inflow of immigrants. Notwithstanding,
with only eight million Russians in the Russian Far East, Russia felt the
weight of Chinese demographic superiority. The situation was made
even more fragile by the fact that the Chinese have historically laid
claim to some Russian territories.401 Nationalists, particularly in Siberia
and the Far East, used the Chinese threat to gain support given fears
of a ‘silent’ Chinese expansion.402 As mentioned earlier, in response to
high levels of Chinese illegal immigration, Russian authorities in 1994
instituted new controls making it more complicated for Chinese citi-
zens to enter the Russian Far East without a visa.403 Nonetheless, illegal
immigration persisted and continued to grow.

Another concern which inhibited Sino-Russian cooperation was the
issue of border security, which demonstrated the importance of Russia’s
relations with ‘challenger’ states in mitigating threats to Russia itself.
Through cooperation with China in delineating the border, Russia was
able to ensure its security interests and minimise tensions with China.
This, in turn, facilitated increased cooperation in other areas.
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The resolution of border issues, as well as agreements to decrease mil-
itary units in the vicinity of the Sino-Russian border, can be seen as
‘necessity in the guise of virtue’. The end of border disputes with China
was vital as Russia could no longer afford enmity with China or the
threat of it. Given Russia’s collapsing military, border demarcation was
an issue with which Russia had to come to terms. Russian negotiators
recognised that time was not working to Russia’s advantage and leaving
the territorial issue open into the future was not in Russia’s long-term
strategic and security interests.404

The Sino-Soviet border has been among the world’s most important
strategic frontiers.405 Disputes over border territories dated back to the
1858 Aigun treaties and the 1860 Beijing Treaty, which formed the
original legal basis for the boundaries between the two countries.406

The Japanese occupation of Manchuria in 1931 prompted the Soviet
Union to assume control over all the islands on the Amur and Ussuri
rivers, effectively pushing the border to the Chinese bank.407 The bor-
der issue, ignored by both countries during their alliance in the 1950s,
came to a head as a consequence of their split in the 1960s. The Chinese
demanded that Moscow recognise the existence of the territorial dispute
whereas the Soviet Union refused to give up full control of the border
rivers. For Russia, the dangers of border insecurity with China were con-
firmed with the Ussuri River clashes of March 1969 which demonstrated
the potential for escalation to major conflict.408

The end of the Cold War led to the conclusion of a border agreement
between Russia and China on the eastern section of the border, which
was signed on 16 May 1991. This agreement covered the 4250 kilometre
border from North Korea to Mongolia. Under the terms of the agreement
the 2444 islands along the Amur and Ussuri rivers were divided between
both sides according to the Thalweg principle, by which the main river
channel is used as the demarcation line.409 An agreement on the western
section of the border followed in September 1994.410 By 1997, the entire
length of the border was not only delimitated but also marked, leaving
only a 21 kilometre stretch in dispute.411

The eradication of these major obstacles to Sino-Russian partnership
paved the way for a closer relationship on other security measures.412

Russia and China increasingly participated in CBMs on their borders.
These not only limited the threat of conflict on the border but also
reduced Russian expenditures on military forces stationed in this area.
CBMs essentially allowed Russia to make its military more defensive and
withdraw troops it could no longer afford to keep. The agreement to pull
back formations from both sides of the border was signed in December
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1992.413 In this context, offensive weapons including tanks, strike
aircraft, artillery, and tactical nuclear weapons were reduced in the
resulting 200 kilometre zone.414

Efforts at force reductions and CBMs became gradually more mul-
tilateral, with Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan participating.415

At the end of the negotiations in Moscow in January 1996, guidelines
were drafted on troop reductions and CBMs along China’s border with
Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan.416 These provisions were
incorporated into the Shanghai Agreement of April 1996.417 The Treaty
regulated the deployment of military forces within a 100 kilometre
stretch of both sides of the border between China and the Central Asian
states, limited the number and scope of military exercises, provided for
mutual verification of major force deployments as well as limiting the
ability of the signatories to concentrate forces along the border region.418

During the April 1997 Shanghai-5 summit, meant to build on the
confidence-building agreement signed in Shanghai, Presidents Yeltsin
and Zemin, together with the leaders of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and
Tajikistan, signed a further agreement on the reduction of troops within
100 kilometres of their common borders.419 Following ‘Peace Operation
2005’, Russian media ran an announcement by the Chief of Russia’s
General Staff that a second set of Russian–Chinese combined mili-
tary exercises would be held in 2007, this time under the oversight of
the SCO.420

The five-country group held annual summits from 1996 onwards.
With each year, the joint statements emerging from these summits
signalled greater cooperative efforts in security affairs. Moreover, they
devoted more space to the group’s view of the international security
situation. The joint declaration following the 2000 Shanghai-5 meeting
in Dushanbe announced satisfaction with the ‘increased level of mutual
trust in the military sphere in border areas of the Shanghai-5 coun-
tries . . . deepening of cooperation in political affairs and the security
sphere, and increasing mutual understanding on regional and inter-
national issues . . . ’.421 Putin spoke clearly of the organisation’s role in
facilitating other Russian goals.422

The aftermath of the events of September 11, 2001 saw America’s
increasing presence in the form of military basing in Uzbekistan,
Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan, which posed grave concerns for both China
and Russia. Both countries used the SCO as a venue to express their
concerns though not successfully. Thus, in July 2005, the SCO meeting
in Astana, Kazakhstan, saw a resulting statement urging these Central
Asian countries to set a timetable for withdrawing US troops from
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member states. During the June 2006 SCO summit in Shanghai, no
comments were made about US bases.

A third constraint on Russian–Chinese relations was the concern that
widening military-technical cooperation would have long-term ramifi-
cations for Russian security. There was a concern that no matter how
beneficial arms transfers were to individual defence enterprises or the
military–industrial complex as a whole, they worked against Russia’s
own long-term strategic interests.423 Sergei Kortunov, former National
Security Advisor to the Russian President, argued,

Under no circumstances must our relations with China be idealised.
Russia must be careful in military deals with China, maintaining
technological independence from it and accelerating the connec-
tions of Chinese military production to Russian developers and
companies.424

Post-Soviet Russia walked the precarious line between contemporary
cooperation versus future threat.

Some circles rationalised this trade off with explanations of Russian
weapons sales serving to ‘domesticate’ the Chinese military, making
them dependent on Russia for spare parts and ammunition, and creat-
ing within that constituency a kind of constructive disposition towards
Russia.425 Another rationale was that China’s modest defence capabilities
and significant domestic problems ensured that in the short-term Russia
had no reason to fear China.426 These were, however, rationalisations
made in light of the fact that in many senses relations with China were
not a luxury for Russia, but rather a necessity.427 Notwithstanding con-
tentions to the contrary, fears of Chinese intentions surfaced frequently
in Russian policy-making circles.

Regional dimension

As in the case of Russian domestic security, the regional objectives Russia
was pursuing through cooperation with China can only be described as
subordinate to other Russian interests. Nevertheless, they did set the
context in which Russia formulated its policy towards China and are
therefore important. The regional factor is helpful in demonstrating two
intents of Russian alignment policy. First, it elucidates Russia’s desire to
deepen its role in Asia-Pacific integration processes. Second, it reveals
how Russia did so against the backdrop of American and Japanese
objections, which Russian–Chinese cooperation sought to balance.



84 Russia and the Challengers

Initially, the Asia-Pacific region ranked rather low on Russia’s hierar-
chy of priorities. It occupied only sixth on the Russian government’s
list of 15 priorities (the Asia-Pacific following the Commonwealth of
Independent States, arms control and international security, economic
reform, the United States and Europe).428 Increasingly, the rewards of
both political and economic engagement with the region grew for
Russia. By 1996, the Asia-Pacific ranked third in the government’s list
of interests, following the CIS and Eastern Europe. Yet, given its initial
neglect of this area as well as rather entrenched American and Japanese
interests, Russia’s ability to penetrate the region was limited.

Russian policy demonstrated a belief that multilateral approaches to
security in Asia ensured that its voice was still heard, particularly during
its period of weakness.429 China was central to Russia gaining acceptance
as an Asia-Pacific power. Certainly, Moscow’s Asia-Pacific policy has
been described as Moscow ‘re-entering the Asia-Pacific region through
the “Chinese door” ’.430 China was not averse to supporting a stronger
Russian role in the Asia-Pacific region.431 In the Sino-Russian joint
declaration of 3 September 1994, agreement was reached on the issue
of enhancing ‘mutual trust and cooperation among Asia-Pacific coun-
tries through dialogue and consultation so as to develop peace, security,
stability, and sustained economic development’.432 By November 1997,
both states came to view their positions not only as a means of develop-
ing cooperation in the region but also as ‘an important component to
ensure the security, stability and economic prosperity of Eurasia and the
Pacific Region’.433

China more than rhetorically assisted in Russia’s integration into the
Asia-Pacific region. It supported and facilitated Russian entry into major
regional multilateral organisations. Russia set joining regional struc-
tures, wherever possible, as an important goal of its foreign policy.
These efforts culminated in its formal admission to APEC as a full
member in November 1998.434 Its application for membership to APEC
was first made in 1995. As early as the Sino-Russian Joint Declaration
of 25 April 1996, China offered support for Russia’s admission to
APEC.435 Li Peng in explaining Chinese support for Russia’s joining
APEC declared, ‘We wish Russia and the CIS would play a bigger role
in the world today.’436

Russian entry into APEC was considered a notable accomplishment,
not only because APEC was the largest trading bloc in the world,
accounting for about 50 per cent of world trade turnover and about
20 per cent of Russia’s foreign trade, but also because membership
improved Russia’s political status as an Asia-Pacific country.437 Moreover,
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joining APEC allowed Russia to overcome more effectively the barriers
to trade it had previously been obliged to address independently.438

Russia also gained Chinese support for its participation in ASEAN. Pro-
motion of closer relations with ASEAN started to play a considerable role
in Russian policy, this organisation being one of the most important
in the Asian political and security landscape. The annual ASEAN Post-
Ministerial Conferences (PMC) and the ASEAN Regional Forums (ARF)
were deemed by Moscow to be an important contribution to building
an atmosphere of trust in the region and working out concrete CBMs in
relations between regional countries.439

Russia’s policy of increased emphasis on integration with the Asia-
Pacific region increasingly brought Russia into conflict with the United
States, as America had little desire for Russia to make gains in the region.
The 1997 Russian National Security Blueprint outlined Russian concerns
with ‘isolation from the integration processes under way in the Asian
and Pacific region’.440 This was exacerbated by the security threat posed
by attempts by other states, read the United States, ‘to weaken Russia’s
position in the Asia-Pacific region’.441

It was obvious that both America and Japan were reluctant to support
an increased Russian role in the region.442 Thus, Russian attempts to gain
a foothold were only to be accomplished through balancing American
interests. Russian Security Council Secretary Sergei Ivanov stated, ‘any
attempts at bringing forcible pressure to bear on the Asia-Pacific region
should be resolutely neutralised, regardless of what party is seeking to
exercise pressure in the region. Russia’s position in this respect is backed
by China, India and a number of ASEAN member countries.’443 As Russia
sought to gain greater influence in the region, this sector became inter-
twined with Russia’s broader attempts to defy American objectives in
the late 1990s. Notwithstanding American policy towards Russia in the
region, China was instrumental in facilitating Russian entry and thereby
reinforcing Russian conceptions of its continued great power status.

Global dimension

This section addresses the geopolitical and diplomatic dimensions of
Russian alignment with China. In so doing, it moves away from the
domestic and regional in order to examine the role the United States
played in Russian alignment with China. It elucidates the manner
in which Russian great power aspirations, American foreign policy
decisions, the Chechnya issue, and multipolarity intertwined in the
Russian–Chinese–American triangle to spur Russia to align with China.
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From a policy premised on consolidating Russia’s great power status in
the face of American challenges in the mid-1990s, Russian foreign pol-
icy evolved to actively challenge the United States through partnership
with China. Initially, Russia used its partnership with China to throw
off the sense of being a ‘junior partner’. With an increasing sense of
its national interest, Russia began to increasingly align its policies with
China’s on major international issues. This affected a more proactive
form of defiance against American actions. The policy of multipolarity
further consolidated Russia’s use of alignment with China to actively
balance the United States.

The Sino-Russian relationship has often been described as being used
as a tool against American hegemony in the unipolar world.444 In this
context, bilateral relations were seen as a response to the developing
post-Cold War international order. Numerous authors depict increas-
ing cooperation between Russia and China in the context of both
states’ resentment,445 opposition,446 hostility,447 resistance,448 attitude,449

and challenge450 to American unilateralism. However, this oversim-
plifies the evolution of the American influence on the Sino-Russian
relationship. China has indeed provided Russia an important part-
ner in challenging American predominance. Yet it was over time
that this partnership came to respond to Russia’s ostensible weak-
ness in challenging American policies which posed a threat to Russian
interests.

America initially acted as a deterrent to this partnership. Given the
Russian democratic inclination, which pervaded the Russian foreign
policy-making establishment in the early post-Soviet period, America
influenced Russian relations with China in two ways. First, the United
States was rhetorically willing and able to provide Russia with both
economic and political assistance, thereby discouraging relations with
states such as China. Second, America symbolically deterred Russia
from deeper cooperation with a state deemed a pariah following the
Tiananmen Square massacre and its history of human rights abuses.451

As a result, Russia sought only an amelioration of tensions with China,
demonstrating its continued desire to join the West and pursue deeper
partnership with the United States. Foreign Minister Kozyrev’s first visit
to Beijing in March 1992 illustrated how much Russian foreign policy
had moved to the West as issues such as Taiwan and Chinese human
rights abuses occupied a central place on the agenda similar to the
Sino-American agenda.452

Russia soon came to experience disappointment in the pace of eco-
nomic reforms and America’s contribution to its failures, the paucity
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of Western assistance, and Russia’s treatment on the world stage.453

This disillusionment mitigated the force of the American deterrent. In
fact, the decline in Russian–American relations contributed to greater
Sino-Russian cooperation, which corresponded with the desire to use
Russian foreign policy to entrench Russian great power status. Russia
moved from using its relations with China to consolidate its great
power status to openly challenge the United States. Certainly, Sino-
Russian cooperation became ever more proactive rather than merely
responsive to particular American policies. Russia used its relations with
China to demonstrate its defiance in two ways: Russia had great power
partners capable of challenging attempts to diminish Russia’s status
and it would use these partnerships to challenge America’s right to
hegemony.

Russia sought to utilise China to resist the perception of Russia as a
‘junior’ power. Great powerhood for Russia was neither merely symbolic
nor a relic of past glory. Rather, at a practical level, great power was
equated with influence without which Russia was unable to guarantee
its security. Frequent invocations of Russian and Chinese nuclear status
and permanent membership in the United Nations Security Council
reinforced Russia’s right to such great power status.454 Furthermore,
Primakov declared that friendship with China was ‘indispensable to
Russia, which resists the notion that there were winners and losers of
the Cold War’.455

Russia did not view its loss of status as a natural evolution, but rather
as a conspicuous attempt by other states to harm Russian interests.
The 1997 Russian National Security Blueprint emphasised, ‘Threats to
the Russian Federation’s national security in the international sphere
are manifested via the attempts of other states to counter Russia’s
consolidation as an influential centre of the multipolar world that
is taking shape.’456 One of Russia’s responses to these threats was its
close relationship with China. China supported Russia’s maintenance
of great power status. Despite what some might call simply sparing
Russia’s injured vanity,457 China unremittingly described Russia as an
equal partner and an international great power.458 Unquestionably,
each bilateral summit included such phrases as, ‘China and Russia
both are great powers.’459 Bilateral cooperation not only emphasised
notions of great powerhood but also increasingly accentuated the equal-
ity of Sino-Russian relations,460 helping to mitigate the sense of Russia’s
declining status.

Russia sought not only to entrench its position as a great power
through cooperation with China, but also to challenge the United
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States’ right to disregard Russian interests. As Russian–American rela-
tions deteriorated, Russia firmly asserted its intention to oppose any
possible recurrences of imperialist manifestations in Washington’s
policy or efforts to realise the policy of turning the United States into
the sole superpower.461 The solution proposed, given Russia’s weakened
state, was the creation of partnerships and alliances to counter harmful
international trends. According to individuals like Vladimir Lukin, for-
mer Russian Ambassador to the United States, the only option was to
balance Russia’s relations with the West by intensifying ties with such
important regional actors as China and India.

The purpose of cultivating better relations with Russia’s other neigh-
bours is, of course, to realise such direct benefits as mutual gains from
trade; it could also, however, provide [Russia] with much-needed
leverage in its dealing with the West by demonstrating [Russia’s]
willingness to look elsewhere for friends.462

Gradually, the deterioration of Russian–American relations and
American actions seen as threats to Russian interests exemplified the
need for a more cogent Russian policy response. By 1994, the Yeltsin
government began to focus more actively on relations with China
in the context of the Russian–American relationship. Initially, Russia’s
approach was rather ad hoc, with a number of rhetorical statements
being issued to demonstrate a joint commitment to oppose issues which
threatened Russia’s status. The Russian–Chinese Declaration that fol-
lowed the summit of September 1994 was a good example, declaring
joint support for ‘equal cooperation, non-discriminatory participation
in international affairs, the inadmissibility of expansionist tenden-
cies, hegemonism, power politics and the creation of antagonistic
blocs . . . ’.463 Increasingly, Russia and China undertook a more strategic
approach to the American question.464

It is noteworthy that within a month of every meeting that Yeltsin car-
ried out with Western representatives, Russian officials met and signed
significant economic and political agreements with China. It is difficult
to factor in the salience of this for Russian negotiations with the United
States. However, the aforementioned 1994 Russian–Chinese declaration
was signed a mere three weeks before President Yeltsin met with Pres-
ident Clinton on an official visit to the United States. It is interesting
that this period also saw a hastening of American support for Russian
ascension to the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and
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the WTO465 perhaps reflecting American concerns that they were ‘losing’
Russia.

On 14 July 1994, a mere four days after the G-7 Summit in Naples,
Yeltsin stated that Russia was ‘firmly and immovably heading to the East’
and would ‘establish closer relations’ with Eastern countries, including
China.466 Russia was increasingly willing to use its relations with China
to sabre-rattle against the United States. Thus, in December 1999,
after meeting with President Jiang Zemin, and in connection with the
bombing of Kosovo, Yeltsin sent a warning to Clinton:

Yesterday, Clinton took the liberty of putting pressure on Russia. It
seems he has forgotten for a few seconds, a minute or half a minute
what Russia represents, and that Russia has at its disposal a full
nuclear arsenal . . . That means that as agreed with Chinese President
Jiang Zemin, its us who will dictate how the world should behave and
not him alone.467

Russia and China found their stances coalescing on more international
issues. One of the issues, which gradually gained salience in the relation-
ship, was that of sovereignty. There is a clear linkage between Russian
concerns over sovereignty and the American connection. Concerns over
American unilateralism intertwined with Russian anxieties over the
preservation of the centrality of notions of Westphalian sovereignty.
These issues were most emphatically invoked on a number of occa-
sions with respect to American actions in the former Yugoslavia and
Iraq. Consequently, rhetoric and joint declarations took on a relevance
that might not otherwise have been the case.

Protection of national sovereignty and territorial integrity were
fundamental to Russian thinking from the very inception of the state’s
first post-Soviet military doctrine.468 The basic provisions of the 1993
Russian Military Doctrine stated that the country would use all means
at its disposal for the protection of its sovereignty and territorial
integrity.469 Moreover, the very first Foreign Policy Concept of the
Russian Federation in 1993 placed ‘providing political means of secu-
rity for Russia in all dimensions, including sovereignty, independence
and territorial integrity’470 as the foremost priority for Russian foreign
policy.

Given both Russia’s declining capacity to project power internation-
ally and domestically, Russia found itself with a potentially debilitating
dilemma. It simultaneously faced secessionist tendencies threaten-
ing Russian territorial integrity and international condemnation of
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the manner in which it dealt with this internal conflict. It would
be unwise to negate the importance of this issue in Russian policy-
making throughout the post-Soviet period. Whereas in the past, Russia
considered its sovereignty sacrosanct, its ability to defend against an
increasingly interventionist American foreign policy in the post-Cold
War era depended on allies. In its role as a great power and regional
leader in the Asia-Pacific region, China proved an important partner in
challenging threats to Russian sovereignty.

Both Russia and China had common interest in controlling nation-
alist tendencies and preventing foreign involvement within their
territories.471 Secessionist and irredentist challenges faced both Russia in
the Buryat-inhabited areas of the Baikal region and Chechnya and China
in Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia.472 The Chechnya conflict began in
December 1994; however, its roots lay in the unilateral proclamation of
independence in the fall of 1991. In the following three years, Chechnya
was inundated with lawlessness and criminal activity.473 By the late
1990s, Russian policy-makers feared that Chechnya was turning into
a radical Islamic territory, a haven for international terrorists, and an
incitement for the rest of the North Caucasus to seek secession.474 These
events had serious ramifications for Russia in the world community.
Russia was unwilling under any circumstances to permit international
involvement in an issue that it considered to be entirely domestic in
nature.

Given their similar fears, it is not surprising that Russia and China
came together to oppose intervention and support the eradication of
threats to the state.475 In a move meant to demonstrate not only solidar-
ity on these issues but also increasingly consistent political positions,
Russia used its relationship with China to oppose Western objec-
tions to its behaviour in Chechnya and any international attempts at
involvement in Russia’s military operations in Chechnya.476

China repeatedly supported Russia’s position that Chechnya was
strictly a Russian matter. The Sino-Russian summit of April 1996 resulted
in a declaration affirming, ‘The People’s Republic of China supports the
measures and actions, being taken by the Russian Federation with the
objective of the defence of its unity, and considers the Chechen problem
a Russian domestic issue.’477 In response to the negative reaction from
the West with regard to Russia’s second Chechen campaign in late 1999,
in a meeting with Chinese legislative chairman Li Peng, Chinese Foreign
Ministry spokeswoman Zhang Qiyue supported Russia’s position, when
she stated,
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The Chinese side understands and supports the efforts made by
Russia to maintain its national unity and territorial integrity. China
has always been opposed to interference in other countries’ internal
affairs by any country in any name. We think that the Chechnya
issue is the internal affair of Russia.478

This position was further reinforced in a multilateral setting with the
Dushanbe statement following from the Shanghai-5 summit in July
2000, which pledged that the five participating countries would jointly
crack down on liberation movements, terrorism, and religious extrem-
ism in their borders and, in a veiled reference to the United States,
oppose intervention in other countries’ internal affairs on the pretexts
of ‘humanitarianism’ and ‘protecting human rights’.479

Both Russia and China shared a strong distaste for external interfer-
ence anywhere in the world, as they themselves feared the prospect of
American intervention in their territories.480 Though it is unlikely that
serious challenges would have emerged threatening Russian sovereignty,
American and European opposition to Russia’s actions in Chechnya in
addition to NATO’s out-of-area operations were seen as posing a threat
to Russian interests.

As Russian discontent with American policy grew by the mid-1990s,
so too did Russian–Chinese cooperation on these issues. Their coordina-
tion was premised on particular American policy decisions rather than
pre-empting or inciting American actions. Russian Foreign Minister Igor
Ivanov stated, ‘Russian-Chinese foreign policy cooperation relies on the
coincidence or proximity of our approaches to fundamental questions
of world development and concrete international problems.’481 Li Peng
further clarified this coincidence when declaring, ‘the strategic partner-
ship of China and Russia helps to correct the balance of forces in the
world’.482

By 1994, Prime Minister Chernomyrdin and Chinese President Jiang
Zemin agreed that, ‘Russia and China have close or the same opinions
on the fundamental international issues.’483 In broad terms, Russian
and Chinese positions on the development of the international system
strongly coincided. They actively coordinated their policies on three
particular issues in opposition to the United States: NATO expansion
and military intervention; abrogation of the ABM Treaty; and the
bombing of Iraq.

Both states felt that NATO expansion as well as NATO intervention
in Yugoslavia threatened their interests. For this reason, they joined
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together to jointly express their opposition. In October 1998, Defence
Minister Igor Sergeyev stated in Beijing, ‘Russia and China are cate-
gorically against NATO’s eastward expansion and a forcible solution to
the Kosovo problem.’484 In January 2000, Chinese and Russian Defence
Ministers Chi Haotian and Igor Sergeyev agreed that the essence of
NATO’s new strategic concept was to turn NATO into an interven-
tionist and offensive political and military bloc. Incidentally, at the
end of the meeting, the Defence Ministers signed a ‘Memorandum
of Mutual Understanding Between the Defence Ministries on Further
Strengthening Cooperation in the Military Field’.485 The connection
between anti-American sentiments and improved military cooperation
should not be underestimated given Russian fears of potential American
threats to Russian security interests.

Russian policy coordination with China on NATO expansion became
even more proactive and aggressive with the decline in Russian–
American relations. Accordingly, in December 1999, on an official visit
to China and in response to NATO bombing of Yugoslavia, Yeltsin
reminded the United States that Russia ‘possesses a full arsenal of nuclear
arms’, while at the same time vowing ‘to deepen the Sino-Russian
strategic partnership’.486 Moreover, in December 1999, Presidents Yeltsin
and Zemin issued a joint declaration denouncing American attempts to
violate the ABM Treaty as unacceptable487 which was symbolic of the
more proactive approach to balancing taken in the Sino-Russian rela-
tionship. Russia along with Belarus and China drafted a UN ‘Resolution
on the Preservation of and Compliance with the ABM Treaty’. In
November 1999, the Resolution was approved by the First Committee
of the UN General Assembly in Charge of Disarmament and Interna-
tional Security Problems.488 On the interrelated issue of National Missile
Defence (NMD), Russia and China came to speak with one voice. During
the Sino-Russian summit of July 2000, Putin and Zemin issued a joint
statement. The Beijing Declaration maintained,

China and Russia believe that the nature of NMD is to seek unilat-
eral military and security advantages which will pose the most grave
adverse consequences not only to the national security of Russia,
China and other countries, but also to the security and international
strategic stability of the United States itself. In this context, China
and Russia have registered their unequivocal opposition . . . 489

They even persuaded the Shanghai-5 to issue a joint statement criticising
the proposed American NMD system.490 Furthermore, Presidents Putin
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and Zemin consulted on 14 December 2001, immediately prior to Amer-
ica’s withdrawal from the ABM Treaty. They called for closer cooperation
between their countries to prevent international instability.491

Another issue, which has seen more active Sino-Russian coopera-
tion in response to American actions, was that of Iraq. Both countries
opposed American military intervention in Iraq.492 Cooperation with
regard to the Iraq issue is discussed in more detail in Chapter 5.

The crisis surrounding North Korea’s pursuit of nuclear capabilities
is an important case of Russian–Chinese cooperation in the interna-
tional sphere to balance the United States. In the summer of 2006,
a crisis broke out after North Korea tested a number of long-range mis-
siles, violating a moratorium on missile launches. China and Russia
resisted United Nations Security Council attempts to impose sanc-
tions, arguing that only diplomacy could halt the isolated regime’s
development of such programmes.493 Japan, backed by the United
States and Great Britain, circulated a resolution that would ban any
country from transferring funds, material, and technology that could
be used in North Korea’s missile and weapons of mass destruction
programmes.

China and Russia favoured a less unequivocal statement without any
threat of sanctions.494 Within a few days of the crisis erupting, China,
backed by Russia, submitted its own draft statement in order to avoid a
resolution imposing sanctions which could possibly lay the groundwork
for military action as it did in the case of Iraq.495 After numerous drafts,
stringent economic and weapons sanctions were imposed.496 As a result
of Chinese and Russian efforts, the final resolution dropped the threat of
the use of Chapter VII of the United Nations Charter, which makes sanc-
tions mandatory and suggests the possibility of military enforcement.497

Both countries continue to play a significant role in the resolution of
tensions in the region.

Incidentally, demonstrating a continuing confusion within Russia
with regard to the issue of North Korea, Russia was facing criticism
after secretly offering to sell North Korea technology that could help
the state to protect its nuclear stockpiles and safeguard weapons secrets
from international scrutiny.498

Russian attempts to balance against the United States largely
responded to the evolution of a post-Cold War order more and more
reflecting a unipolar system, at the head of which stood the United
States. This relegated Russia to what it perceived to be an inferior
role, one that was unacceptable. More frequent and active policy
coordination with China was Russia’s response.
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Russian emphasis on multipolarity is especially illustrative of its devel-
oping recognition that it was incapable of balancing the United States
independently.499 Consequently, Russia came to align itself with China,
among others, to pursue multipolarity. It was a policy of engaging
strategic partners to give Russia flexibility in dealings with the outside
world at a time when its economic and military capabilities were
seriously weakened.500

Primakov argued that Russia, like any great power, needed a diverse
foreign policy cultivating strong ties not only with the West but also
with a variety of countries.501 By promoting this multipolar model Pri-
makov was recognising that not only was Russia’s status as a great power
in jeopardy, but also its ability to respond to threats emanating from
the international system, and more specifically from the United States.
The concept of multipolarity was a substantial, though not directly
confrontational, challenge to American hegemony.502

China reinforced Russian calls for multipolarity on a multitude of
occasions, with both sides agreeing to ‘regard each other as major pow-
ers that have an important role to play in safeguarding peace and
stability in a world that is heading towards multipolarity’.503 Further-
more, they agreed that the new world order should be ‘balanced, stable,
democratic and non-confrontational . . . which would benefit the prin-
cipal interests of all countries’.504 These conceptions coalesced in April
1997 with the signing of the Russian–Chinese Joint Declaration on a
Multipolar World and the Establishment of a New World Order.505 In
an indirect reference to the United States, the declaration noted, ‘No
country should seek hegemony, conduct a policy based on force and
monopolise international affairs.’506

Though diplomats generally avoided references to any specific blocs
or particular countries, President Yeltsin noted at the signing ceremony,
‘Somebody pulls us, all the time, to a unipolar world and wants to dic-
tate his will, but we like the multipolar principle.’507 The United States
welcomed cautiously the results of the talks. Clinton remarked that the
agreements concluded by Russia and China conform to the spirit of pos-
itive partnership and are not spearheaded against their neighbours.508

However, the White House, Department of State, and the Pentagon
generally demonstrated a marked lack of interest in this ‘insignificant’
event.509

Though much of the rhetoric around the concept of multipolarity
lessened under Putin, by the mid-2000s the rhetoric was reinvigorated.
On 2 June 2006, Foreign Minister Lavrov met with his Indian and
Chinese counterparts. During discussions, he highlighted the concepts
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of multipolarity and multilateralism. Moreover, Lavrov stated, ‘Russia,
India, and China have joint approaches to global issues, based on
international law and principles of multipolarity.’510

China has become an integral part of Russia’s multipolar policy. The
declaration on multipolarisation was a rarity in the history of bilateral
relations.511 It was an expression of the assessment that not only was
the world moving towards multipolarity, but also that the Sino-Russian
partnership would have an important role to play in the process.512 The
use of the Sino-Russian alignment to further the ideals of multipolarisa-
tion continued with the Beijing Declaration, where Putin stressed that
‘solidifying the strategic partnership between China and Russia will also
help to strengthen the . . . promotion of a multipolarised world and the
building of a just and fair new international order’.513

Conclusions

The Chinese case demonstrates the background importance of domes-
tic security and regional factors in Russian alignment considerations in
the early post-Soviet period. Given the potential threat China posed to
Russian interests through the issues of border demarcation and illegal
immigration, Russian cooperation with China sought to reduce Russian
insecurity. Moreover, China proved instrumental in reinforcing Russian
conceptions of sovereignty and territorial integrity. This factor was espe-
cially vital given American interventions in the 1990s and Russian
concerns over Chechnya. Limited cooperation in the areas of domestic
security set the tone for improved cooperation in economics and global
issues.

Economics played an important role in the relationship though never
reaching the objectives set by both states. Notwithstanding the inter-
est of Russian economic actors, both public and private, economic
engagement seriously lagged behind the Russian government’s political
aspirations for the bilateral relationship.

As confidence was established through successful Russian–Chinese
engagement and as Russian–American relations deteriorated, Russia’s
relations with China were increasingly guided by global concerns. By the
mid-1990s, Russia’s policy towards China starkly highlighted deliberate
balancing. The Chinese case is important in illustrating the responsive-
ness of Russian balancing behaviour. Active balancing occurred only
when relations with the United States were experiencing significant dif-
ficulties and often in response to particular issues that Russia viewed as
threatening to either Russian great power status or its national interests.
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Russian cooperation with China in the pursuit of multipolarity was
highly indicative of Russian uses of China to balance the United States.
Given China’s influence and growing power, its agreement to be a party
to a joint declaration on a multipolar world and the establishment of
a new world order was a significant boost to Russian attempts to chal-
lenge American hegemony. Over the course of the post-Soviet period,
the threat of the fire-breathing dragon ebbed in the face of more imme-
diate threats to Russian interests. As such, Russia sought to engage its
neighbour in a partnership serving its short-term interests while post-
poning the inevitable re-evaluation of this partnership as the dragon
grew in strength.



4
Partnership with Iran: The
Lynchpin of the Axis of Evil?

From a policy largely premised on responsiveness to Iranian initiatives,
Russia came to use its alignment with Iran to actively challenge the
United States. Peculiar to the Russian–Iranian relationship in the post-
Cold War period has been the fact that these relations occurred almost
entirely in the shadow of American interference. Russia frequently
examined its policy towards Iran through the lens of American suspi-
cions of Iran.514 The Iranian case was the clearest illustration of how the
American factor played into Russian alignment policy.

The strong cooperation between Russia and the United States in the
early post-Soviet period created a permissive environment for economic
drivers of Russian policy to flourish in relations with Iran. Iran was able
to manoeuvre Russian enterprises into deepening cooperation thereby
consolidating Russian–Iranian relations in the absence of a strategic
Russian policy.

By the mid-1990s, regional concerns were a major factor motivat-
ing Russian policy towards Iran. Given the enormous challenges Russia
faced with Islamic fundamentalism, Iran’s cooperation and restraint was
important in encouraging increased ties. The period between 1995 and
1996, when Russian–Iranian cooperation at the regional level was con-
solidated, coincided with a strong progression in the relationship more
generally. At the time, Russian–American relations were sufficiently
strong that regional relations could underpin Russian policy. Though
Russia and Iran did not necessarily see eye to eye on every issue, these
interactions were considerable in providing a deeper basis for relations.

Increasingly, Russia’s relations with Iran were guided by global con-
cerns. Iran’s value rose as it came to play a more important role in
the Russian–American relationship. When Russian–American relations
were favourable, Russia was willing to use its relationship with Iran as
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a bargaining chip in the Russian–American relationship. The increased
stress in Russian–American relations and the concurrent shift in Russian
foreign policy brought about a change in Russian calculations. By the
end of the 1990s and early 2000s, Russia’s policy towards Iran was pre-
dicted on the deliberate and conscious balancing of the United States.
Russian policy was largely reactive to the negative developments in the
Russian–American relationship. This is indicative of Russia’s overall will-
ingness to bandwagon. Only when this proved impracticable did Russia
actively choose the balancing option. Though Russian policy for most
of the period was largely responsive to Iranian initiatives, Russia became
more proactive as a result of Russian relations with the United States.

Iran came to signify a means of responding to Russian discontent with
the evolution of the international system, and particularly American
hegemony. It is important to note that Russian policy towards Iran
maintained moderation and constraint at most times. The use of Iran
was not meant to create a serious strain on Russian–American relations.
Rather, it sought to ensure Russia’s status in light of American expansion
into Russian spheres of interest.

Factors in Russian policy towards Iran

Russian economic ministries and commercial lobbies drove relations in
the initial period by responding to numerous economic proposals. These
ministries, including the Ministries of Atomic Energy, Fuel and Energy,
and Defence, and their ‘clients’ set the tone for relations which the
government then had to reconcile with Russia’s broader strategic goals.

The Russian government, however, remained sensitive to American
concerns. Russia’s early unambiguously pro-Western inclination allowed
the United States to constrain Russian engagement with Iran. Thus, the
United States was able to induce Russia to cancel a major submarine
sale in 1992. The United States Senate also introduced an amendment
linking foreign aid to Russia limiting its military cooperation with Iran.
The economic ministries and lobbies, however, continued to press for
partnership.

By 1994, economic engagement provided the basis for increased
cooperation in other fields. Notwithstanding these efforts, increasing
pressure by Washington on Russian–Iranian cooperation resulted in
the signing of the secret Gore–Chernomyrdin agreement. This was the
high tide mark of Russian acceptance of American constraints on its
relations.
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As more serious strains in Russian–American relations developed,
the Russian government not only weakened American constraints but
increasingly became proactive in using alignment with Iran to actively
balance the United States. By the mid-2000s, Russia’s global interests
were at the forefront of Russian relations with Iran. As the interna-
tional crises erupted in response to the Iranian President Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad’s bellicose approach to Israel and to the nuclear question,
Russia sought to maintain its role as key intermediary between Iran and
the Western nations.

The economic dimension

The economic dimension was central to Russia’s pursuit of closer coop-
eration with Iran, most evidently in the early post-Soviet period. The
economic sector of the Russian–Iranian relationship was continually
and thoroughly influenced by the American factor. The United States
undertook a variety of measures to impede and prevent Russian–Iranian
cooperation in the nuclear and military-technical fields. The clearest
example was the signing of the Gore–Chernomyrdin agreement. The
Iranian case highlights the reactivity of Russian policy more generally.
Neither the Russian government nor private economic actors drove eco-
nomic interaction with Iran. Rather, they largely responded to Iranian
initiatives. It was only when the Iranian relationship became politi-
cised did Russian economic cooperation with Iran really take on greater
salience.

Similar to the Chinese case, Russia’s economic relationship with
Iran was premised on Russia’s comparative economic advantage in the
Iranian market. There already existed a strong basis for economic coop-
eration. The Soviet Union had assisted Iran in building its first steel
mill in the 1960s and was party to many important Iranian industrial
projects.515 Moreover, from the mid-1960s, Iran transferred consider-
able amounts of gas at below market prices to the Soviet Union.516 In
the post-Soviet era, Russia sought to increase its hard currency export
earnings but had few opportunities to do so. Iran, in turn, desired
products which a Western trade embargo prevented it from obtaining
elsewhere.517 Though some Russian technologies and industrial prod-
ucts were not necessarily as advanced as those of the West, they were
in high demand in Iran.518 However, the development of economic ties
had to contend with the legacies of the Soviet past.

Moscow adopted a new foreign trade policy towards Iran in 1992,
demanding payment for goods and services rather than the old Soviet
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system of credits and barter.519 In the past, the Soviet government
sometimes turned a blind eye to non-payment for the sake of securing
political gains. As a result, overdue debts by Iran were approximately
$582 million by the end of July 1995. Of this sum, $383 million was
owed to Rosvooruzhenie, the Russian state arms producer.520

On the eve of May 1995 talks with Iranian Deputy Foreign Minister
Mahmud Va’ezi, Russian Deputy Prime Minister Davydov revealed that
Iran had requested a rescheduling of its debt to Russia, but asserted that
the Russian economy could not provide its resources on credit based
on uncertain guarantees.521 The days of Soviet-style cooperation had
ended and financially sound agreements had to be reached if economic
links were to continue. It was only in December 1995 that both coun-
tries signed a protocol on settling reciprocal financial obligations and
an inter-bank agreement on payment procedures, setting a more solid
foundation for economic cooperation.522

Russian–Iranian economic cooperation continued to expand with
the signing of a protocol on long-term economic cooperation in April
1996. This document sought to achieve an increase in trade turnover
from $400 million in 1996 (the figure was $200 million in 1995) to
$4 billion by 2000.523 Though this was a rather improbable goal, by 1997
the process of decline in trade had ended. Even with severe tensions
between Iran and the United States over Iran’s development of nuclear
technology, Russia proceeded with trade negotiations in Tehran in
December 2006, through the Russian–Iranian economic commission.524

There were three key areas, which drove Russian–Iranian economic
cooperation: nuclear technology, military-technical ties, and oil and gas
projects.

Nuclear technology sales

Nuclear energy was a field in which Russia had an important advantage
at a time in which Russia had fewer and fewer competitive technologies.
For this reason, Minatom as well as companies such as Tekhnopromexport
which had long delivered power equipment and built power stations
in Iran525 were eager to sell their technology abroad. Minatom was to
become one of the most proactive sectors of the Russian government in
engaging Iran.

Russian provision of nuclear technology to Iran was a particularly
sensitive area, as it attracted consistent and intense criticism from the
United States. This emphasis served to raise the salience of nuclear
technology transfers to Iran in Russian foreign policy calculations.
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First Deputy Atomic Energy Minister Valentin Ivanov declared, ‘Russia’s
nuclear collaboration with Iran has been blown up out of all pro-
portion by the US for purely political reasons and without any real
justification.’526

The United States influenced Russian nuclear cooperation with Iran
in three ways. First, the imposition of economic sanctions and other
financial deterrents to Russian–Iranian nuclear cooperation set the tone
for increased resistance to American extraterritorial legal measures and
political interference in Russian decision-making. Second, in response to
increasing tensions in the Russian–American relationship, Russia under-
took a policy in the nuclear energy field of active balancing. That is not
to say that this was the primary motivation. Russia was to reap enor-
mous economic benefits from such cooperation. However, Russia also
manoeuvred to use sales of nuclear technology to demonstrate inde-
pendence and defiance against American policy objectives. Third, the
United States sought to create and exacerbate divisions within Russia
over cooperation with Iran.

In August 1992, Russia and Iran signed an agreement on cooperation
for the peaceful use of nuclear energy and an accord to build a nuclear
power plant at Bushehr in Iran.527 From the outset, America sought
to end this nuclear cooperation. The United States used a number of
means to achieve this end. They conditioned aid and imposed sanc-
tions on Russian institutions believed to be facilitating the development
of Iranian nuclear weapons. Thus, in November 1997, the United States
attached the condition of stopping the sale of nuclear technologies to
Iran to a $200 million aid package for the former Soviet republics.528

Furthermore, in May 1998, the United States Senate imposed sanctions
against 20 Russian organisations for assisting Iranian missile technol-
ogy development. In response, Yevgeny Adamov, Minister for Atomic
Energy, stated, ‘Russia will continue to cooperate with Iran in the con-
struction of nuclear power plants, in spite of the “huge” problems
arising in this connection with the US.’529

In December 1998, the American Central Intelligence Agency issued a
report stressing that Russian assistance had accelerated Iranian develop-
ment of the Shihab-III missile.530 Within a month, on 12 January 1999,
Sandy Berger, the President’s National Security Adviser, announced
punitive measures against the Scientific Research and Design Institute
of Power and Technology (NIKIET), the Mendeleyev Chemical Technical
University, and the Moscow Aviation Institute along with eight other
organisations.531 This action was seen by Russia to be in contravention of
understandings reached between the Presidents of Russia and the United
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States in September 1998 on the promotion of bilateral cooperation over
non-proliferation, including export controls.532

In addition to economic sanctions, the United States attempted to
make nuclear cooperation with Iran more difficult for Russia with
regard to international financial institutions. In April 1999, Interna-
tional Monetary Fund representatives, as an additional condition for
allocating a credit of $4 billion, allegedly demanded a serious review of
Russian foreign economic policy in the nuclear energy sphere. In par-
ticular, there was apparently a stipulation that Russia curtail its sales
of nuclear technology to Iran, India, and China. By the end of the
talks, however, when it became clear that the credit would be allocated
regardless, this demand was lifted. Minister of Atomic Energy, Yevgeny
Adamov, stated, ‘We believe that this is a pure “canard”. After all, the
IMF’s standard demands concern the most general budget parameters
and the feasibility of tax policy.’533

These American actions did not achieve their objectives. American
policy led initially to Russian attempts to limit American constraints.
Certainly, the Russian nuclear sector had little desire for American
sanctions. Thus, despite harsh criticism of American sanctions, in the
short-term the Russian government actively sought their withdrawal.
As mentioned earlier, given the enormous pressure the US was placing
on Russian officials with regard to the Bushehr power station, Russia
sought to assuage American concerns. Vikor Mikhailov proposed that
the US develop a joint system of control for Bushehr. The objective
was to dispel American suspicions that Russia was handing over nuclear
technologies to Iran and end any threats of sanctions against Russian
organizations.534 Moreover, a Russian delegation of experts headed by
Anatoli Bulochkin, head of the Russian Export Control Centre, and
including representatives from the Duma, the Security Council, the
Foreign Ministry, and the Russian Defence Ministry travelled to Wash-
ington in October 1998, and before sanctions were announced, in order
to assuage American concerns. Bulochkin revealed the main task of
the visit was the conduct of talks with American Congressmen who
frequently ‘fired broadsides at Russian-Iranian relations in the nuclear
sphere’.535 These attempts at conciliation were indicative of Russian
caution in its foreign policy more broadly.

The more enduring outcome for Russian officials was the desire to
defy American constraints. Thus, as Russian economic actors were more
and more impacted by American constraints, the state came to react
to these in a more politicised manner. As the Russian–American rela-
tionship deteriorated, exacerbated by the imposition of sanctions, Russia
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came to use these transfers to demonstrate independence of the United
States. The clearest case can be seen in the Bushehr issue.

Post-Soviet nuclear relations with Iran were truly initiated with the
March 1993 agreement on the sale of two 440 MW nuclear reac-
tors to Tehran, signed by Russian Foreign Minister Kozyrev and his
Iranian counterpart.536 American opposition was harsh. A high-ranking
spokesman for the Clinton administration spoke almost immediately
about Washington’s determination to get the deal cancelled.537 More-
over, the United States Congress engaged in criticism verging on
threats.538 Presidents Yeltsin and Clinton reached a compromise, with
Yeltsin promising that Russia would deliver equipment for none but
peaceful applications of nuclear power.539 However, this was not much
of a compromise from the American perspective, given its desire to
prevent Iran from obtaining any and all nuclear technology.540

It is noteworthy that successive Ministers of Atomic Energy were
extremely active in pursuing cooperation in the field of nuclear technol-
ogy. In early 1995, Minatom announced that it would be using income
from sales of nuclear reactors to Iran, India, and China to finance an
ambitious plan to build new nuclear facilities and modernise exist-
ing ones within Russia.541 Thus, the complications that these relations
caused for Russia’s relations with the United States were subordinated to
financial need in the Minatom’s calculations.

The most controversial agreement was signed in January 1995 by
Minister of Atomic Energy, Viktor Mikhailov, and the head of the
Atomic Energy Agency of Iran, Reza Amrollahi. Russia formally agreed
to complete the construction of the first unit of an unfinished nuclear
power station at Bushehr by installing a 1000 MW light-water reac-
tor. Incidentally, Amrollahi and Mikhailov also signed a secret protocol
under which Russia and Iran would conduct talks on a wide range of
nuclear assistance beyond the power reactor. Under this protocol, Russia
agreed to open negotiations on providing Iranian specialists with train-
ing at Russian nuclear research centres, assisting Iran’s efforts to mine
uranium, and supplying Iran with a gas-centrifuge uranium enrich-
ment facility.542 The protocol also discussed the possibility of Russia
providing Iran with 2000 metric tons of natural uranium and a research
reactor.543

Despite American protests, Russia argued the deal broke no interna-
tional laws as Iran was a signatory to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation
Treaty (NPT), extensive International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)
inspections had found no problems, and the reactor being built was
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the same prototype as the nuclear reactor the United States had offered
North Korea.

Given serious points of contention in Russian–American relations
by the late 1990s, the Russian government was increasingly vocal in
its opposition to American interference. Yevgeny Adamov, Minister of
Atomic Energy, made this clear on a number of occasions: ‘Attempts to
restrict us to American grants and to handouts are humiliating for our
industry and for our country.’544 Furthermore, the nuclear arena was
gradually coming to be one in which issues of Russian sovereignty and
independence came to play an important role. The Russian ambassador
to Iran, Sergei Tretyakov, while raising the possibility of further nuclear
projects in Iran, stated, ‘Russia is an independent country and is enti-
tled to choose its friends for itself.’545 This rhetoric was accompanied by
practical measures. By February 1996, Russia began to fulfil its contract
worth $800 million with Iran for the first power unit in Bushehr.546

Increasingly, this defiance came to occupy a significant place in ensur-
ing Russia’s continued engagement in Iran. In February 1998, Atomic
Energy Minister Mikhailov announced that the Atomstroiexport Com-
pany would build the nuclear power plant at Bushehr not partially as
was proposed but on a turnkey basis since Iran was not able to cope
with its part of the work.547 Given strains in the Russian–American rela-
tionship, American protests against these contracts were answered with
boldness. Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov vehemently maintained, ‘The
construction of the Bushehr nuclear power plant concerns only Iran and
Russia.’548

In early March 1998, during the second session of the Russian–Iranian
Inter-Governmental Commission on Economic Cooperation, co-chaired
by Deputy Prime Minister Vladimir Bulgak, an agreement was reached
on the construction of the third and the fourth sets of the Bushehr
nuclear power station.549 Demonstrating the confusion within the gov-
ernment itself, a day later, a Minatom spokesman declared that Russia
would wait to commit to building any more nuclear power facilities
in Iran until the first stages of Russia’s commitments at the Bushehr
plant were completed, arguing that any new deals would be at least
two years away.550 At the same time, the Russian–American Intergov-
ernmental Commission for Economic and Technological Cooperation
was meeting in Washington. First Deputy Atomic Energy Minister Lev
Ryabov reiterated Russia’s defiant approach to American protests against
Russian cooperation with Iran.

In the aftermath of the bombing of Kosovo and in the midst of
American efforts to abrogate the ABM Treaty, the Russian government
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used its relationship with Iran to balance the United States, mak-
ing it easier to facilitate nuclear transfers. In May 2000, President
Putin changed the 1992 Presidential decree ‘On Controlling the Export
of Nuclear Materials, Equipment and Technologies from the Russian
Federation’. In so doing, Russia permitted itself to supply nuclear tech-
nologies and materials to countries whose nuclear programmes were
not fully monitored by the IAEA.551 Incidentally, at the same time,
Moscow and Iran were in talks for the construction of three addi-
tional nuclear facilities valued at $2 billion.552 Most noteworthy is that
this action was taken the week preceding President Clinton’s visit to
Moscow, demonstrating the more active approach to balancing Russia
was undertaking.

By October 2000, the Russian Foreign Ministry declared that it had
taken a step closer to signing a long-term economic deal with Iran
that would ensure continued cooperation in the nuclear sector despite
American concerns. Within a month, Russia announced its decision
to withdraw from the 1995 Gore–Chernomyrdin agreement.553 Iranian
overtures to Russia influenced Russian desires for economic gains. How-
ever, more importantly, the action was taken against the backdrop of
a more overtly unilateral American foreign policy and the American
labelling of Iran as part of the ‘axis of evil’.

Following the April 2006 announcement by President Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad that Iran had successfully enriched uranium, Russia
sought to counteract US demands for a severe international response. In
September 2006, Russia agreed to provide Iran with low-enriched ura-
nium fuel for the Bushehr reactor by March 2007. At the same time,
a number of significant delays plagued the Bushehr project. Though
Russian officials characterised these delays as resulting from techni-
cal problems, officials from other nations have insinuated that Russia
may have been dragging its feet, perhaps to exert pressure on Iran to
ameliorate tensions.554

Notwithstanding Russia’s economic interests in Iran, Russia acted in
a cautious manner, pursuing its interests while ensuring that it did not
unduly harm relations with its Western partners. Protracted negotiations
over the text of UN Resolution 1737 continued until December 2006.
Russia had learned a number of important lessons from the US inva-
sion of Iraq. In October 2006, Russian Foreign Minister Lavrov declared
that, ‘We cannot support and will actively oppose any attempt to use
the Security Council to punish Iran or to use Iran’s nuclear program in
order to promote the idea of regime change.’555 As a result, Russia would
not back down on its position on Resolution 1737. The final version
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which was unanimously agreed upon was watered down in response to
Russian and Chinese demands, softening some proposed sanctions and
deleting others.556 Furthermore, the Resolution exempted construction
of Bushehr and allowed Russians to continue working at the site.

Given the lack of success of American sanctions in altering Russian
policy, the United States turned to other forms of financial threat which
challenged the cohesion of Russian policy from within. Russian nuclear
policy towards Iran was affected by a significant conflict between vari-
ous sectors of the government. Notwithstanding the enormous profits
to be made by the nuclear power industry, the Russian space indus-
try faced grave threats and became a pawn in America’s Iran policy.
In March 1998, shortly before the imposition of sanctions on Russian
companies for nuclear cooperation with Iran, Western media agen-
cies alleged the United States might increase Russia’s quota on the
launch of foreign commercial satellites with American components with
the use of Russian rockets if Moscow gave up the supply of dual-
use goods to Iran.557 Each launch was worth between $40 and $100
million.558

In January 1999, again the United States sought to link the two
issues. James Rubin, Department of State spokesman, reported that the
American administration intended to consider the question of contin-
uing to grant Russia the right to launch American satellites on the
basis of actions by Moscow to stop Russian enterprises cooperating with
Iran in the sphere of missile and nuclear weapons development. He
stated, ‘Unless we have made progress in solving the problem of non-
proliferation we will be unable to support an increase in the quota.’559

Furthermore, in August 2000, the American State Department delayed
declaring quotas for commercial launches of foreign satellites by Russian
Proton rocket boosters. This had a seriously unfavourable effect not only
on the proton manufacturer, the Khrunichev Space Centre, but also on
the contractors of communication satellites.560

Russia continually sought to counteract American attempts to link the
development of bilateral cooperation in space exploration and satellite
launching with Russian–Iranian nuclear cooperation.561 Yuri Koptev, the
Chief of the Russian Space Agency, denied accusations that Russian
companies and scientific institutions sold missile technologies to Iran.
However, he recognised the doubtlessly negative effect on Russian–
American relations.562 Thus, the pursuit of nuclear cooperation with Iran
brought about highly deleterious results for the Russian space industry
as a result of the United States coupling the two issues.

The nuclear power industry was important to Russian maintenance of
high-technology exports. The nuclear sector is significant in shedding
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light on the movement from a mere weakening of American constraints
as the Russian–American relationship declined to a policy of actively
using nuclear transfers to Iran in order to balance the United States.
Many of the same issues were at play with regard to Russian military
sales to Iran.

Military technology and weapons sales

Sales of military technology and weapons are particularly useful in indi-
cating a combination of motivations for engaging Iran. For Russia, this
was a highly sensitive sector given how important an export earner
military technology was for the Russian economy. As in the case of
China, the policy of arms and technology sales show clearly the sen-
sitivity of Russian policy to the institutional interests of the military
and the military–industrial complex. This sector sheds light on the
American connection in Russian alignment policy. When relations with
the United States were favourable, Russia sought to limit the types
of engagement with Iran as well as cushion American concerns over
Russian military ties with Iran. Russia went so far as to commit to
limiting military-technical cooperation with Iran. However, when the
Russian–American relationship deteriorated, the constraints on Russian
engagement faded and increasingly Russia came to use this sector to
demonstrate its displeasure with the United States.

The Soviet Union had a long history of weapons sales to Iran, and
thus the Iranian armed forces had a considerable amount of Soviet-made
weapons and military equipment. These included armour (tanks, com-
bat vehicles, and armoured personnel carriers), field artillery systems,
anti-aircraft equipment (anti-aircraft artillery systems, anti-aircraft mis-
sile complexes, and portable anti-aircraft missile complexes), combat
aircraft, submarines, small arms, and so on. In the post-Cold War era,
the Iranian military demonstrated a stable demand for new military
supplies, deliveries of spare parts, ammunition, and maintenance and
repair facilities. Russia’s capabilities for meeting this demand were, in
principle, unlimited.

The importance of the military-technical relationship should not be
underestimated. Iran was one of the few countries with a large demand
for Russian technologies.563 In February 1992, the Americans asserted
that the Soviet Union had sold Iran $1 billion worth of Su-24 fighter
bombers, MiG-29s, T-72 tanks, and other modern equipment. The Rus-
sian Foreign Ministry acknowledged that Russia and Iran had established
cooperation in the defence sphere but sought to soothe American
concerns.
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Accusations surfaced again in July 1992 when Russia was reproached
for holding negotiations with Iran on selling 110 military aircraft. In
another instance of confusion and subterfuge within Russian govern-
ment circles, the Ministry of Foreign Economic Relations maintained
that these negotiations had never been held. However, Major General
Karaoglanov, Chairman of the Russian Defence Export Foreign Trade
Association, Oboroneksport,564 acknowledged that Russia was engaging in
military-technical cooperation with Iran.565 This was yet another exam-
ple of the lack of coordination in Russian policy-making. Furthermore,
it was symbolic of the continued desire of the military sector to pursue
its interests, in ways which threatened the integrity of Russian foreign
policy.

When relations between Russia and the United States were good, these
sectors were open to American interventions. Notwithstanding Foreign
Minister Kozyrev’s claims in May 1992 that, ‘We have created a huge
military-industrial complex. And now we need to find profitable mar-
kets for selling Russian armaments,’566 Russia was still open to American
influence. In September 1992, Russia concluded an agreement to sell
Iran several Kilo class submarines.567 Almost simultaneously, the United
States Senate was debating the 1993 foreign aid programme. The United
States threatened to prevent Russia from receiving aid unless it stopped
selling arms to Iran.568 Given the strong state of Russian–American rela-
tions and the desire to retain American aid, American constraints proved
successful in achieving the suspension of the contract.

Yet, by March 1993, the inclination to pursue greater cooperation had
increased. Thus, Russian and Iranian Foreign Ministers announced that
both states were able and willing to continue military-technical coop-
eration while maintaining that this collaboration would not threaten
the security and stability of the region.569 Foreign Minister Kozyrev con-
firmed Russia’s intention to continue selling arms to Iran, emphasising
that bilateral ties in this sphere were of a defensive nature. Within two
months, the Iranian navy announced that Russia was to sell Iran two
diesel-powered submarines.570

American opposition remained pronounced and the American gov-
ernment soon sought out an agreement facilitating tangible commit-
ments from Russia on ending military-technical engagement with Iran.
What resulted was the secret Gore–Chernomyrdin agreement of 1995,
which ensured that Russia would conclude no new arms contracts with
Iran and would fulfil its previous agreements by 2000.571 This agreement
reflected Foreign Ministry policy which sought to cushion the impact of
Russia’s Iran policy on Russian–American relations. This was a result of
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the Presidential administration’s desire to address American concerns
over the interests of particular ministries and their allies. Though it was
more an act of mollification than a concerted intention to end military
cooperation with Iran, it demonstrated that there was still enough con-
cern over relations with the United States to reduce the irritant value of
such relations.

This blatantly proved to be the case, as military cooperation seemed to
accelerate rather than slow in pace. At the end of January 1997, Mikhail
Timkin, First Deputy General Director of Rosvooruzheniye, announced
that Moscow and Tehran had concluded military contracts worth
$1 billion.572 The Gore–Chernomyrdin agreement was not documented
in any international agreements. Consequently, there was little to keep
Russia from reneging at the end of 1999.573

Russia endeavoured to weaken American constraints as much as pos-
sible while ensuring it did not compromise Russian–American relations.
Thus, in April 1997, Primakov and Iranian Parliamentary speaker, Ali
Akbar Nateq-Nuri, signed a ‘Memorandum of Mutual Understanding on
Export Control’.574 Furthermore, in January 1998, Russian government
Decree 57 was issued, a directive of Chernomyrdin’s, on ‘Enhancing
Control Over the Export of Dual-Use Goods and Services Related to
Weapons of Mass Destruction and Missile Delivery Systems’. Essentially,
this was a ‘catch-all’ clause ensuring there was a legal basis for pre-
venting the export of goods and services if there was reason to suspect
they would be used to facilitate the development of weapons of mass
destruction.575

Though Iran was not singled out in the text of the decree, there had
been intensified American pressure in the preceding period for Russia to
strengthen its export control system. It appears to have occurred in the
aftermath of a telephone conversation between Prime Minister Cher-
nomyrdin and the American Vice-President Gore in which the two lead-
ers considered stronger measures against the proliferation of weapons of
mass destruction.576 The United States through a number of channels,
including negotiation between Gore and Chernomyrdin, Wisner and
Koptev, and Primakov and Talbott, were threatening that unless the Rus-
sian government acted, the United States Congress would impose sanc-
tions on Russia.577 Incidentally, Decree 57 was issued less than two weeks
before the Iranian Foreign Minister Kamal Kharrazi’s visit to Moscow in
February 1998, which was sure to antagonise the United States.

Given the increased influence of the military and defence sectors
under President Putin and the numerous attempts at US interference
mentioned above, Russian arms sales to Iran have more and more
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come to be used as a demonstration of Russian indepdendence against
American interference in Russian policy. As a result, Russia came
to deepen and broaden military cooperation with Iran disregarding
entirely American concerns. Thus, Defence Minister Igor Sergeyev,
who was regularly an obdurate element in Russian–American ties, at
a meeting with Secretary of the Iranian Security Supreme Council
Hassan Rouhani stated, ‘Third elements’ interference in bilateral ties is
unacceptable.’578

The Defence Ministry sought to deepen cooperation with Iran in
June 2000 with the first visit to Iran by a Russian military delegation
since 1991. Chief of the Russian Defence Ministry’s Main Directorate
for International Military Cooperation, Colonel General Leonid Ivashov,
stated, ‘Russia and Iran have decided to make cooperation in the mili-
tary field a routine practice.’579 By December, Defence Ministers Sergeyev
and Shamkhani reached agreement on starting a new stage of cooper-
ation between the military departments and the armed forces of the
two countries.580 By early March 2001, Russian officials announced
that Iran would like to buy the S-300 air defence missile system as
well as parts for fighter jets and armoured vehicles reaching a total of
$7 billion.581 Importantly, at the same time, Security Council Secretary
Ivanov was visiting Washington to explain Russia’s position on coopera-
tion with Iran.582 The partnership was firmly consolidated on 2 October
2001, when Defence Minister Sergei Ivanov and Iranian defence Min-
ister Ali Shamkhani signed a bilateral intergovernmental agreement on
military-technical cooperation.583

As a result, in November 2005, Russia reached agreement for the sale
of 29 TOR-M1 short-range anti-aircraft systems to Iran in a deal valued
at more than $700 million.584 In response to questions about this sale,
Defence Minister Ivanov stated that Moscow might supply Tehran with
more weapons in the future. ‘If Iran wants to buy defensive, I underline
defensive, equipment for its armed forces, then why not?’585 Inciden-
tally, during the previous spring, the United States had called on all
countries to stop arms exports to Iran.586

Russian sales of arms and military technology to Iran responded
to the need and demands of the Russian military–industrial complex.
Russia came to use its cooperation with Iran to gain leverage in its
relations with the United States and later to demonstrate its right as
a sovereign actor to cooperate with whomever it chose. An area of
cooperation between Russia and Iran which experienced less overt oppo-
sition from the United States, but constituted an important dimension
of Russian–Iranian economic cooperation, was the oil and gas sector.
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Oil and gas cooperation

State economic and private corporate actors clearly had much to gain
from cooperation with Iran in the oil and gas sector. However, it was
only with the entry of Gazprom into the Iranian market in September
1997 that Russian engagement really took off. This section will address
two different forms of oil and gas cooperation. The first, the develop-
ment of oil and gas within Iran, saw a less than coordinated effort on
Russia’s part. This was an area in which Iran regularly attempted to draw
in Russian interest. As in other sectors, Russia was merely a responsive
actor. As a result of the lack of coordination, numerous opportunities
for deeper cooperation were lost. The driving factor in the oil and gas
industry was that of bilateral economic interests. The American factor
was only secondary. The United States did, however, have some influ-
ence as it threatened sanctions against Russian oil companies investing
in Iran.

The second area of cooperation was that of the Caspian Sea, which
saw a far more coordinated policy on Russia’s part. America’s influ-
ence in this sector of Russian–Iranian oil and gas cooperation was far
greater. First, Russian–Iranian cooperation sought to exclude the United
States from negotiations on oil and gas exploration in the Caspian
Sea. Second, their policies were meant to ensure that the United States
was not able to gain a foothold through other Caspian littoral states.
Russian–Iranian interests did not always coincide as they were in many
senses competitors in the Caspian Sea. Nonetheless, what was able to
bring them together was the greater threat of American penetration in
this area.

Russia was interested in lucrative cooperation in Iran’s energy, petro-
chemical, gas production, oil transit, and refinery industries. However,
it was only in December 1996 that the Iranian Minister of Industries
Morteza Mohammad-Khan in meetings with Russian Industry Minister
Yuri Bespalov declared that the Iranian government planned to ear-
mark $40 million for purchasing foreign technology and equipment.587

This was the first definitive step in consolidating Russian activities in
this field.

Russian companies became seriously active in Iran’s energy market
in 1997.588 Cooperation in this field had largely been haphazard, with
little political leadership in this sector. In September 1997, Gazprom
agreed to participate in the development of the Southern Pars gas
reserves along with French and Malaysian companies. Their partici-
pation in this and other projects amounted to billions of dollars.589
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Furthermore, Gazprom concluded more than 20 agreements with the
Iranian Ministry of Petroleum.590

The American administration frowned on the contract, arguing this
deal was covered by D’Amato-Kennedy amendments which laid down
sanctions against companies that invested over $20 million in Iran’s
energy projects.591 Gazprom announced shortly thereafter that it fully
endorsed the stance of France’s Total which declared that the United
States should not interfere in other countries’ energy projects in Iran.
The head of Gazprom, Rem Vyakhirev, pointed out, ‘In the estimate of
Gazprom experts, even with due account taken of possible US sanc-
tions, Russia and Gazprom will receive a much greater benefit from
implementing this project alone.’592

The government firmly supported Gazprom against American con-
straints. First Deputy Prime Minister Nemtsov stated, ‘Russia will
side with Gazprom if that gas monopoly comes under attack over
its participation in an international development of the Southern
Pars field.’593 Furthermore, the Duma International Affairs Commit-
tee, led by Vladimir Lukin, called American pressure on Russian oil
and gas companies and related threats to impose sanctions against
them if they expanded their business contacts with other countries
‘impermissible’. His Committee decided to ‘additionally discuss pos-
sible steps to prevent US sanctions against Russian companies, if
need be’.594

Soon after, other Russian energy companies such as Yukos, Energo-
mashexport, and the Energomashinostroitel’naia korporatsia entered the
Iranian market.595 Zarubezhneft and Technopromexport reached a proto-
col on cooperation with Iran’s Ministry of Oil for joint Persian Gulf
shelf drilling.596 It was only then, following the entry of Russian compa-
nies into the Iranian oil and gas market, that the Russian government
made any serious attempts to coordinate long-term economic coopera-
tion. Thus, the Russian–Iranian Commission for Economic Cooperation
was established.

By March 1998, Gazprom and Zarubezhneft reached agreement with
the National Iranian Oil Company on joint implementation of several
oil and gas projects in Iran.597 A draft ‘Inter-governmental Agreement
on Cooperation Between Russia and Iran in the Oil and Gas Sector’
was prepared on the results of the talks. The Mintopenergo hoped this
agreement would assist in coordinating the activities of Russian compa-
nies in order to prevent potential rivalry between them.598 Government
support for deeper integration in the oil and gas industry continued
with a ‘Memorandum of Mutual Understanding’, signed in April 1999
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by Russia’s Mintopenergo industries and Iran’s Ministry of Oil, which
envisaged 11 lines of cooperation.599

Notwithstanding efforts at the management of Russian oil and gas
interests in Iran, Russian companies squandered a number of opportu-
nities proffered by Iran. For example, in November 1997, Iran proposed
that Russian companies take an active part in the development of oil
fields in Iran. First Deputy Prime Minister and Fuel and Energy Minis-
ter Boris Nemtsov noted, ‘Unfortunately, Russian oil companies, unlike
the country’s Gazprom gas company, have not so far been especially
active with regard to this idea.’600 Moreover, in March 2001, the Head of
the Centre for the Coordination of Russian–Iranian Programs, Radzhab
Safarov, said that Russian oil companies had failed to respond to some
40 offers of Iranian projects on advantageous terms. Iran had committed
not to announce international tenders if Russian companies, including
Gazprom and LUKoil, had agreed. However, Russian companies did not
promptly react to these offers, and when Iran put them up for inter-
national tender, Russian companies succeeded in winning only two
projects.601

Despite these disappointments, Russia and Iran signed an important
agreement on cooperation in the retooling of the Iranian oil and gas
complex in July 2001. It was signed by the Russian Union of Producers
of Oil and Gas Equipment, together with the Stankoimport State Enter-
prise and the Association of Producers of Equipment for the Oil and
Gas Industry of Iran, which was created with the participation of the
state for the purpose of modernising the Iranian raw materials produc-
tion industry.602 In the same month, the Russian pipeline monopoly
Transneft with its Kazakh counterpart, KazTransOil, announced a feasi-
bility study for a pipeline to Iran. The plan was the latest in a series
involving Iran and Caspian oil swaps.

Ideally, swaps would save hundreds of kilometres in transit by letting
Iran refine Caspian oil for use in its northern cities. By March 2003,
Russia and Iran came to an agreement on the creation of a joint venture
for the development of gas production facilities in Iran and the sup-
ply of Iranian gas to international markets. This decision was made at
the fourth meeting of the Russian–Iranian Commission for Trade and
Economic Cooperation with the participation of Gazprom.603

By June 2006, Gazprom chief executive Alexei Miller and Iran’s
Deputy Oil Minister Nejad Hosseinian agreed to study the possibility
of forming a joint enterprise to develop oil and gas deposits. President
Ahmadinejad, speaking at a meeting with President Putin in Shanghai,
went further by proposing that Moscow and Tehran determine prices
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for natural gas together.604 Though this OPEC-like proposition has yet to
go further than rhetoric, substantial cooperation in the field of oil and
gas has continued with the December 2006 meeting of the Intergovern-
mental Commission, during which Iran invited Russian companies to
set up new joint ventures for oil and gas extraction in Iran and third
countries.605

Iran provided a multitude of opportunities for Russian companies,
and these groups were responsive. This sector demonstrates the lack of
coordination in areas of Russian policy with government policy follow-
ing behind the actions of economic actors. The desire for economic gain
was far more salient in this area than American influence.

Russian oil and gas concerns in the Caspian Sea region were far more
susceptible to American influence. Negotiations as to the status of the
Caspian Sea had been ongoing. Given the inability to find consen-
sus, there was major anxiety that if the littoral states failed to adopt
suitable policies for the exploitation of oil and gas reserves, Western
powers would gain a foothold.606 Russian–Iranian cooperation in this
area sought to counteract American objectives.

By March 1998, opposition to American encroachment into this area
became a regular theme. Russia and Iran issued a joint declaration not-
ing that any decisions on the legal status of the sea must be made
without the ‘interference of non-littoral states’.607 American efforts
to promote the Baku–Ceyhan oil pipeline and the Trans-Caspian gas
pipeline brought Iran and Russia closer together as both became increas-
ingly concerned about Azerbaijan and Georgia’s willingness to cooperate
with the United States. This development was reinforced by the deci-
sion, at the meeting of the Organization for Security and Cooperation
in Europe (OSCE) in Istanbul on 18 November 1999, to move forward
with the construction of the Baku–Ceyhan pipeline. The governments
of Turkey, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Kazakhstan officially agreed to back
the pipeline which would transport oil from Baku through Georgia to
Turkey’s Mediterranean port of Ceyhan.608

Soon after the OSCE agreements were signed, Russia and Iran sought
to undermine the economic rationale for the projects. After two fruit-
less years of negotiations, Gazprom swiftly reached agreement with
Turkmenistan in December 1999 to buy Turkmen natural gas, and to
purchase a large share of Turkmenistan’s gas in the year 2000. The
aim was to deter Turkmenistan from moving ahead rapidly with the
Trans-Caspian pipeline. Moreover, in an effort to persuade major oil
companies not to proceed with the Baku–Ceyhan pipeline, Iran cut the
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cost of its oil swaps with Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, and Azerbaijan by
30 per cent, beginning in 2000.609

Russia and Iran had common interest in pooling their efforts to pre-
serve influence on the general evolution of the situation in the area
of the Caspian.610 Consequently, Russia coordinated its policies with
Iran in order to maximise its influence on the development of the
legal status of the Caspian Sea. Their long-term interests in Caspian
energy resources were far different. Russia sought transport routes to
pass through its territory to help it retain influence in the states of Tran-
scaucasia and Central Asia.611 Iran, conversely, continued to profess that
it could supply the cheapest and safest route for the shipment of Caspian
oil and natural gas. As Iranian Foreign Minister Kamal Kharrazi repeat-
edly stated, ‘We believe in diversity of routes for the transfer of energy,
but consider Iran as the best route to the south, east and west.’612

Tensions over these varying objectives ensued. In early 1995, Iran
gained a share in a contract involving Azerbaijan and a number of
Western oil companies for the development of three major fields on
the Caspian shelf off the coast of Azerbaijan. Known as the ‘contract
of the century’, this $7.4 billion deal also included a 10 per cent share
for the Russian oil company LUKoil. Nonetheless, it prompted an out-
cry in Moscow over Azerbaijan’s unilateral and illegal action.613 Conflict
was averted when Moscow and Iran signed a bilateral agreement in the
autumn of 1995 circumventing efforts to convene a multilateral confer-
ence of legal experts on the Caspian issue. An international consortium
was formed with Kazakhstan for the development of the Tengiz oil fields
on the Kazakh shore of the Caspian.

For three years, financial problems delayed the laying of a new
pipeline to transport oil from the Tengiz fields through Novorossiisk
to Europe. Kazakhstan began to seek alternative routes, including one
through Iran. In April 1996, President Yeltsin signed an agreement
in Almaty expanding the Caspian Pipeline Consortium and ensuring
continued use of the Russian route. While this appeared to solve the
problem, it was only part of a broader issue that had emerged over
pipelines and the possibility that Iran might be a strong competi-
tor for the routing of Caspian oil.614 By early 2007, Kazakhstan had
announced that the Caspian Pipeline Consortium was ready to expand
the Tengiz–Novorossiisk oil pipeline by threefold, a decision which
Russia opposed.615

In the Caspian Sea, the threat of American incursion was instrumen-
tal in bringing Russia into alignment with Iran. Notwithstanding their
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disparate interests in oil and gas in the region, they feared American
intervention far more. In a broader sense, the oil and gas sector is indica-
tive of Russian efforts to consolidate Russian gains and ensure that the
United States was unable to force out Russian economic and political
interests.

Russian domestic security

Similar to the Chinese case, the Iranian case illustrates the importance
of domestic security issues entangled with regional factors in Russian
alignment policy. Given the enormous challenges Russia faced with
Islamic fundamentalism, Iran’s cooperation was important in encourag-
ing increased policy coordination. The salience of the domestic security
issue was particularly strong in Russian policy towards Iran during Rus-
sia’s wars in Chechnya. Relations significantly improved during the
first and second wars. With the exception of America’s war on terror,
the United States interacted little with this facet of Russian–Iranian
relations.

With the break-up of the Soviet Union, the newly independent states
of Central Asia and Transcaucasia became a central focus for Russian
policy-makers. Given the importance these states held in Russian calcu-
lations, Russia often saw the Middle East through the lens of its policy
towards them.616 Though religious extremism was not a pressing issue
in Russia, with a few notable exceptions it would be wrong to presume
that Russia was entirely immune in this regard. Articles appearing in
the Russian press at times regarded Islam as a ‘citizenship’ rather than a
religion and there were calls urging Muslims not to submit to ‘infidelity
and leaders of infidelity’.617 Especially, in the unstable early post-Soviet
period, Moscow genuinely feared the possibility of Islamic fundamen-
talist revolutions in Central Asia and the Caucasus, and for that matter,
within Russia itself.618 With the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia
remained a multi-cultural, multi-denominational state where Muslims
numbered some 20 million. This made the Islamic factor a significant
political reality.619

Russia had a genuine fear that a power vacuum in Central Asia and
the Caucasus could lead to competition among a variety of states for
influence.620 Moscow’s policy had to take into account the potential
for the Muslim republics to reorient themselves towards the Mus-
lim countries of the Middle East and Asia.621 The fact that a hos-
tile Iran could trigger significant conflict in the Caucasus or Central
Asia was a concern.622 It is noteworthy that the Muslim populations
within Russia and Iran have ethnic, linguistic, and religious similarities
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with Caucasians and Central Asians. Hence, there was fear that Iran
would have great influence over these regions. Moreover, the possibil-
ity existed for Islamic groups within Russia to be radicalised through
fundamentalist movements elsewhere.

In the early years following the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russian
policy-makers expressed great scepticism about Iran’s intentions in the
predominantly Muslim areas of Central Asia and the Caucasus.623 There
were initial misgivings over calls in some Iranian circles for spread-
ing Islamic radicalism.624 However, moderation in the Iranian position
served to allay Russian fears. Iranian policy towards the Central Asian
republics indicated that Iran sought to promote economic development
in the region more than Islamic fundamentalism. For instance, Iran
was instrumental in bringing the republics into the Economic Coop-
eration Organization, a developmental body whose original members
were Turkey, Pakistan, and Iran. Also, the visits to Iran by the heads
of state of various Central Asian republics and the visit of the Iranian
President Rafsanjani to the ex-Soviet republics were conspicuous for
their economic emphasis rather than for Islamic solidarity.625 In Russian
terms, Tehran’s policy towards the Central Asian states and the Caucasus
was constructive and non-ideological.626 Iran had both maintained good
relations with these regimes and acquiesced with Russian efforts to
retain influence in them.627

Iran also earned appreciation for expressing only muted opposition
to Russian actions in Chechnya during the first war. Iran maintained
that the question of Chechnya should be decided within the framework
of Russian norms and within Russia. The Iranian government neither
condemned Russian military intervention in Chechnya nor portrayed
the war as one between Christian Russia and Muslim Chechnya. Thus,
Iran’s policy with reference to the conflict in Chechnya can be viewed
as relatively agreeable considering Iran’s self-perception as the defender
of the Islamic faith.628 As a consequence, the 1994–1996 period wit-
nessed a number of breakthroughs in the Russian–Iranian relationship.
At the rhetorical level, this was the first time that Iran was referred
to as Russia’s strategic partner. This was further reinforced through the
signing of major agreements on the Caspian Sea and military-technical
cooperation.

As reports of human rights abuses in Chechnya became known, Iran
weighed its financial and military interests in Russia against its position
in the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC), which demanded
it speak out. Consequently, while emphasising that Chechnya was
an internal Russian affair, Iran gradually increased its criticism of
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Moscow’s behaviour.629 As Iran’s stance became harsher, Russian protests
increased. For example, President Yeltsin complained to Velayati about
the presence of an Iranian citizen at the ceremony in which Dzhokhar
Dudayev took the oath of office as President of Chechnya.630 There
were also rumours of Iranian activities in support of the Chechens
beyond humanitarian aid.631 Iran’s standpoint during the second war
in Chechnya resurrected Russia’s fear of Iran’s Islamic ties with Central
Asia and the Caucasus.

Moscow’s policy towards Iran during the second Chechen war rein-
forced the importance of this relationship for domestic security reasons.
From the very beginning, Moscow’s engagement with Iran sought to
play a moderating role and reinforced Iran’s reformist policies under
Rafsanjani. Foreign Minister Kozyrev declared, ‘There is no doubt that
Rafsanjani and Foreign Minister Velayati represent the moderate wing
and are trying to move away from strict Islamic fundamentalism. How-
ever, we must not forget that there is a second layer, a shadow stage on
which completely different forces are operating.’632

A moderate Iranian position influenced Russia’s desire to align with
Iran in addressing difficult regional questions. This was especially impor-
tant in the early post-Soviet period when uncertainty was still rife in
Russia as to what role Iran would seek in Central Asia and Transcaucasia
and what dangers this would pose. There is an overlap between domestic
and regional security issues in the Iranian case. Iran’s role in the region
was shaped by its status as a leader of the Islamic cause. Its capacity
to facilitate Russian regional objectives should be viewed through the
lens of its leadership role. This status, however, also had the potential
to pose a threat to Russian interests. Thus, Russia’s policy towards Iran
in terms of the domestic security dimension was marked by caution and
constraint. It was only when Russia was assured that Iran would not use
its influence to spread Islamic fundamentalism in the region that Russia
chose to more fully engage.

Regional dimension

For Russian–Iranian relations, there were coinciding long-term interests
in the settlement of regional and inter-ethnic conflicts, and the pre-
vention of future security threats in the region.633 Both states expressed
their mutual interest in the ‘provision of security and stability in the
strategically important region of Central Asia and the Caucasus’.634 This
section addresses the three main sectors of regional cooperation, focus-
ing on Russian–Iranian diplomatic efforts to find peaceable solutions to
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regional conflicts. Russia and Iran jointly tackled three major areas of
regional tension: Tajikistan, Afghanistan, and the Caspian Sea. On the
first two issues, Russia hoped that Iran would take a moderate position
on the Islamic question and facilitate resolution to the conflicts. On the
third, economic concerns were at play. Ensuring that the United States
had as little influence as possible over the Caspian Sea region became a
goal of Russian–Iranian regional policy.

Russia’s early policies towards Central Asia strongly mirrored tradi-
tional Soviet claims about the strategic proximity and the potential
threats posed by this region.635 Consequently, Russia placed increasing
emphasis on issues relating to regional security.636 Russia sought partners
towards this end given its inability to achieve its goals alone. In this
context, Iran came to take on greater significance.637 Although many
predicted in 1991 that there would be inevitable conflict between Russia
and Iran, the opposite held true, with cooperation being the dominant
characteristic of the relationship.638 Iran’s importance in Central Asia
though considerable should not be overestimated, as it faced competi-
tion particularly from other regional and international powers such as
the United States, China, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia.639

The period between 1995 and 1996, when Russian–Iranian coop-
eration regionally was consolidated, coincided with a strong general
progression in the relationship more generally. Moreover, within a cou-
ple of months of Russian–Iranian successes in agreeing a ceasefire in
Tajikistan, Russia had finally resolved economic disputes with Iran and
agreed to move forward with the construction of the Bushehr reactor.
Iran’s desire to cooperate on the Afghanistan issue corresponded with
the signing of major agreements on the Caspian Sea and an acceleration
of military-technical cooperation. This came against the backdrop of the
imposition of far-ranging American sanctions against Iran, which both
Russia and Europe deplored.

The Tajikistan conflict

Tajikistan exemplified for Russia the threat of Islamic radicalism. It also
highlighted the importance of regional issues in Russian–Iranian coop-
eration. The civil war in Tajikistan in May 1992 did not begin with a
radical Islamic attempt to seize power, but rather with a loose align-
ment of Western-style democrats and moderate Islamists, ousting an
old-line Communist leader. When the Communists came back into
power with the help of Uzbek and Soviet military forces, many Islamists
fled across the border into Afghanistan, where they became radicalised,



120 Russia and the Challengers

and then mounted attacks across the border into Tajikistan.640 In the
process, they killed some Russian soldiers guarding the Tajik border and
drew Moscow into the fighting.641 Under these conditions, a diplomatic
settlement became an important objective for President Yeltsin. Since
many Tajik Islamic opposition leaders, including Akbar Turajanzode,
had taken refuge in Iran, it became necessary to bring Iran into the
diplomatic process. Both Russia and Iran collaborated in seeking to bring
the warring parties to a settlement.642 Iran’s strong cultural, linguistic,
and racial links with the Tajiks enabled Tehran to help bridge the gap
between the Dushanbe government and the opposition.643 Iran not only
did not tilt towards the Islamists, but in fact acted as an honest broker
between the two factions. By the spring of 1994, with Iran’s assistance,
Russia managed to get talks started between the opposing sides.

Russia welcomed negotiations and expressed its willingness to coop-
erate with Iran and all parties towards a resolution.644 Russia and Iran,
however, did not hold entirely similar positions on the conflict given
their disparate political objectives. In June 1996, some parties to the con-
flict accused Iran of supplying arms to the Islamic opposition. Deputy
Foreign Minister Viktor Posuvalyuk stated,

Both Moscow and Tehran agree that there is no reasonable alternative
to dialogue, that one must not let things go so far as a breakdown in
the agreement on a cease-fire. Naturally, it is naı̈ve to look for iden-
tical positions from Russia and Iran. The main thing is to find and
consolidate points of contact.645

In August 1995, Tajikistan’s President Imamali Rahmanov and Addullah
Nouri, the leader of Tajikistan’s Islamic movement, were invited to
Tehran where an agreement to settle their differences peacefully was
signed.646

Consultations continued and by December 1996, a political agree-
ment was signed between the Tajik government and the opposition.
According to Foreign Minister Primakov, it was Russian–Iranian coop-
eration that helped achieve this agreement.647 With Iran’s help, Russia
brokered an agreement between the government and the Islamic forces
in February 1997. Russian influence over the Tajik government and
Iran’s direct contact with the opposition leaders and particularly the
Islamic militia allowed for the signing of an agreement and the estab-
lishment of a National Reconciliation Commission.648 Tajikistan pro-
vided an example of converging Russian and Iranian regional interests.
With Iran’s assistance, the conflict on Russia’s borders was eventually
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resolved, demonstrating the benefits of such cooperative partnership for
regional security. Russia also greatly appreciated Iranian moderation in
other potentially destabilising areas of the region.

Afghanistan

Afghanistan was an issue on the Russian–Iranian agenda from December
1991 onwards. Both states actively sought the peaceful resolution of
the conflict.649 Cooperation over Afghanistan clearly demonstrated the
importance of regional issues in facilitating increased cooperation. Both
states had much to lose from a Taliban victory. Russia, which feared
that the Taliban’s influence could penetrate Central Asia or even Russia,
had a strong interest in opposing the Taliban. In addition, the fact
that Afghanistan, under the Taliban, became a haven for growers and
purveyors of opium concerned both Iran and Russia.650

The Russian President’s Special Representative for the Middle East,
in conjunction with Iranian representatives, agreed in June 1996
that the continuing conflict within Afghanistan had become a desta-
bilising force in the region. The swift military victories of Taliban
forces in September 1996 encouraged greater Russian–Iranian policy
coordination.651 By December 1996, both sides declared that their views
coincided on the need for a peaceful settlement in Afghanistan taking
into account the interests of all ethnic and religious groups.652 Given
that the Sunni Taliban were an enemy of the Iranian-backed Shiite forces
in Afghanistan, Iran sought to build a coalition to stop the Taliban
offensive. It organised a regional conference in Tehran, which Russia
attended, to address the situation.

Afghanistan was another example of Russian–Iranian cooperation in
attempting to resolve regional disputes. However, it was not just con-
flictual situations that encouraged Russian–Iranian cooperation within
the region. These states also came together to advance their own
regional and economic objectives on Caspian Sea issues. Given that
neither state was able to independently achieve their aims, their col-
laboration provided them with added leverage in negotiations.

The Caspian sea

Cooperation in this sector sought to institutionalise the Russian and
Iranian position that the Caspian Sea is the common property of littoral
states. This was particularly crucial as both states attempted to ensure
that the increasing American economic and political penetration of the
region was limited.
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The history of Russian–Persian exchanges over the Caspian Sea goes
back to the early nineteenth century and the conclusion of the Golestan
Treaty of 1813, following Iran’s defeat in the Russian–Persian War. Under
the Treaty, Iran was barred from deployment of its naval forces in the
sea. The second war between the two countries ended once again in
Iran’s defeat and brought about the Turkomanchai Treaty of 1928. The
latter Treaty did not change the limitations put on Iran in the first
Treaty. After the Bolshevik victory, Iran and the Soviet Union signed
the 1921 Friendship Treaty, which recognised the two countries’ bor-
der in the Caspian Sea. The 1921 Treaty, in addition to the Treaty of
March 1940, provided the legal status of the Caspian Sea until 1989.
The break-up of the Soviet Union increased the number of Caspian Sea
littoral states from two to five. When Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, and
Kazakhstan joined the littoral states, they began to actively explore the
resource potentials of the Caspian Sea, necessitating the institution of a
legal status for the Sea.653 Resolution of the legalities became even more
urgent as a result of the discoveries of vast offshore mineral reserves in
the early 1990s.654

According to experts, total Caspian oil reserves are estimated at
approximately $4 trillion. American interests have focused on lobby-
ing for routes for oil exports that were both profitable and strategically
useful to the United States. Their efforts focused on an oil pipeline arc,
dubbed the new ‘silk road’, designed to ensure that Kazakh oil was
pumped along a route that bypassed both Russia and Iran.655 At the
same time, Russia and Iran worked together to assure their interests
remained at the forefront of Caspian Sea development to the exclusion
of American interests.

After an initial period of uncertainty over Iran’s approach to the
Caspian, Russia stepped up cooperation on energy projects with Iran. In
October 1994, the Russian Foreign Ministry sought to entrench the fact
that the Caspian Sea was the interest of only the littoral states: ‘Russia
and Iran share very close views on the issues relevant to the Caspian
Sea. . . . Its resources belong to the states bordering the lake.’656 This was
a less than obscure reference to American political and economic forays
into the region and Russia’s desire to exclude the United States from any
decisions on the future of the Caspian Sea.

Russia and Iran further established their common positions in a joint
declaration in early November 1995 in which they opposed unilateral
action by the littoral states to exploit the resources of the Caspian Sea.
This declaration insisted on the indivisibility of mineral resources as the
‘common property’ of the littoral states.657 One month later, both sides
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reaffirmed this point, noting that only the five Caspian states possessed
a legal decision-making voice in negotiations.658

As tensions grew in the Russian–American relationship, Russia took
an even more vocal stance on excluding American involvement in
the Caspian Sea. In December 1996, a meeting of Foreign Ministers
from the five littoral states was held in Ashgabat. Foreign Minister
Primakov consolidated Russia’s position on the Caspian and unexpect-
edly signed a tripartite ‘Memorandum on Cooperation Between Iran,
Russia, and Turkmenistan in the Development of the Caspian Sea’s
Mineral Resources’.659

It is necessary to note that in light of the American ‘War on Terror’
which followed the September 11 bombings at the World Trade Center
in New York, Russia, China, and Iran were anxious to ensure that
America’s involvement not only in the Caspian but in Central Asia more
generally was limited. They were outspoken opponents of American
military basing in Central Asian states.660 Moreover, military exercises
organised by Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan under the
Collective Security Treaty Organisation coincided with exercises held by
Iran in late August 2006. Incidentally, this was the period when tensions
over Iranian nuclear aspirations in the United States were reaching a
high point.

Regional issues were vital in building trust between Iran and Russia.
Russia saw that Iran could be an ally in facilitating stability on its bor-
ders. The issue of the Caspian Sea served to hinder American intentions
to gain a stronger foothold in the region. In the short-run, Moscow and
Tehran cooperated on the Caspian Sea issue and both benefited from
the sharp rise in oil prices that took place in 1999, made possible by
the increased cooperation between Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Venezuela.661

However, in the longer term, the Caspian Sea was likely to be a major
area of tension in the Russian–Iranian relationship.

Global dimension

The Iranian case offers significant support to the balancing thesis given
the extensive American connection. The fact that the Iran issue was
consistently on the Russian–American agenda allowed Russia to use
its alignment with Iran to achieve five primary objectives: demon-
strate its independence against the United States; address concerns with
the development of the international system; prevent American pen-
etration of the region; thwart a rapprochement between Iran and the
United States; and develop a role as an intermediary between Iran and
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the Western world. These were unintended consequences of America’s
emphasis on Russian–Iranian relations, yet factors which came to play a
significant role in colouring Russia’s approach to partnership with Iran.

Given American concerns with Iran, it is unsurprising that the United
States sought not only to mitigate Iranian influence but also to prevent
other states from aligning with Iran.662 At times, American opposition
was framed in anti-proliferation rhetoric; at others it emphasised the
Islamic fundamentalist character of the Iranian regime. The United
States employed both incentives and threats of political and economic
repercussions for Russia to end its partnership with Iran. On the surface,
these can be viewed to have been effective. The Russian government
undertook commitments and rhetorical pledges to reduce its cooper-
ation with Iran. However, the unintended consequence of American
emphasis on the Russian–Iranian cooperation was to lend it increased
salience in Russian calculations. When Russian–American relations were
strong, Russia was willing to cushion its partnership with Iran. Yet, when
relations with the United States deteriorated, Russia’s relationship with
Iran became a strong lever in balancing American interests.

Too many sticks, not enough carrots: American deterrence policy

While achieving a few notable successes, for the most part, the American
agenda generated a more independent and defiant Russian position.663

The American government took a two-pronged deterrence approach:
tying aid to encourage good behaviour and imposing economic sanc-
tions to punish bad behaviour. In the early post-Soviet honeymoon
period, the United States had the capacity to place effective political
pressure on Russia. As mentioned earlier, Russian unwillingness to cease
its ties with Iran resulted in the adoption by the United States Senate
of an amendment linking aid to Russia to an end to Russian–Iranian
military-technical cooperation.664 In Russia, this action was received
with foreboding.

This was the third time Washington had threatened Russia with sus-
pending economic aid. It was hinted at in connection with the Russian
space contract with India, and with the withdrawal of Russian troops
from the Baltic states.665 At these times, Russia had acceded to American
wishes and mollified American concerns. Russia had made numerous
commitments with regard to its military and nuclear cooperation with
Iran. The true question arising is the value of these in practical terms.666

It was unsuccessful in truly curtailing Russian cooperation with Iran but
it was a show of Russian good faith.
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American pressure continued with a bill in the United States House of
Representatives in 1996, envisaging the application of economic sanc-
tions against foreign firms cooperating with Iran and Libya in the field of
oil and natural gas extraction. Demonstrating the more defiant Russian
approach towards the United States coming to the fore with the decline
in Russian–American relations, Foreign Ministry spokesman Vladimir
Andreyev declared that the bill infringed ‘upon the legitimate economic
interests of a number of countries including Russia. In the event of its
coming into force, we would be compelled to take measures for the
defence of our interests.’667

In April 1998, the United States again sought to put pressure
on Russian foreign policy-makers. Strobe Talbott (American Deputy
Secretary of State), John Holum (Under Secretary of State for Arms
Control), and Robert Gallucci (Special Representative of the American
President) arrived in Moscow to discuss the Iran issue. It should be noted
that the visit coincided with a leak from the American State Depart-
ment that it planned to impose sanctions on several Russian institutions
cooperating with Iran in missile-related projects.668 As Russia’s position
in the international system weakened and the spectre of unipolarity
rose, American threats were ineffective in achieving anything more than
rhetorical assurances from Russia. In fact, with the increasing use of
sanctions diplomacy, Russian responses grew more openly defiant.

James Rubin, Department of State spokesman, declared that the
American government had compiled an unofficial list of Russian defence
companies and research institutes suspected of having given missile
technology to Iran.669 Given that the threats of sanctions and tied
aid had proven less than effective in ending Russian–Iranian coopera-
tion, the United States moved from threats to sanctions against specific
Russian organisations. The American Congress adopted a bill in May
1998 providing for sanctions against Russian companies suspected of
delivering rocketry to Iran. However, President Clinton vetoed the bill
in order to avoid a dramatic deterioration of relations with Russia.670

Congress’ move was bolstered in July 1998, by a successful Iranian
test of the Shihab-III intermediate-range missile.671 In the same month,
the American administration introduced sanctions against a number of
Russian organisations accused of missile cooperation with Iran.

By December 1998, the American Central Intelligence Agency issued
a report which stressed that Russian assistance had ‘accelerated Iranian
development of the Shihab-III’.672 Following this report, in January
1999, the United States imposed sanctions against two major Russian
institutions, the NIKIET and the Mendeleyev University of Chemical
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Technology, along with eight other Russian organisations.673 The Rus-
sian Foreign Ministry responded harshly, arguing, ‘any attempts to speak
with us in the language of sanctions and pressure are absolutely unac-
ceptable for the Russian side. Of course, they will not be left without an
answer.’674

Once again, in September 1999, the American House of Represen-
tatives voted through a bill for sanctions to be imposed on Russian
organisations for nuclear cooperation with Iran. The Russian Foreign
Ministry pointed out that the

sanctions bill taking effect will mean for us a necessity to reassess the
whole situation in the sphere of the Russian-American cooperation in
the fields of non-proliferation and some other military and political
issues which now make the axis of our joint work aiming to ensure
strategic stability and international security.675

With the decreasing impact of the threat of sanctions on Russian
cooperation with Iran, the United States attempted to condition the
rescheduling of Russia’s debt. Russia would have to abandon any coop-
eration with Iran and publicly punish those organisations that the
United States claimed were violating export legislation regarding Iran.676

A Russian Foreign Ministry spokesman maintained, ‘The fulfilment of
these conditions would mean a refusal to carry out an independent
foreign policy and would undermine high-tech export potential of the
country.’677

The American government went even further in ensuring that there
were political and economic ramifications for Russian–Iranian coopera-
tion, with the adoption of a United States Senate bill in February 2000
referred to as the ‘Iran Non-proliferation Act’. The sense in Moscow was
that this act was directed above all against Russian organisations.678 One
of the key aspects of the bill was the suspension of American financial
aid to Russian enterprises that took part in the building of the Inter-
national Space Station.679 Incidentally, demonstrating the pragmatism
of Putin’s policy, Russia chose to cautiously cancel a meeting with the
Iranian Foreign Minister that was to be held that week. Within a month,
Washington decided to lift trade and economic sanctions imposed in
1998 against the Russian INOR Scientific Centre and Research Institute
Polyus for their alleged contribution to an Iranian missile programme.680

The United States lifted its sanctions imposed in July 2006 against
Sukhoi in mid-November.681
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In January 2007, the Bush administration imposed new sanctions
on three Russian companies – Rosoboronexport, the Tula Instrument-
Making Design Bureau, and the Kolomna Machine-Building Design
Bureau for allegedly selling missiles and weapons to Iran and Syria.682

Russian officials condemned in the strongest possible way the decision
of the US State Department to introduce sanctions and continued to
deny any wrongdoing.

As demonstrated by the fact that America needed to continually
cajole and threaten Russia to cease its cooperation with Iran, the pol-
icy of deterrence was less than effective. The United States achieved
largely rhetorical commitments from the Russian government. Both
Presidents Yeltsin and Putin took steps to assure the United States that
Russian–Iranian relations posed no threat to American interests. Yeltsin
made commitments to limit economic relations with Iran at the 1993
Russian–American summit in Vancouver and the July 1994 G-7 Naples
Summit.683 During his visit to Washington in late September 1994, refer-
ring to Russian–Iranian relations, Yeltsin noted, ‘this cooperation is not
extensive, nor does it threaten regional stability’.684 However, a mere
month later, Iran and Russia signed 13 documents covering a wide
spectrum of commercial, scientific, technical, and cultural ties.685

By 1996, Russia sought to further reassure the United States of its inter-
ests in non-proliferation when Iran and Russia signed a ‘Memorandum
of Understanding’, which defined export controls.686 Coming only a few
months after the imposition of sanctions on Russian organisations, For-
eign Minister Primakov stressed that the Memorandum was evidence
that Russia and Iran adhered to ‘civilised principles of behaviour’.687

Interestingly, the Russian Federal Security Service (FSB) caught an
Iranian embassy employee, Reza Teimuri, attempting to buy classified
documents dealing with missile technology from a Russian defence
research institute, which sought to emphasise its counter-proliferation
commitments. Moreover, in January, three Iranians attempted to place
an order with the Trud Association for components for a liquid-fuel
rocket engine; however, counter-intelligence agents were able to prevent
the deal.688 It is noteworthy that this occurred a few months after the
previously mentioned CIA report claiming that Russia had assisted Iran’s
missile programme. These actions can be seen as Russian attempts to
assuage American opposition to Russian–Iranian economic cooperation.

An increasingly defiant Russian stance was evident in November 2000
with the public release of the Gore–Chernomyrdin agreement. Moscow
notified Washington three days before the American presidential elec-
tion that it was annulling this agreement. Russian government circles
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maintained that the decision to resume arms sales to Iran was dictated
by positive changes in Iran’s domestic policies and by the American
breach of the confidentiality clause. Notwithstanding renewed threats
of the imposition of trade sanctions, Russia continued and expanded
military-technical cooperation with Iran.689

Russia took a moderate position towards Iran with the inception of
the George W. Bush administration. After George Bush Jr. described Iran
as part of the ‘axis of evil’, Iranian Foreign Minister Kharrazi’s official
visit to Moscow was cancelled. Though there was no explanation for
the postponement it is noteworthy that American Under Secretary of
State John Bolton was in Moscow at precisely the same time engaging
in talks on strategic stability issues. It appears that Russia decided not
to antagonise the new American administration.690 The meeting was,
however, eventually rescheduled.

In no other case had American antipathy towards Russia’s partner-
ship been so blatant. On the whole, Russia’s response was one of
moderation, seeking to allay American concerns. Nonetheless, as the
Russian–American relationship became more complicated, Russia began
to use its policy towards Iran as a symbol of its independence.

Rejecting junior partnership: defying America

As discussed in Chapter 1, perceptions played an important role in the
evolution of Russian alignment policy. Russia’s perceived treatment as
a ‘junior partner’ to the United States crucially highlights how identity
issues interacted with Russia’s Iran policy. It reveals an evolution in the
uses of Iran, as the Russian–American relationship went into decline.
Iran came to be used as an expression of Russian defiance in balanc-
ing American hegemony. By the mid-1990s, as Russia turned towards a
moderate nationalism encapsulated in the concept of derzhavnost’ (aspi-
rations of a strong state and great power status), Iran came to be a means
of responding to Russia’s perceived lack of respect in its relations with
America.691 Iran was a means of demonstrating Russia’s right to align
with whomever it chose, placing the burden on the United States to
prove Russia’s relations with Iran were in any way illegitimate.692

Russia used its relations with Iran to defy the United States in
three ways. First, Russia sought to demonstrate its sovereign right
to engage in partnership with Iran. However, Russia continued to
place this within the context of its international commitments and
legal obligations. Second, Russia challenged the United States’ right to
interfere in Russian foreign policy. Third, following a serious decline
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in the Russian–American relationship, Russia sought to throw off all
constraints on its engagement with Iran.

In December 1996, Deputy Foreign Minister, Viktor Posuvalyuk made
clear Russia’s right to engage in partnership with Iran.

The US administration must understand that we have a sovereign
right to build our relations with Iran so as to promote our interests.
On the other hand, the United States should know that Russia as a
permanent member of the UN Security Council wants links with any
country to stay within a civilised framework and never to harm the
international community or third countries.693

Furthermore, Russian officials such as Deputy Foreign Minister Grigory
Mamedov, an important proponent of the Russian–Iranian relationship,
in reference to Iran, reflected the growing view among Russians that
‘Russia is not a colony and its decisions will be made on the basis of its
national interests.’694

One of the most unambiguous instances of Russian defiance occurred
in February 1998 when consultations between Russian and American
officials resulted in private statements made by Russian officials to the
effect that Moscow was prepared to renounce its commitment to refrain
from selling weapons to Iran if the United States ultimately launched a
strike against Iraq.695 In addition to rhetoric, Russia increasingly sought
to demonstrate its right to interact with Iran. The most blatant example
was the visit of Iranian Foreign Minister Kamal Kharrazi, who flew into
Moscow in April 2002; just days before the Russian–American summit
and after America placed Iran in the ‘axis of evil’.696 Increasingly, Russia
placed the onus on the United States to prove breaches in law on Iran’s
part. As such, in April 2002, Foreign Minister Ivanov declared,

Russian-Iranian relations are built on an obvious lawful basis in
accordance with all of our international responsibilities. Iran’s entire
nuclear program, I have in mind, those being constructed with the
assistance of Russian specialists, is under international control. If any-
one has concerns, we are prepared to investigate them. However,
these concerns must be presented not with words but with concrete
facts. I would like again to emphasise that we are building transpar-
ent relations with Iran, on a legal basis, in strong compliance with all
of our international commitments.697
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Russian defiance was premised on three challenges to American
interference. First, Russia opposed the notion that the United States had
a legal or ethical basis for intervention in Russian foreign policy. Thus,
the Duma frequently issued statements citing attempts by third nations
‘to interfere in mutually advantageous cooperation between Russia
and Iran’ as ‘illegal and inadmissible’.698 Second, Russia saw American
attempts at intervention in the Russian–Iranian relationship as oppor-
tunistic ploys. Russia adamantly opposed the issue of Russian–Iranian
cooperation being turned into an instrument for political pressure or a
means to squeeze Russian companies out of international markets.699

Third, American actions were interpreted as reflections of American
hegemonic policy in the post-Cold War period. Sanctions were seen as
yet another attempt at the extraterritorial application of American laws
against foreign states that maintain normal relations with a country that
features on American ‘blacklists’. A Russian Foreign Ministry spokesman
stated, ‘Such an approach runs counter to generally accepted world
practice and will not be accepted by the international community.’700

As previously mentioned, the visit of Iranian President Khatami
to Moscow and Russian Security Council Secretary Sergei Ivanov to
Washington occurred essentially at the same time in March 2001.701 This
was not overlooked in American circles. On the same day that Putin was
meeting with Iranian President Khatami, George W. Bush extended the
law imposing sanctions against Iran, prohibiting American investment
in the Iranian economy.702

As Russia’s conception of the international order evolved, increasingly
Russia felt itself treated as a declining power. American attempts to pres-
sure Russia were greeted with mounting disdain. Some argued that Iran
provided Russia with the potential to act as a leader of those opposing
American hegemony.703 This is a rather crude reading of Russia’s Iran
policy as well as Russian–American relations. Russia engaged in a reac-
tive policy, corresponding with conceptions of itself as a great power.
Russia and Iran had common cause on a number of international issues,
many of which pivoted on American promulgation of its hegemony.

Iran and the international context

This dimension of Russian alignment policy towards Iran sheds light
on three aspects of Russia’s balancing policy towards the United States.
First, it demonstrates Russian rhetorical uses for Iran in the pur-
suit of Russia’s global agenda. As Russian–American relations declined,
Russia vocally used its relations with Iran to actively challenge the
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United States’ right to hegemony. Second, it demonstrates how Russia’s
approach to Iran parallels European political stances thereby challeng-
ing the American approach of isolating Iran. Third, the international
context of Russian relations with Iran exhibits the interaction between
Russian alignment policy and the US/Israeli relationship.

The first joint Russian–Iranian declaration on international issues out-
side the region occurred at a time when Russian–American relations
were in serious trouble. In June 1996, the Russian President’s Special
Representative for the Middle East, Viktor Posuvalyuk and Iranian Min-
ister of Foreign Affairs Velayati expressed their concerns with the revival
of bloc politics, including plans for NATO’s eastward expansion.704

Direct connections were drawn between NATO expansion and Russian
partnerships. Sergei Yastrzhembsky, Russian Presidential spokesman,
stated at the Helsinki summit of March 1997:

If NATO expansion is going to continue under a scenario that is the
toughest and most negative one from our standpoint, Russia will
be confronted with a need to reconsider its foreign policy priorities
in certain issue areas. Our relations with China, India and Iran are
developing well.705

By 1999, Iran showed open support for Russia’s conception of a multipo-
lar international system. During Foreign Minister Ivanov’s visit to Iran
in November 1999, both states expressed their opposition to ‘the idea of
a unipolar contemporary world . . . ’. This meeting established Russian–
Iranian agreement on President Yeltsin’s proposition for the world in the
twenty-first century.706

The second aspect of Russian policy towards Iran in the international
context was the confluence of approaches between Russia and Europe.
The European Union since 1992 had been involved in a ‘critical dia-
logue’ with Iran. As with many issues in the European context, there
existed significant divisions within Europe. European policy, similar to
Russian policy, rested on the assumption that Iranian behaviour could
be influenced through communication and incentives as compared with
an American approach focused on sanctions and isolation. This reflected
a transatlantic divide in foreign policy approaches to Iran.

The European approach was confined to political relations. It did not
affect the evolution of economic relations between Iran and individual
European countries. With respect to economic relations, the EU shared
a core consensus that no sanctions be applied beyond export controls
for dual-use technologies. When the Clinton administration imposed
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comprehensive sanctions in May 1995, the major European countries
were quick to denounce their effectiveness and stress the importance of
continued dialogue.707

In January 2006, Iran decided to restart its nuclear programme after
a two-year suspension while it conducted talks with European coun-
tries. The United States, Britain, France, and Germany called for Iran
to be referred to the United Nations Security Council and called for
an emergency IAEA meeting.708 It should be noted that whereas France
and Germany held a common position with Russia on the issue of Iraq,
they had grave concerns with regard to Iran’s potential development of
nuclear capabilities.

In order to defuse the crisis, Russia proposed to set up a joint venture
on Russian territory to enrich uranium.709 However, Russia was unable to
reach agreement with Iran on uranium enrichment.710 European Union
negotiators also sought some sort of peaceful resolution of the conflict.
During the crisis, Russia’s traditional confluence of opinion with Europe
continued with both groups attempting to ensure that the resolution to
the conflict was diplomatic and left no room for military intervention.

In March 2006, Russia’s Foreign Minister firmly rejected a draft United
Nations Security Council statement aimed at pressuring Iran to stop
enriching uranium, despite a new offer of amendments by Western
powers.711 By the end of March, the United Nations Security Council was
able to issue a much watered down and not legally binding statement
demanding that Iran suspend uranium enrichment.

Notwithstanding the inability to reach agreement with Iran, Russian
pressure did seem to have an impact on Iranian behaviour. In June 2006,
Iranian President Ahmadinejad called a package of international incen-
tives aimed at persuading Tehran to abandon nuclear activities ‘a step
forward’. The comments came one day after Ahmadinejad met with
Russian and Chinese presidents on the sidelines of a Eurasian summit
in Shanghai.712 Though no final resolution was reached with regard to
Iran’s nuclear programme, Russia continued to occupy a central role
given its relationship with the Iranian government.

Israel had a far different take on the bellicose nature of the Iranian
regime than Russia. Israel and the United States held largely analo-
gous perceptions of the threat Iran posed through the development
of weapons of mass destruction. Israel consistently accused Russia of
involvement in the creation of Iranian missiles.713 Foreign Minister
Primakov posited, ‘The pro-Israeli lobby in the United States is a source
of fanning passions. It is dissatisfied with the balanced US approach to
the settlement in the Middle East and wants to set the US against us
and Iran.’714
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In the case of the crisis around Iran’s uranium enrichment which
erupted in 2006, Israel’s position was clear. Acting Israeli Prime Min-
ister Ehud Olmert maintained that Israel could not allow Tehran to
acquire nuclear weapons under any circumstances. Israeli diplomats vis-
ited Russia on a number of occasions during the crisis to discuss their
deep concerns about Iran’s nuclear facilities.715

In the context of the Russian–Iranian relationship, Israeli Trade and
Industry Minister Natan Sharansky made clear ‘Israel’s desire to influ-
ence any process whereby a country whose political leaders view the
destruction of Israel as a legitimate goal tries to acquire weapons of
mass destruction’.716 It was no coincidence that in September 2001, Ira-
nian Defence Minister Vice Admiral Ali Shamkhani arrived in Moscow
within three days of the arrival of Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon.
Sharon’s task was the prevention of any arms sales to Iran. In a state-
ment before his departure, Sharon noted, ‘like Iraq, Iran is the most
dangerous strategic enemy of Israel and we cannot stand with our hands
tied while the crazy ayatollahs lay their hands on weapons of mass
destruction’.717

There is evidence to show that the United States may have sought to
undermine Israeli economic cooperation with Russia in order to place
increased pressure on the Russian administration to end its ties with
Iran. In early 1997, American intelligence sources leaked to the Israeli
press that Moscow and Tehran had practically concluded secret nego-
tiations on the development of a new ballistic missile with a range of
up to 2000 kilometres. This missile had the capacity to carry a nuclear
warhead to the territory of Israel. It is especially significant that the
leak occurred precisely during the preparations for Israeli Prime Min-
ister Netanyahu’s March visit to Moscow. Netanyahu was an advocate of
strengthening Israel’s economic cooperation with Russia. According to
rumours, Netanyahu even proposed an alternative to Iranian sources
of hard currency for Russia with draft economic agreements worth
$3 billion.718

The international context is extremely useful in elucidating the man-
ner in which Russia came to use its relations with Iran in order to
challenge the United States’ leadership of the international system.
It also demonstrates the way in which the Russia–Iran–United States
triangle interacted with Russia’s aspirations.

Keeping the Iranians in and the Americans out

Russia was seriously apprehensive about the possibility of the ces-
sation of tensions between Iran and the United States. There were
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fears in Moscow that a friendlier American policy towards Iran might
dissuade Tehran from allying with Moscow. Given that Russia was Iran’s
main supplier in the nuclear arena, the emergence of a ‘pro-western’
leadership in Iran could have led the United States to become a seri-
ous competitor with Russia’s nuclear industry.719 The fear of Russia
losing many multi-billion dollar contracts was strong.720 An Iranian–
American rapprochement also had the potential of altering the balance
with regard to the Caspian and Central Asia, and not to Russia’s
benefit.721

This section elucidates another manner in which Russia sought to bal-
ance the United States through cooperation with Iran. First, it undertook
a policy that protected against a possible reconciliation between Iran
and the United States which would likely have threatened Russian inter-
ests. Second, Russia actively sought to ensure that the United States did
not gain yet another foothold in the region through cooperation with
Iran. As in the Iraqi case, Russia attempted to entrench its relationship
for fear of losing ground to the United States.

Following the election of Iranian President Mohammad Khatami in
May 1997, Russia was confronted with the possibility of a rapproche-
ment between Iran and the United States. President Khatami began to
promote a policy of domestic reform and liberalisation, and rapproche-
ment with Europe and the United States. The rapprochement began
in December 1997 with President Khatami’s speech on CNN offering
improved relations to the American people. A subsequent speech by
President Clinton reciprocated Khatami’s offer. Gestures followed: a visit
by an American wrestling team to Tehran; the waiving of American
sanctions against foreign companies planning to develop Iran’s South
Pars gas field; and a major speech by Madeline Albright offering
Iran a path of reconciliation. President Khatami, however, did not
respond to the offer because of a conservative attack in the Majlis (the
Iranian Parliament) in the summer of 1998, which continued until the
February 2000 Majlis elections.722 Consequently, the Iranian leadership
did not perceive its interests as being served through friendlier ties with
America.723

It is noteworthy that on the eve of a potential breakthrough in
Iranian–American relations, Russia took measures to entrench its own
relationship with Iran including the conclusion of a series of agree-
ments in the oil and gas and nuclear industries, and the Caspian
Sea. Moreover, Russian–Iranian cooperation was reinforced through a
summit in Moscow. Although the thaw in relations between Iran and
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the United States was aborted in the summer of 1998, the possibil-
ity of rapprochement continued to weigh heavily on Russian–Iranian
relations.724

With the election of Mahmood Ahmadinejad to the Presidency in
June 2005, it was unlikely that any détente with the United States would
be forthcoming. He had certainly shown himself to be more extreme in
his opposition to the United States and Israel than his predecessor. This
left much political room for Russian ambitions in Iran.

Given that Central Asia and the Gulf region were declared zones of
vital interests to the United States, Russia and Iran held a common fear
that their influence would be narrowed.725 Moreover, they did not wish
to see the power of Turkey and others grow in these regions.726 The
development of closer ties with Iran, at least in part, was an attempt
by Russia to find regional partners that could alleviate the threat of
an external actor seizing control of this area.727 Consequently, in early
1997, Foreign Minister Primakov and his Iranian counterpart, Ali Akbar
Velayati, issued a joint statement calling the American presence in the
Persian Gulf ‘totally unacceptable’.728

Russian policy-makers saw an American military presence in their
vicinity posing a considerable threat of encirclement to Russia.729 In
fact, a series of military exercises, ‘CentrasBat-97’, were carried out
in September 1997 by the Central Asian Battalion, with troops from
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, and the United States. These were
strongly opposed by both Iran and Russia. Furthermore, a proposal
by Azerbaijan to invite America to establish a base on the Caspian
Sea was another incentive for Russia and Iran to confirm their deci-
sion to respect their 1921 Treaty of Friendship banning the presence
of foreign troops in the region.730 Both Russia and Iran had legitimate
interests in ensuring that the United States was prevented from gaining
greater influence in Central Asia and the Caucasus, which were rein-
forced by the desire of their neighbour’s for partnership with the United
States.

Conclusions

At the outset, economic actors seeking to reap the rewards of the Iranian
market guided Russian policy towards Iran. The Iranian case is par-
ticularly useful in highlighting the role of economic actors in driving
Russian alignment policy. The policy of arms and technology sales
shows the sensitivity of Russian policy to the institutional interests of
the military and the military–industrial complex.
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This case also sheds revealing light on the reactivity of Russian
actors. Neither the Russian government nor private economic actors
drove economic interaction with Iran. Rather, they responded to Iranian
initiatives. Iran was quite adept at playing on both Russian economic
need and geopolitical aspirations to achieve its ends.

By the mid-1990s, regional concerns were a major factor in driv-
ing Russian policy towards Iran. Given the enormous challenges Russia
faced with Islamic fundamentalism, Iran’s moderation was important
in encouraging increased ties. Iran repeatedly proved itself a reliable
partner in Russian attempts to resolve regional questions. This inter-
action set the tone for increased policy coordination, as the spectre
of a unipolar international system emerged. Increasingly, Russia’s rela-
tions with Iran were guided by global concerns. Iran’s value rose
as it came to play a more important role in the Russian–American
relationship.

By the mid-2000s, Russian economic and geopolitical aspirations were
once again intertwined. Russia sought to take advantage of a bellicose
Iranian leadership to obtain economic gains. Furthermore, as a result
of its relationship with Iran, Russia was able to play an important
intermediary role in the crisis around Iran’s nuclear aspirations which
broke out in 2006, thereby maintaining its self-perception as a great
power.

The Iranian case is particularly useful in demonstrating the evolution
of Russian uses of alignments to balance the United States. This partner-
ship presents the strongest example of American involvement in any
of the relationships addressed in this study. The Iran issue was con-
sistently on the Russian–American agenda ensuring that increasingly
Russia could use its alignment with Iran to achieve its objectives towards
the United States. While the Russian–American relationship was strong,
Russian policy towards Iran was driven by the economic interests of a
number of public and private actors.

Russia’s policy towards Iran starkly highlights the deliberate balancing
behaviour that Russia exhibited through its alignments with regard to
the United States. The policy goals of economic actors became secondary
to Russian geopolitical considerations precisely at those points when
Russian–American relations were most strained. This, in turn, induced
the state to step in and coordinate policy. Russian–Iranian cooperation
in the fields of nuclear technology and weapons sales is useful in elu-
cidating the evolution of Russian policy. In response to cracks in the
Russian–American relationship, Russia undertook a policy of active bal-
ancing. Whereas Russian policy for most of the period was largely
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responsive to Iranian initiatives, Russia became proactive in its nuclear
policy towards Iran as a result of its relations with the United States.
Consequently, in the Iranian case, the American connection saw Rus-
sia come to use its relationship to clearly demonstrate its defiance and
independence.



5
Russia and Saddam’s Iraq: The Road
to Nowhere

Russian alignment with Iraq strikingly illustrates the progression from
commercial economic advantage to balancing manoeuvres as the guid-
ing forces behind Russian alignment policy. This reflects not merely a
movement from one set of objectives to the other but rather an evo-
lution in the perception of Russian interests. The combination of a
more unilateralist American foreign policy and a more assertive Russian
policy climate brought about a policy shift ensuring that Russia was
more willing to challenge the United States over time. Moreover, the
American–Iraqi relationship shifted the environment in which Russia
was forced to act.

In the initial post-Soviet period, Russia’s Western orientation resulted
in a policy centred on global issues. Russian Foreign Minister Kozyrev
frequently referred to Russia’s support of UN policy towards Iraq as ‘the
litmus test of Russia’s stand on the civilised, democratic side of the
barricade’.731 Nonetheless, the economic benefits to be had in Iraq drew
Russian public and private economic actors into the country. Given the
enormous investments of Soviet times, one would have anticipated a
more proactive approach to Iraq. What we soon discover is a policy of
reaction.

In the early period of post-Soviet Russian foreign policy, various
economic actors within Russia sought cooperation with Iraq in pur-
suit of their own economic gain resulting in a less than cohesive
Russian policy stance towards Iraq. However, different from the other
cases, there was more or less a consensus on the need to engage Iraq.
This could only be done through diplomatic means. The interaction
between economic and global factors clearly impacted the development
of Russian–Iraqi relations. Any economic cooperation between Russia
and Iraq were subject to United Nations Security Council Resolution

138



Russia and Saddam’s Iraq: The Road to Nowhere 139

687, imposing trade sanctions on Iraq. Russia’s desire to deepen eco-
nomic relations with Iraq thus had to be grounded in the elimination
of these sanctions.

An initially reactive policy, impeded by the desire to rejoin the West,
gave way to an adaptation in Russian policy in response to negative
American policy decisions. Iraq became an instrument with which to
address deleterious American actions in the international system. The
important shift in policy in the mid-1990s brought about a shift in the
value of Iraq in Russian foreign policy. In the words of Dmitri Trenin,
Deputy Director of the Carnegie Moscow Centre: ‘Our interests in Iraq
were political, to keep Iraq as opposition to American hegemony. We
had Serbia in the Balkans, North Korea in South East Asia and Iraq in the
Middle East.’732 By late 1994, Russia began to use its relationship with
Iraq to challenge the United States on issues ranging from economic
sanctions to military intervention.

This balancing behaviour was undertaken with disparate objectives.
Part of the balancing behaviour was directed at ensuring that Russian
economic and political interests both in Iraq and in the region were
maintained, as seen in the other cases as well. Much effort was devoted
to consolidating Russian political and economic gains in Iraq in order
to guard against American military actions which would likely obliterate
Russia’s advantageous relationship with Iraq.

The potential for a loss of influence in Iraq carried not merely eco-
nomic losses but also political implications. The Iraqi case underscores
the importance of identity factors in influencing Russian alignment pol-
icy. Russian balancing behaviour served as a response to a perceived
loss of status. Russia’s ties with and defence of Iraq was a means by
which to demonstrate Russia’s capacity to resist American influence. It
also demonstrated Russia’s ability to challenge and thwart the American
hegemon.

Nonetheless, the Iraqi case emphasises the underlying caution of
Russian diplomacy under President Putin. Though over time Russia was
more willing to actively challenge the United States, Russia remained
largely risk averse. In fact, Russian actions were mainly responsive to
American policies in the international arena. Russia very hesitantly
threatened the use of its Security Council veto, and only after that there
was little alternative. The setting for negotiations on the Iraq issue, the
United Nations, allowed for other states such as France and Germany
to take centre stage on the issue. Even following the American invasion
of Iraq and the execution of Saddam Hussein in December 2006, Russia
did little more than express its dissatisfaction.
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It is noteworthy that Russia frequently stressed the importance of the
UN in the post-Cold War era.733 Russian reasoning for this is often over-
looked. First, Russia held a veto in the United Nations Security Council.
Therefore, it was an important venue for its influence and an area in
which Russia could still be seen as one of the world’s leading powers.
There were fewer and fewer institutions where Russia could justifiably
be regarded as an equal. Second, in the post-Cold War period, Russia
placed great emphasis on the diplomatic resolution of conflicts. It did so
because its capacity to employ military force was rather limited; hence,
when diplomatic efforts ended, Russia’s voice in decision-making was
virtually silenced.734 For this reason, Russia endeavoured to oppose con-
tinued American attempts at military intervention in favour of political
mediation.

Peculiar to the Iraqi case was the need for a multilateral approach to
attain Russian objectives. Given the fora of the United Nations Security
Council, Russia was able to combine forces with other states to challenge
American objectives. Russia’s multilateral approach to diplomacy in the
Iraqi case demonstrated Russia’s manoeuvrability and potential to find
allies opposed to American policies. Moreover, Iraq confirmed Russia’s
posture on the multipolarisation of the international system by indicat-
ing that major powers were able to ally and oppose the United States,
weakening the conception that the United States was an omnipotent
hegemon. The Iraq issue was also a platform for Russia to strengthen
its relations with other European states. The following section addresses
the interplay of four factors in motivating Russian relations with Iraq.

Factors in Russian policy towards Iraq

Russian state economic actors were at the forefront of engaging Iraq. The
potential gains to be made were precisely what united different actors
within the Russia polity to respond to rather clever Iraqi initiatives in
support of Russian partnership with Iraq. The Iraqi case is particularly
important in demonstrating the interconnection between state eco-
nomic and private commercial interests. The political leadership sought
to coordinate economic cooperation between Russian economic groups
and the Iraqi government in pursuit of Russian economic interests. How-
ever, this occurred against the backdrop of American constraints on
these relations.

Notwithstanding potential economic gains and Russia’s historical ties
with Iraq, Russia was unwilling to risk its partnership with the West
for cooperation with the ‘rogue’ Middle Eastern dictatorship. Certainly,
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with the exception of a few diplomatic attempts to prevent war from
breaking out between the United States and its allies and Iraq over
Kuwait in 1991, the Soviet Union was reluctant to strain relations
with the United States or other Middle Eastern states. This was some-
what surprising given the Soviet Union’s historic relationship with Iraq.
By 1994, the deterioration of Russian–American relations lifted the
constraints on engagement with Iraq while economic factors gave con-
tinued impetus to the Russian–Iraqi relationship. This period saw the
motivation of economic gain give rise to a politicisation of the Iraqi
issue.

Russia came to use Iraq as a tool for its broader foreign policy.
Russia turned to the United Nations Security Council to achieve its eco-
nomic objectives while increasingly using its stance on Iraq to raise
its profile and challenge the United States’ right to act unilaterally.
In this manner, Iraq’s salience in Russian foreign policy rose. What
resulted was an activation of Russian relations with Iraq. Increasingly,
Russia responded positively to Iraqi diplomatic initiatives seeking to
re-invigorate Russian–Iraqi economic relations.

Between 1996 and 1999, the deterioration of the Russian–American
relationship produced a more diplomatically active Russia in the UN.
The inception of Primakov’s tenure as Foreign Minister, with a clear par-
tiality for cooperation with the Middle East, reinforced trends towards
deepening ties with both Iran and Iraq at the expense of Russia’s rela-
tions with the United States.735 Increased Russian engagement with Iraq
both provoked and reflected worsening relations with the United States.
This period witnessed the first post-Soviet Russian threat to use its veto
in the United Nations Security Council as well as sustained opposition
to American military interventions in Iraq. Russia’s inability to counter
NATO expansion, the American abrogation of the ABM Treaty, and
America’s pursuit of a ballistic missile defence all highlighted the need
for Russia to both stand firm on the Iraq issue and to ensure that its
diplomatic presence remained in the international system. Whereas in
previous periods Russia had conducted a reactive policy, this period saw
Russia being far more proactive in balancing the United States through
its relationship with Iraq.

The period from 2000 to 2002 revealed increasingly open cooper-
ation between Iraq and Russia. Russia’s more coordinated approach
to the Iraqi issue involved coalition building with France, Germany,
and China, which buttressed both its support for Iraq against an
American-led invasion and reinforced its call for multilateralism and
multipolarity.
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With the American invasion of Iraq in March 2003, Russia could do
little more than express its opposition and make diplomatic forays to
end hostilities. Russian policy was restrained. When the inevitability
of American military intervention in Iraq became clear, Russia sought
to enhance its capacity for future involvement by ensuring that its
pre-war behaviour was not beyond the pale. Notwithstanding Russian
opposition, American and British forces resolved to rid Iraq of the Hus-
sein regime and began military operations in March 2003. A Pentagon
report declared that Russia had, through its Ambassador in Iraq, pro-
vided Saddam Hussein with intelligence on US military plans in the
opening days of the invasion in 2003.736 Russia adamantly denied these
and other accusations with regard to Russia smuggling weapons of mass
destruction from Iraq immediately preceding the American invasion.

With the invasion, Russian engagement with Iraq was to be deter-
mined by the United States, which was the worst-case scenario for both
Russian political and economic actors. Russian political influence was
dramatically weakened. This ensured that, once again, economic inter-
ests were to be at the forefront of Russian–Iraqi relations, though in a
much more coordinated manner than in the early post-Soviet period.

The economic dimension

There were a number of important interests to be gained for an
economically weakened Russia. Russian economic interests in Iraq in
the post-Cold War period were mainly founded on two objectives:
recouping approximately $7 billion in Soviet era debt and gaining an
economic foothold in a post-sanctions Iraq. It should be noted that
there was a connection between these two factors. There was little gen-
uine anticipation within Russia that Iraq would repay its debts in a
timely fashion. However, these debts were used as a basis upon which to
engage Iraq in lucrative future economic cooperation.

Russia’s economic relationship with Iraq was premised on its com-
parative economic advantage as was the case in the other countries
examined in this book. This was the result of its long history of cooper-
ation with this state. From the 1960s to the 1980s, Iraq was the Soviet
Union’s most important economic and military-political partner in the
region. In fact, Iraq accounted for approximately half of the exports and
at least one-third of Soviet imports from the Middle East. In addition,
most Iraqi industrial enterprises (oil wells, oil refineries, power stations,
textile factories, irrigation systems, etc.) were built or modernised with
Russian help.737
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Economic interests in Iraq brought Russia into direct confrontation
with American opposition to the rule of Saddam Hussein. Russian–Iraqi
economic cooperation consistently fell under the shadow of poten-
tial American military intervention. Russian fears were connected with
concerns that Russia would lose its position in a post-Hussein Iraq,
which proved extremely prescient. Given Russia’s close connection
with the Hussein regime and the potential profitability of cooperation,
Hussein’s removal and the installation of a pro-American government
would potentially mean Russia’s forfeiting its debt and investments
to Western businesses. Thus, Russia’s economic aims could only be
achieved by ensuring that America was prevented from intervening mil-
itarily in Iraq. As cooperation on the economic front increased between
Russia and Iraq, markedly as a result of Iraqi initiatives, Russia was
faced with a significant obstacle in the shape of United Nations Security
Council sanctions.

Russian policy, which in the early post-Soviet period was largely
responsive to Iraqi initiatives, increasingly became bolder and more
proactive in reaction to more bellicose American policies. Russia’s eco-
nomic policy towards Iraq stood as a challenge to American aspirations
in Iraq. A more assertive Russian policy climate facilitated a policy in
which Russia was more willing to challenge the United States in order
to protect its economic interests.

United Nations Security Council sanctions

Russian reactions to United Nations Security Council sanctions are
particularly useful in highlighting three factors in Russia’s evolving
alignment policy towards Iraq. First, this issue sheds light on the influ-
ence of Iraq itself in driving Russian policy. Second, it demonstrates that
as Russian–American relations faltered, Russia became more willing to
challenge America in the United Nations Security Council on the issue
of Iraq. Russia unswervingly opposed sanctions, yet chose to compro-
mise with the United States when it was to its benefit, and abstained
rather than vetoed when the United States objected to particular actions.
Third, the issue of sanctions is remarkable in the manner in which it
reveals a coherent approach from a variety of actors both private and
public within the Russian polity.

In the initial post-Soviet period, Russia viewed economic sanctions
as a just response to Hussein’s flagrant disregard for the international
system. Economic sanctions had been imposed on Iraq as a result of
a United Nations Security Council Resolution in 1990, entailing a full
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trade embargo barring all imports from and exports to Iraq.738 Russia
put no diplomatic weight behind lifting sanctions until 1994 when
it began to give new impetus to economic ties with China and Iran
and took the first steps in its diplomatic drive to improve relations
with Iraq.

Following a visit shrouded in secrecy by Tariq Aziz to St. Petersburg
in July 1994, Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Boris Kolokolov stated,
‘Russia is ready to initiate discussion in the Security Council of the
question of lifting the oil embargo against Iraq.’739 Both China and
France strongly supported this proposal.740 Incidentally, the record of
more forceful Russian statements on the lifting of sanctions seems
rather closely linked to Aziz’s visits, demonstrating the influence that
Iraqi-driven policy had on Russian actions.741

Russia consistently sought to ease sanctions against Iraq and opposed
any attempts by either the United Kingdom or the United States to
tighten the sanctions regime, even going so far as to threaten the use
of veto. Russia supported the implementation of all Security Council
resolutions on Iraq so that sanctions against Baghdad could be lifted.742

By April 2001, Foreign Minister Ivanov noted Russian support for lifting
sanctions declaring they hurt ‘Iraq and its people and are also incurring
great losses on Russia’.743

The debate over sanctions continued into May 2001 when Britain,
with the support of the United States, proposed relaxing the embargo
on sales of all types of non-military goods to Iraq, creating ‘smart sanc-
tions’, which Russia opposed as it feared increased competition from
British and American firms for lucrative contracts. Sergei Lavrov, Russia’s
Permanent Representative to the UN, declared that the humanitar-
ian programme should be extended for another six months, at which
point new ideas regarding the sanctions regime would be discussed.744

He also announced that if the British draft resolution were put to
a vote, Moscow would exercise its veto.745 China seconded Russia’s
position.746 By July 2001, the United States and Britain withdrew their
draft resolution.

It cannot be said that Russia and America were perpetually at a stale-
mate in the Security Council on the issue of Iraq. In February 2002,
they held talks on Russian contracts with Iraq blocked by the UN. These
consultations produced an agreement on lifting the embargo on $23 bil-
lion worth of Russian–Iraqi contracts. The United States also promised to
speed up consideration of other frozen projects totalling $600 million.747

The fact that Russia and the United States were able to reach accord
reveals that Russia’s position on Iraq was not intransigent. Where they
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came into conflict was over the use of sanctions and military actions
which would have damaged Russia’s influence in Iraq.

In December 2002, the Russian delegation abstained from Resolution
1454 regarding the reference list of goods for Iraq. Russian manufac-
turing companies had long had an interest in the Iraqi market, yet the
resolution did not sufficiently reflect this. Russian diplomats did manage
to ease some of the initial provisions.748 Deputy Foreign Minister Yuri
Fedotov stated, ‘As we tried to get our requirements taken into account,
we had the interest of our own producers in mind. To some extent
we did manage to raise the threshold for contracts to be scrutinised
by the UN committee.’749 It was Russia’s defence of its economic inter-
ests which increasingly interacted with Russia’s great power aspirations
influencing Russian policy on sanctions. In May 2003, Russia, along
with France and Germany, voted in support of a United Nations Security
Council resolution to lift sanctions against Iraq.750

The sanctions issue underscores the fact that a variety of groups
within Russia (from the Presidential administration, to the Duma, to
the power ministries and their lobbies) were able to come to agree-
ment in opposition to sanctions on Iraq. It was generally held that
no comprehensive economic cooperation could occur without Russia’s
intervention in lifting UN sanctions.751

The Duma supported the move towards a more proactive policy, as
well as demanding even greater proactivity of the Russian presiden-
tial administration. In June 1997, a law was adopted ‘On Measures to
Develop Cooperation with the Republic of Iraq’, which would not allow
any federal budget funds to be available to support sanctions against
Iraq. According to Aleksei Mitrofanov, Head of the Duma Geopolitics
Committee and author of the draft, it was drawn up ‘in pursuit of nor-
malization of the situation in the Persian Gulf area’.752 The law was also
to permit Russian state institutions, individuals, and legal entities to
resume commercial relations with Iraq.753 This fell firmly in line with
the generally positive views the Duma held towards Iraq. However, the
Federation Council, the upper house of the Russian Parliament, rejected
the bill, as it would have violated UN sanctions.

The Duma was not to be deterred. In February 1998, it adopted an
amended bill proposed by the LDPR on ‘Measures to Develop Cooper-
ation with Iraq’. This bill provided for the resumption of commercial
relations with Iraq on exports and imports not banned by the President
and the government.754 However, after the bill was passed, Foreign Min-
ister Primakov declared that the chamber did not have the authority to
adopt such a decision. Moreover, on the same day, the Duma Foreign
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Affairs, Security, Geopolitics, and Defence Committees prepared a state-
ment maintaining that Russia should abandon the UN sanctions regime
with regard to Iraq if military force was used in that country.755

The issue of sanctions is intimately connected with the oil-for-food
programme which was an attempt to lessen the effects of the sanctions
regime for the Iraqi populace. Russia took a lead role in this project
which brought it further into conflict with the United States.

Oil-for-food agreement

The Russian government strongly encouraged Russian firms to par-
ticipate. Moreover, the Russian state exhibited consistently tough
responses to American impediments to cooperation under this pro-
gramme. American obstructions only encouraged Russian balancing
behaviour.

United Nations Security Council Resolution 986 of 14 April 1995
enabled Iraq to sell up to $1 billion worth of oil every 90 days and to use
the proceeds for the purchase of humanitarian supplies. By 10 Decem-
ber 1996, the resolution went into effect.756 Almost immediately, Deputy
Foreign Minister Viktor Posuvalyuk and Deputy Minister for Foreign
Economic Relations Vladimir Karastin travelled to Iraq to discuss export
deals.757 Other ministries were also keen to join the potentially lucrative
bandwagon. Pyotr Rodionov, Minister of Fuel and Energy and Co-chair
of the Russian–Iraqi Inter-Governmental Commission, in negotiations
with his Iraqi counterpart, discussed the prospects for Russian participa-
tion in the amount of $2 billion. The head of Zarubezhneft declared he
was sure that Russian energy companies were fully ready to realise this
temporary quota.758 By mid-December 1996, Russian oil companies had
signed contracts to buy 1.3 million metric tons of oil.759

Both the Russian Foreign Ministry and the Ministry of Foreign
Economic Relations called on businessmen to develop commercial
relations with Iraq under this programme.760 Given Russia’s strong
emphasis on the economic benefits to be had in Iraq, it encouraged the
continuation of the oil-for-food programme in September 2001. Further-
more, it supported the simplification of procedures to ensure increased
accessibility for Russian companies.761 Interestingly, it was reported that
though Russian companies signed agreements under the programme,
American firms were the first to sign contracts.762

The United States seemed none too pleased about the increasing coop-
eration between Russia and Iraq. Consequently, Russians encountered
a number of barriers to deeper cooperation through the oil-for-food
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programme. In September 1996, American missile strikes were launched
while a delegation of Russian oil companies led by Deputy Foreign
Minister Viktor Posuvalyuk, including Zarubezhneftgaz, LUKoil, Mashinoi-
mport, Nafta-Moskva, Rosnefteimpex, were in Iraq concluding a number
of agreements under the auspices of the oil-for-food programme.763

The Russian Foreign Ministry responded strongly calling the strikes
disproportionate and unacceptable.764

Deputy Foreign Minister Sergei Ordzhonikidze, in October 1999,
expressed deep discontent to the United States Permanent Delegate to
the UN regarding the fact that practically all Russian contracts submitted
for approval to the UN Committee for Sanctions Against Iraq were being
blocked by American representatives. He noted, ‘This is a selective and
deliberate policy of the United States, spearheaded against the Russian
companies, since similar contracts, concluded by other countries, pass
through the sanctions committee without any particular problems.’765

The Foreign Ministry was particularly disturbed by the situation with
Zarubezhneft, given practically all its contracts ‘are being blocked for
absolutely far-fetched and groundless reasons’.766

The Russian meeting with Iraq, which took place at the end of March
2002, saw the Iraqi Oil Minister Amir Rashid promise his counterpart
Igor Yusufov that Russia could increase its share of exports under the
oil-for-food programme to 40 per cent of Iraq’s total exports.767 As a
result, between 1996 and 2002, Russian participation in the oil-for-food
programme had increased the volume of trade to $35 billion.768

Continued economic cooperation with Iraq occurred against a back-
ground of redoubled efforts by the United States to get Russia to end its
support for Iraq by offering them a substitute for Iraqi petrodollars.769

In this manner, the Americans attempted to ‘outbid’ Iraq for Russia’s
favour. However, the Iraqis countered with efforts to sign a programme
of long-term cooperation, worth almost $4 billion.770

A number of allegations of wrongdoing in the programme began to
surface in 2004 with regard to kickbacks paid by companies, includ-
ing a number of prominent Russian firms and individuals, to obtain
contracts under the programme. The Duelfer report written by Iraq
weapons inspector Charles Duelfer uncovered the regime’s complicated
and lucrative schemes to earn illicit funds. Foreign Minister Sergei
Lavrov expressed scepticism about the report.771

Demonstrating the clear connection between the private and the pub-
lic in the Russian context, 30 per cent of the oil vouchers issued under
this programme went to beneficiaries in Russia, including allegedly
to officials in the president’s office, the Russian Foreign Ministry, the
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Russian Communist Party, members of the Russian parliament, and
the oil firms LUKoil, Gazprom, Zarubezhneft, Sibneft, Rosneft, and Tat-
neft. Moreover, Vladimir Zhirinovsky, the Russian Liberal Democratic
Party leader, and companies associated with his party were allocated 53
million barrels. Alexander Voloshin, chief of staff under former Russian
President Boris Yeltsin, was allocated 3.9 million barrels of oil.772

The oil-for-food programme was a clear example of the Russian
government working hand in glove with Russian economic actors to
secure economic agreements with Iraq. Notwithstanding the ostensi-
ble profitability of the oil-for-food programme, Russia’s goal remained
the elimination of sanctions, which would allow for the fulfilment of
Russia’s long-term objectives of deep economic engagement with Iraq.

Debt collection

Iraq’s debt to Russia is a legacy of Soviet–Iraqi cooperation during the
Cold War. The issue of debt collection in the post-Soviet period is rather
more complicated than it appears. There are few Russian policy-makers
or analysts who genuinely believed that Iraq was either capable of or
willing to repay its debt to Russia. However, Russia continued to place
emphasis on debt repayment in its relations with Iraq. This is not a
result of naiveté or wishful thinking; rather the debt was used as a
bargaining chip in negotiations with Iraq, ensuring Russia’s centrality
in Iraq’s oil-for-food programme as well as discussions of post-sanction
contracts.

As Chapter 2 demonstrated, there was a strong interplay between
public and private economic interests in the Iraqi case. The issue of
debt repayment provided incentives for close coordination of policy
between various government ministries and private commercial inter-
ests. Though Iraq was in no position to repay its debt, it was able
to conclude agreements for the post-sanction period. In this manner,
LUKoil, Rosneft, and Zarubezhneft coordinated a special Russian–Iraqi
company to finance Russian oil firms in Iraq in the post-sanctions
period. Russia’s share of the company’s incorporation capital was set
against part of Iraq’s debt to the former Soviet Union.773

Throughout the Hussein period, cooperation with Iraq on the debt
issue demonstrated Russian independence, as Russia signed agree-
ments with Iraq which the United States opposed. In September 1994,
Iraqi Minister of Trade Mukhammed Salekh articulated Iraq’s com-
mitment to repay its debts to Russia.774 It was, however, clear that
this would not be possible until sanctions against the Hussein regime
were lifted. Nonetheless, Russia and Iraq signed a protocol disclosing
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that immediately after the lifting of sanctions, Iraq would give Russia
first-priority repayment of its accumulated debt.775

The issue of debts to Russia and the American connection once again
came to the fore with the March 2003 American military action in Iraq.
In early April 2003, American Deputy Defence Secretary Paul Wolfowitz
asked that Russia simply write off the Iraqi debt to help Iraq’s post-
war reconstruction.776 The Russian government initially bristled. Prime
Minister Mikhail Kasyanov even argued that Moscow would not forgive
loans granted to Iraq under Saddam Hussein until Russia’s own Soviet-
era debts were written off.777 Yet Russia was in a far weaker bargaining
position given Iraqi threats to cancel all contracts signed with Russia
during the Hussein regime. The pragmatism of the Putin regime resulted
in the use of these debts to improve Russia’s bargaining position with the
United States.

President Putin first announced Russia’s readiness to consider the issue
of writing off debts on 11 April 2003, shortly after the beginning of
the military operation in Iraq.778 He soon agreed that writing off Iraq’s
debt would be legitimate within the context of the Paris Club.779 Russia
used its cooperativeness to maintain involvement in a post-Hussein Iraq
through attempts to vie for construction contracts to rebuild Iraq.780

Though Igor Yusufov, Russia’s Energy Minister, maintained that Iraq’s
debt and Russian contracts in Iraq were not interconnected issues, they
have consistently been discussed in conjunction.781 However, it was only
when the situation in Iraq had conclusively changed that Russia took
the step of writing off Iraqi debts. In November 2004, each of the 19
Paris Club nations agreed to cancel approximately 80 per cent of the
Iraqi debt to each creditor nation. In September 2006, Alexei Kudrin,
Russia’s finance minister, signed an agreement to write off $10 billion in
Iraqi debt to Russia leaving Iraq with a $1 billion debt to Russia.782

Russia’s role as host of the G8 in St. Petersburg in July 2006 fur-
ther demonstrated Russia’s concessionary stance on the debt issue and
reinforced Russia’s use of Iraq as a pawn in its broader international
aspirations. In the leaders’ statement on Iraq, the states reaffirmed their
intention to reduce Iraq’s debt by implementing the terms of the Paris
Club agreement. The issue of debt is indicative of Russia’s broader
restraint in policy. As the situation evolved around Iraq, Russia sought
alternate methods to entrench its position.

Post-sanctions contracts

In the Iraqi case as in the others assessed, Russia found a state that was
desirous of Russian products. Russian industries incapable of competing
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in the world market found a market in Iraq. One such example was
the Moscow Gidromashservis Company, involved in the production of
engineering products. Over a four-year period, it concluded more than
120 contracts with Iraq totalling approximately $400 million. Other
companies such as KamAZ, Bryanskiy Arsenal, Cheboksary’s Promtraktor,
Moscow’s Gidrostal, Uralelektrotyazhmash, and others were also promi-
nent actors in Iraq.783 These companies were unlikely to survive without
the Iraqi market and the Russian government was fully cognizant of
this fact. For this reason, the Russian government sought to assist in
the coordination of economic ties. Moreover, Russia had grave concerns
over any American military intervention in Iraq for two reasons: the
displacement of Russian companies in favour of Western organisations
and a potential decrease in oil prices. Both of these held serious eco-
nomic implications for the Russian economy. Russian actions were in
part stimulated by the conviction that the fall of the Hussein regime,
as a result of Western action, would lead to a rush by Western com-
panies for the Iraqi market. On the eve of Tariq Aziz’s third unofficial
visit in four months in December 1994, Deputy Foreign Minister Viktor
Posuvalyuk stressed that once sanctions were lifted, Western firms would
immediately rush into Iraq. The Russian strategy then would be to help
lift sanctions and, in the process, establish a Russian foothold in Iraqi
markets in advance.784

American policy did not give Russia any reliable assurances that its
interests would be taken into account in a post-Hussein Iraq.785 Notwith-
standing United States Secretary of State Colin Powell’s declaration
that Russian economic interests would be respected,786 there was lit-
tle American policy in that direction. Accordingly, Russia concluded as
many agreements as possible with the Iraqi regime while concurrently
attempting to ensure that the United States did not intervene in Iraq.
This was especially true given American energy experts’ warnings to
Russian companies that their contracts would be cancelled because of
Russia’s opposition to the war.787

With the fall of the Hussein regime, Russian fears proved justified. In
May 2003, Ayad Allawi, leader of the Iraqi National Accord movement,
declared, ‘Everything that was signed during Saddam’s rule has now
lost its force.’788 However, President Putin stated clearly that Moscow
would not surrender its position in Iraq. He declared, ‘We have our own
interests there . . . But we will not engage in haggling as if we were at
an Oriental bazaar, or sell out on our position in exchange for any eco-
nomic advantages.’789 Nonetheless, Russia’s unassailable position in Iraq
was weakened. After the fall of the Hussein regime, Russian companies
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fought to retain their positions.790 By December 2003, Putin urged the
government to resume negotiations with the Iraqi leadership on the
implementation of Russian companies’ contracts with Iraq.791 In early
2007, the Iraqi Council of Ministers approved a controversial hydro-
carbon law on production sharing agreements, heavily pushed by the
American and British governments, which radically redrew the Iraqi oil
industry.792

All was, however, not lost for Russia with the end of the Hussein
regime. In 2004, LUKoil became the largest fuel supplier in Iraq, replac-
ing the disgraced US Halliburton oil and gas company. LUKoil’s sub-
sidiary, LUKoil International Trading and Supply Company (LITASCO),
signed a contract with the US Refinery Associates of Texas, which
won a large tender for fuel supply to Iraq. The Russian company took
responsibility for all the activities connected with logistics, and com-
mercial and financial coverage of the fuel deliveries. LUKOil continues
to keep a foothold in Iraq through training. Iraqi oil workers have been
travelling to Russia for month-long training programmes in LUKoil’s
Western Siberian oil fields. This programme is being carried out under an
agreement signed by LUkoil in March 2004 in Baghdad.793 However, the
main goal of LUKoil remains the securing of rights for exploration and
extraction at the huge West Qurna-2 oil field. The previous contract
between LUKoil and Saddam Hussein was signed in 1997.794

A second influence on Russia’s approach to post-sanction contracts
was the fact that an American military intervention could result in
significantly lower world oil prices. Yuri Shafranik, Chairman of the
Russian Union of Oil and Gas Industrialists Council, noted that ‘world
oil prices could fall to twelve to fifteen dollars per barrel. According to
the Russian Energy and Finance Ministry figures, the loss of one dol-
lar in oil prices would impact the Russian treasury by approximately
one hundred and twenty to one hundred and fifty million dollars per
month.’795

Some have argued the tensions around Iraq and the continuation of
sanctions actually benefited Russian coffers. According to this argument,
UN sanctions as well as the tensions caused by American–Iraqi hostilities
ensured that world oil prices remained high thereby increasing Russian
revenues.796 As a consequence, though Russia had pressed for the lifting
of sanctions which would allow Iraq to re-join the world oil trade in
full force, and consequently allow Russia a prime position in the Iraqi
market, the continuation of tensions also had the effect of aiding Russia
economically given Russia’s economic dependence on its indigenous oil
production.
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Russian actions were not merely guided by fears of American military
intervention but also by the state of Russian–American relations. The
worse the state of Russian–American relations, the greater Russian
proactivity in engaging Iraq economically. There were a number of
meetings with Iraq that seemed to correspond with increasing tensions
in the Russian–American relationship. It cannot be said that these
meetings occurred directly in response. However, three points are impor-
tant. First, Russian government officials tended to be more amenable
to accepting Iraqi diplomatic initiatives following a particularly con-
tentious encounter with the United States. Second, Russian officials
themselves noted that coinciding meetings with Iraqi and American offi-
cials demonstrated Russia’s diplomatic strength. Third, Russia cancelled
meetings with Iraq when it felt that these would be too deleterious to
Russian–American relations, thereby indicating a conscious sensitivity
to how these interactions impacted on each other.

An official Iraqi delegation led by Iraqi Oil Minister Safa Hadi Jawad
visited Moscow in October 1994, at the start of a new Iraqi crisis. The
purpose of the visit was to discuss the details of Russian oil companies’
possible participation in developing oil deposits in Iraq and constructing
an oil refinery and gas pipeline after sanctions were lifted. This appeared
to be the first attempt to coordinate economic relations between the
two states. This visit, coming at a time of increased tensions between
Iraq and the United States, placed Russia in the rather precarious posi-
tion of taking the side of America’s enemy. However, Russia’s readiness
to pursue its economic interests, notwithstanding American objections,
demonstrated not so much the primacy of Iraq in Russia’s foreign policy
as the need for Russia both to demonstrate its independence at a time
when the issue of NATO expansion was increasingly on the Russian–
American agenda and to respond to the backlash within Russia against
an unambiguously Western foreign policy.

Russia’s more active approach to relations with Iraq was evidenced in
April 1995 with the organisation of the first Inter-Governmental Com-
mission on Economic Cooperation. Russia’s Deputy Fuel and Energy
Minister Pyotr Nidzelsky declared, ‘Moscow has not made and is not
making secret its interest in further cooperation with Baghdad.’797 In
response to American criticisms, Foreign Minister Kozyrev reiterated
Russia’s right to pursue its economic interests.798 This approach was
further reinforced in February 2002 with growing American pressure
on Iraq, following George W. Bush’s assertion that Iraq was part of
an ‘Axis of Evil’. Russia chose just this time to convene a meeting
of the Russian–Iraqi Inter-Governmental Commission on Trade and
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Economic Cooperation, which had not met since October 1999.799 Pre-
vious meetings had ostensibly been postponed for technical reasons.800

The meeting, chaired by Russian Minister of Energy Igor Yusufov and
the Iraqi Minister of Oil Amir Muhammad Rashid al-Ubaydi, resulted
in the signing of a ‘Long-Term Program for Economic and Scientific
Cooperation’ including 67 investment projects.801

In an analogous manner, as America prepared for war in 2003, the
Russian Ministries of Economic Development and Energy reached agree-
ment on a ‘Five-Year Plan of Cooperation with Iraq’, estimated to be
worth $40 billion.802 Under the auspices of the agreement, Stroitransgaz
signed a contract on developing the fourth oil and gas field in Iraq’s
Western Desert. Contracts were also drafted with Soyuzneftegaz and
Tatneft. Moreover, very serious consultations were held with Zarubezh-
neft on concluding a contract to develop an oil field on the river
Ben Umar, which can produce about 600,000 barrels of oil per day,
which is equal to the daily production of oil in Qatar.803 The implica-
tion is twofold. First, Russia was willing to actively challenge America’s
approach through a clear show of support for Iraq. Second, Russia was
prepared to oppose American conceptions of the existence of an ‘Axis
of Evil’.

Russia, however, was not always willing to make such explicit state-
ments about its relations with Iraq in light of American opposition. It
occasionally acted with smoke-and-mirrors Soviet-style subterfuge. In
February 1996, the Iraqi news agency disclosed that Iraqi Deputy Oil
Minister Fayez Shahin and an official Russian delegation, led by First
Deputy Energy Minister Ivan Matlashov, had signed an agreement on
‘Rebuilding Iraq’s Petroleum Industry and Increasing Iraqi Oil Produc-
tion’ to 60.8 million metric tons per year.804 Mintopenergo was quick to
deny involvement.805 Even a representative of Russia’s Zarubezhneft, the
official operator of all Russian oil projects in Iraq, denied involvement
in the agreement.806

By late 1996, Russian ministries confirmed the contract worth
$10 billion was most definitely signed. In November 1996, Russia’s Min-
ister of Fuel and Energy Pyotr Rodionov and Iraqi Deputy Prime Minister
Tariq Aziz reconfirmed their readiness for cooperation in the oil and gas
industry.807 Incidentally, four days before the visit ended, the United
States Air Force launched a strike against Iraq to prevent Iraqi troops
from taking action against Iraqi Kurds, inducing the continuation of
sanctions.808

Russian proactivity in its economic policies towards Iraq came rather
late in the day. Certainly, Russia’s economic engagement was highly



154 Russia and the Challengers

influenced by Iraqi manipulation. In large part, Iraq took the lead in
initiating economic cooperation with Russia. It skillfully employed tech-
niques of inducement and punishment to affect Russian policy. It drew
Russia into cooperation through the provision of highly lucrative con-
tracts, though not unwillingly, which then compelled Russia to take
political actions to both pursue and consolidate its position.

Iraq undertook the first serious attempt at long-term economic coop-
eration in September 1994 at which time the Joint Russian–Iraqi Com-
mission on Trade, Economic, Scientific and Technical Cooperation was
established. Oleg Davydov, the Minister of Foreign Economic Relations
and Co-chair of the Commission, stated that the Commission would
serve to restore trade and economic relations with Iraq. The resulting
series of meeting ended in the conclusion of contracts with Russian
firms for construction work and deliveries of equipment and goods
valued at $8–10 billion.809 Iraq continued to stimulate relations with
Russia, the focus remaining economic agreements in a post-sanction
period.

Tariq Aziz visited Moscow in November 1996, at which time he met
with Foreign Minister Primakov who declared that one of the priori-
ties of the meetings was to ‘look at the possibilities for large-scale and
extensive cooperation between Iraq and Russia in the post-sanction
period’.810 Furthermore, Yevgeni Primakov, in a rather opaque reference
to the United States noted, ‘Military actions, whatever their motiva-
tions may be, can only lead to a complication of the situation in the
region.’811

Agreement was reached between Russia and Iraq on oil produc-
tion in March 1997. Lukoil, Zarubezhneft, and Mashinoimport signed a
$3.8 billion deal with Baghdad to develop the West Qurna-2 oil field.812

The Russian Foreign Ministry described the oil contract as ‘a step in the
line of attempts which Russia is making to preliminarily formulate its
starting positions for the post-sanction period of cooperation with one
of the potentially richest states of the East’.813

Iraq was particularly proactive in its engagement with Russia at times
when Iraq was in conflict with the United States. Thus, in December
1999, only a few days after the signing of a continuation of sanctions,
Iraq agreed to go ahead with a $419 million deal with the Russian firm
Technopromexport to resume construction of a power station interrupted
by the invasion of Kuwait and the sanctions regime.814 Iraq also took
the initiative in the weeks following September 11, 2001 when Saddam
Hussein invited Russian oil companies to develop additional oil deposits
in Iraq, with Iraqi Oil Minister Amer Mohammed Rashid declaring,
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‘economic and trade relations between Iraq and Russia are strategic,
despite the continuing embargo and US-British strikes’.815

Iraqi officials continually placed pressure on both Russian companies
and the Russian government to work towards ending sanctions. LUKoil
in June 1999 sent an official letter to the Foreign Ministry requesting
assistance in developing oil fields in Iraq, in effect, seeking Russian
governmental action to end sanctions. The government itself was fully
aware of the necessity to end sanctions. Sergei Generalov, head of the
Mintopenergo, explained, ‘everything hinges on the sanctions; even if
Tariq Aziz were to give us those deposits as a gift, we’d still have to
drill wells and build pipelines’.816 The interconnection between public
and private interests was exacerbated in the Iraqi case by private compa-
nies’ need for Russian diplomatic engagement with the UN to achieve
their economic objectives. Later Minister of Fuel and Energy Viktor
Kalyuzhny described the government’s task as preventing the ousting
of LUKoil from the Iraqi market and keeping Russian positions in Iraq
strong.817

When inducements were unsuccessful in spurring Russian action, Iraq
turned to threats. Increasingly, Iraq used its commercial contracts with
Russian companies to forward its political ends. In March 2001, Iraqi
Deputy Oil Minister Fayik Shahin threatened to cancel contracts con-
cluded with Russian oil companies (LUKoil, Zarubezhneft, and Slavneft),
asserting that these companies were unable to meet the commitments
they had assumed.818 The Russian Foreign Ministry stepped in to admon-
ish the Iraqi side given that Russian companies could not carry out their
obligations while UN sanctions were in force.819

Iraq’s use of ‘sticks’ as well as ‘carrots’ was evident in December 2002,
when Iraq decided to cancel the aforementioned contract.820 The con-
tract for the development of the West Qurna-2 oil field had been signed
by LUKoil, Zarubezhneft, Mashinimport and the Iraqi Oil Ministry in
March 1997.821 This Iraqi action elicited a harsh response from Russia.
The Russian Foreign Ministry stated, ‘Such a move can only be inter-
preted as running contrary to the friendly character of Russian-Iraqi
relations and the level of bilateral cooperation in different areas.’822 It
was only after the Russian Foreign Ministry’s intervention that the Iraqi
government agreed to continue negotiations.823

This project was especially significant as it was supposed to clear
part of Iraq’s debt to Russia.824 In December 2002, the Chairman of
the Iraqi Parliament’s Committee on Arab and International Affairs,
Salem al-Kubeysi, stated that LUKoil could be replaced by any other
Russian company.825 By January 2003, with the changes in the political



156 Russia and the Challengers

situation surrounding Iraq, talks between a Russian delegation and Iraqi
Vice President Taha Yasin Ramadan led to an agreement to withdraw
complaints made by each of the sides against the other.826

With the American military intervention in Iraq in March 2003,
Russian interests in Iraq were seriously threatened. The handover of
sovereignty to the Iraqis in June 2004 obliged Russia to build anew rela-
tions with a state now firmly in the grips of civil war and significantly
influenced by the United States. Russia had long understood the poten-
tial consequences of an American military intervention for its interests.
This was precisely the motivation for taking such extensive measures to
secure its place in Iraq.

By the mid-1990s, the international climate and the resulting
diversification of Russian foreign policy brought about an increased
Russian willingness to challenge the United States in order to pro-
tect its economic interests. As a result of these changes, Iraq’s value
rose in Russian calculations. By the mid-2000s, the economic relation-
ship between Russia and Iraq became one of the only remnants of its
historical relationship with this key Middle East nation.

Russian domestic security

On the surface, it would seem the issue of Russian domestic security and
Iraq would be unrelated. Russia shared neither a border with Iraq nor
could Iraq pose any real security threat to Russia. However, indirectly
Iraq was associated with an issue that was seriously divisive for Russia –
that of Islam. Russia was home to almost 20 million Muslims, constitut-
ing one-seventh of the population. The previous chapter described how
the religious question was complicated by operations in Chechnya over
the past decade.

Chechnya was considered by many to be Russia’s ‘bleeding wound’.827

By all accounts, Iraq never actively supported Chechen forces or
criticised Russian actions in the republic. Developments in the Iraqi sit-
uation, however, had potential ramifications for Russia. As such, how
Russia engaged the Middle East bore on the security of the state itself.
Events in the Middle East and the Gulf held importance for the immedi-
ate neighbourhood including but not limited to Chechnya, Tajikistan,
and Afghanistan.828 Russian policy-makers were obliged to take into
consideration the reciprocal nature of the relationship. Policy towards
Iraq had the potential to influence relations with Russia’s own Muslim
population. But Iraq and broader Islamic issues were also capable of
destabilising the religious situation within Russia.
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The American connection in this context takes on added salience.
An American invasion of Iraq had the potential to destabilise the
region by inflaming Islamic fundamentalist movements. For example,
in March/April 2004, Sunni and Shiite Muslims in Iraq put aside their
disputes to challenge American forces. The capacity to contain such
instability likely influenced Russian opposition to American military
actions in Iraq.

Russia attempted to maintain a generally positive relationship with
states in the Middle East. Though largely marginalised in the Middle East
peace process, Russia had made continued efforts to retain a moderating
influence. Furthermore, Russia actively supported secular regimes in the
region, including that of Saddam Hussein. Those that regularly depict
the inherent danger of Islam also advocate that Russia come to terms
with ‘moderate’ states in the region. This is in no way meant to imply
that Hussein was a moderate politician; however, notwithstanding his
failures, he maintained a moderate Islamic state.829 Should a more rad-
ical form of Islam emerge in Iraq, this would be highly detrimental to
Russian interests. Russian officials also followed a rather consistent line
attempting to moderate Islam within the Russian Federation. One of the
reasons that Russia took such a position on Iraq was to avoid justifying
more religious conflict within Russia.830 Taking a hard stance towards
Iraq might have further antagonised the religious situation in Russia.
Certainly, contact had been made between Russian and Iraqi Muslims,
the importance of which should not be underestimated.831

The second factor influencing Russia’s policy is often referred to as
the fear of a global Islamic threat, which could have potentially desta-
bilising repercussions for Russia. Russia feared Islamic fundamentalism
emerging anywhere, as it had the potential to spread. As a result, Russia
discouraged any actions that could incite religious tensions that could
easily spill into Russia. It may likely have had such concerns in mind
with regard to American military action in Iraq.832 Attempts to deter
military action may have served to avert the potential of a fundamen-
talist, destabilising force posing a threat to the territorial integrity of
the Russian state. This is especially true given the American–British mil-
itary intervention in Iraq attracted approximately 6000 Dagestanis to
the fighting. It was also rumoured that a number of Chechens fought
on the Iraqi side in the conflict.833

Issues of domestic security were not a driving factor for Russia’s policy
towards Iraq. Rather, they were one aspect in the dynamic development
of Russian policy. The issue of Islam also played an important role in
guiding Russian regional interests.
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Regional dimension

As in the case of Russian domestic security, the regional interests Russia
was pursuing through its relations with Iraq can only be described as
less important compared with Russian economic and geopolitical con-
cerns. Nevertheless, they do set the context in which Russia formulated
its policy towards Iraq and are therefore relevant. The regional factor
is helpful in elucidating two objectives of Russian alignment policy. It
shows Russia’s desire to prevent the erosion of its role as a regional and
global power. Second, it reveals an active policy of mitigating American
influence at the regional level. These dual objectives were meant to
ensure that Russia was not marginalised and was given a voice in its
relations with the United States.

Russia’s presence in the Middle East held enormous potential. Eco-
nomic cooperation with the states of the Middle East was increas-
ingly important for Russia as a result of its economic decline and
the loss of other foreign markets. Relations with Iraq both bene-
fited and hampered this objective, thereby reinforcing the contention
that Russia’s Iraq policy fell outside the bounds of Russian strategy
towards the Middle East, if in fact one can identify a strategy at
all. On the one hand, Russia’s stance on Iraq demonstrated indepen-
dence from the United States which was appreciated by a number of
Gulf states. On the other, the Iraq issue became so politicised and
polarised that these states were concerned with taking too strong a
position for fear of upsetting relations with America. Russia’s blatant
support for the Iraqi cause led to the unsuccessful conclusion of Cher-
nomyrdin’s tour of six major Arab oil-producing states in November
1994.834

Russia also stressed its desire for political stability in the region, per-
ceiving the Middle East as an area of fundamental strategic interest.835

Under Foreign Minister Primakov, Russia acted as a mediator in the
Arab–Israeli conflict as it had in the various Iraqi crises. Russia had a
stake in participating in components of the security system in the Mid-
dle East.836 Deputy Foreign Minister Posuvalyuk portrayed Russia as an
integral part of the entire region:

Everything that happens here affects us. It is true that we are in a
weaker position and our financial resources are limited. We can no
longer extend unlimited credit to our allies. Nor do we have a man-
date from the Russian people to supply endless quantities of arms.
But we do have a number of advantages.837
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These advantages were to be reinforced. For Russia, Iraq was vital in rais-
ing Russia’s regional and global profile. As it happened, this was precisely
the region holding the largest concentration of states posing concerns
for Washington.838 Russian objectives could only be achieved by ensur-
ing that the United States did not make greater inroads into an historical
area of concern for Russia. Thus, Russia sought the creation of a sys-
tem of relations in the region that would minimise American influence.
Notwithstanding Russia’s less than coordinated approach to the region,
it did at times manage to formulate proposals for an alteration in the
balance of power.

During Foreign Minister Ivanov’s trip to the Middle East in November
2000, he put forward a proposal concerning a new security system for
the Persian Gulf region. According to the document, at the time three
power centres shaped the situation in the region. The first two were
Iran and Iraq. Both of these countries were feared by their neighbours,
who then came together in the Cooperation Council for the Arab States
of the Gulf relying on the American military contingent in the region.
Russia was proposing that the system be altered by the creation of a
new structure in which Iran and Iraq would participate; in the process,
Russia was prepared to give security guarantees to the countries of the
Gulf Cooperation Council.839

The proposal did not gain real support and faded. However, Russia
had shown its interest once again in becoming an active influence in
the region, mainly as a counterweight to the United States. One of his
objectives was to reduce Arab dependence on the United States.840 As can
be seen, Ivanov’s proposal was not entirely outside the realms of possi-
bility. Iraq was to act as another fulcrum for Russian influence. Given
Russia’s historical connection with this state, in addition to its contem-
porary ‘special relationship’, it was assumed that Russia would be able
to regain its standing in regional politics through relations with Iraq.

In 2003, Russia requested membership in the OIC, though Russia lacks
the required 50 per cent minimum Muslim population.841 While Russia
was not granted full membership, it became an observer to the OIC.842

These regional influences on Russian policy were largely subsidiary to
Russia’s broader economic and geopolitical objectives. Russia’s policy on
Iraq did not truly interact with Russia’s expansive Middle Eastern goals
except at the broadest strategic level in attempting to provide a balance
against America in the region.843 In fact, Iraq was largely held separate
from Russian economic and political interactions with the rest of the
region. As such, the regional factor cannot be deemed to have seriously
induced or hampered Russia’s policy on Iraq. Rather, Russia’s regional
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concerns in interacting with Iraq were framed within the context of
creating a stable system of regional cooperation in which Russia was
an active participant, as well as ensuring limited American influence in
the region. In this manner, Russia’s regional concerns interacted with its
global aspirations.

Global dimension

The global dimension of Russian–Iraqi relations was intimately con-
nected with balancing the United States. First, given Russia’s history
of relations with Iraq, it proved an ideal issue with which to demon-
strate Russia’s influence in international affairs. Russia, by way of its
‘special relationship’ with the Iraqi leadership and successful diplomatic
manoeuvring, was able to avert the American move to war for a signifi-
cant period of time, thereby demonstrating its continued clout. Second,
Russia’s relations with Iraq were a means of carving out a new role in
the international system. In this manner, Russia became the defender
of diplomacy and multilateral action, opposing any resort to military
force.

Russia’s stance on Iraq was a practical means of defying the United
States. However, with the exception of some rather extreme rhetoric
from President Yeltsin and right wing forces, Russia acted with great
restraint. Iraq afforded Russia important opportunities for expression on
the world stage, which it not only accepted but also increasingly sought
out. In this manner, the global dimension attested to Russia’s persistent
great power aspirations.

Great power aspirations

The evolution of Russia’s Iraq policy mirrors the evolution of Russian
self-perception. As with both China and Iran, Russia used its partnership
with Iraq to resist the developing perception of Russia as a second-rate,
‘junior’ power. It came to use its relationship with Iraq to signal three
facets of its great power status: as a great power Russia could and would
resist American pressure by pursuing a closer relationship with Iraq;
Russia could sabre-rattle to ensure that it was heeded; and Russia main-
tained the right to engage in international diplomacy because it had
considerable influence over its allies. The very act of balancing against
American interests in Iraq reinforced the perception that Russia was
once again working effectively in placing Russian ‘national interests’ at
the forefront of its foreign policy.844
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As mentioned earlier, in the initial post-Soviet period, Russian
cooperation with the United States precluded any real association with
Iraq. Moscow expressed full support for American strikes on Baghdad in
June 1993 with Foreign Minister Kozyrev stating, ‘This is not a question
of crime and punishment, but an action that the US views as the exercise
of the state’s inalienable right to self-defence, in accordance with Article
51 of the UN Charter.’845 It is noteworthy that the expression of this
position came only two days before President Yeltsin’s Tokyo meeting
with President Clinton, which resulted in significant economic support
for Russian reforms.

Though Russia sought a more independent foreign policy by 1994,
it was still unwilling to allow its relations with Iraq to complicate
Russian–American cooperation. Tariq Aziz’s clandestine July 1994 visit
to St. Petersburg is a clear example. The Russian Foreign Ministry would
not acknowledge the trip until it was completed. Incidentally, this meet-
ing occurred only days before Yeltsin’s flight to Naples for the G-7
summit.846 Attempts to keep the meeting secret could be viewed within
the context of Russia’s desire to remain on Washington’s good side. It
is possible to deduce from this that the United States played a role in
deterring, or at a minimum restraining, Russia’s relations with Iraq.

Factors within Russia and outside began to coalesce to demonstrate
the need to pursue a foreign policy line more in harmony with Russia’s
desired great power status. The Duma elections of December 1993, ris-
ing domestic pressure on Foreign Minister Kozyrev for following too
Western an approach to foreign policy, and the growing prospect of
NATO expansion into Eastern Europe, all served to ensure the need for
a more pronounced Russian great power posture. Following the Duma
elections, survey data on voters’ motives revealed that those who voted
for both the Liberal Democratic and the Communist Parties did so
because they saw them as being most likely to support the restoration
of order within and great power to the country.847 Consequently, Russia
undertook a more overtly defiant stance in its relationship with Iraq.

In October 1994, Russian diplomats succeeded in obtaining Baghdad’s
agreement on the text of a Russian–Iraqi communiqué foiling America’s
desire for a military solution to yet another crisis around Iraq.848 Russia’s
willingness to more openly resist the United States, both in rhetoric and
in practice, was manifest in the United Nations Security Council Resolu-
tion 949 adopted in October 1994. The initial version included a point
that essentially consented to the commencement of military operations
against Iraq. Russia threatened the use of its veto in response to such a
resolution, and the point was deleted.849
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The United States failed to see the peaceful resolution of the conflict
in a similar light to Moscow. In fact, American Secretary of State Warren
Christopher declared that the United States was reviving the anti-Iraq
coalition and the American State Department issued a negative state-
ment on the agreement.850 Russia viewed this success in light of its own
continued status as a global great power. Foreign Minister Kozyrev stated
that Western forces, and especially the United States, reacted with a kind
of jealousy to the successes of Russian diplomacy and that they were
unwilling to accept the fact that Russia continued to maintain its status
as a great power.851

Russia increasingly discarded subtleties in its relations with Iraq in
favour of even clearer indications of its resolve to prevent conflict and
defy American wishes. Given America’s ever more apparent desire to
settle the Iraq issue militarily, Russia’s strategy became more dynamic.
In July 2000, Tariq Aziz visited Moscow as an officially invited guest
of the Russian government upon its initiative for the first time.852

The American State Department criticised Yeltsin for officially receiving
Aziz. In Washington’s view, leaders of countries that were permanent
members of the United Nations Security Council should not have any
contacts with the Iraqi leadership. On an even harsher note, Donald
Rumsfeld, then American Secretary of Defence added,

To the extent that Russia decides that it wants to parade its rela-
tionships with countries like Iraq and Libya and Syria and Cuba and
North Korea, it sends a signal out across the globe that that is what
Russia thinks is a good thing to do, to deal with the terrorist states.853

As the Russian–American relationship continued to decline, in the after-
math of the brief improvement of relations following September 11,
Russia was more willing to flaunt its close ties with Iraq. In April 2002,
the Russian government hosted both Iraqi and American representatives
simultaneously with meetings held between Russian and Iraqi Ministers
of Foreign Affairs and the American and Russian Ministers of Defence.854

Russian Security Council Chairman Ivanov described, rather glibly, this
coincidence as reflecting ‘the active actions of Russia in the interests of
political resolution of the situation in Iraq’.855

Russian–American relations had further been complicated by a CIA
report published in the month preceding George W. Bush’s State of the
Union address, in which Russia was listed among suppliers of dual-use
technologies to countries forming the ‘Axis of Evil’.856 This was issued
against the backdrop of American Presidential Adviser Condoleeza Rice’s
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statement that the United States would draw no distinction between
actual terrorists and those who support and supply them.857

In the early post-Soviet period, this would have raised concerns within
Russia, but from the mid-1990s, America’s challenges to Russia’s rela-
tions with Iraq only served to reinforce the necessity for an independent
Russian policy on Iraq. In many senses, America’s opposition to Russian
policy demonstrated its effectiveness. American protests concerning
Russian relations with Iraq revealed that Russia could resist American
pressure and pursue a policy in line with its ‘national interest’. Russian
uses for Iraq were not limited to mere defiance. Russia came to use the
issue of Iraq to actively and vocally sabre-rattle, thereby challenging the
United States’ right to unilateral action and global leadership.

Tariq Aziz’s visit to Moscow in December 1994 came immediately
following the Budapest session of the Conference on Security and Coop-
eration in Europe, addressing the inescapability of NATO expansion,858

which President Yeltsin declared would plunge ‘Europe into a Cold
Peace’.859 Yeltsin went so far as to state, ‘By his actions, [Clinton] might
run right into a new world war. He’s making too much noise.’860 Few
issues in the post-Cold War period have witnessed the United States and
Russia at such loggerheads. The issue of Iraq repeatedly elicited bold
statements from Yeltsin, confirmation that Russia was not to be ignored
in international relations.

Many in Moscow saw America’s operation ‘Desert Fox’ as exhibiting
a lack of respect for Russia.861 On 7 February 1998, President Yeltsin
declared, ‘We should not allow an American strike under any circum-
stances. We can’t allow it. I’ve told US President Bill Clinton: “No,
we won’t allow it.” ’862 Even stories by the Washington Post alleging a
deal between Russian companies and Baghdad for the delivery of dual-
use equipment for the production of biological materials did not shake
Russia’s stance on Iraq.863 The Washington Post had reported, based on
unidentified sources, that UN inspectors in Iraq had found evidence of a
1995 agreement by the Russian government to supply Iraq with equip-
ment that could be used to develop biological weapons. In Moscow, the
Russian Foreign Minister denied the report, but the story cast a negative
light, just as the Clinton administration was opposing Russian efforts to
resolve the conflict with Iraq by diplomatic means.864

The most dramatic example of Russian sabre-rattling occurred in
January 2003. Though Russia continued to scramble to find a diplo-
matic resolution to yet another Iraqi crisis, it simultaneously sought to
demonstrate its great power status. In early January, Russia placed three
war ships on standby to go to the Persian Gulf in defence of Russian
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‘national interests’.865 Moreover, Foreign Minister Ivanov clearly stated,
‘Russia will not give in to American pressure and will veto the new UN
Security Council resolution.’866

War in Iraq began in March 2003. Russia’s response was indignant
yet pragmatic. President Putin demonstrated his annoyance by postpon-
ing his annual address to the Federal Assembly; there was a demarche
of the left and among Zhirinovsky’s supporters in the Duma; and the
Duma refused to debate ratification of the Strategic Offensive Weapons
Agreement.867 Similar to his reaction to the American abrogation of the
ABM Treaty, President Putin described the American attack as a ‘big
political mistake’868 yet went no further. He even argued that Russia
did not side with either of the conflicting parties, and thereby backed
neither losers nor winners.869

This by no means implied that Russia had ceded its interests in being a
great power. Defiance and sabre-rattling was not meant to threaten the
Russian–American relationship but to give Russia a greater voice and
greater respect. The reason Iraq was so important in this context was
the influence and rapport Russia had with the Hussein regime. The fact
that Russia could cajole Iraq into being more flexible and responding
to international demands demonstrated that Russia remained an impor-
tant actor in international diplomacy and could continue to influence
its allies to the benefit of international security.

Moscow was relatively successful in moderating Iraq’s behaviour as
the Iraqi regime had an interest in retaining Russian patronage. When
a crisis broke out in October 1994 after Baghdad moved forces towards
Kuwait, President Yeltsin launched an initiative to reach a political set-
tlement to the crisis, sending a group of Russian diplomats led by Igor
Ivanov, at the time First Deputy Foreign Minister, and the Russian Pres-
ident’s Special Representative for the Middle East Viktor Posuvalyuk to
Iraq and Kuwait.870 Russian diplomats succeeded in obtaining Baghdad’s
agreement on the text of a Russian–Iraqi Communiqué declaring Iraq
ready to recognise the sovereignty of Kuwait and its border.871

Moscow marked another diplomatic victory in November 1997 fol-
lowing the expulsion of six American experts on the United Nations
Special Commission from Iraq.872 By 18 November, a joint Russian–
Iraqi Declaration was issued in which Iraq agreed to the return of the
Special Commission in its full composition. Primakov was credited with
averting a new Gulf War.873 He stated,

I believe that this is a great success for Russian diplomacy, one that is
recognised by absolutely everyone. At the talks, we insisted that Iraq
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fulfil all the resolutions. We expect that Iraq will make a decision
today, without any exceptions, on the return of inspectors to the
country . . . Russia achieved this. It was achieved without the use of
force and without a show of force; it was achieved through diplomatic
means.874

Russian moderation of the Iraqi position was also evident in January
1998 when Saddam Hussein refused to allow inspections of Presiden-
tial sites by the United Nations Special Commission on Disarmament in
Iraq, and once more the American and British battle groups amassed
forces on Iraq’s border.875 President Yeltsin’s Press Secretary, Sergei
Yastrzhembsky, announced on February 2 that in consultation with the
Russian delegation, Iraq had agreed to allow inspections of presiden-
tial sites with certain restrictions.876 However, Iraq was playing its own
games to assure itself maximum leverage, when shortly thereafter the
Iraqi Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs Riyadh al-Qaysi categorically
denied the report.877 The Russian Press Secretary was forced to reconfirm
reports that the Russian Foreign Ministry and Presidential Press Service
had made noting, ‘We do not coordinate our statements with statements
made by Iraqi officials.’878 Though an embarrassment, this incident nei-
ther diminished Russia’s search for a peaceful resolution to the crisis nor
its desire to persist in its diplomatic efforts.

Whereas in the past, Russia’s demands had at least been taken into
consideration, contemporary Russia’s weakness elicited a search for com-
parative advantage. In Iraq, Russia had just such an advantage based on
its historical relationship and its existing familiarity with the Iraqi lead-
ership. Given America’s disregard for Russian interests in Iraq, Russia was
provided the opportunity to challenge America’s positions both in Iraq
and the international system. In so doing, Russia became the defender of
diplomacy and multilateral institutions. Key battles were to occur under
the auspices of the United Nations Security Council though the move-
ment from rhetoric to invasion to the execution of Saddam Hussein took
place elsewhere.

UN diplomacy: giving Russia a voice

Russia used the venue of the UN to balance the United States in three
ways: focusing on diplomatic solutions to the Iraq issue; reluctantly
threatening the use of its veto; and joining a ‘coalition of the willing’
to prevent war with Iraq. The final issue, that of multilateralism, will
be addressed separately as it has wide-ranging implications for Russia’s
broader foreign policy and touches on its strategy of multipolarisation.
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Russia made use of the United Nations Security Council to voice its
opposition to military action in Iraq, which would certainly undermine
its political and economic interests. As an unintended consequence,
the United States increasingly sought to bring Russia on side thereby
improving Russia’s diplomatic position. With the exception of Russian
support for American’s bombing of Iraq in 1993, Russia consistently
opposed any resort to military force in the Iraqi case while simulta-
neously seeking diplomatic means for the achievement of a lasting
resolution.

By September 1996, Russian diplomatic machinations faced a per-
petual struggle to avoid American military action. When 27 American
cruise missiles were launched against military targets in southern
Iraq, Russia’s reaction was severe. The Russian government issued a
statement describing the American action as ‘disproportionate and
unacceptable’.879 Russia and Iraq were able to agree on a joint state-
ment seeking a ‘political-diplomatic solution to the crisis’.880 With this
diplomatic victory there was a sense that Russia was once more taking
its rightful place as a great power.881 ‘Operation Desert Fox’ reinforced
Russia’s desire to come to a peaceable resolution. While bombings con-
tinued, Russia struggled to find a middle ground. Foreign Minister
Primakov declared these actions ‘unprovoked’ and ‘on the conscience
of the American administration’.882

The United States was also placing emphasis on bringing Russia into
line. This was an unanticipated benefit of Russian involvement in Iraq.
In taking such a firm stance on the Iraq issue, Russia placed itself in the
role of a major player of which the United States had to take account.
Thus, in September 2002, Russia was sent a British dossier on weapons
production in Iraq just before Washington sent an envoy to Russia and
France to persuade both countries to agree to a new American–British
proposal. Foreign Minister Ivanov dismissed this as mere propaganda
while President Putin called for a quick political resolution to the
crisis.883

Russia’s position on Iraq remained consistent. Foreign Minister Ivanov
maintained that unilateral actions against Iraq outside the exist-
ing United Nations Security Council Resolutions were inadmissible.884

Russia’s emphasis on a peaceable solution under the auspices of the UN
must be viewed through the lens of Russian weakness. In the UN, Russia
remained a great power. Russian diplomats, faced with increasing pres-
sure from the United States to find a military solution to the Iraq issue,
came to use the threat of its Security Council veto in order to prevent
the use of force in Iraq.
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As early as 1996, Foreign Minister Primakov declared that Russia
would not countenance a United Nations Security Council resolution
condoning the use of force, as it would undermine Russian efforts to
secure a diplomatic solution beneficial to Russia.885 Importantly, Russia
also raised the commonality of its position with other permanent mem-
bers of the Security Council such as China and France at this early
stage.886 Sergei Lavrov, then Russia’s Permanent Representative to the
UN, and later Russian Foreign Minister, declared that it was depen-
dent on the co-authors of the resolution to take into account Russian
concerns.887 The British resolution was later withdrawn, potentially for
fear of a Russian veto.

In the crisis of November 1998, Russian attempts to prevent military
action against Iraq proved less successful notwithstanding redoubled
efforts to ensure peace in the region. The Americans stood firm on the
need for military intervention. The United Nations Security Council was
convened in December 1998 at Russia’s request to examine the conflict
between Baghdad and the United Nations Special Commission. How-
ever, simultaneously the United States launched ‘Operation Desert Fox’,
a military action against strategic Iraqi targets.

Russia’s reaction was unsympathetic. A Duma statement, approved by
all factions, was adopted calling the bombing of Iraq an act of interna-
tional terrorism.888 President Yeltsin, in a phone call to President Clinton
called the attacks, ‘unacceptable from the viewpoint of international
law, the UN Charter, the principles of partnership and cooperation’.889

Moreover, as mentioned previously, Speaker of the Duma, Gennady
Seleznev, announced that the Duma had stopped discussing the START-
II Treaty as a result of the air strikes in Iraq.890 Incidentally, it was
within a few days of the beginning of ‘Operation Desert Fox’ that
Prime Minister Primakov, while in India, declared the desirability of a
Moscow–Beijing–Delhi triangle.891 In reacting to the bombings, Moscow
took a step unprecedented in the history of its post-Cold War relations
with Washington – it recalled its Ambassador. Security Council Secretary
Sergei Ivanov even hinted that bilateral dialogue between Moscow and
Washington could be seriously damaged, adding that the United States
should measure its actions against the interests of subsequent relations
with Moscow.892

Russia continually stressed its unwillingness to accept anything
exceeding the framework of the United Nations Security Council
Resolution, yet steered clear of threatening the use of veto for some
time.893 Russia was cautious in the way it phrased its opposition to
military intervention. In January 2003, Foreign Minister Ivanov declared
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that Russia ‘will apply all available political and diplomatic means to
prevent a situation that would require the use of the veto’.894

Increasingly, however, President Putin employed the threat of the
veto. Referring to the use of Russia’s veto, Putin stated, ‘If today
something is done that might lead to an unjustified use of force, we
shall do so – together with France, or on our own.’895 However, it seemed
that there was great reluctance to actually use the veto for fear of per-
manently damaging Russian–American relations. President Putin argued
that using the right of veto ‘would make it more difficult to reach
agreement with other members of the Security Council who do not
share our point of view’.896

In order to continue the balancing strategy, while minimising the
damage to Russian–American relations, Russia sought to coordinate its
actions with France and Germany. In comparison with these states,
Russia maintained greater moderation attempting to avoid the use of
exceptionally harsh criticism of the United States. In addition to empha-
sising that opposing war was not equivalent to opposing the United
States, President Putin frequently affirmed the role of the United States
in compelling Iraq to cooperate with the UN.897 Moreover, President
Putin stated he hoped that President Bush ‘will remain my friend’
despite disagreements on the Iraqi problem.898

Russia never closed the door to a new resolution on Iraq.899 Germany,
Russia, and France presented new proposals on Iraq on 24 February
2003.900 Two days later, President Putin declared that any United
Nations Security Council resolution automatically authorising the use
of force against Iraq would be unacceptable to Russia.901 What is most
interesting is that many had anticipated that President Putin would be
hesitant to take an entirely anti-American stance. However, his unequiv-
ocal entry into the Franco-German anti-war camp clearly went against
those expectations.902

Developments in negotiations necessitated that Russia unambigu-
ously declare its decision to use the veto if such a resolution were put
to a vote. On 27 February 2003, Foreign Minister Ivanov announced
that Russia would be willing to use its veto power.903 On the next day,
De Villepin declared that France would ‘shoulder its responsibilities’
over Iraq.904 By 5 March 2003, Russia, France, and Germany issued a
statement arguing that they would try to prevent the adoption of a res-
olution authorising the use of force.905 Foreign Minister Ivanov stated
that the joint declaration was intended to ‘consolidate the unity and
solidarity of states facing common threats. It is in the framework of the
UN and its Security Council that all the states, on an equal footing, have
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an opportunity to find solutions to problems affecting the interests of
universal security.’906

Washington had undertaken to influence Russia’s position. There were
a number of veiled threats of ‘costs’ for Russia in its relations with the
United States if it used its veto.907 Furthermore, American diplomatic
sources issued warnings that Russian economic interests would be ‘sig-
nificantly affected by the degree to which Russia supports, or does not
obstruct, the solution of the crisis in Iraq’.908 The United States also
offered incentives for cooperation. A proposal was submitted to the
United States Senate in early March 2003 for the repeal of the Jackson–
Vanik amendment adopted during the Cold War, which restricted the
development of business relations between the United States and Russia.
Moreover, rumours circulated that Washington intended to revisit the
scale of export quotas for Russian steel producers revising them upwards
and also share with Russian companies future contracts for rebuilding
Iraq’s economy.909

These American initiatives proved ineffective in preventing Russia’s
decision to push forward with attempts to prevent military intervention
in Iraq. However, Russian moderation seemed to have been appreciated
in Washington. There was significantly less American condemnation
of Russia’s position compared with criticisms suffered by France and
the ‘Old Europe’. At his 6 March press conference, when asked about
the ‘Franco-German-Russian anti-war alliance’, George W. Bush even
avoided including Moscow in his remarks.910

The situation came to a head when the United States, Britain, and
Spain proposed a UN resolution declaring that Iraq ‘has failed to take the
final opportunity to disarm itself of weapons of mass destruction’911 and
sought means to disarm Hussein through military measures. Russia was
not, however, forced to use its veto. On 18 March, Britain, Spain, and
the United States withdrew the draft resolution seeking United Nations
Security Council authority for military action to disarm Iraq.912 Within
two days, the United States led a ‘coalition of the willing’ in invading
Iraq. The war began without the legitimation of the UN and all that was
left for Russia to do was condemn the aggression.

The United States also sought to provide concessions to Russia after
the invasion of Iraq. The United States incorporated Russian demands
in June 2004 into the United Nations Security Council draft resolution
on an Iraqi interim government.913

Russian utilisation of the UN over the past decade with regard to Iraq
highlights the evolution of Russian balancing strategy. Russia sought to
maintain the pre-eminence of one of the only organisations in which it
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remained a full and equal great power. Russia’s voice in the UN was used
to achieve a political resolution, resorting reluctantly to threats of using
its veto only when it seemed that no other options remained. Nonethe-
less, Russia’s balancing behaviour was moderate and nuanced. Russia did
not stand alone. It came together with other international actors, such
as France and Germany and to a lesser extent China, who were willing
to take the lead on this issue. The multitude of crises surrounding Iraq
dictated that Russia would have to find its own ‘coalition of the willing’
to challenge the preponderant force of the reigning hegemon.

The utility of multilateralism

Russian emphasis on multilateralism to resolve the multitude of Iraq
crises is especially illustrative of Russia’s increasing recognition that
it was unable to balance against the United States unaided, thereby
reinforcing its multipolar ideal. As a result, Russia came to align with
other states, especially those with permanent seats on the United
Nations Security Council, to pursue its diplomatic objectives. Further-
more, Russia used this issue to push forward its relations with these
states in other arenas.

For the most part, Russia, France, and China held similar positions
on the Iraq issue; each seeking to ensure that military intervention was
not undertaken. Incidentally, though Russia and China’s common vot-
ing on Iraq in the United Nations Security Council is frequently cited,
the situation is somewhat less clear. There were 43 United Nations Secu-
rity Council resolutions passed on Iraq from 1992 to the invasion of
Iraq in 2003. Of these votes, 38 were unanimous, 3 saw Russia and
China vote in the same manner (abstaining), and there were 2 votes on
which Russia and China differed.914 Moreover, China and Russia voted
differently on almost every occasion in the UN General Assembly with
reference to the human rights situation in Iraq, with Russia support-
ing the resolutions and China abstaining.915 However, this obfuscates
the rather analogous positions Russia and China took on Iraq, which is
more accurately reflected in joint declarations and statements than in
United Nations Security Council voting records.

Russia stood firm with its partners in opposing American military
actions on a regular basis; however, it was the August 1998 crisis which
really served to underline the need for a coalition against war in Iraq.
Russia not only put forward its own proposals on dealing with the cri-
sis, largely falling in line with Iraqi demands,916 but also attempted to
bring onside other likeminded states in an anti-American position. This
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highlighted Russian balancing strategy and spoke to Russian great power
aspirations. President Yeltsin noted,

In view of my position and my connections with Clinton, Kohl and
Chirac, I have been able to play a big role . . . Other countries have
gotten involved. We are making it clear to Clinton that we don’t agree
with his policy that the Security Council will oppose it.917

By December 1998, Foreign Minister Ivanov asserted that within the
United Nations Security Council, ‘China is actively in solidarity with us
and France has adopted the same stance. However, in the world itself,
I think that most states side precisely with our position, which is based
on the supremacy of international law.’918 This was not mere rhetoric
but an affirmation of Russia’s interest in assuring that no state could
unilaterally circumvent international institutions or international law.

Russia, France, and China continued to place obstacles in the way
of American military intervention. They used their solidarity to insist
that United Nations Security Council Resolution 1154 include a point
stating that if the United Nations Special Commission’s work was again
frustrated, a new meeting of the Security Council would be called and
it alone would have the authority to decide how to resolve the situ-
ation rather than allowing for military intervention to be employed
immediately.919 On 10 February, France, Germany, and Russia adopted a
declaration in Paris urging strengthened UN inspections to disarm Iraq
and avoid war.920 Earlier that day, France, Belgium, and Germany used
their veto in NATO to block an American request for military support to
Turkey in case of a war in Iraq.921

Incidentally, at the same time, Russia was increasing efforts to
enhance the level of interaction with the European Union.922 President
Putin clearly indicated during his visit to France in February 2003 that
‘political partnership helps economic ties’.923 French Prime Minister
Jean-Pierre Raffarin declared that the Iraq issue was the ‘main challenge
facing France and Russia in our strategic partnership, and this is how
France and Russia can make their main contribution to peace and inter-
national security’.924 Trust between Russia and other European countries
strengthened somewhat as well, although this should not be overes-
timated. Notwithstanding declarations and coinciding opinions with
France and Germany over Iraq, Russia did not resolve any of the deep-
seated problems between them including Kaliningrad, membership of
the WTO, or the Schengen rules.925 However, this cooperation may set
the tone for future collaboration.
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Given Russian diplomatic successes, the American government sought
Russian cooperation in pushing forward the implementation of the UN’s
oil-for-food programme, as well as coordination of policies on Iraq. With
this in mind, in December 2001, American Assistant Secretary of State
John Wolf visited Moscow.926 It is noteworthy that during the same
week President Putin and Chancellor Schroeder voiced opposition to
any military operation in Iraq. In an interview with the Financial Times,
President Putin cautioned America against rash action, expressing hope
that the United States would consult with European countries before
launching a war against terrorism outside Afghanistan.927

The lessons Russia drew from the Iraqi conflict reinforced Russian con-
cerns with the state of the international system. Foreign Minister Ivanov
declared, ‘We should learn the right lessons from the Iraqi tragedy and
step up efforts aimed at creating a multipolar world.’928 Putin also saw
the relationship with France over Iraq as a stepping stone. After his visit
to France in February 2003, he noted that the joint declaration was
the ‘first stone to have been laid in the groundwork of a multipolar
world’.929 Primakov was quoted as saying this Iraqi crisis was ‘another
step in the formation of a multipolar world because Europe stood up
to America’.930 Deputy Foreign Minister Yuri Fedotov denied allegations
that Russia was forming an axis with France and Germany based on
the position the countries shared on Iraq: ‘The word “axis” has often
been used out of place lately. I believe our interaction can be described
as a unity of countries who value the ideals of international law and
peace.’931

The Iraqi situation necessitated that Russia find partners to support
the Russian position against the use of force in Iraq. This, in turn,
reinforced the Russian hypothesis that Russia needed to consolidate
partnerships which could continue to buttress Russian great power
aspirations and multipolar ideals.

Conclusions

The Iraqi case is critical in highlighting the manner in which the United
States stimulated Russian alignment policy. Russian policy towards Iraq
revealed a definitive change in direction from policies aimed at reaping
economic benefits to those with greater geopolitical aspirations. Ini-
tially, Russian policy towards Iraq was spearheaded by economic actors
within Russia pursuing their own economic gain. However, engagement
could only be achieved through diplomatic means. Consequently, the
global dimension became instrumental in the achievement of Russian
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economic objectives. The series of reactive, individual responses to Iraqi
initiatives gave way to a more strategic approach.

As Russian–American relations experienced increasing tensions,
Russia sought to use its relationship with and defence of Iraq to chal-
lenge any attempts by the United States to alter the status quo. Part of
Russian balancing behaviour meant to ensure that Russian economic
and political interests were maintained.

By 2007, Russia sought to maintain whatever interests it still possessed
in Iraq in light of American influence and civil war. This is not to say
that Russia has entirely relinquished its interests in Iraq. Certainly, the
argument between US Secretary of State Condoleeza Rice and Russian
Foreign Minister Lavrov in June 2006 demonstrates that Russia still has
major differences over how to proceed on Iraq.932

The Iraqi case clearly highlights, more than any other case, the
importance of identity in driving Russian alignment policy. America’s
policy towards Iraq came to represent for Russia one in a series of
American policies serving to entrench American hegemony. Russia
feared the propagation of American military diplomacy at the expense
of Russian interests. For this reason, Russia undertook measures by
which to counter what Russia viewed as attempts to create a sys-
tem of international relations based on domination by developed
Western countries in the international community, under American
leadership.933 On numerous occasions and on a variety of issues, the
Russian government attempted to frustrate American objectives in
Iraq.

Importantly, the Iraqi case also sheds light on the underlying cau-
tion in Russian diplomacy under President Putin. Russia very hesitantly
threatened the use of veto, and only with the support of allies. Thus,
notwithstanding issues of prestige and great powerhood, Russia was
unwilling to damage irreparably its relations with the United States. The
fact that the Iraq issue played out within the United Nations Security
Council was critical in demonstrating the importance of multilateral-
ism. Russia was obliged to combine forces with other states to challenge
American intentions.

Russia’s approach to Iraq was significant in reinforcing Russia’s calls
for multipolarity. In 1996, referring to the international crisis with Iraq,
Foreign Minister Primakov declared, ‘No one will accept diktat by any
single power, be it the US, Russia or some other state.’934 It was American
power that Russia felt hard-pressed to resist. Russian relations with Iraq
were in essence a reflection of Russia’s own helplessness in opposing
American hegemony.935 Russian policy did not develop in a vacuum.
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It evolved in step with American policy towards Iraq and its more
bellicose foreign policy more generally. In this manner, Russia was a
political actor seeking to entrench its influence where possible and pre-
vent the uninhibited expansion of American political and economic
ideals.



Conclusion

Winston Churchill’s frequently cited quote about Russia confounds as
much as it clarifies. Churchill stated ‘I cannot forecast to you the action
of Russia. It is a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma; but
perhaps there is a key. That key is Russian national interest.’ In truth,
there are many keys which facilitate opening the black box of Russian
foreign policy.

No foreign policy of a great power has been premised entirely on
obduracy, insolence, or greed. Neither has Russia’s. What is vital is that
we not overestimate or underestimate an individual factor in under-
standing the new Russia. Rhetoric is sometimes vital and at other times
extraneous. Pursuit of national interest is sometimes a catch-all for
any economic interest and sometimes intimately linked with national
security.

This book has sought to unpack the vibrant animal, that is the new
Russia, by providing a new toolkit to understand Russian alignment pol-
icy. It has shed light on the complexity, confusion, and clarity of Russian
foreign policy not by virtue of identifying a single answer to why Russia
is the way it is. Those that seek to explain Russia in these terms miss
the very point that Russia is not static. The manner by which Russia has
survived for over a thousand years is by evolving, by learning.

In the ‘challenger’ states, Russia has found friends which help to
facilitate its survival. This book has demonstrated that Russia has grudg-
ingly chosen the path of resistance: resistance to decline; resistance to
fragility; and resistance to a system of international relations in which
it is a marginal, regional power.

This is by no means meant to imply that Russia’s leadership set a
strategic objective of alignment. Rather, this policy haltingly developed
from a few economic and political forays.

175
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This book has introduced two key concepts into the study of Russian
alignment policy. First, it brings into the international relations vernac-
ular the concept of ‘challengers’. This demonstrates a sensitivity within
the Russian foreign policy-making community of states that are per-
ceived by the United States to be irritants. Fortuitously, these were also
states with which Russia had long histories of relations. Moreover, they
were states with significant strategic importance.

Second, this book sheds light on the evolutionary nature of Russian
policy. Rather than examining Russian policy in the context of single
explanatory factors, it highlights the complicated interaction of a num-
ber of factors, revealing how motivations changed over time. Though
this creates more complexity in terms of understanding the motiva-
tions of Russian actors, it provides a more holistic picture of Russian
alignment policy over time.

The initial post-Soviet period witnessed a haphazard approach to
‘challenger’ states premised on the interests of particular private com-
mercial and public economic actors seeking to reap the rewards of
Russia’s comparative economic advantages in these states. Between 1991
and 1996, Russia had little coordination in its policy towards any of the
‘challenger’ states. This was a result of the lack of an institutional frame-
work delineating the hierarchy between various government actors.
This resulted in competing ministries and economic groups pursuing
inconsistent and incongruent policies.

What is important to note is the role of ‘challenger’ states themselves
in driving relations with Russia. Most clearly in the cases of Iran and
Iraq, neither the Russian government nor the private Russian economic
groups drove economic interaction at the outset. Rather, these groups
largely responded to ‘challenger’ states’ initiatives. Certainly, both Iran
and Iraq were adept at playing on both the lack of cohesion in Russian
foreign policy-making and Russian geopolitical aspirations to achieve
their ends. Both the Iranian and the Iraqi governments were successful
in deepening cooperation with Russia by establishing extensive ties with
Russian enterprises in the absence of a strategic Russian policy.

The confusion was further reflected in the fact that state priori-
ties towards ‘challenger’ states were developed independently of the
interests of those ministries most closely involved in these relation-
ships. President Yeltsin’s approach to Iran and Iraq, premised on their
utility in the Russian–American relationship, resulted in incongruities
in Russian policy, as well as impeding the actions of ministries such
as the Minatom and the Ministry of Defence which had actively been
pursuing independent policies towards these states. The state, especially
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under President Yeltsin, was not averse to stepping in dramatically to
alter Russia’s policies towards ‘challenger’ states entirely disregarding
ministerial prerogatives. The inclination of the political leadership to
step in to coordinate relations with ‘challenger’ states was exacerbated
during times of crisis in Russian–American relations at which points the
Kremlin and Foreign Ministry took charge of these relations to provide
increased coordination to policy consequently interfering with ministe-
rial policies towards ‘challenger’ states. The lack of central coordination
and the haphazard interventions by the political leadership ensured
that for much of the post-Soviet period Russian policy lacked a strategic
character.

It is noteworthy that the evolution of Russia’s relations with China
occurred in a significantly different fashion to those of Iran and Iraq.
In the Chinese case, relations were largely directed by the Presidential
administration and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Given the potential
importance of Russia’s relationship with China, the Yeltsin government
attempted to provide it a strategic framework from the outset. The state’s
agenda ensured that Russian policy was much more proactive towards
China than with the other cases. However, as with the other cases, min-
isterial and corporate interests in collusion vigorously sought the pursuit
of their own interests.

In significant ways, there was a blurring of the lines between public
and private interests with regard to Russian policy towards ‘challenger’
states. Often government ministries were so deeply connected with their
client groups, such as the case of the military and military–industrial
complex, that it was difficult to ascertain where one ended and the
other began. Given the difficulties in determining what was public and
private in the Russian context, what emerged was a government often
working in the interests of Russian business. The Russian government’s
approach to ‘challenger’ states shows clearly the sensitivity of Russian
policy to the institutional interests of the military, military–industrial
complex, the nuclear sector, and oil and gas interests. As these sectors
reacted to economic proposals from ‘challenger’ states, the government
increasingly sought to facilitate relations with these states.

The Iraqi case is especially helpful in highlighting the interconnec-
tion between state economic and private commercial interests. The state
played a crucial role in coordinating economic cooperation between
Russian economic groups and the Iraqi government in pursuit of the
so-called ‘Russian national interests’. The state was also extremely active
in facilitating the entry of Russian economic actors into the Chinese
economy, especially in the fields of military-technology and atomic
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energy. Increasingly, the achievement of economic penetration into
these states came to be tied with political means. This was particularly
salient in the Iranian and Iraqi cases, in which the Russian government
frequently had to intervene in defence of private and public commercial
interests.

Given the salience of economic concerns and the sporadic attention
of the Kremlin and Foreign Ministry to ‘challenger’ states in the early
post-Soviet period, economic groups were able to set the context for
Russian relations with which political actors subsequently had to deal.
The importance of economic actors in determining Russian policy in the
early post-Soviet period ensured that there was less room for centrally
led policy in Russia’s relations with these states.

The initiation of closer relations with ‘challenger’ states corresponded
with the emergence of numerous threats to Russian domestic security
that cooperation with ‘challenger’ states might be able to ameliorate
or at a minimum prevent from exacerbating. Issues of domestic secu-
rity, though significant, were never truly central to the Russian pursuit
of relations with ‘challenger’ states. Rather, they set the context for
improving the relationships and laying the basis for greater trust and
cooperation. China was the most telling case in demonstrating the
salience of domestic security in Russian alignment considerations. As
a result of the latent threat that China posed through the issues of bor-
der demarcation and illegal immigration, Russian state policy towards
China in the early post-Soviet period was oriented towards diminishing
Russian insecurity. Certainly, concerns over the potential for Chinese
economic, and potentially even territorial expansion into Russia’s Far
East, were significant aspects of the debate over how to properly engage
China. Later, China was to prove instrumental in reinforcing Russian
conceptions of sovereignty and territorial integrity, especially against
the backdrop of numerous American interventions in the 1990s and
Russian concerns over Chechnya.

In a similar way, Russian policy towards Iran was influenced by a
desire to address Russian security concerns which thereafter set a more
constructive context for the evolution of relations. The salience of the
domestic security issue is evident in Russian policy towards Iran dur-
ing Russia’s wars in Chechnya. Russia sought Iranian support for, or at a
minimum, Iranian constraint in its objections against Russian actions in
Chechnya. Iran had the capacity to enflame an already fragile situation
in the North Caucasus and Central Asia. As a result of intensive bilateral
negotiations, relations significantly improved during the first and the
second wars. It was of great importance for Russia to have strong and
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cooperative relations with Iran, given its leadership role among Islamic
states.

Iraq interacted with Russian domestic security goals in a very dif-
ferent manner. It was more the consequences of the situation around
Iraq which held importance for Russian security interests than Iraq as
a force in international politics in its own right. An American invasion
of Iraq, which Russia consistently opposed, had the potential to desta-
bilise the region and inflame Islamic fundamentalist movements within
Russia. Consequently, Russian policy towards and interaction with Iraq
was influenced by domestic security concerns. Nonetheless, as with the
other cases, these issues were rather secondary to other drivers of Russian
alignment policy.

Similar to domestic security, for the most part, issues of regional
concern to Russia merely set the backdrop of and reinforced Russian rela-
tions with ‘challenger’ states rather than being a driving force behind
these relations. In the regional context, Russia’s approach to ‘challenger’
states was coloured by the desire to pursue two goals. First, Russian
policy sought to prevent the erosion of its regional position while con-
solidating a more active role. Second, Russia undertook an active policy
of using its relations with these states to mitigate American influence
within both the Asia-Pacific and Middle East.

The region in the Asia-Pacific sense was essential to Russia realis-
ing the economic benefits of integration processes already in progress.
China was instrumental in facilitating Russian entry into the Asia-Pacific
as a more active political and economic actor. Russia became espe-
cially interested in integration in the region in the mid-1990s, when
Russian–American relations were in decline. Incidentally, it is important
that greater activity in the region occurred against the background of
American and Japanese objections, which Russian–Chinese cooperation
helped to balance.

With regard to the Middle East, Russian proactiveness occurred in
response to serious security concerns in the region with which it was
incapable of dealing independently. It was in the mid-1990s when
regional concerns became a central facet of Russia’s policies towards
Iran as a consequence of constructive cooperation with regard to the
Tajikistan conflict, Afghanistan, and the Caspian Sea. Iran repeatedly
proved itself a reliable partner in Russian attempts to resolve regional
issues.

Increased Russian activity in both the Asia-Pacific and the Middle
East were responses to a sense of exclusion from these regions. Given
the decline in the Russian–American relationship, as well as American
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attempts to keep Russia out of the Middle East peace talks and
Asia-Pacific security, Russia used its leverage with China, Iran, and
Iraq to construct a new path for entry into these regions. Though
the regional context was not the main driver of Russian policy, on
the whole, it provided Russia with partners in achieving both its
security and economic goals. Furthermore, as confidence was estab-
lished through successful cooperation with these states, Russian policy
towards ‘challenger’ states came to be appreciably influenced by the
deterioration of Russian–American relations.

By the mid-1990s, Russian alignment policy was driven by Russia’s
global concerns with balancing the United States. Russian policy
towards ‘challenger’ states starkly highlights the deliberate and con-
scious balancing behaviour Russia has exhibited through its alignments
with regard to the United States. The policy goals of economic actors
became secondary to Russian geopolitical considerations precisely at
those points when Russian–American relations were most strained.

Importantly, Russia’s policy of active balancing was appreciably
informed by ideational factors. By the mid-1990s, it seemed to numer-
ous Russian policy-makers that Russia was no longer being treated as an
equal. Increasingly, Russia rejected the ‘junior partner’ role to which it
felt itself being relegated. Moreover, the evolution of the international
system into one dominated by a single hegemon was thoroughly unac-
ceptable to Russia. Through alignment with ‘challenger’ states, Russia
was behaving in a manner appropriate to what Moscow saw as its
status as a great power. As a result, it undertook policy actions which
would raise Russia’s profile as a great power and increase its clout in the
international system.

Both the Chinese and the Iraqi cases are valuable in shedding light on
the role of Russian self-perception in pushing forward Russian relations
with ‘challenger’ states. Frequent invocations of Russian and Chinese
nuclear status and permanent membership in the United Nations
Security Council reinforced Russia’s right to status as a great and global
power. As Russia felt itself losing influence in the international system,
it became more proactive in using its alignment with China to retain its
geopolitical role. Furthermore, the Iraqi case also highlights the impor-
tance of ideational factors in driving Russian alignment policy. Iraq
came to represent for Russia one in a series of American policies serv-
ing to entrench American hegemony. Certainly, Russia’s close relations
with and defence of Iraq was a means by which to demonstrate Russia’s
capacity to resist American influence, which was particularly important
as Russian–American relations deteriorated. On numerous occasions,
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the Russian government attempted to frustrate American objectives in
Iraq. This ability to thwart American political will responded to Russian
desires to maintain and exhibit Russian great power status.

The United States itself played a significant role in provoking Russian
balancing behaviour. The decline in Russian–American relations in the
mid-1990s helped to precipitate a policy of active Russian alignment
with ‘challenger’ states. The deterioration of the Russian–American
partnership weakened the constraints on Russia to curtail relations with
states the United States saw as dubious. The case of Iran illustrates
this process. Throughout the post-Cold War period, the United States
has attempted to get Russia to end its relations with Iran. When
Russian–American relations were favourable, Russia was willing to use
its relationship with Iran as a bargaining chip in the Russian–American
relationship. The decline in Russian–American relations weakened con-
straints on Russian engagement with Iran and acted as an incentive to
use this relationship to balance the United States. Moreover, the serious
attention of the United States to Russian relations with Iran raised the
value of this partnership for Russia. This was an unintended conse-
quence of America’s emphasis on Russian–Iranian relations and came
to play an important role in driving Russia’s approach to Iran.

Russian policy towards ‘challenger’ states throws revealing light on
the reactive nature of Russian balancing behaviour. Active balancing
occurred only when relations with the United States were experiencing
significant difficulties and often in response to particular issues Russia
viewed as threatening either Russian great power status or its national
interests. This is indicative of Russia’s overall willingness to bandwagon.
Only when this proved impracticable did Russia actively choose the
balancing option. It was not the underlying priority of Russian policy
towards ‘challenger’ states throughout the period. It was in response to
such American foreign policy decisions as increasing American inter-
ventionism, NATO expansion, the abrogation of the ABM Treaty, and
American desires to invade Iraq which brought Russia and ‘challenger’
states into more proactive collusion in defying the United States.

The policy of multipolarity further demonstrated the responsiveness
of Russian balancing policy. It was only after Russia came to feel that the
international system was evolving in ways that ran against its interests
that Russia sought cooperation with China, Iran, and Iraq in oppos-
ing American hegemony. Tellingly, in the case of Iran, whereas Russian
policy for most of the period had been largely responsive to Iranian ini-
tiatives, Russia became proactive in its nuclear policy towards Iran as
a result of the poor state of Russian–American relations. Consequently,
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Russia withdrew from the Gore–Chernomyrdin agreement and altered
export regulations to facilitate easier trade with Iran precisely when the
Russian–American relationship was in trouble.

Perhaps unexpectedly, Russian alignment with ‘challenger’ states
points to an underlying caution in Russian foreign policy, especially
under President Putin. Though over time Russia was more willing to
actively challenge the United States, Russia remained largely risk averse.
Notwithstanding issues of prestige and great powerhood, Russia was
unwilling to damage irreparably its relations with the United States
through its engagement with ‘challenger’ states. The use of ‘challenger’
states to balance the United States was meant to raise Russia’s profile
and ensure its status and interests in the face of American expansion
into Russian spheres of interest. The Iraqi case sheds light on the cau-
tion in Russian diplomacy under President Putin. Russia very hesitantly
threatened the use of veto, and only after there was little alternative.
The venue for negotiating the Iraq issue allowed for other states such as
France and Germany to take a more vocal lead on the issue. President
Putin, though quick to criticise the American invasion of Iraq, went no
further in challenging the United States. For Russia, however, the Iraq
issue reinforced the need for partners in opposing American hegemonic
and unilateralist policies.

Russia’s multilateral approach to diplomacy in the Iraqi case demon-
strated Russia’s manoeuvrability and potential to find allies in opposi-
tion to American policies. Moreover, Iraq confirmed Russia’s posture on
the multipolarisation of the international system by showing that major
powers were able to ally and oppose the United States, weakening the
perception that the United States was an omnipotent hegemon. The Iraq
issue was also a platform for Russia to strengthen its relations with other
European states which, in turn, strengthened its status with regard to
the United States.

Though not the subject of this book, the conclusions of this work
beg the question of whether Russia itself is a ‘challenger’. In definitional
terms, the United States likely does view Russia as a non-status quo state.
Certainly some of the rhetoric and policy stances Russia has taken in
the post-Cold War period have led to the perception that Russia is not a
status quo power.

Interestingly, Russian policies over the past decade have indicated
that Russia has sought, through its partnerships, the entrenchment of
the status quo into which Russia was born in 1991. What Russia has
fought tooth and nail was an erosion of the status quo in favour of a US-
led, unipolar international system. Indeed, Russian opposition to NATO
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expansion, US abrogation of the ABM treaty, and the diminishment of
the UN were all the actions of a status quo power.

As this book has demonstrated, Russia only chose the path of balanc-
ing when it perceived systemic changes or hegemonic policies threat-
ening to its survival, not necessarily its territorial survival but also its
ability to remain a great power. Its overriding choice was to bandwagon
and not balance.

A significant finding of this book is the role of the United States
itself in inciting closer Russian relations with ‘challenger’ states. Though
Russia had an affinity for and benefits to aligning with these states, the
United States played an important role in bringing a more strategic char-
acter to these relations. The United States raised the profile of these
relationships and provided a firm footing for them with policies that
sought to change the status quo in its favour.

There are a number of important lessons to be gleaned from this work
not least of which is the fact that Russian foreign policy objectives are
not dramatically different from those of other great powers. Only when
we stop looking at Russia as an entirely unique and unprecedented state
entity will we be able to gain insight into Russian policy. Should other
states choose to underestimate or undermine its interests, Russian for-
eign policy will naturally evolve and respond. This work has presented
a number of tools to understand the motivations behind drivers of
Russian alignment policy hopefully going some way towards solving the
riddle, unwrapping the mystery, and allowing a small glimpse into the
enigma that is today’s Russia.
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