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The US presidential elections are just around the corner and, surprisingly, foreign policy has been at 

the forefront of the campaign. Traditionally, foreign policy debates in the US have been all about 

differences in nuance, but this time, there are fundamental differences between the candidates 

on security policy, international trade and the fight against terrorism. Hillary Clinton represents 

a traditional line of foreign policy, as would be expected from a former Secretary of State who has 

always been a member of the internationalist wing of her party. Donald Trump has gathered massive 

political capital by offering an isolationist approach which, he insists, would keep the world’s trou-

bles away from America’s shores. His plans would indeed mean a massive paradigm change, but their 

consequences are rather more likely to be destabilising than calming.  

Trump is sceptical of America’s traditional alliances, which have provided it with influence and en-

sured stability in all regions of the world, and of globalisation, which has kept the US economy strong 

and healthy. He is rocking the boat dangerously by questioning NATO, weakening the influence 

of liberal democracies in the world and raising the spectre of war in Europe. And he provides an 

opening to authoritarian leaders, like Putin, who has no qualms about disrespecting international 

law; on the contrary, his plan is to use both political and military means to restore Russia’s sphere of 

influence even if that means violating the fundamental tenets of international law and the global 

security order. Hillary Clinton starts from the traditional US foreign policy postulates that have guar-

anteed peace both during the Cold War and since. She is a staunch supporter of NATO and is enthu-

siastic about co-operation with the EU. Unsurprisingly, her views are much closer to those held in 

other liberal democracies – so much so, that some European leaders have openly supported her. 

However, even Clinton has been forced to change some of her long-held foreign policy views, par-

ticularly when it comes to the issue of free trade.  She has lately acquired a very critical attitude to-

wards free trade treaties, whether already signed or, like the TTIP treaty with the EU, still being ne-

gotiated.  

According to the opinion polls, the candidates are running neck-and-neck and each could realistically 

become President of the United States. These historic elections could have a major impact around 

the world. It is essential to understand the background and opinions of both candidates in foreign 

policy and the analysis that follows makes a notable contribution to this important discussion. It has 

been written by two of our summer research interns – students from the University of Stanford (Cali-

fornia, USA) – who spent many weeks poring over an enormous number of American and Russian 

publications to develop a comprehensive picture of what the candidates represent in the context of 

European and, more particularly, Baltic security and how they are portrayed by the Kremlin-

controlled media in Russia. Amidst the electoral uncertainty and the confusion of unfolding events – 

sometimes engineered by hostile powers interfering with the political process in the US, as in the 

case of the DNC hack – one thing is clear: the future security of the Baltic states and much of Europe 

hangs in the balance on November 8th. 
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The upcoming U.S. elections are a crossroads for American security guarantees to Europe. Democrat-

ic nominee Hillary Clinton, a maximalist both in political background and campaign rhetoric, is likely 

to maintain the status quo of U.S. NATO assistance and possibly increase allied presence along 

NATO’s eastern flank to deter Russian aggression. Surrounded by a team of hawkish foreign policy 

advisors and partnered with a traditionally pro-NATO Congress, the former Secretary of State should 

face few obstacles to advancing deterrence and responding decisively in the event of a crisis. In con-

trast, Republican nominee Donald Trump vacillates between two dangerous extremes: hair-trigger 

impulsivity and sycophantic flattery of Vladimir Putin. The former is an unfortunate personality quirk 

with the potential to spark international incidents without warning while the latter is actively en-

couraged by Trump’s entourage.  The candidate and his core team of advisors share deep economic 

and personal interests in Russia and appear to prioritize the country over established U.S. allies. 

While Clinton presents NATO’s borders as inviolable, Trump indicates that anything is negotiable, 

putting the onus on NATO members to prove their worth rather than on Russia to justify its actions. 

The Kremlin appears to have received the message. When discussing the candidates, the Russian 

media primarily praises Trump and derides Clinton for their respective security policies likely because 

Trump’s enables Putin to more easily carry out his aggressive foreign policy objectives while they 

believe Clinton’s are more likely to tie their hands.  For NATO members along the eastern border 

with Russia, a future with President Clinton is the preferable option. However, as the race is yet to be 

decided both these states and NATO as an entity must plan for the expected security implications of 

President Trump. 



 

  

 

Two years after the invasion of Ukraine, many 

fear that Russia’s appetite 

for expansion has not been 

satisfied. Increasing military 

activity on land and at sea, 

new upgrades to weaponry, 

and an unrelenting cam-

paign of hybrid warfare 

signal Russia’s ambition to 

exert a sphere of influence 

over its neighbours through psychological and 

even military means. Particularly at risk are the 

Baltic states, Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia, 

which find themselves newly encircled by Rus-

sian strategic positioning. To the north, attack 

submarines and ballistic missile systems have 

been deployed in the Baltic Sea1; to the east, 

thousands of Russian troops engage in exercises 

along the border;2 and to the south, anti-access 

capabilities in Kaliningrad and Belarus are 

poised to choke off the Baltics from Europe3. 

According to the American RAND Corporation, 

it would take Russia a mere 60 hours to swallow 

the three countries already positioned in its 

jaws4. Needless to say, the importance of NATO 

commitment and cohesion has almost never 

been more essential in keeping the Baltic bal-

ance tipped westwards. 

It was this sentiment that drove the recent 

NATO summit in Warsaw, where the United 

States and other major allies elected to estab-

lish an enhanced forward presence of four bat-

                                                           
1
 Jim Sciutto, "Top Navy Official: Russian Sub Activity Ex-

pands to Cold War Level," CNN, April 19, 2016.  
2
 “Securing the Nordic-Baltic Region" NATO Review, ac-

cessed August 17, 2016. 
3
 Andrew Osborne, "Russia Seen Putting New Nuclear-

capable Missiles along NATO Border by 2019," Reuters, 
June 23, 2016, accessed August 17, 2016. 
4
 David A. Shlapak and Michael Johnson, Reinforcing De-

terrence on NATO's Eastern Flank: Wargaming the Defense 
of the Baltics, (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 
2016).  

talions in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland.5 

More than a strategic asset, the pledge symbol-

ized the United States’ credible commitment to 

uphold NATO’s eastern border, a guarantee 

that has been at the heart of deterrence for 

over half a century and that President Barack 

Obama confidently claimed “will never 

change.”6 While this expression of solidarity is 

heartening, it is perhaps not durable enough to 

endure the potential storm of isolationism. The 

commitment of the United States to the securi-

ty and defence of Europe can change, and with 

an impending presidential election more divid-

ed over the question than ever, there is a signif-

icant risk that it will. In this piece, we will exam-

ine the policies of the two major presidential 

candidates, Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton, 

to understand the risks and opportunities they 

present for Baltic security. We will ask how the 

candidates’ personal backgrounds, campaign 

rhetoric, financial ties, and prospective advisors 

might bear on their future support for NATO, 

particularly its easternmost members. Ac-

knowledging the importance of the Russian 

response in shaping future relations, we will 

also delve into current media portrayals of the 

candidates as a proxy for the state’s position. 

The differences between the candidates may be 

clear, but the victor is not. In an uncertain race, 

the future of vital U.S. support for the Baltic 

states hangs in the balance. 

 

 

                                                           
5
 NATO, "Warsaw Summit Communique," News release, 

July 9, 2016. 
6
  White House, Office of the Press Secretary, "Press Con-

ference by President Obama after NATO Summit," News 
release, July 9, 2016.  
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Clinton’s proven record of support for 
military engagement lends credibility to 
America’s NATO commitment and un-
dergirds deterrence in the Baltics 

As a First Lady, Senator, and Secretary of State, 

Democratic nominee Hillary Clinton has 

amassed nearly a quarter century of experience 

in elite politics.7 Her long record of service is 

both a testament to her experience and an op-

portunity to analyse the votes, deliberations, 

and evolving foreign policy that may shape her 

administration's attitude towards NATO and the 

Baltic region. Some of the most polarizing ele-

ments of Clinton’s background are also those 

most relevant to Baltic security: she has proven 

an interventionist hawk and a shrewd negotia-

tor. 

After serving for eight years as First Lady beside 

a relatively maximalist president,8 Hillary Clin-

ton entered politics in her own right a hopeful 

interventionist. One of her first major decisions 

as a Junior Senator from New York was to vote 

in favour of the Iraq War, though she would 

later come to regret it. But regret and not re-

trenchment was all it was; as a Senator on the 

Armed Services Committee and then as Secre-

tary of State, she continued to refine her hawk-

ish disposition and ultimately applied in support 

                                                           
7
 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, s. v. "Hillary Clinton", 

accessed August 17, 2016. 
8
 Bill Clinton’s “democratic enlargement” doctrine includ-

ed "updating and restructuring American military and 
security capabilities” and “promoting democracy abroad." 
See Brinkley, Douglas, "Democratic Enlargement: The 
Clinton Doctrine," Foreign Policy, March 22, 1997. 

of a revolution in Libya.9 Just as in Iraq, the mili-

tary intervention she engineered was foiled by 

deteriorating conditions on the ground, but 

nonetheless she continued to sound the voice 

of maximalism in the Obama administration. 

She urged him against the immediate with-

drawal of troops from Iraq,10 supported arming 

rebels in Syria,11 and advocated extending 

greater assistance to Ukraine12. For all the accu-

sations of flip-flopping she draws, her position 

as an interventionist has been strikingly con-

sistent, in line with what New York Times writer 

Mark Landler calls a “lifelong belief that the 

calculated use of military power is vital to de-

fending national interests.”13 Besides helping to 

constrain Russia’s operational space in the 

Middle East, Clinton’s inclination towards inter-

vention is vital to the Baltic region, 

whose security is a direct function of 

its allies’ willingness to defend it. 

Clinton’s proven record of support 

for military engagement lends credi-

bility to America’s NATO commit-

ment and undergirds deterrence in 

the Baltics.  

Hillary Clinton is no stranger to Russia and its 

perennial leadership. The intimate knowledge 

of the Kremlin Clinton gained during her years 

as Secretary of State is clear in her memoir 

Hard Choices, where she compares Putin to the 

“powerful czars of Russian history” and notes 

their common desire to “reassert Russia’s pow-

er by dominating its neighbors.”14 Much of this 

understanding may only have come in hind-

                                                           
9
 Jo Becker and Scott Shane, “Hillary Clinton, ‘Smart Pow-

er’ and a Dictator’s Fall,” New York Times, February 27, 
2016, accessed August 3, 2016. 
10

 Josh Rogin, “Hillary Clinton Pushed Obama to Keep 
Troops Longer in Iraq,” Daily Beast, June 19, 2014, ac-
cessed August 2, 2016. 
11

 Jeffrey Goldberg, “Hillary Clinton: Failure to Help Syrian 
Rebels Led to Rise of ISIS,” The Atlantic, August 10, 2014, 
accessed August 1, 2016. 
12

 Mike Eckel, “Clinton Calls for Tougher Response to 
Russia on Ukraine, Syria,” Radio Free Europe, September 9, 
2015, accessed July 27, 2016. 
13

 Mark Landler, “How Hillary Clinton Became a Hawk,” 

New York Times, April 24, 2016. 
14

 Hillary Rodham Clinton, Hard Choices (New York: Simon 
& Schuster, 2014), 227-229. 
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As Trump has made clear, he plans to bring 
the same tough, ambitious deal-making 
style that resulted in his mixed business rec-
ord to the leadership of the free world. 
Whether the Baltics will fall in the red or the 
black of this volatile venture, we may soon 
find out 

sight, though. At the time, just two years after 

Russia’s invasion of Georgia, her policy was not 

one of deterrence but of reconciliation, 

crowned by the infamous “reset” button she 

presented to foreign minister Sergei Lavrov. 

Questioned about her willingness to negotiate 

with Russian leadership, she evoked the dé-

tente period of the Cold War to defend her 

tolerance of Russian domestic abuses in ex-

change for cooperation on other fronts.15 Ad-

mittedly, she never lost her scepticism over the 

potential for a true partnership16, and after 

realizing the deterioration of relations, finally 

came to advance a policy of deterrence in her 

last days as Secretary of State.17 

Clinton’s understanding of Russia through a 

Cold War paradigm ostensibly bodes well for 

her willingness to adopt a strong stance to-

wards the country. Nonethe-

less, we should not forget the 

‘spheres of influence’ thinking 

that pervaded the 20th centu-

ry, nor in which sphere the 

Baltics then fell. As a diplomat, 

Clinton is trained to seek 

compromise even at the cost 

of concessions, and as recently 

as 2016, has warned that a 

second reset is not off the 

table, depending on what she 

“got for it.”18 How she might weigh Russia’s 

cooperation on other global security priorities 

like terrorism in exchange for a looser Russian 

                                                           
15

 The question, ironically, was posed by Trump’s running 
mate Mike Pence. "U.S. Foreign Policy Priorities," C-
SPAN.org, April 22, 2009, accessed August 17, 2016. 
16

 “Clinton was always on the bleak side of the spectrum of 
opinion about what could be gained from the "reset," 
though she was eager to explore the possibilities. The 
corollary of the reset was the need to reassure Eastern 
European allies and preserve NATO solidarity. Clinton, as 
[former assistant secretary for European and Eurasian 
affairs Philip Gordon] puts it, "was quite happy to be the 
guardian of the corollary.” writes James Traub “The Hillary 
Clinton Doctrine,” Foreign Policy, November 6, 2015, 
accessed July 13, 2016. 
17

 Clinton, Hard Choices, 244-245. 
18

 Jackie Edwards, “Clinton Defends Record on Russia, Calls 
Putin a ‘Bully’,” Bloomberg News, January 17, 2016, ac-
cessed July 14, 2016. 

hand in northeastern Europe is not clear, but 

we know that her shrewd negotiating style is 

not above making those sorts of calculations. 

Let us hope that her recent comparison of Putin 

to Adolf Hitler19 entails an understanding of the 

dangers of appeasement. 

When asked in a 1990 interview whether he 

would ever run for President, the current Re-

publican nominee Donald Trump replied em-

phatically that he was “one hundred percent 

sure” that he wouldn’t.20 Having never held 

public office, his career as a real estate mogul 

and then a reality TV star has been, ironically, a 

private one. Though he made his fortune in real 

estate, Trump has not hesitated to bring his 

business acumen to ventures as far afield as 

steak to luxury airplanes. Politics is only the 

latest project in his portfolio. As Trump has 

made clear, he plans to bring the same tough, 

ambitious deal-making style that resulted in his 

mixed business record to the leadership of the 

free world. Whether the Baltics will fall in the 

red or the black of this volatile venture, we may 

soon find out. 

 

                                                           
19

 Philip Rucker, “Hillary Clinton’s Putin-Hitler comments 
draw rebukes as she wades into Ukraine conflict,” Wash-
ington Post, March 5, 2014, accessed July 17, 2016. 
20

 Trump qualified that he would change his mind “only if 

[he] saw this country continue to go down the tubes.” in 
Glenn Plaskin, “Playboy Interview: Donald Trump (1990),” 
Playboy Magazine, March 14, 2016, accessed June 25, 
2016. 
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https://www.playboy.com/articles/playboy-interview-donald-trump-1990


 

  

Besides his brash negotiating tactics, 
Trump carries another philosophy from 
the business world: make a profit. 
There’s a reason Trump talks about 
“deals,” instead of alliances, treaties, 
or partnerships 

Though Trump may not have pictured a career 

in international politics, he has never doubted 

the negotiating style he would bring to one. 

According to Politico, Trump once advised the 

U.S. negotiator of the Strategic Arms Reduction 

Treaty (START) with Russia to “arrive 

late to the next negotiating session, 

walk into the room where his fuming 

counterpart sits waiting impatient-

ly…stick a finger into his chest and yell 

‘F*** Y**!’”21 His take-it-or-leave-it 

attitude has barely changed in the 

thirty interceding years. In a recent 

speech, he warned that if he couldn’t 

reach a “great deal” with Russia, he 

would “quickly walk away from the table.”22 

Former U.S. Ambassador to Russia Michael 

McFaul rebutted that foreign policy is not “like 

deal-making in the business world;…in foreign 

policy, you can’t walk away.”23 An article for the 

Harvard Business Review titled “What Donald 

Trump Doesn’t Understand About Negotiat-

ing”24 highlights the danger inherent to Trump’s 

tough, dominating style that by its very nature, 

it does not allow an adversary to save face. This 

central tenet of high stakes negotiation rings 

particularly true for Russia in light of its difficul-

ty disengaging from media-motivated blunders 

in Ukraine with dignity. Indeed, a ‘great deal’ 

may prove an oxymoron in negotiations with 

Russia, because to be accepted by the proud 

superpower, it cannot appear to them a ‘great 

loss.’ Then again, Trump may not even reach 

the negotiating table. Should a Russian plane fly 

too close to American forces, the impulsive 

Trump feels that “at a certain point, when that 

                                                           
21

 Bruce Blair, “What Exactly Would it Mean to Have 
Trump’s Finger on the Nuclear Button?” Politico Magazine, 
June 11, 2016, accessed July 13, 2016. 
22

 “Transcript: Donald Trump’s Foreign Policy Speech,” 
New York Times, April 27, 2016, accessed July 8, 2016. 
23

 Damian Paletta, “Donald Trump Goes His Own Way 
With Vladimir Putin,” Wall Street Journal, May 13, 2016, 
accessed July 14, 2016. 
24

 Deephak Malhotra and Jonathan Powell, “What Donald 
Trump Doesn’t Understand About Negotiating,” Harvard 
Business Review, April 8, 2016, accessed July 29, 2016. 

sucker comes by you, you just gotta shoot.”25 

Considering the many volatile encounters that 

have already taken place between Russian and 

American forces in the Baltic Sea, as well as the 

fallout from President Erdoğan analogous ac-

tions in Turkey, anything less than restraint and 

composure could lead to rapid escalation. 

Besides his brash negotiating tactics, Trump 

carries another philosophy from the business 

world: make a profit. There’s a reason Trump 

talks about “deals,” instead of alliances, trea-

ties, or partnerships: he sees foreign policy as a 

competitive arena where America can threaten 

and bully its way to lucrative terms. Across the 

Atlantic and the Pacific, Trump has been quick 

to cast alliances in the language of the private 

sector.26 He appraises America’s “protection” at 

a dollar value of several hundred billion and 

demands to be “reimbursed”27 by countries 

that benefit from it - ignoring, it might be add-

ed, the benefits in strategic and economic pow-

er accrued to the United States via its alliance 

network. When this model was criticized for 

resembling a protection racket28, Trump 

shrugged it off saying that “the mafia is not so 

stupid, all right.”29 Either he has badly misinter-

                                                           
25

 Michael McIntyre, “Donald J. Trump Joins Charly Butch-
er on Fort Wayne’s Morning News,” WOWO News (Fort 
Wayne, IN), May 2, 2016, accessed July 3, 2016. 
26

 Jeet Heer, “Donald Trump’s Mafia Foreign Policy,” New 
Republic, March 29, 2016, accessed July 5, 2016. 
27

 Maggie Haberman and David E. Sanger, “Transcript: 
Donald Trump Expounds His Views on Foreign Policy” 
(Interview), New York Times, March 26, 2016, accessed 
July 13, 2016. 
28

 Michael McFaul, “Mr. Trump, NATO is an Alliance, Not a 
Protection Racket,” Washington Post, July 25, 2016, ac-
cessed August 3, 2016. 
29

 “All In with Chris Hayes, Transcript” (Interview) MSNBC, 
August 21, 2015, accessed August 6, 2016. 
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Only time will tell where Baltic security 
ranks as a priority for Clinton, but we 
can take heart that it is at the very least 
on the agenda 

preted Charles Tilly’s “State-making as Orga-

nized Crime,” or Trump actually wants the 

world policeman to start taking bribes. His pa-

triarchal worldview is particularly worrying for 

the Baltic states, whose absolute financial con-

tributions are constrained by their small size 

but nonetheless contribute to the Western 

project in myriad ways. But for Trump, there 

are no high ideals in business: it’s always about 

the bottom line. 

Hillary Clinton’s history as a maximalist is per-

haps too pronounced to disguise, which ex-

plains why her campaign managers haven’t 

tried to. In her 2016 presidential bid, Clinton 

has embraced a platform of American leader-

ship which sees the U.S. “bringing the world 

together” by re-engaging allies and exerting 

influence over adversaries.30 Her rhetoric has 

been staunchly pro-NATO, calling the organiza-

tion “the most successful military alliance in 

history”31 and “one of the best investments 

America has ever made.” Unlike her opponents, 

she understands the reciprocal nature of the 

relationship. Recalling allied solidarity following 

the 9/11 attacks on America, the only time Arti-

cle 5 has ever been invoked, she promised to 

return the favour: “Now it it's our turn to stand 

                                                           
30

 At a March 2016 campaign event in Seattle. Quoted in 
Laura Meckler, “Hillary Clinton says U.S. Leadership, Not 
Isolationism, Key to Stopping Terrorism,” Wall Street 
Journal, March 22, 2016, accessed July 14, 2016.  
31

 Sophie Barnett, “America’s NATO: Trump, Clinton, and 
Sanders,” NATO Association of Canada, May 26, 2016, 
accessed July 25, 2016. 

with Europe.”32- Far from a relic of the Cold 

War, she believes NATO has renewed purpose 

in trying to “confine, contain, and deter Russian 

aggression in Europe,” a function that is “just as 

important in the 21st century as it was in the 

20th.”33 Clinton’s maximalist rhetoric should 

reassure the Baltic states (and Russia) of her 

commitment to military action, all the more for 

its relative unpopularity before the war-weary 

American public she is trying to woo. Nonethe-

less, her staunch pro-NATO rhetoric must be 

balanced against equally strong language about 

other threats to national security like the rise of 

ISIS in Syria. Not only might resources for Euro-

pean missions be constrained by the initiation 

of U.S. missions elsewhere in the world, but 

should those missions require cooperation from 

Russia, political will might be likewise con-

strained. Only time will tell where Baltic securi-

ty ranks as a priority for Clinton, but 

we can take heart that it is at the 

very least on the agenda. Perhaps 

Clinton’s desire not to become em-

broiled in a European conflict may 

even shift even greater emphasis to 

the less costly strategy of deter-

rence.  

“President Trump would be so much better for 

U.S.-Russian relations,” opined the candidate. 

“It can't be worse.”34 Perhaps the latter state-

ment was a Freudian slip, because for Baltic 

security, it really couldn’t get worse than Don-

ald Trump’s pro-Russia, anti-NATO rhetoric. He 

heaps praise on the Russian President and re-

fuses to condemn Putin’s international ambi-

tions: “I'm not going to tell Putin what to do. 
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Trump claims to look for great deals, 
but he ignores the one staring him in 
the face: NATO 

Why would I tell him what to do?”35 Instead, he 

hopes for an “easing of tensions” between the 

countries to reap “all of the other benefits de-

rived from mutual respect.”36 Should that re-

spect extend to recognizing Russia’s hegemonic 

aspirations over its ‘near abroad,’ Trump should 

hardly be concerned about the fallout for 

NATO, an alliance Trump already sees as “obso-

lete.”37 Trump’s platform of “America First” – a 

name shared with an infamous pro-Nazi move-

ment from the 1930’s38 – would pull the United 

States out of its key alliances and lock the coun-

try behind a wall, quite literally. Amid warnings 

of a looming World War III, similarities between 

Trump’s proposed isolationism and that adopt-

ed by the U.S. before each of the last world 

wars are particularly concerning. After initially 

disavowing them, America was twice sucked 

into European conflicts at great cost. The lesson 

of the Cold War was that credible security guar-

antees can forestall the need ever to act on 

them, guaranteeing Europe's security at what 

can only be called a bargain. Trump claims to 

look for great deals, but he ignores 

the one staring him in the face: 

NATO. 

A philosophy of retrenchment (or 

perhaps mere ignorance) is far from 

the only thing motivating Donald 

Trump’s contempt for NATO. Con-

trary to what his opulent mansions might sug-

gest, Donald Trump is fundamentally frugal. 

“Contain the costs,” he advises in The Art of the 

Deal, because pennies quickly turn into dol-

lars.39 This belief no doubt informs his view of 

NATO, where the $500 million that the U.S. 
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actually spends quickly and inexplicably turns 

into the “billions and billions of dollars” he 

claims it does.40 In his eyes, NATO members are 

“ripping off”41 America by enjoying protection 

in which “their stake is much greater.”42 To be 

fair, his concerns about free-riding are not nov-

el; the recent NATO summit in Wales shared 

the goal of encouraging member states to meet 

the 2% defence spending target. But there is a 

big difference between urging allies to step up 

to their own defence, as President Obama has 

done repeatedly, and threatening them with an 

ultimatum. If Russian tanks were ever to cross 

over the Estonian border, Donald Trump prom-

ises not to “forget the bills,” warning ominously 

that before coming to the defence of a NATO 

country, specifically the Baltics, he would con-

sult his naughty-or-nice list to see if they “have 

fulfilled their obligations to us.”43 Forget rapid 

reaction forces and tripwire capabilities in the 

Baltics: much-needed reinforcements will have 

to wait behind the red tape of a miserly Trump 

review process. 

 Trump no doubt sees the volatility of America’s 

NATO commitment as a boon to freedom of 

action and negotiating power. He believes 

America needs to be more “unpredictable as a 

nation” because “predictable is bad.”44 As an 

example, when asked how he would respond to 
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If Trump had ever taken Interna-
tional Relations 101, he would 
know that wars often start as a re-
sult of unpredictability 

Russian aggression, he said “I don’t want to tell 

you what I’d do because I don’t want Putin to 

know what I’d do.”45 Failing completely to un-

derstand deterrence, the glorification of uncer-

tainty is one of Trump’s most dangerous misap-

propriations of business ideology to fill his void 

of foreign policy experience. In business as in 

international relations, it is true that uncertain-

ty is conducive to competition, but in the latter, 

competition has a different name: war. If 

Trump had ever taken International Relations 

101, he would know that wars often start as a 

result of muddled information about an adver-

sary’s costs, intentions, or commitment – in 

other words, unpredictability.  

This is not to say that America should reveal its 

national secrets or lock its foreign policy strate-

gy indefinitely. There are indeed times when 

unpredictability is helpful,46 but when the un-

predictable thing is not whether the costs of 

aggression will be high or extremely high, but 

rather, whether there will be a cost at all, the 

risk-adjusted benefit to committing aggression 

increases significantly. It is precisely for that 

reason that our most important international 

security institutions are predicated on clear and 

consistent principles that deliberately minimize 

ambiguity: don’t invade us and we won’t bother 

you; invade us, and we will all bother you. The 

asterisk Donald Trump wants to add doesn’t 

make us more secure; it invites adversaries to 

discount the cost of aggression.47 
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Having garnered enough slander from Putin 

while she was Secretary of State to earn the 

title of “Mrs. Satan,”48 Clinton’s personal con-

nections in Russia are unsurprisingly few. None-

theless, her existing ties are a matter of interest 

insofar as they might warm or cool her stance 

towards Russia. For example, among her most 

prolific donors is oligarch Victor Pinchuk, son-in-

law of former Ukrainian dictator Leonid 

Kuchma.49 Despite what his family connections 

suggest, Mr. Pinchuk is ostensibly a pro-

ponent of Westernization, having donated 

to the Clinton family in hopes of securing 

“a successful, free, modern country based 

on European values.”50 Still, he was not a 

full proponent of the Maidan revolution 

and maintains that “Ukraine cannot be 

successful without Russia.”51 His cash in-

flows, and by extension a non-zero sum of Hilla-

ry Clinton’s, depend on trade between Russia 

and Ukraine, something that could be affected 

by U.S. policy. Likewise, her receipt of roughly 

$40,00052 from VTB Bank lobbyist Mike Mana-

tos may or may not have communicated a hope 

for more relaxed trade restrictions with the U.S. 

The lobbying group co-founded by her top 

campaign advisor John Podesta recently en-

tered into an advising contract with Sberbank, a 

state-owned Russian bank adversely affected by 

U.S. sanctions.53 The influence of these has not 
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Clinton remains staunch in her opposi-
tion to Vladimir Putin. But we will need 
to look past mere rhetoric to actions. 
The margin between flashy politics and 
true effectiveness is as thin as a dollar 
bill 

yet manifested itself in any obvious way, as 

Clinton remains staunch in her opposition to 

Vladimir Putin. But as Russian interests look to 

hedge their bets against potentially damaging 

Clinton policies, we will need to look past mere 

rhetoric to actions. The margin between flashy 

politics and true effectiveness is as thin as a 

dollar bill. 

 If money could talk, Donald Trump’s would 

speak Russian. Though his decades-long ambi-

tion to build a Trump Tower in Moscow remains 

a fantasy, this has only whet his appetite for 

business deals with the Russian elite. While 

hosting his Miss Universe competi-

tion in Moscow in 2013, Trump be-

friended oligarch Aras Agalarov, a 

prolific donor to the pageant as well 

as a liaison with Vladimir Putin, 

through whom The Washington Post 

reports that the Russian President 

sent a gift and handwritten note to 

Trump.54 Trump has shared even 

stranger bedfellows. Turned down 

for loans in the early 2000’s by major 

banks and even African despots as a result of 

rock-bottom credit ratings, the Trump Organi-

zation turned to the less discerning Russian 

market and hired a man named Felix Satter to 

gain access.55 As Trump may or may not have 

been aware, Mr. Satter is a prominent member 

of the Russian mafia whose criminal record 

boasts a $40 million fraud scheme and even an 

assault using a broken margarita glass. Not sur-

prisingly, Trump has recently denied knowing 

Mr. Satter, despite testimony from the latter 

that the two would talk almost daily and even 

travel together.56 Having colourful friends isn’t 
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a crime, but it also doesn’t win you any favour 

with the CIA. Clinton aide John Podesta notes 

that the security briefings Trump is expected to 

receive as a presidential nominee could place 

national secrets in jeopardy should he feel the 

impulse to ‘spill the beans’ to his Russian 

friends.57 

Trump’s extensive personal connections in Rus-

sia beg the more important question of finan-

cial involvement. As public speculation on the 

matter grew in light of his call for Russia to hack 

into the files of his political opponent, Trump 

felt compelled to tweet that he has “ZERO in-

vestments in Russia,”58 a statement his manag-

er Paul Manafort assured is “obviously what 

[the Trump campaign’s] position is.”59 If this 

claim is true, we must give credit to Trump for 

not investing in what he has called “one of the 

hottest places in the world for investment.”60 

Until Trump agrees to release his tax returns, 

we can’t assess the extent of his financial in-

volvement in Russia. We might, however, take 

his son’s word for it that “Russians make up a 

pretty disproportionate cross-section of a lot of 

our [the Trump Organization’s] assets. We see a 

lot of money flowing in from Russia.”61 
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Whether motivated by money or testos-
terone, Trump’s bias towards Russia is 
deep and personal 

Whether or not Trump has investments in Rus-

sia, many have asked whether Russia might be 

investing in him. Indeed, Russian oligarchs have 

been notably lucrative patrons of Trump’s real 

estate business, so much so that the deals seem 

too good to be true. The sale of a Florida man-

sion to Russian oligarch Dmitry Rybolovlev for 

$95 million, for example, was a jackpot for 

Trump, who had bought the property at a bank-

ruptcy auction only two years earlier at less 

than half that price.62 Whether Trump has simp-

ly mastered the art of the deal or there was 

something besides an ocean view motivating 

the purchase, he has either way proven apt to 

conflate apartment sales with foreign policy. In 

response to a question about his political stance 

towards China, he said, “I like China I sell 

apartments for – I just sold an apartment for 

$15 million to somebody from China. Am I sup-

posed to dislike them?”63 If just $15 million 

bought China a place on Trump’s nice list, we 

can only imagine the carte blanche $95 million 

bought Russia. Whether motivated by money or 

testosterone, Trump’s bias towards Russia is 

deep and personal. At the 2013 Miss Universe 

pageant, he 

tweeted to ask 

whether Russian 

President Vla-

dimir Putin 

would be in 

attendance, and 

most strangely: “will he become my new best 

friend?”64 Trump sees the Russian leader 

through rose-tinted spectacles, dismissing con-

tentions that he has murdered journalists and 

instead giving Putin “an ‘A’ for leadership and 

strength.”65 When this admiration is requited, 

Trump is particularly loath to criticise the lead-
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er: “A guy calls me a genius and I’m going to 

renounce? I’m not going to renounce him.”66 

If Hillary Clinton was ever short on foreign poli-

cy knowledge, she won’t be from now on. In a 

vast web of working groups and discussion cir-

cles, comprising everyone from decorated mili-

tary generals to ivory tower academics, the 

Clinton campaign has assembled what a recent 

Bloomberg article likened to a “shadow Nation-

al Security Council.”67 The immense resources 

at her disposal speak for themselves in the 

depth they afford to specific policy fields and 

areas of the world. But even in this great quan-

tity, Clinton has not sacrificed advisors of high 

quality, or at least like-mindedness. Her foreign 

policy team is as much a reflection of her own 

long-held foreign policy leanings as it is a source 

of fresh influence or bias, making it all the more 

telling for the direction in which she may lead a 

future cabinet. 

Some have reck-

oned that Hillary 

Clinton’s closest 

advisor will be 

the one she mar-

ried in 1975.68 

Insofar as Bill Clinton’s philosophies endure 

from his Presidency in the 1990’s, we can ex-

pect him to favour nation-building and inter-

ventionism69. In 1994, his administration helped 

to pressure Soviet troop withdrawal from the 

Baltics and four years later extended support 

for Baltic accession to NATO.70 Should NATO be 
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Trump may claim not to have invest-
ments in Russia, but the same can cer-
tainly not be said of his foreign policy 
team 

called to defend the Baltics over the course of 

another Clinton presidency, it is reasonable to 

believe that Bill Clinton, though never known as 

a hawk, would still favour action in the circum-

stance he expressly engineered. He would likely 

not be alone. Security advisor and projected 

future Secretary of Defense71 Michèle Flournoy 

has advocated “Extending American Power” by 

“build[ing] upon the European Reassurance 

Initiative and establish[ing] a more robust U.S. 

force presence in appropriate central and east-

ern Europe countries.”72 Robert Kagan, husband 

of the notoriously interventionist Undersecre-

tary of State for European Affairs, Victoria Nu-

land, has so favoured Clinton’s secu-

rity policy as to jump the Republican 

ship and begin fundraising for her.73 

At the head of Clinton’s Europe and 

Russia working group is none other 

than former Ambassador to Russia 

Michael McFaul, a seasoned Putin 

critic who has pushed for greater 

deterrent efforts and called the Baltic states 

“some of the United States’ strongest allies in 

Europe.”74 In terms of her prospective future 

advisors, many have envisioned a cabinet of 

“women warriors”75 like Susan Rice and Saman-

tha Power who might enable more maximalist 

interventions the way they worked with her to 

accomplish in Libya.  

Nowhere was Hillary Clinton’s emphasis on like-

mindedness more apparent than in her choice 

of running mate. Shutting out calls to choose a 

crowd pleaser like Elizabeth Warren or Cory 

Booker, Clinton instead opted for a partner who 
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shared her maximalist temperament and back-

ground in national security. Tim Kaine, her 

eventual selection, has served on both the 

Armed Services and Foreign Relations commit-

tees and adopted assertive stances towards 

Syria and Ukraine. Before the recent NATO 

Warsaw summit, he even helped to draft a let-

ter to President Obama urging him to step up 

aid to threatened eastern allies.76 He revealed 

the motivation behind his interest military af-

fairs, particularly with regards to Europe, in one 

of his inaugural speeches alongside Hillary Clin-

ton: his son, a Marine, will be deployed to Eu-

rope at the end of July to “uphold America’s 

commitment to our NATO allies.”77 Kaine thus 

has every reason to oppose the American re-

trenchment he thinks “will give an open invita-

tion to Vladimir Putin to roll on in.”78 His deep 

personal investment in the security of Eastern 

Europe provides great reassurance to the Baltic 

states and reinforces a pro-NATO Democratic 

ticket. 

Trump may claim not to have investments in 

Russia, but the same can certainly not be said of 

his foreign policy team; his advisors share 

strange but undeniable connections with the 

Kremlin on financial, personal, and even ideo-

logical levels. The most infamous of Trump’s 

politburo is undoubtedly Paul Manafort, so-

called ‘lipstick applicator to the political pigs of 
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If the ballot is round, Pence and 
Trump are opposed along it diametri-
cally; the running mates seem to disa-
gree on virtually every major foreign 
policy issue 

the world.’79 Among his many notorious ex-

ploits, Manafort worked against democratic 

forces in Ukraine to engineer an election victory 

for Putin ally Viktor Yanukovych in the wake of 

the 2004 Orange Revolution.80 One might be 

able to dismiss Trump’s Russia connection 

through Manafort as a fluke, or at least a natu-

ral consequence of Manafort’s already con-

temptible clientele (which, after all, includes 

Ferdinand Marcos and Mobutu Sese Seko)81 but 

the coincidences pile up as we flip further 

through Trump’s rolodex. For example, retired 

general Michael Flynn recently attended an 

event honouring the Kremlin-backed news 

agency RT in Moscow, where he expressed a 

hope for rapprochement sitting only 

seats away from Vladimir Putin.82 An-

other advisor, Michael Caputo, worked 

for Russia’s state-owned energy firm, 

Gazprom, and was even contracted by 

their media arm to “improve Russia’s 

image in the United States.”83 Richard 

Burt is on the board of Russia’s largest 

commercial bank and as well as an 

investment fund with large shares in 

Gazprom.84 Even Trump’s own son-in-law Jared 

Kushner has begun to publish pro-Kremlin me-

dia pieces in his magazine The New York Ob-

server,85 swapping journalists with Kremlin 
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mouthpieces like Russia Insider.86 Trump’s team 

has not so much a pro-Russia tilt as a precipi-

tous incline.  

Among the most vocal of Trump’s Moscow 

crew is a Carter Page, a man whose job title was 

mysteriously described vaguely as “PhD” in a 

recent interview.87 After running the Moscow 

branch of Merrill Lynch, he advised for Gaz-

prom and is now an investor in the firm. He 

recently admitted that Trump’s pro-Russia 

stance has inspired “a lot of excitement for 

creating a better situation” among his investor 

friends in Russia.88 His personal philosophies 

about U.S.-Russia relations tear page straight 

from Stalin’s notebook: in one blog post, he 

evokes 1950’s segregation and a history of ra-

cial discrimination to undermine the credibility 

of U.S. engagement in Europe, and even likens 

the West’s Ukraine policy to slavery.89 He be-

lieves the Maidan Revolution was an “unfair 

series of events” “precipitated…by Victoria Nu-

land,” and most worryingly, sees the mere 

NATO membership of Baltic states as a State 

Department “scheme” to “antagonize” Russia. 

Kremlin headlines resound in Page’s words90 

and echo with worrying clarity in the state-

ments of the presidential nominee. 
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Compared with his pro-Russia entourage, 

Trump’s Vice Presidential pick of Indiana Gov-

ernor Mike Pence seems surprising. A main-

stream social conservative with a robust foreign 

policy record, Pence appears an effort to round 

out the Republican ticket and lure centrist vot-

ers with his more traditional stance. If the ballot 

is round, Pence and Trump are opposed along it 

diametrically; the running mates seem to disa-

gree on virtually every major foreign policy 

issue. In contrast with Trump’s isolationism, 

Pence adheres to a traditionally hawkish Re-

publican foreign policy that pushes interven-

tionism and power projection.91 Russia-weary 

rhetoric is no exception: over the years he has 

ramped up warnings that “Russian aggression is 

on the rise again” and that conciliatory atti-

tudes have failed.92 Following the Ukraine crisis, 

Pence favoured establishing a “robust missile 

defense” in Europe.93 Standing alone, these 

statements bode well for future American en-

gagement in Europe, but there is no way to 

know how they might weigh against Trump’s 

contradictory stances in office. Curiously, Pence 

was suggested to Trump by Paul Manafort him-

self, signalling that the Kremlin-connected con-

sultant may have a plan to tone down Pence’s 

pro-NATO rhetoric. But considering the contin-

ued contradictions almost a month after the 

announcement, like Pence’s reassurance that 

the United States would “absolutely” defend 

NATO allies,94 we might consider his selection 

part of a more cynical Manafort plan. Speaking 

Janus-faced to two audiences at once and re-

fusing to acknowledge a contradiction may be a 

tactic to lure both radical and traditional voters 

at once. If this is indeed Manafort’s tactic, eerily 

                                                           
91

 Ryan Browne, “Pence Might Share a Ticket with Donald 
Trump But Not a Worldview,” CNN, July 15, 2016, ac-
cessed July 25, 2016. 
92

  “Governor Mike Pence In Berlin: Diplomacy with Russia 
Has Failed,” Washington (D.C.) Free Beacon, April 17, 
2014, accessed July 24, 2016. 
93

 Ibid. 
94

 This statement came the same day as Trump’s warning 
that during an attack, he wouldn’t “forget the bills.” Daniel 
Bush, “Mike Pence Appears To Contradict Trump's Stance 
On NATO,” National Public Radio, July 21, 2016, accessed 
July 23, 2016. 

similar to one taught by Russian propaganda,95 

the support for NATO Pence expressed may be 

nothing more than lip service. 

Though Donald Trump claims that he “alone” 

can fix America,96 the U.S. government express-

ly separates power between the executive, 

judicial, and legislative branches in order to 

prevent just about anyone from acting ‘alone.’ 

Hillary Clinton, having served in two of those 

branches and endured unending investigation 

by the other, is more than familiar with the 

constraints on executive action. Her promise to 

restore American leadership of NATO, for ex-

ample, will require negotiation with Congress to 

authorize the funding for both the alliance’s 

operational costs and those of associated U.S. 

missions in Europe. Fortunately, national de-

fence is one of the areas where she has inspired 

the greatest bipartisan support, and therefore 

is most likely to garner the valuable support of 

Senate and House Republicans. In fact, her 

hawkish disposition has already inspired a “for-

eign policy professionals for Hillary” camp com-

posed largely of conservatives.97 Clinton has a 

history of cooperation with Republicans on 

national security issues dating from her tenure 

as Secretary of State.98 Moreover, increases in 
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In the event of an attack on a NATO 
country, the hawkish, pro-NATO Clin-
ton would not think twice about as-
suming her duty as Commander in 
Chief 

defence spending for Europe have enjoyed 

strong bipartisan support in general since the 

invasion of Ukraine; Obama’s $3.4 billion Euro-

pean Reassurance Initiative (ERI), passed nearly 

unanimously.99 It thus seems likely that her 

goals for NATO defence spending will align suf-

ficiently with congressional representatives, 

even one of the opposing party, so as not to 

jeopardize their realization. 

In the event of an attack on a NATO country, 

Clinton would be au-

thorized by the North 

Atlantic Treaty to take 

immediate military 

action without need-

ing to seek congres-

sional approval. In the 

most likely scenario, 

the hawkish, pro-

NATO Clinton would 

not think twice about assuming her duty as 

Commander in Chief to launch all necessary 

military responses to the crisis at hand. It is 

worth noting, however, the subtle philosophical 

debate inside a future Clinton administration 

that could jeopardize immediate executive ac-

tion. Clinton’s own Vice President, Senator Tim 

Kaine, famously opposed what he saw as 

Obama’s “immoral”100 executive overreach in 

engaging in numerous Middle Eastern conflicts 

without gaining what he believed to be the 

requisite congressional approval. When it 

comes to action under a treaty like NATO, the 

President’s need for authorization is a topic of 

hotly contested debate. Kaine has not explicitly 

weighed in on whether he believes that the 

‘one for all’ clause of the Washington Treaty is 

sufficient for the President to circumvent Con-

gressional authorization as though the attack 
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were one against the U.S. homeland.101  But 

based on his strong feelings about the need for 

authorization so far,102 it is not hard to imagine 

that he might side with those who understand 

the War Powers Resolution to require imple-

mentation of a treaty through law, in other 

words, through Congress.103 Should a grave 

crisis in the northeastern NATO member states 

ever arise, one hopes that the U.S. Congress’s 

unanimous condemnation of the aggressor 

could be taken for granted, and thus would not 

slow down a 

response. 

Nonetheless, 

we must not 

overlook the 

potential for 

ambiguity ei-

ther in the type 

of attack (cyber, 

hybrid) or the source (well disguised Russian 

hackers or little green men) to muddle much 

needed military action from the United States. 

We can hope that Hillary Clinton’s inclination 

towards executive action will inspire her to take 

decisive action despite the political, personal, 

and constitutional concerns that may bear upon 

it. 

To look at the institutional constraints facing a 

future President Trump, let us consider what it 

would take for him to follow through on one of 
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Should the President refuse to go to war, 
there is little a government can do. There’s 
a reason we’ve heard of the President go-
ing to war without Congress, but never 
Congress going to war without the Presi-
dent 

his most dramatic potential policies: gutting 

military aid to Europe and NATO. There is noth-

ing in the Constitution nor any legally binding 

NATO clause prohibiting such disengagement, 

but importantly it would need to pass through 

Congress, with whom lies the exclusive consti-

tutional power to allocate funding.104 Trump’s 

power over the budget thus rests in his ability 

to divide and leverage Congress, primarily by 

threatening his veto. That is not an insignificant 

power: only seven percent of all vetoes have 

ever been overturned by the requisite two-

thirds majority in the Senate and the House.105 

Then again, there has scarcely been a Presiden-

tial candidate as divisive as Trump, particularly 

within his own party. Data ana-

lysts at FiveThirtyEight esti-

mates that at present, almost 

half of Republicans are at or 

below “Reluctant Endorser” in 

their support for Trump,106 a 

portion that could be expected 

to grow should the Republican 

Party win the election and thus 

be able to give up the pretence 

of party unity. With the addition 

of a united Democratic front, Congress could 

quite possibly reach the two-thirds threshold on 

a bipartisan issue like European defence. Even 

still, we must be reminded that in the two 

months until November’s election, there is no 

guarantee that defections to Trump will sub-

side. Already, Trump has shocked observers 

with the extent of his influence over the party 

many thought to be divided, even inducing the 

GOP to roll back the support for Ukraine that 

was once a mainstay of their foreign policy.107 

Should his savvy campaign managers be able to 

work the same tricks in Congress, the body 
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would likely not meet the high standard of unity 

necessary to override a veto. 

In the unfortunate instance that Trump’s NATO 

cuts are successful and deterrence eventually 

fails in the Baltics, the U.S. would be obliged by 

NATO’s Article 5 to consider itself likewise at-

tacked. Contrary to popular belief, it is not ex-

plicitly required to declare war – only to take 

“such actions as it deems necessary.” Until 

Donald Trump raised the issue, it was rarely 

questioned that what the U.S. would “deem 

necessary” would be the deployment of weap-

ons, troops, and other military means necessary 

to defend an ally who comes under attack, and 

as such, there are virtually no lower bounds to 

action. The Washington Treaty is a green light, 

not a gas pedal. The assumption, as James Mad-

ison enunciated, “that the Executive is the 

branch of power most interested in war, and 

most prone to it”108 shapes the U.S. govern-

ment’s division of authorizing and implement-

ing power between Congress and the President, 

respectively. Should the President refuse to go 

to war, just like he or she might refuse to get 

out of bed in the morning, there is little a gov-

ernment can do. Congress can declare war, but 

the President can veto it; Congress can re-pass 

it by two-thirds, but then the Commander in 

Chief can simply refuse to carry it out. There’s a 

reason we’ve heard of the President going to 

war without Congress, but never Congress go-

ing to war without the President. 
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Besides the concern that Trump would not 
do enough to counter Russia, there is a sim-
ilar fear that he would go too far 

There is a remedy, albeit an extreme one: the 

President can be accused of treason and im-

peached. It is unclear how a charge of treason 

would apply to an attack carried out not direct-

ly on U.S. soil, and of course, there is no prece-

dent for it. Still, it is not entirely unthinkable 

that the House of Representatives could use 

Article 5 to argue that an attack on a NATO 

member should be legally considered an attack 

on the U.S. homeland, and consider Trump’s 

inaction tantamount to treason.109 Further-

more, as U.S. forces are already deployed in 

Poland and the Baltic states, and their numbers 

are set to rise, an attack on those countries 

could also be considered to be against the U.S. 

Military, providing an alternate casus belli.  

Were an impeachment successful, Mike Pence 

would be next in line. Considering his recent 

assurance of U.S. support to NATO allies, we 

can hope he would be willing to follow through 

in NATO’s defence. This all feels far down the 

rabbit hole of implausibility, and we can truly 

hope that it is. But already, Trump has invited 

comparisons with the only president to leave 

office as a result of impeachment concerns.  

Besides the concern that Trump would not do 

enough to counter Russia, there is a similar fear 

that he would go too far. While in many aspects 

of conventional warfare, the most dangerous, 

provocative, and obviously illegal decisions 

must still pass through at least one or two gen-

erals with the power to stop them, there re-

                                                           
109

 Compare “An impeachable offense is whatever a major-
ity of the House of Representatives considers it to be at a 
given moment in history; conviction results from whatever 
offense or offenses two-thirds of the other body considers 
to be sufficiently serious to require removal of the accused 
from office..." Congressman Gerald Ford, 116 Cong. Rec. 
H.3113-3114 (April 15, 1970) and “Treason against the 
United States, shall consist only in levying War against 
them, or in adhering to their Enemies, giving them Aid and 
Comfort.” U.S. Const. art. 3, § 3, cl. 1. 

mains one critical area of security where the 

President’s power is virtually unlimited: nuclear 

weapons. As journalist Ron Rosenbaum chilling-

ly put it, “Any president could, on his own, 

leave a room, and in 25 minutes, 70 million (or 

more than that) would be dead.”110 There is 

some evidence that the gravity of nuclear war 

has registered with Trump: in a 1990’s inter-

view he called it “the ultimate, ultimate catas-

trophe” and “the biggest problem this world 

has.”111 Even so, American news anchor Joe 

Scarborough reported recently that Trump 

asked several times during a security briefing 

what the point of having nuclear weapons was 

if we didn’t use them, presaging a dangerous 

new kind of warfare where the taboo on un-

conventional weapons is lifted.112 Trump’s self-

described disposition of 

“fight[ing] back harder than 

anyone I know,”113 reminds of 

Russia’s policy of ‘escalating to 

de-escalate’ through limited 

nuclear strikes. Whether or 

not there may be some bene-

fit to matching Russia’s willingness to use nu-

clear force remains to be seen. The more likely 

outcome is that having someone completely 

inexperienced and reportedly sociopathic114 at 

the helm of a massive nuclear arsenal is a bad 

thing for global security generally, and border 

states like the Baltics in particular. 
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For Putin, on the other hand, Trump is best 
deal around: for the cost of few apartments 
and some hacking software, he has traded 
a credit card for a carte blanche; deter-
rence for deference 

Within these institutional bounds, however 

broad, the summation of the candidates’ back-

grounds, rhetoric, and personal ties produces 

two very different images of future Baltic secu-

rity. On personal experience, Democratic nomi-

nee Hillary Clinton trumps her opponent with a 

wealth of expertise executing military interven-

tions around the world and dealing in close 

negotiations with the Russian leadership. While 

she may once have embraced a policy of recon-

ciliation with Russia, her suspicions about 

Putin’s intentions in Eastern Europe and her 

maximalist campaign rhetoric indicate a 

staunch policy reversal towards 

deterrence. Should she main-

tain this policy into a presiden-

cy through demonstrated NATO 

force commitment, it will 

communicate to Russia the 

inviolability of the Baltics’ bor-

ders. Meanwhile, whatever 

Donald Trump’s experience 

deal-making in real estate, the dubious applica-

bility of business paradigms to foreign policy 

threatens to bankrupt America’s deterrent pos-

ture in Europe. Couching alliances in the lan-

guage of the private sector, if not organized 

crime, Trump explicitly threatens not to defend 

the Baltic states from Russian invasion until he 

deems they have paid up. While his emphasis 

on unpredictability may appear on the surface a 

cunning match for Russia, the reality is that a 

less-than-guaranteed NATO response will only 

make the prospect of committing aggression 

more attractive to our adversaries.  

The importance of the U.S. Presidential race for 

its interests has not been missed by Russia, 

which has attempted to exert leverage on both 

major candidates, albeit to varying degrees. 

While at the least Hillary Clinton’s rhetoric has 

so far proven impermeable to Russian lobbying, 

the same cannot be said of Donald Trump. Be-

hind his unorthodox pro-Russia stance, it is not 

difficult to detect the momentum of foreign 

money and influence, earning him nicknames 

like “The Kremlin’s Candidate”115 and “Putin’s 

Puppet.“116 Such claims are far from conspiracy 

theories, though their consequences are no less 

dire. For the Baltics, a U.S. president sympa-

thetic to Russian interests, intent on disman-

tling NATO, and blinded to Putin’s abuses by 

testosterone not only raises the likelihood of a 

Russian invasion but also lowers their ability to 

defeat it. For Putin, on the other hand, Trump is 

best deal around: for the cost of few apart-

ments and some hacking software, he has trad-

ed a credit card for a carte blanche; deterrence 

for deference.  

Whether by intention or convergence of in-

vestment interests, Hillary Clinton and Donald 

Trump have surrounded themselves with advi-

sors in line with their vision of foreign policy. In 

her hawkish, pro-NATO entourage Clinton finds 

ample encouragement in the direction of deter-

rence, though she hardly needs it, having been 

personally spurned by Putin enough to know 

that without resolve, “men like Putin will eat 

your lunch.”117 On the other hand, the inexperi-

enced Donald Trump is still learning on the job, 

making him the impressionable student of a 

few self-selected teachers. Feeding him basic 

facts as much as subtle policy recommenda-

tions, the Russia-friendly crowd that have as-

sembled around Trump wield considerable 

power to shape his policies, and potentially his 

presidency. For the Baltics, a direct line of Rus-

sian influence in the White House jeopardizes 
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For the Baltics, a direct line of Russian in-
fluence in the White House jeopardizes se-
curity guarantees once held to be sacro-
sanct 

security guarantees once held to be sacrosanct. 

Europe’s only hope is that there should remain 

some officials in the U.S. government willing to 

resist the debasement of foreign policy by Rus-

sian currency. 

But while institutional constraints on the two 

hopeful presidents offer a dose of sanity to the 

most outrageous policies, they are by no means 

a straightjacket on executive action. For Clin-

ton, the congressional climate on the issues of 

financial and military guarantees to NATO ap-

pears in line with her own stance and offers 

hope of continued bipartisan commitment to 

the cause. For Trump, the barriers to imple-

menting his policies are precisely the reverse. 

His most concerning policy, not coming to the 

aid of a besieged NATO country, demonstrates 

a dovishness unprecedented, or at least unan-

ticipated, in the history of the U.S. government. 

Lower bounds to action are few save outright 

impeachment, which though extreme is not 

unthinkable over so controversial of a figure. 

Meanwhile, the upper bounds on nuclear action 

are equally thin and for that reason, concern-

ing. Under a Trump presidency, his flagrant 

statements on the matter signal that tactical 

nuclear use could become normalized. To say 

Trump’s vacillation between inaction and over-

reaction is risky for the Baltic states would be 

an understatement, and the weak constraints 

of an institution that never anticipated it offer 

little comfort.  

The stakes for Baltic security in the coming U.S. 

election are clear, if sharply divided. Clinton’s 

predictable, even reinvigorated security guaran-

tees to NATO bolster deterrence for the Baltic 

region and give hope of leading a concerted 

military response in the event aggression. 

Meanwhile, Trump’s misguided, miserly foreign 

policy appears a dream of the Kremlin expan-

sionists to which he and his campaign are finan-

cially and personally linked. His lax stance in 

and of itself could invite more aggressive Rus-

sian behaviour in and around the Baltics, the 

vital allied reaction to which his 

distaste for NATO could doubly 

impair. Whatever his son-in-law 

might publish, Trump is un-

doubtedly a dismal prophecy 

for the Baltics, and Clinton a 

welcome fortune. Until the dice 

are cast in November, the grav-

ity of America’s choice will hang heavy over the 

Baltics. 

So too will it in Russia, whose reaction to the 

election is no less important than the victor 

themselves. Given that the vast majority of 

Russian media is either directly controlled by 

the state, has owners with ties to the state, or is 

heavily restricted by censorship, the views of 

the media can largely be considered synony-

mous with the views of the Kremlin towards 

each candidate. This gives an important, albeit 

indirect, insight into the potential reactions and 

consequences of Russia after November 2016. 

The portrayals of Trump and Clinton in the Rus-

sian media indicate that the Russian govern-

ment feels less threatened by the prospect of a 

Trump presidency, particularly with regards to 

carrying out its domestic and foreign policy 

aims. Clinton, on the other hand, would at a 

minimum maintain the status quo of deter-

rence, but is likely to take steps to increase 

pressure on the Kremlin to limit its desired ag-

gression.  

Above all else, Trump is praised for his Russian 

sympathies and high regard of Putin. Almost a 



 

  

Overall, Trump’s NATO policy serves as 
a ‘get out of jail free card’ for Russia’s 
past and future foreign policy 

third of all newspaper articles praising Trump 

mention his desire to restore U.S.-Russian rela-

tions, his admiration of the Russian military, or 

official approval of his policies by leading Rus-

sian politicians. Trump is repeatedly described 

as “bright” by Putin, and Alexei Pushkov, head 

of the Duma International Affairs Committee, 

called him a “paragon of common sense”.118 

This strongly and officially links Trump with 

hope for a brighter Russian future. Their coun-

try, in the minds of citizens influenced by the 

media propaganda machine, has been wrong-

fully burdened with sanctions and exclusion due 

to the whims of the Obama administration. Of 

the U.S. presidential candidates, only Trump 

appears to value Russia, thus, only he is willing 

and able to end their economic plight. Public 

approval for Putin is also extremely high, and 

his words carry immense weight. If 

he approves of Trump, then the can-

didate must be all that he is positive-

ly portrayed as. 

The primary reasons why Trump is 

commonly preferred by Russian 

leaders are also discernible in the 

media, though less explicitly stated. Beyond his 

sympathies towards Russia, Trump’s support of 

foreign and security policies that suit the Krem-

lin is widely reported on. Perhaps the most 

important of these prospective policies is 

Trump’s view of NATO. Trump has stated both 

that he believes NATO to be an outdated insti-

tution, and that if it is to be used its focus 

should be directed at ISIS and the southern 

flank instead of Russia and the east.119 He is 

                                                           
118

  "Pushkov uvidel zdravyy smysil v slovax Trampa o 
Putine," Vesti.ru, June 19, 2016, accessed June 27, 2016.  
 "Putin podderzhal Trampa i poblagodaril Klintona," Ves-
ti.ru, June 17, 2016, accessed June 27, 2016.  
 "Putina rassmeshil vopros o Trampe," Gazeta.ru, June 17, 
2016, accessed June 27, 2016.  
119

  Ilya Eliseyev, "Tramp: dlya udara po IGIL nuzhno pri-
vlech' sily NATO," Izvestia, July 1, 2016, accessed July 4.  
 "Tramp gotov privlech' NATO k bor'be s IG, chtoby 
sberech' sily SShA," Russia Today, July 1, 2016, accessed 
July 8, 2016.  
 "Tramp: ispol'zovanie sil NATO protiv IG snizit nagruzku na 
SShA," Moskovskiy Komsomolets, July 1, 2016, accessed 
July 7, 2016.  

further lauded in the Russian media for being 

“the only Western politician who publicly re-

membered the tragedy and apologized to the 

Serbs” for the NATO bombings during the Yugo-

slav Wars.120 Though the Kremlin would prefer 

NATO to dissolve, a full pivot towards the south 

would at least temporarily diminish any viable 

challenge to Russian aggression in Eastern Eu-

rope and particularly in the Baltic Sea. Without 

the guaranteed support of their allies, the 

states along the eastern flank would have few 

tools with which to resist. Even if Russia choos-

es not to push forward at a NATO retreat, they 

would be relieved of the majority of pressure to 

resolve their existing frozen conflicts in Ukraine, 

Georgia, and elsewhere. Overall, Trump’s NATO 

policy serves as a ‘get out of jail free card’ for 

Russia’s past and future foreign policy. 

Beyond security policy, Trump’s stance on for-

eign affairs and the plausible implications of his 

plans are hailed in Russia. A comment by the 

President of France François Hollande that, if 

elected to the presidency, Trump will hurt rela-

tions between the United States and Europe, 

was reported on repeatedly.121 This is extremely 

favourable to the Kremlin. Putin has claimed 

the United States to be the greatest threat and 

enemy to Russia, and believes that the United 

States is leveraging its alliances in Europe to 

force an anti-Russian agenda that includes, but 

is not limited to, sanctions. Even though Trump 

has so far proven himself to be pro-Russian, the 

reduction in U.S. influence and cooperation in 

Europe would be a welcome boon to Russia. If 
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Russian criticisms of Trump do little 
to dispel the myth of the man as the 
only candidate with the ‘common 
sense’ to respect Russia and with-
draw from Europe 

the United States withdraws from Europe, mili-

tarily or not, the Kremlin will view this as an 

opportunity to implement its more ambitious 

foreign policy designs, likely at the expense of 

the nations it most directly borders. These 

states would lose the diplomatic and economic 

support of a strong ally that otherwise would 

help them stand against unwanted Russian 

pressure.  

To a lesser degree Trump is also praised for his 

business acumen and economic capability. His 

financial independence from the Republican 

Party and success in television have both been 

mentioned in multiple publications.122 The first 

is perhaps the most important, as though 

Trump is the candidate for the Republican Party 

he most noticeably breaks with them on the 

issue of Russia. The Republican Party has sup-

ported Ukraine in the conflict over Cri-

mea and the Donbas and supports both 

NATO and extensive spending on de-

fence. Not relying on their money is a 

signal to Putin that the party would be 

unlikely to succeed at changing Trump’s 

stance on Russia through lobbying. Re-

garding Trump’s television success, the 

stories have revolved around Ramzan 

Kadyrov being inspired by The Appren-

tice to develop his own reality show to find an 

assistant.123 This directly links Trump with a 

Kremlin-approved politician and attempts to 

validate the ‘brightness’ Putin claims he pos-

sesses. Together, these articles add to a percep-

tion of Trump’s personal character that ‘sells’ 

him holistically to the Russian population.  
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Many of the criticisms of Trump focus on his 

character rather than his politics. Topics the 

candidate has been castigated for include: his 

comments on women, immigrants, and Mus-

lims; suing a chef because he wouldn’t open a 

restaurant in Trump’s building; embezzling 

funds from his charity for personal use; careless 

tweets; and his hypocrisy.124 It is important to 

note that none of these subjects directly affect 

Russia or the Kremlin’s interests. If these ac-

tions have any political consequences, they are 

ones that affect either the United States do-

mestically or Trump personally. The majority of 

these are only significant to Trump’s electabil-

ity, not his platform or especially his foreign 

policy. There is an implicit understanding that it 

is acceptable to the Kremlin if the Russian 

populace dislikes Trump as an individual so long 

as they support his politics. 

True political criticism of Trump is largely re-

served for opposition media sources. Even then 

criticism is relatively rare. Grani.ru, an opposi-

tion-run online newspaper, called Trump’s for-

eign policy a “combination of the most dense 

                                                           
124

  "SMI: Tramp otpugnul ot respublikantsev krupnogo 
slonsora," Nezavisimaya Gazeta, June 19, 2016, accessed 
June 29, 2016.  
Arina Demidova, "Tramp podal v sud na znamenitogo 
"zheleznogo shef-povara" Zakaryana," LifeNews, June 19, 
2016, accessed June 28, 2016.  
 Andrei Mozzhukhin, "Revolutsiya potrebiteley," Lenta.ru, 
June 29, 2016, accessed July 8, 2016.  
 "Trampa zapodozrili v rastrate sredstv blagotvoritel'nogo 
fonda," Argumenty i Fakty, July 2, 2016, accessed July 6, 
2016.  
 "Trampa ulichili v antisemitizme pri kritike Klinton," Mos-
kovskiy Komsomolets, July 4, 2016, accessed July 8, 2016.  

http://www.kommersant.ru/doc/3018840
http://www.kommersant.ru/doc/3018840
https://lenta.ru/news/2016/06/19/vse_sam/
https://lenta.ru/news/2016/06/19/vse_sam/
http://www.kommersant.ru/doc/3026147
http://www.kommersant.ru/doc/3026147
http://www.novayagazeta.ru/news/1704772.html
http://www.ng.ru/news/545870.html
http://www.ng.ru/news/545870.html
https://life.ru/t/новости/421651/tramp_podal_v_sud_na_znamienitogho_zhielieznogho_shief-povara_zakariana
https://life.ru/t/новости/421651/tramp_podal_v_sud_na_znamienitogho_zhielieznogho_shief-povara_zakariana
https://lenta.ru/articles/2016/06/29/consumer_revolution/
http://www.aif.ru/politics/world/trampa_zapodozrili_v_rastrate_sredstv_blagotvoritelnogo_fonda
http://www.aif.ru/politics/world/trampa_zapodozrili_v_rastrate_sredstv_blagotvoritelnogo_fonda
http://www.mk.ru/politics/2016/07/04/trampa-ulichili-v-antisemitizme-pri-kritike-klinton.html


 

  

Though Clinton comes out the victor, 
she is not portrayed as admirable. 
Among Russians, this propagates a nar-
rative that she is wholly unpopular and 
reprehensible, exactly as the Kremlin 
intended 

incompetence and demagoguery”, and further 

attacked his views on NATO.125 The newspaper 

additionally railed at Russia for being the only 

country out of 20 polled who preferred him to 

Clinton.126 These are scathing critiques, but they 

are two articles amongst dozens praising 

Trump. They are often lost in the shuffle, if read 

at all as many are not interested in reading or 

subscribing to opposition papers. Thus, these 

critiques do not get the visibility required to 

make a significant impact on the Russian popu-

lation. It does not matter if articles critiquing 

Trump are written if they are not also read. 

Articles in mainstream newspapers that portray 

Trump negatively are even rarer. One such arti-

cle in gazeta.ru alleged that Trump is an idiot 

who appeals only to uneducated Americans and 

even Republicans recognize that Clinton is the 

better choice.127 However, though this article 

likely found greater readership than its like in 

opposition sources, it is still one article among 

many positive ones. Furthermore, this was writ-

ten as an opinion article and thus suffers from 

the same issue as articles quoting criticisms 

from U.S. sources. Accepting the article’s views 

requires the reader to reader to respect that 

particular author, not necessarily the paper. 

Overall, Russian criticisms of Trump do little to 

dispel the myth of the man as the only candi-

date with the ‘common sense’ to respect Russia 

and withdraw from Europe. 
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Unlike Trump, few articles praise Clinton out-

right, and often that praise is lukewarm at best. 

She has been congratulated for breaking the 

glass ceiling with her nomination, being proven 

innocent regarding Benghazi despite Republi-

cans spending over $7 million to implicate her, 

and heading a successful ‘Republicans against 

Trump’ movement.128 None of that praise ref-

erences her politics. None of these topics di-

rectly affect Russia. They are mild congratula-

tions pieces if anything. They are significant less 

for what they are than for what they are not. 

Clinton is not esteemed by the Rus-

sian media for her foreign policy, 

stance on terrorism, or progressive 

platform. She is not portrayed as an 

ideal or even decent candidate for 

president. She is not presented as a 

candidate who can mean anything 

good for Russia. Such mild praise 

evokes at best mediocrity. 

Slightly more commonly, Clinton is 

presented as better in comparison to Trump, if 

not fully good in her own right. Even then, she 

is the relative victor on policies that are either 

domestic in nature or do not have a significant 

impact on Russia. Most often, she is considered 

the lesser evil to Trump economically. Though 

Clinton has been acknowledged for her skill in 

fundraising, her economic plans are not neces-

sarily praised as ideal.129 In multiple articles she 

was determined to be the better candidate 

merely because Trump’s plan is predicted to 
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have much worse consequences for the U.S. 

economy, which has the potential to trickle 

negative effects into the world economy.130 The 

term ‘lesser evil’ is key here. Though Clinton 

comes out the victor, she is not portrayed as 

admirable. Such articles are only a statement 

that she could be even worse than her estab-

lished negative image. This demonstrated un-

willingness to print any meaningful praise of 

Clinton in any widespread, or even opposition, 

publication is a clear indication that the Russian 

media is publishing with an intentional bias 

regarding the presidential election. Among Rus-

sians, this propagates a narrative that she is 

wholly unpopular and reprehensible, exactly as 

the Kremlin intended.  

Explicit criticism of Clinton is far more common 

and pointed. The Democratic candidate is most 

often denounced for her alleged corruption. 

The scandal surrounding Clinton’s email server 

made for an easy target; the U.S. media was in 

an uproar as well. Russian reactions ranged 

from the mild (stating that she is not a criminal 

but inappropriately negligent) to the sharp (as-

serting that Bill Clinton and Obama protected 

her and had undue meetings with the judge of 

the case).131 Given the proliferation of this sto-

ry, much of the analysis was not particularly 

unique. However, the heavily implied conspira-

cy behind Clinton’s lack of charges serves to tar 

her husband with the same brush. Unlike Hillary 
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Clinton and Obama who are both currently 

widely despised in Russia, Bill Clinton maintains 

a level of popularity. Putin has even stated that 

he held a good working relationship with the 

former president, if not his wife.132 However, if 

he was the one that arranged for his wife to 

walk free, then not only is Hillary guilty but Bill 

can no longer be regarded as a good influence 

on her, thus reducing her spill-over popularity 

from her husband.  

Beyond the server scandal, Clinton is derided 

for the sources of her money. Three different 

state-owned newspapers allege that Clinton 

and her supporters have made shady business 

deals to gain her money from not only Wall 

Street but also foreign governments, and heavi-

ly imply that she has taken bribes.133 It is darkly 

humorous that Russia is attempting to take the 

moral high ground regarding Clinton’s alleged 

foreign money when Trump and his advisory 

team have proven connections to Russian busi-

nesses. This hypocritical demonization of one 

candidate in Kremlin-owned media, particularly 

as Clinton’s supposed crimes are still alleged, 

indicate a deliberate misinformation campaign 

on the part of the Russian government. The 

difference between the two candidates is Rus-

sian interests. A Manchurian candidate who is 

willing to put foreign interests over his own 

country is perfectly acceptable so long as Russia 

is the foreign nation that benefits. Trump is a 

proven toady to Putin, but Clinton distrusts the 

Kremlin and thus must be maligned. 
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The Kremlin needs to portray itself as 
a victim of the U.S. political estab-
lishment (which Clinton represents) 
to validate its foreign policy position 
and unite the Russian population 
against an external enemy 

Just as telling is the stance of the Russian media 

on Clinton’s foreign and security policy. She is 

simultaneously portrayed as a weak leader 

without the courage to take strong action and 

yet also a NATO fanatic prepared to attack Rus-

sia without provocation. Clinton supposedly 

lacks strength for her reluctance to use the 

term ‘terrorism’ for all mass-shootings with a 

Muslim perpetrator.134 Furthermore, she has 

not yet heeded calls for stronger action in Syria, 

though even if she 

did Clinton’s ac-

tions would likely 

still be regarded as 

insufficient or in-

terfering as she 

does not support 

Assad as Trump 

and Putin do.135 

Russia respects 

strength. By creating an image of Clinton as 

hesitant and feeble, the media enforces an idea 

that she is not a person to be respected. How-

ever, this directly contrasts with the Kremlin’s 

view of her intentions towards Russia. One no-

table article quoted Marine Le Pen, right-wing 

French nationalist and Putin apologist, when 

she said “Hillary Clinton is the worst option of 

all”.136 Le Pen’s rationale was that “if she’s 

elected, she will continue this destructive poli-

cy, a policy of conflicts, a policy locking Europe 

in blind Atlanticism”.137 This implies that Clinton 

would not merely be reactive with regards to 

security, but would likely attack Russia without 

cause in the name of protecting the NATO alli-

ance. Even if true, this is a particularly hypocrit-

ical stance for Russia to take as Putin’s rationale 

in Ukraine was that pre-emptive action was 

needed to protect the rights of ethnic Russians 

threatened by the policy of the sovereign state 

                                                           
134

  "Vlasti SShA ne priznayut svyaz' teraktov v Orlando i 
San-Bernardino s islamskim ekstremismom," Russia Today, 
June 24, 2016, accessed July 7, 2016.  
135

  Dmitriy Drobnitskiy, "Pis'mo pyatidesyati," LifeNews, 
June 17, 2016, accessed June 28, 2016.  
136

  "Marin Le Pen: Evrosoyuz samorazrushaetsya," Trud, 
May 20, 2016, accessed July 4, 2016.  
137

 Ibid. 

they inhabit. That being said, Clinton’s stated 

policies do not include unprovoked conflict. The 

Kremlin needs to portray itself as a victim of the 

U.S. political establishment (which Clinton rep-

resents) to validate its foreign policy position 

and unite the Russian population against an 

external enemy to distract from domestic is-

sues. Any questions of hypocrisy or exaggera-

tions are easily ignored inconveniences in the 

wake of the benefits Putin receives from play-

ing both sides. 

The Kremlin fur-

ther depicts Clin-

ton as unjustifi-

ably paranoid of 

Russia and its 

potential inter-

ference in U.S. 

affairs. One state-

owned newspa-

per reported multiple times that Clinton 

‘claimed’ to have been hacked by Russians.138 

Of course, this statement was immediately fol-

lowed with a denial of Russian involvement by 

Putin’s Press Secretary Dmitri Peskov in one 

case and stating that the hacker was Romanian 

and used a Russian server to hide his tracks in 

another.139 One made particularly sneering 

asides to emphasize the supposed ridiculous-

ness of the accusations, referring to “so-called 

Russian information operations” and the ‘fact’ 

that since the end of the Cold War the United 

States considers Russia to be its greatest ene-

my.140 This further entrenches the idea that 

Clinton is actively looking for excuses to utilize 

force against Russia. If the reader accepts that 

the accusations are false, then Clinton must 

want to believe that Russian hackers were be-

hind the attack; she must want to blame Russia. 

In that mind-set, their country and government 

are being vilified for a crime they did not com-

                                                           
138

  "Rossiyskikh khakerov obvinili vo vzlome fonda Klin-
ton," Vesti.ru, June 22, 2016, accessed June 27, 2016.  
 "Vo vzlome pochti Klinton nashli "russkiy sred"," Vesti.ru, 
June 11, 2016, accessed June 27, 2016.  
139

 Ibid. 
140

 “Vo vzlome pochti Klinton” 

https://russian.rt.com/article/309231-vlasti-ssha-ne-priznayut-svyaz-teraktov-v
https://russian.rt.com/article/309231-vlasti-ssha-ne-priznayut-svyaz-teraktov-v
https://life.ru/t/мнения/421349/pismo_piatidiesiati
http://www.trud.ru/article/20-05-2016/1337599_marin_le_pen_evrosojuz_samorazrushaetsja.html
http://www.vesti.ru/doc.html?id=2767943
http://www.vesti.ru/doc.html?id=2767943
http://www.vesti.ru/doc.html?id=2764243


 

  

An internationalist president is dan-
gerous to the Putin regime, but an 
ignorant and inexperienced isolation-
ist is not 

mit. If this is Clinton’s position as a candidate, 

then she poses a true threat as a president 

when she could back up accusations with ac-

tion.  

When responding to Clinton’s accusation that 

there would be a “holiday in the Kremlin” 

should Trump be elected, Peskov commented, 

“Russia has favourable honour to a number of 

countries – we never interfere in the internal 

affairs of other states”.141 He continued by say-

ing “so naturally we believe that the best can-

didate for U.S. president will be the one who 

receives the votes of the most Americans within 

the peculiarities of the electoral system of the 

United States”.142 This quote is a not-so-subtle 

dig at Clinton, who Russia considers the epito-

me of the U.S. political establishment. Clinton 

has the potential to foil Putin’s international 

ambitions, but the Kremlin wants to remind the 

population as well that during her tenure as 

Secretary of State Clinton has already ‘intruded’ 

into the affairs of Libya, Ukraine, and Syria 

among others, directly opposing Russian inter-

ests in the latter two. The Kremlin conveniently 

forgets its own interferences in Ukraine, Geor-

gia, and elsewhere in order to claim the moral 

high ground. Thus, the Russian public is led to 

believe that a Clinton presidency would not 

only negatively impact Russia, but also other 

countries worldwide, and it is imperative she 

does not receive the power to dictate the for-

eign policy of the United States. An internation-

alist president is dangerous to the Putin regime, 

but an ignorant and inexperienced isolationist is 

not.  
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In summation, Trump is praised by the Russian 

media for that which allows the Kremlin oppor-

tunities to pursue more aggressive foreign poli-

cy. Though it is impossible to predict to what 

degree the Kremlin would push its advantage, 

the door would be open for Putin to 

pose significant challenges to the secu-

rity of sovereign states near the Russian 

border and especially in the Baltic thea-

tre. Blind incompetence is only praised 

by those who desire to take advantage 

of it. If Trump is elected, Russia will be 

more likely to behave belligerently be-

cause the Putin regime believes he will let them 

get away with it out of incompetence or indif-

ference – the why does not matter, only the 

results. Throughout his campaign, Trump has 

proven himself to be a friend to Russia and an 

adversary to NATO and the European Union. 

Russia is well aware of this and has gleefully 

reported the highlights in defence of its own 

policy. With Trump as both Commander in Chief 

of the United States Military and the head of 

the most significant contributor to NATO, de-

terrence threats would lose their bite. Trump’s 

apparent hesitance to defend NATO borders 

tips the prospective security calculus in favour 

of the Kremlin. In the context of the open enmi-

ty displayed by Russia against the United States 

and Putin’s view of foreign policy as a zero-sum 

game, Russian approval of Trump’s success 

indicates a belief and desire that his presidency 

will weaken the United States. Putin may not 

choose to act, but political conditions would 

certainly make the option more favourable and 

less costly than at any other time in NATO’s 

history.  

In contrast, Russia is far more wary of Clinton 

ascending to the highest political position in the 

United States. This is evident in the media por-

trayal of her as a corrupt warmonger with few, 

if any, good qualities. Clinton is not a candidate 

able to be controlled by intimidation or bought 

off by the Kremlin’s kleptocracy. She has gained 

extensive foreign policy experience during her 
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Clinton has no intention of being remem-
bered as the next Chamberlain, and under-
stands that deterrence is far more effective 
than appeasement. The Kremlin vilifies her 
for precisely this reason; they believe her 
style of deterrence will be effective 

tenure as Secretary of State, and is familiar with 

Putin’s methods and how to counter them. 

Clinton has no intention of being remembered 

as the next Chamberlain, and understands that 

deterrence is far more effective than appease-

ment. To that end she would continue or in-

crease investment in NATO, hindering Russian 

options for extending its influence. The Kremlin 

vilifies her for precisely this reason; they believe 

her style of deterrence will be effective. By rais-

ing the costs for Russian action with an all-but-

assured united military re-

sponse and decreasing the po-

tential gains, her policies if 

elected president would influ-

ence the Russian security calcu-

lus as well as the American one. 

The Kremlin may be convinced 

not to initiate further aggres-

sions at all, but in the case it 

chooses to act in spite of deter-

rence measures would likely 

choose more limited action with fewer poten-

tial rewards over a bolder and more dangerous 

move. By planning and promising responses to 

potential Russian aggressions ahead of time, 

Clinton precludes needing to implement them. 

No candidate can deliver on the promise to 

eliminate all threats, but both Russian and 

American experts recognize that Clinton’s poli-

cies do far more to reduce the Russian one. 

The stakes for Baltic security in the coming U.S. 

election are clear, and high. One candidate’s 

foreign policy record spans decades and the 

other’s consists of running a beauty pageant in 

Moscow; one pledges to “maintain an unwaver-

ing commitment to the pledge enshrined in 

Article 5 of the NATO treaty,”143 and the other 

declares it “obsolete;” one supports a strong 

stance towards Russia and the other sells mul-

timillion-dollar apartments there; one sur-
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rounds herself with the most veteran foreign 

policy minds in Washington and the other gets 

his advice from Putin cronies and Sberbank 

executives. For a small NATO border state in-

creasingly threatened by its neighbour’s mili-

tary activity, it is not hard to choose sides. Nor 

is it for Russia, whose steep state-controlled 

media bias makes clear which candidate they 

believe would be most conducive to their inter-

ests. In Clinton, the Kremlin sees, and the media 

portrays, a blood-thirsty interventionist bent on 

‘encircling’ Russia with Western military 

strength and political influence along its bor-

ders. By contrast, Trump’s forgiving stance to-

wards Russia is cast by the media as a welcome 

warming of relations and understood by the 

Kremlin as NATO’s Achilles’ heel in the Baltics. 

The eastern flank of NATO and the Baltic states 

in particular must hope for the best and pre-

pare for the worst by developing comprehen-

sive security action plans to mitigate the conse-

quences of a Trump presidency. 
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