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    Clash of Civilisations: The West and Russia


    Or should we say, rather, “low-intensity conflict” when speaking about the West and Russia? Entitled “Darkest Just Before Dawn?”, the 2017 Lennart Meri Conferencetries to address the questions facing the West. One of the top challenges for the West is certainly Russia which, of course, as the historical neighbour of Estonia always evokes great interest here.


    This special edition of Diplomaatia is therefore dedicated to the issue of how the West relates to Russia, what are the major developments inside Russia, and what are the potential consequences of and solutions to the Russian question.


    Kadri Liik, the ECFR fellow and former Editor of Diplomaatia, gives overview of the relations between the West and Russia. According to Liik Russia has always wanted new rules of the international game, not just a geopolitical deal.


    Russia analyst Brian Whitmore of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty writes about the different perceptions of the world held by Russia and the West.


    “Watch Russian television, listen to the pundits and the politicians, read the pro-Kremlin media, and the message is clear—the West is in decline; Europe is decadent and rotting; multiculturalism and sexual licence have run amok,” Whitmore writes. “Russia, by contrast, is a tranquil bastion of traditional Christian values where so-called ‘gay propaganda’ is illegal, domestic violence is decriminalised, and the Orthodox Church plays a central role in shaping public policy.”


    According to Anders Åslund, a senior fellow at the Atlantic Council, the Kremlin is more interested in retaining power than in economic growth. “The ultimate goal of the Putin regime is its maintenance of power, while economic growth is not seen as essential. Crony capitalism helps the Kremlin to maintain political power. As domestic politics dwindle and the economy stagnates, foreign policy is becoming ever more important as a means of legitimacy,” says Åslund.


    Vladimir Milov, a Russian politician, is convinced that the dynamics of Russian politics are changing. “Large numbers of people confirm that they want the Russian system to be more open and competitive, and that they are unhappy with corruption, growing inequality and the fact that the same old faces hold power for many years at the federal, regional and local level without rotation,” Milov writes.


    Jill Dougherty of CNN writes about the need to talk to Russia. “Not talking with Putin is not an option. While he has interfered in a US presidential election and is suspected of doing so in several European elections, invaded Ukraine, illegally annexed Crimea and propped up Syrian leader Bashar al-Assad for far too long, giving him the silent treatment would be bad strategy.”


    US-Russian relations are weighed up by Dmitry Suslov, a Russian analyst, and Edward Lucas, CEPA analys and editor of the Economist.
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    The nature of our Russia-challenge and how to address it


    If the West manages to rejuvenate its own democracy, then it can have another conversation with Russia about world order - and have it Western terms.
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        By Kadri Liik,


        analyst


        Kadri Liik is a senior policy fellow at ECFR.


        Before joining ECFR in October 2012, Kadri was the director of the International Centre for Defence Studies in Estonia from 2006 until 2011, where she also worked as a senior researcher and director of the Centre’s Lennart Meri Conference.

      

    


    That Russia is a “challenge” to the West has become conventional wisdom. Hardly a single political speech is given in the West without some mention of the problem. But what is missing is a clear understanding of the nature of the challenge. What does Russia actually want? Does it, for example, want to restore the Soviet Union? Unify the Russian-speaking lands? Conclude a geopolitical deal with Donald Trump? Start a socially conservative revolution in the West? Steal everything? Conquer the world? These questions are rarely thoughtfully answered, but they matter. If we want a win over Russia – or to win Russia over – we should try to understand what Russia stands for, and why. Misconceptions will lead us to misguided responses, and then whether we “win” or not will be down to blind luck rather than informed policies.


    This confusion surfaced early this year, when the election of Donald Trump and his promise of a “deal” with Putin prompted numerous pundits to discuss the merits and even the details of such a “deal”, while having wildly different notions of what Russia would ask or offer in return. After National Security Advisor Michael Flynn’s departure and the United States’ missile strike on Syria, the discussion shifted: now the debate was about the parameters of an adversarial relationship. But the parameters – what exactly would make it adversarial – remained equally foggy.


    Indeed, the challenge posed by Russia is not easy to understand. Changing tactics may create the impression of a changing agenda, and traditional tactics can obscure altered priorities. Furthermore, different influential factions (as a famous Russian political maxim puts it, “the Kremlin has several towers”) have their own ideas of what Russia’s interests ought to be, and how it should pursue them. The struggle among factions may result in occasional shifts in direction.


    But despite these tactical shifts, Russia’s agenda is at base consistent. It seems that Russia’s challenge to the West is twofold: it promotes social conservatism, and it threatens the international order. However, in its perception of these challenges as separate, the West is often confusing Russia’s means with its ends.
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        U.S. President Donald Trump speaks by phone with Russia s President Vladimir Putin in the Oval Office at the White House in Washington, U.S. January 28, 2017.
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    A socially conservative world revolution?


    Russia’s agenda of social conservatism, both at home and abroad (in the form of the assistance that Moscow gives to Western nationalist politicians), is only a means: something that Moscow makes use of, not something it considers important as an end in itself. Social conservatism is not to Putin’s Russia in 2017 what Communism was to Lenin’s Russia in 1917. World revolution is not the ultimate goal.


    Russia itself is not particularly conservative, and neither is Vladimir Putin. Putin’s views on the matter can probably best be described as “Soviet”, implying here a specific set of views that is not easily placed on the Western liberal-conservative scale. It is true that Russia has a longstanding and authentic conservative-Orthodox-Slavophile-Eurasianist tradition, with real personal links to the Western far right, but the true exponents of this tradition have never been close to policy-making. At most, they have tried to serve the policy-makers in some freelance capacity. This is the case for the Eurasianist philosopher Alexander Dugin and his financier, Orthodox oligarch Konstantin Malofeev, two contemporary examples – and their success in befriending the policy-makers in the Kremlin is debatable.


    As for the Kremlin, it opportunistically used the social conservative agenda in 2012 as a way of marginalizing and stigmatizing the urban creative class that had protested against the return of President Putin in the winter of 2011-12. It was only afterwards, and probably with some surprise, that the Kremlin noticed the agenda might also be used to win some hearts and minds in the West.


    Still, it would not be true to say that Russia is now making an all-out effort to domestically destabilize the West. In fact, Moscow’s position seems to be somewhat confused. Some believe that destabilization is a way of bringing the West closer to giving Russia what it really wants (and on that, see below). But others think that a confused and paranoid West would make the world more dangerous, and thus cause problems for Russia, too. Moreover, Russia is a hierarchical country, and heavily establishment-focused: it does not really trust subversive fringe groups, neither in its own country, nor, in fact, elsewhere. Finally, Moscow also seems to believe – probably mistakenly – that if the West wanted to, it could do a lot more to influence Russia’s domestic politics than (in Moscow’s view) it has done so far. So, Moscow is not interested in an all-out attack that would give others carte blanche to do the same.


    However, even if Russia’s social conservative agenda is accidental and opportunistic, that does not make it any less serious a threat to the West. Just as the reality of life in the Soviet Union never shook the belief of Communist adherents in the Third World, the insincerity of Russia’s social conservatism will not necessarily affect those who vote for Marine Le Pen.


    Still, we need to be clear about the real nature and origin of the threat: it stems not so much from Russia, as from the Western countries themselves. What makes Russian “meddling” even worthy of mention is the disaffection of Western populations, and the widespread confusion about the Western model. If the West can address its own fundamental problems, then the threat from Russia will be swept away, just as Western European Communism stopped being a serious force after the success of the Marshall Plan. Foreign interference can only succeed with the help of domestic conditions.


    Russia’s real challenge


    Russia’s true challenge to the West originates in international politics, and it is a big one: Russia wants a new international order and new rules of the game. It wants to do away with many of the basic concepts of what has been called the post-cold war liberal order: the emphasis on human rights, the responsibility to protect, humanitarian interventions, and so on. This is not (only) a geopolitical quid pro quo or a Yalta-style bargain, but something much more systemic. A limited geopolitical “sphere of influence” in the post-Soviet space is part of the agenda, but only a small, even if emotive, part of it. More generally, Russia wants the West to return to conducting international affairs based on realpolitik. In this context, the West and Russia are again locked in a conceptual standoff, not unlike that of the Cold War – this time, not over domestic models, but over the international order.


    Russia’s agenda here is long-standing and has internal as well as external roots. The internal roots have to do with Russia’s own trajectory. In the early 1990s, Moscow tried to join the Western system as a rule-taker. When that proved too hard, it became a rule-faker – an imitation democracy – and it stayed as such for more than a decade, before finally making it explicit that it did not want to subscribe to Western rules at all.


    Importantly, though, there are also external roots. In the twenty-first century, Western liberal foreign policy has had few success stories and lots of failures or near-failures: Iraq, Afganistan, Libya, and Syria, to name a few. For years, many in Moscow – those still holding onto a paradigm of superpower rivalry – assumed that the hidden aim of all these actions was to weaken Russia and to strengthen the US. By now, however, it is evident to almost everyone that these policies have first and foremost weakened the US.


    This is why, today, the debate between the West and Russia often feels like a debate about the laws of nature, about how the world really works, with each side thinking the other one has it wrong. The West sees Russia as clumsily clinging to old-fashioned concepts, unable to adapt to the modern world and its sophisticated ways. Russia, for its part, sees the West as an irresponsible belief-based actor who disregards reality in favour of trying to impose its own notion of how reality should be. Or in other words: the West thinks of Russia as of a person stuck in a geocentric worldview, who has never heard of Galileo or Copernicus. And Russia views the West as a New Age crackpot, trying to cure cancer with homeopathy, and creating catastrophes in the process.


    Because of this, when it challenges the liberal order, Russia does not necessarily even think that it is challenging the West – rather, Moscow thinks that is trying to make the West come to its senses and abandon a disastrously utopian worldview that is already falling apart and causing chaos. It could be argued that Russia is trying to shape, not break, the West – although the shaping implies overturning many of the concepts that the West considers essential.


    This stance has implications for any “deal” between the US and Russia, as was for a time enthusiastically discussed. A frequent question in those discussions was what Russia had to offer the US. But Russia does not think it needs to offer anything. You do not pay someone to come to their senses – it is in their own interest to do so.


    In 2001, when Russia offered the US the use of bases in Central Asia and acquiesced to NATO enlargement, it expected a payback of corresponding magnitude. That never happened: George W. Bush’s administration, mistakenly thinking that Russia was helping because it shared the US’s interests or even values, simply said “thank you”. Now, the positions are reversed. Russia takes its relations with the US seriously and might be prepared to make compromises on some practical issues – but at a fundamental level, it does not think it owes the West anything at all. For Moscow, it is the West that needs self-correction, not Russia.


    A differently organized world, of course, would not solve all of Russia’s problems, and more thoughtful people in Moscow know that well. Russia would still have its oil-dependent economy and its demographic woes. It would still be in search of an international role that would grant it the great power status it craves – and in a world in which almost all the parameters are changing, finding that role would not be easy. But many of the factors that have caused so much stress in Russia-West relations over the last 25 years would be eliminated.


    Can Trump give Russia a new international order?


    It was actually surprising to see the jubilation in Moscow when Donald Trump was elected US president. The Kremlin assumed that Trump would deprioritize the American-led global order, which would inevitably open the door to a Russian version of international order. Hardly anyone in Moscow stopped to think that Trump might get rid not only of the Western liberal order, but of any order whatsoever.


    A complete absence of order would definitely not be in Russia’s interests. Despite its occasional appetite for risk-taking, Russia would not flourish in a Hobbesian world, in the sense of an anarchic, “all against all” global struggle. Nor would Russia choose a Huntingtonian world, a clash of civilizations, the contours of which are occasionally detectable in Trump’s speeches. Russia wants to be a great power among great powers – if no longer in a bipolar world, then in a multipolar one. It wants to claim the great-power prerogative to break laws every now and then – but for that, it needs laws that can be broken, and partners whose reactions are predictable. In its struggle with the West, Putin’s Russia has sometimes made a travesty of rules, using the letter of the law to violate its spirit – but that does not change the fact that deep down, Russia remains a deeply legalistic country in its approach to foreign policy.


    The early expectations of a symbiosis between Moscow and Washington have now given way to expectations of an adversarial relationship. The reality will probably be less clear-cut and linear than either expectation: under Trump and Putin, the US-Russia relationship is likely to be first and foremost messy and confusing, and prone to frequent changes of tone.


    Many pundits have entertained themselves by discussing the similarities between Putin and Trump – how the two are both straight-talking, authoritarian, macho leaders who will (to paraphrase Dmitri Trenin) either collude or collide precisely because of their similarity.1 In fact, two people have rarely been less similar than the Russian and US presidents: one rational, calculating and systemic, and the other the exact opposite.


    But Trump does have some telling structural similarities with another Russian leader: Putin’s predecessor, Boris Yeltsin. Like Yeltsin, Trump came to power against the wishes of the establishment (even though being himself part of the establishment). Like Yeltsin, he governs with the help of his family. He has strong intuitions and he is a weak systemic thinker. He deprioritizes the global order built by his own country.2 He acts on a whim, he personalizes relationships, he is influenced by the people he meets. But, because he lacks systemic leadership and administrative skills, he is also vulnerable to the so-called “deep state”: resistance from the system that – for good or ill – could prevent him from achieving many of his policy goals.3


    To extend the analogy somewhat arbitrarily, Trump’s relationship with Russia may well end similarly to Yeltsin’s relationship with the US. Although he was well disposed towards the US and had pro-Western sympathies, Yeltsin in the end failed to deliver the sort of Russia that the West wanted to see, or to build relations with the West in ways that the latter expected. Likewise, now, in a world that is rapidly and deeply changing, Trump, being the person he is, could not help Russia to create a global order to its taste even if he wanted to.


    Moscow is slowly trying to adapt to the new reality. They can live with an American Yeltsin, if they must, even though that is not what they hoped for. But what they fear is that instead they have an American Khrushchev on their hands: someone who enjoys brinkmanship, but who does not know where the brink is, and so might very well step over it.


    Bringing back the West


    Ultimately, the Yeltsin comparison may prove the most predictive. Yeltsin is best understood as a transitional figure – a path from something to something – and Trump is likely to be the same. And it will probably be in that post-Trump era that the outline of a new world order, including a new relationship between Russia and the West, begins to become clear.


    The period before that will be dangerous, and probably especially hard for Europe. In many ways, Europe is more invested in the liberal American-led order than is America itself, and defending that order while America’s mind is elsewhere will be an uphill struggle, particularly given Europe’s own internal upheavals. But Europe will try – because for the European Union, a return to a realpolitik state-centric world of “spheres of influence” would amount to a negation of its whole history, experience and identity.


    It will also be a time of messy and dangerous great power relationships. Russia’s calculated unpredictability may, for now, be overshadowed by America’s genuine unpredictability, but in the context of major global change, mutual misunderstanding, flawed worldviews, and conflicting approaches can easily lead to disaster.


    Russia will continue to be a challenge. Russia has been pursuing the goal of establishing new international rules for more than a decade, and it will not give up on this aim. Russia knows what it wants, and it is prepared to suffer setbacks and frustrations along the way. To advance its goals, it will use its capacity for outreach into the West as and when needed. So, Russia-watching will remain important, and so will catching Russia’s spies and hackers.


    In the end, however, the outcome will not be defined by the success or failure of efforts to stand up to Russia. Russia matters, but the West itself is the decisive factor. If we want Russia to accept and accommodate our version of the world order, then we first need to restore the credibility of our own democratic capitalist model, and rejuvenate it where necessary. We also need a more effective foreign policy and an ability to translate our principles into policy (as opposed to simply a tool for taking the moral high ground). And we have to present solutions to the world’s problems – solutions that can work.


    If we manage that, then we can have another conversation with Russia about world order, and have it on our terms. President Putin does not bow to pressure, but he recognizes realities, and he accepts them, even if grudgingly. His successors will likely do the same. Right now, Russia has no incentives to accept a world order that it considers unrealistic, proposed by countries whose domestic models it views as delegitimized and dying. If Russia sees that the European order is not a utopia, but has a future, its outlook will change.


    Many in the West console themselves by saying that “the West is still better than Russia, and therefore Russia cannot win”. This is probably true – but it is beside the point. The West is not measured against what Russia is, but against what the West ought to be. And it is of small consolation that “Russia cannot win” – the West can still lose.


    In reality, the West is facing off not with Russia, but with another phase of life and development. Globalization and democracy were probably bound to clash; this confrontation was naturally most likely to be felt first in democratic countries, and it is now up to these countries to find a way of reconciling the two. The West is struggling with a bump on the road of democracy, while Russia’s problems – if a comparison is even useful – come from its suppression of democracy. Russia is in a different phase of the journey, but it is still part of the same connected ecosystem. Therefore, Russia has a better chance of addressing its problems if the West has first addressed its own. And then we can win against Russia – or win it over.


    


    1 Dmitri Trenin, “Those who feared US-Russian collusion will now have to fear their collision.” Twitter, 7 April 2017, 11.01 a.m., https://twitter.com/dmitritrenin/status/850257181890928641.


    2 Dmitri Trenin, “Непредсказуемые Штаты”, Ведомости, 19 January 2017, http://www.vedomosti.ru/opinion/articles/2017/01/20/673757-nepredskazuemie-shtati.


    3 Leonid Bershidsky, “President Trump’s Boris Yeltsin Moment”, Bloomberg, 15 February 2017, https://www.bloomberg.com/view/articles/2017-02-15/president-trump-s-boris-yeltsin-moment.
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    The Clash of Civilisation Stories


    Russia tries to show how the West is in decline
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    By Brian Whitmore


    


    Brian Whitmore is Senior Russia Analyst at Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty. He is the author of The Power Vertical blog and host of The Power Vertical podcast.


    It isn’t every day that a nation’s top diplomat talks publicly about hedonism.


    But that is exactly what Russian foreign minister Sergei Lavrov did at a recent Easter reception in Moscow.


    Claiming that “Europe has abandoned its Christian roots,” Lavrov accused Western countries of “spreading pseudo-liberal values, including hedonism and permissiveness”.1


    The striking thing about Lavrov’s comments was not that he made them, but how commonplace they were—how closely they conformed to mainstream discourse in Russia.


    Watch Russian television, listen to the pundits and the politicians, read the pro-Kremlin media, and the message is clear—the West is in decline; Europe is decadent and rotting; multiculturalism and sexual licence have run amok.


    Russia, by contrast, is a tranquil bastion of traditional Christian values where so-called “gay propaganda” is illegal, domestic violence is decriminalised, and the Orthodox Church plays a central role in shaping public policy.


    And, just as civilisational rhetoric has become a central feature of the Kremlin’s talking points at home, it has also become the key component of Russia’s much-discussed disinformation campaign against the West.


    Russia’s information war against the West is more than just propaganda and more than just disinformation; it’s more than a tactic in a broader non-kinetic assault and it’s more than an effort to distract and confuse—although it is all of these things.


    “By systematically assailing the established democracies and the central ideas associated with them,” writes Christopher Walker, executive director of the National Endowment for Democracy’s International Forum for Democratic Studies, Russia “seeks to reshape the manner in which the world thinks about democracy.”2


    At its heart, Russia’s information war on the West is a civilisational challenge. It’s an attempt to undermine, weaken and ultimately unstick the glue that holds Western civilisation together.


    It’s essentially an attempt to roll back the Enlightenment.
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        An activist stands naked, wrapped in a rainbow flag, in a mock cage in front of the Chancellery in Berlin on 30 April 2017, during a demonstration calling on Russian President Putin to end the persecution of gay men in Chechnya.Russia is telling the world that it upholds traditional values and that it is surrounded by enemies seeking to undermine those values. The latest incident involving gays in Chechnya is a perfect example of this agenda.


        AFP/Scanpix

      

    


    The Importance of Storytelling


    The historian Yuval Noah Harari has written that it is the human race’s ability to tell each other stories, to share collective inter-subjective fictions, to believe in collective myths and legends, that has made civilisation possible.


    Because, according to Harari, things like the state, laws, religion, money and corporations truly exist only in our collective imaginations.


    They become reified because we believe they are real and we collectively trust in them.


    “All large-scale human cooperation is ultimately based on our belief in imagined orders. These are sets of rules that, despite existing only in our imagination, we believe to be real and inviolable as gravity,” Harari writes in his book Homo Deus: A Brief History of Tomorrow.


    And for the past three centuries, Western civilisation has told a particularly compelling story.


    It has told a story that individuals have rights and those rights are sacrosanct; that the government must be held accountable to the governed; that all citizens are equal before the law; that freedoms of expression, conscience and assembly are fundamental; that judiciaries and legislatures need to be independent of the executive; that diverse societies can balance liberty and equality; and that the sovereignty of small nations is no less sacrosanct than that of great powers.


    It is a story, a grand narrative, that has facilitated unprecedented peace and prosperity, and has captured the imaginations of people across the globe.


    Vladimir Putin’s Russia, of course, is telling a very different story: that Russia constitutes a distinct and morally superior civilisation, one that is upholding traditional values; that it is surrounded by enemies who seek to undermine these values and only a strong patrimonial leader can protect them; that freedom leads to chaos, that human rights lead to moral deprivation, and that individuals need to be subsumed into the organic whole of the great Russian state; and that Russia has been deceived, betrayed, and unjustly denied its rightful place in the world.


    It’s telling a story that the world is more stable when it is run by empires and great powers that lord over spheres of influence.


    This is a story, a grand narrative, that has historically led to war, repression and deprivation.


    Veteran Kremlin-watcher James Sherr has noted that “what has emerged” in recent years is


    not a renewal of blocs in the Cold War sense but two distinct normative systems. The Western system based on rights, including property rights, the sanctity of contracts, and the rule of law. The other system is based on patron-client relationships, the merger of money and power, and the subordination of law to the state.3


    The West’s Crisis of Confidence


    At the dawn of the 21st century, the Western narrative was not only ascendant, it also appeared unassailable as liberal democratic governance spread to every corner of the globe.


    More and more people believed in the Western story.


    But the history of this century thus far has been that of a multi-front, sustained attack on liberal democracy and the civilisation that sustains it.


    This century has also witnessed the greatest crisis of confidence the West has experienced in a generation, as the economic and cultural shocks of globalisation have created a critical mass of alienated and disenfranchised citizens.


    Many believe the institutions of liberal democracy are no longer working for them, and they are seeking alternatives.


    According to a study in The Journal of Democracy, the share of young Americans who say it is absolutely important to live in a democratic country has dropped from 91% in the 1930s to 57% today.


    The terrorist attacks on 11 September 2001 and their aftermath; the Iraq war and subsequent upheaval in the Middle East; the 2008 financial crisis and the subsequent euro crisis and migrant crisis have all fed this narrative.


    Suddenly, fewer and fewer people believe in the Western story.


    And, as a result, Putin’s Russia saw an opportunity.


    Because, despite their desire to send their children to Western schools, launder their money through Western banks, consume Western luxury products, and buy villas in Western resorts, the current Kremlin leadership never bought the Western story.


    Schooled in the ideology of the Soviet-era KGB, they saw the Western ascendance at the end of the 20th century as the humiliation and degradation of Russia.


    And, socialised in the Darwinian jungle of Russia’s gangster capitalism in the 1990s, they were quick to spot and exploit the West’s moment of weakness.


    In 2013, the Kremlin-backed Center for Strategic Communications issued a white paper arguing that Western societies were increasingly divided and that a large constituency “yearn for stability and security, favor traditional family values over feminism and gay rights, and prefer nation-based states rather than multicultural melting pots”.4


    The Kremlin, the report argued, could exploit this division and use it to its advantage. It saw an opportunity to subvert the Western story from within.


    In his state-of-the nation speech the same year, Putin scornfully derided the West’s “genderless and infertile” liberalism.


    The Moscow-based political analyst Aleksandr Morozov wrote at the time that the Kremlin was aiming at “the maximum Putinization of the world” and “the creation of an entirely new hegemony”.5


    And thus began what is now known as Russia’s information war on the West, a hybrid and non-kinetic assault that has bombarded us with fake news and disinformation, financed and cheered on fringe xenophobic movements, and turned elections into crises from North America to Europe.


    In a speech accepting the Knight of Freedom award in Warsaw last year, former Estonian president Toomas Hendrik Ilves called it “an agenda that is fed by lies and disinformation, by outright bribes and sub-rosa money to far-right and far-left fringe groups, that once were truly fringe but now increasingly encroach upon the mainstream”.6


    The Current Challenge


    We are not, of course, in uncharted waters.


    The West has endured crises of confidence in the past, in the 1930s and more recently in the 1970s, and emerged stronger from them.


    Andrew Michta, Dean of the College of International and Security Studies at the George C. Marshall European Center for Security Studies, wrote recently that


    Though challenged by fascism, Nazism, and communism, the West emerged victorious, for when confronted with existential danger, it defaulted to shared, deeply held values and the fervent belief that what its culture and heritage represented were worth fighting, and if necessary even dying, to preserve. The West prevailed then because it was confident that on balance it offered the best set of ideas, values, and principles for others to emulate.7


    A big part of the power and resilience of the Western story is its capacity for self-criticism and self-correction.


    And that capacity is again being tested.


    


    1 TASS, 18 April 2017.


    2 “The New Containment: Undermining Democracy,” World Affairs Journal, May/June 2015. Avaliable at http://www.worldaffairsjournal.org/article/new-containment-undermining-democracy


    3 The Power Vertical podcast, “Containment 2.0”, 16 October 2015.


    4 Author’s translation.


    5 Author’s translations.


    6 Warsaw Security Forum, 27 October 2016. Text available at: https://www.facebook.com/thilves/ posts/10154230335408860?comment_id= 10154231717473860&comment_tracking= %7B%22tn%22%3A%22R%22%7D


    7 Andrew A. Michta, “The Deconstruction of the West”, The American Interest, 12 April 2017.
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    Is Russia’s Crony Capitalism Really Sustainable?


    Vladimir Putin’s ultimate goal is to remain in power while the economic growth is not seen so essential.
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    By Anders Åslund


    


    Anders Åslund is a senior fellow at the Atlantic Council and was an economic advisor to the Russian government in the 1990s.


    The Russian economy is not doing well, but nor is it collapsing. It is best described as stable and nearly stagnant. But is this sustainable? President Vladimir Putin cares greatly about macroeconomic stability, while neither economic growth nor the standard of living interests him much any longer.


    Recently, I gave a lecture in Warsaw on Russia’s crony capitalism, arguing that the Putin system is not sustainable but the Soviet Union taught us that an unsustainable system can last for a long time. Somebody in the audience raised his hand and pointed out that Prime Minister Antonio Salazar was the dictator of Portugal for 36 years in spite of miserable economic performance and colonial wars in Guinea Bissau, Angola, and Mozambique. Even so, Salazar died quietly in his bed in 1970 at the age of 81, and it took four years before the revolution broke out. Often, bad rulers persist for far too long.


    The latest test for Russia’s economic stability was the financial crisis starting in the summer of 2014. The Russian economy washit by a double-whammy. In June 2014, he oil price starting falling and the Western financial sanctions over Russia’s aggression in Ukraine in July 2014. Each produced negative effects reinforcing one another.
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        The low oil prices have dealt a devastating blow to Russia’s export revenues. Worker checks the valve of an oil pipe at an oil field owned by Russian oil producer Bashneft near Nikolo-Berezovka in Russia.


        Reuters/Scanpix

      

    


    In December 2014, the financial panic hit Russia. The Central Bank of Russia (CBR) let the exchange rate float freely, and the exchange rate of the ruble fell almost three times from June. Society was shocked. People ran to the shops to buy whatever they could before new and higher import prices were introduced.


    In the midst of the panic, Putin made two major public appearances: his annual address to the Russian Federal Assembly in the Kremlin on December 4 and his annual big press conference on December 18. He said little about economic policy. He reassured his audiences that the economic situation was quite good, blamed external forces for any problems, offered no changes in the government’s approach the economy, and expressed his hope that things would get better.


    He avoided the word “crisis,” arguing that “the current situation was obviously provoked primarily by external factors.” He said little about future policy: “What do we intend to do about this? We intend to use the measures we applied, and rather successfully, back in 2008. In this case, we will need to focus on assistance to those people who really need it…. We would certainly be forced to make some cuts.”


    Although Putin repeatedly claimed that Russia would repeat its successful policies of 2008-9, he changed policy. The new anti-crisis plan was very different from those measures that had cost Russia far too much in reserves and public expenditures, while GDP had fallen by 7.8 percent in 2009.


    First, the Kremlin economized on reserves through the floating exchange rate. Second, the budget cost was much smaller, as Western sanctions stopped all refinancing of Russian foreign debt. Third, the allocation of the government funds was quite different. Yet, Putin has nixed all proposals of structural reforms.


    The great improvement from 2009 is the flexible-exchange rate policy, which helped the CBR to economize on reserves. Russian corporates had no choice but to pay off their debt service as it fell due, and they had hardly any possibilities of refinancing. Russia’s total foreign debt fell from $732 billion in June 2014, to $513 billion at the end of 2016. Meanwhile Russia’s international currency reserves declined from $510 billion at the end of 2013, to a low of $356 billion in March 2015. But since then they have gradually recovered and stabilized at almost $400 billion.


    The low oil prices have dealt a devastating blow to Russia’s export revenues. Russia’s merchandise exports fell by almost half from 2013-16, from $523 billion to $283 billion, but so did imports because of the falling exchange rate from $341 billion to some $190 billion. As a consequence, Russia incredibly maintained a significant current account surplus.


    This anti-crisis plan was supposed to have a total cost of 3 percent of a GDP, compared with the bailout 10 percent of the GDP in 2008–2009. Most of the anti-crisis package was devoted to bank recapitalization, which made sense. The government proposed to recapitalize 27 major banks, which would consume two-thirds of the anti-crisis allocation. Admittedly, 199 “strategic” companies irrespective of ownership or efficiency were singled out for assistance and loan guarantees, but because of the falling exchange rate they did not need much financing.


    The large depreciation of the ruble helped the government to limit the budget deficit because although the oil revenues plunged in dollar terms they remained almost constant in ruble terms. The government’s goal was to keep the budget deficit low around 3 percent of GDP, and it did. Public debt stayed minimal at 13 percent of GDP. The Kremlin has responded ruthlessly by slashing expenditures on education and health care and recently even pensions. Russia has maintained practically full employment, with an official unemployment rate vacillating between 5-6 percent.


    But something has to give, and that is standard of living, investment, and GDP. In the two years 2015-16, real disposable incomes slumped by 16 percent and retail sales, also reflecting the standard of living by 15 percent, and investment fell by 9 percent in.


    At first glance, Russia’s combination of crony capitalism and very conservative macroeconomic policy appears odd, but the big lesson from Russia’s experiences with three financial crises in the last two decades is that a severe financial destabilization is dangerous for political stability and must be avoided.


    But macroeconomic stability does not warrant sound economic policies in other regards. Under Putin, Russia has reinforced an iron triangle of the old KGB, state corporations, and Putin’s cronies. In a debate between liberal market economists and statists, the liberals have won on macroeconomic policy, while the statists have obtained the expansion of the state sector and protectionism. This system delivers macroeconomic stability but little or no growth.


    Putin has relied heavily on a group of contemporary KGB officers that he came to know in his youth in St. Petersburg and Dresden. They dominate the state, law enforcement system and state corporations.


    A major trend in Putin’s Russia has been the development of large state monopolies and the renationalization of major companies. Its started with the arrest of Mikhail Khodorkovsky, the CEO and main owner of the Yukos oil company, in October 2003, and the ensuing confiscation of Yukos and its absorption into Rosneft. The formation of several of the main state corporations occurred in 2007. The most important company has been Gazprom. The state corporations have expanded because of privileges granted by the state but not because of economic efficiency. As a consequence, the Russian Antimonopoly Committee claims that the state share of Russia’s GDP has increased from 35 percent in 2005 to 70 percent in 2015.


    The large state corporations let public funds flow to the private corporations of the cronies, a few close personal friends of Putin from St. Petersburg. The three prime cronies are Gennady Timchenko, Arkady Rotenberg, and Yuri Kovalchuk, all sanctioned by the United States since March 2014. They have all become multi-billionaire, and they have largely made their money on the state, primarily on Gazprom, either through privileged public procurement of pipelines and other infrastructure projects, or through asset stripping.


    The ultimate goal of the Putin regime is its maintenance of power, while economic growth is not seen as essential. Crony capitalism helps the Kremlin to maintain political power. As domestic politics dwindle and the economy stagnates, foreign policy is becoming ever more important as a means of legitimacy. The century-old Russian urge for “small, victorious wars” is vital for our understanding of how Russia’s economic system and political regime can provoke Russian aggression abroad. The Kremlin’s propensity to take risks is rising. A regime collapse is one possibility, while reform appears less likely.
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    In March 2017, massive anti-corruption protests in Russia raised many eyebrows among those in the West who thought that Russian domestic politics nowadays was essentially summped up in one headline about Vladimir Putin’s 80% popularity ratings. The contrast with conventional wisdom was even starker if the protests are compared with much bleaker demonstrations celebrating the anniversary of the annexation of Crimea, which took place exactly a week before the anti-corruption rallies. In many cities and regions, turnout at the pro-Crimea rallies was much lower, a lot of state-funded employees were clearly there out of a sense of duty, and these staged “patriotic” shows didn’t feature even a fraction of the general enthusiasm demonstrated a week later by the opposition protests.


    So, do these protests signify a change of dynamics in Russian domestic politics, which previously seemed boring and unilaterally dominated by Putin? As a matter of fact, yes.


    For those familiar with the Russian situation on the ground and in the regions beyond simple conventional headline knowledge, it was obvious that the mood of protest was brewing for quite some time. Yes, polls showed Putin’s popularity as being over 80%. But the same polls, if one simply looks just a bit deeper, also demonstrated that the situation is much more complex.


    Even these polls, if broken down by type of attitude towards Putin, showed that his diehard fans number only about 10–15%. Many observers extrapolated the 80% support as full and total approval of everything Putin does; however, this was never the case, and the majority of people saying that they approved of Putin generally qualified their attitude by adding that “they simply see no alternative”, “we can’t afford chaos if he leaves” and other notions suggesting that this marriage was definitely not about love. Detailed polling shows that people view Putin not even as a specific personality, but rather an institutional element, the removal of which might risk driving the country into chaos and disorder—a prospect with which official propaganda has been scaring Russians for years.


    All other elements of power—the prime minister, the government, the parliament, the ruling “United Russia” party, regional governors—have demonstrated levels of support much weaker than those of Putin, and steadily in decline over time. For most of these elements, their disapproval ratings surpassed their support during the past year, entering the red zone of net unfavourable ratings. Some influential incumbent regional mayors, and even governors representing the ruling party, have been voted out in the last two or three years.


    Polls asking Russians about their attitude to specific government policies have identified that almost every (!) element of official social and economic policy is viewed with strong disfavour. Here we have another example of “Putin’s paradox”: Russians support him, but oppose nearly every one of his specific policies. The only sphere of policy that is viewed positively is foreign policy—people believe that Putin “strengthened Russia’s position in the world”, but at the same time, this is an issue on the periphery of people’s concern, and is mostly viewed as some sort of TV reality show rather than something that impacts people’s daily lives. Interest in foreign policy has recently been fading rapidly, with about 70% or more of Russians saying that they are not interested in events in Ukraine and Syria and are not really following them, despite heavy media coverage on a daily basis.


    Large numbers of people confirm that they want the Russian system to be more open and competitive, and that they are unhappy with corruption, growing inequality and the fact that the same old faces hold power for many years at the federal, regional and local level without rotation. Many Russians are angry that they have no influence on political decisions; this is often amplified by outrageous selfishness on the part of regional and local authorities, which often promote unpopular, costly, environment-damaging decisions in the interests of their cronies, sparking multiple local-level social protests across the country. These protests have huge potential to be converted into political demands, and often are.


    I outlined these trends with specific links to polling data in my publication “From Disapproval to Change? Russia’s Population May Surprise Putin at the Next Elections”, released by the Wilfried Martens Centre for European Studies in June 2016.1 However, I was wrong to predict that these trends would culminate at the September 2016 elections to the State Duma, which failed to attract the voters’ interest. (For the first time in Russian history, turnout at federal-level elections fell below 50%; previously it was never lower than 60%.) But the negative trends for Putin have found their way to the surface nonetheless.


    Even those State Duma elections showed that Putin has big problems in the country. The ruling party’s vote fell by nearly four million compared to the previous elections in 2011; for the first time, about a third of votes for United Russia were “cast” by just a handful of regions where voting is totally controlled by authorities and the results essentially drawn up (North Caucasus and Volga ethnic republics, Kemerovo, Crimea). Without these votes, “United Russia” received fewer than 20 million votes in the rest of Russia, out of a total 98 million registered voters (110 million overall, if the abovementioned ethnic republics are included). This was party’s worst result in more than a decade; only low turnout—which the authorities specifically tried to achieve, by moving the elections from December closer to the summer vacation season—helped it to stay afloat. In about 20 major Russian regions—starting from Moscow and St. Petersburg, but including many regions of the Russian north-west, the Urals, Siberia and Far East—the ruling party received less than 40% of the vote, which indicates the rapidly growing polarisation in voting patterns between urbanised industrial ethnic Russian regions and national minority republics.


    Remarkably, in Crimea voter turnout in September 2016 was just below 49%, with “United Russia” receiving the support of 38% of the total number of registered voters—far from the propaganda headline “97% support” mark. In Sevastopol, Russia’s traditional ethnic and military stronghold, the party’s official result was just 53.8%. People in Crimea do not seem too happy with the way annexation changed their lives.


    What missed out in these State Duma elections was an energetic new generation of opposition politicians. Traditional, elderly democratic parties, Yabloko and Parnas, did their best to keep a new, charismatic generation out of their teams of candidates and, as a result, failed to attract significant voter attention despite relatively relaxed campaign conditions. (Their ads were widely distributed, their leaders were even allowed to be shown on national TV, and they had relatively significant campaign funds by Russian standards.) The persistence of the elderly generation of democratic politicians in promoting their own personalities and their reluctance to give way to a fresher cohort certainly cost the opposition an opportunity to form a faction in the Russian parliament this time around.


    But the new generation of Russian opposition politicians, best represented by anti-corruption fighter Alexei Navalny, has still managed to find its way into the hearts and minds of the Russian people. Several long-term efforts have finally started to bear fruit. First, Navalny and his team have excelled in using social media as a platform to spread their ideas. This was no easy task to achieve: it took Navalny about ten years to expand his platform to the current two million followers on Twitter and millions of views of his videos on YouTube. But right now, he holds a media power that no opposition force in Russia has ever possessed before: his audience is bigger than that of most independent Russian media outlets, and at times comparable with that of the federal state media. Second, Navalny has formally announced his intention to run in the 2018 presidential election and is spending months extensively touring Russian regions, reaching the grassroots and sparking much enthusiasm on the ground. It’s very good that the new generation of politicians is no longer so Moscow-centric, and goes out into the field where people begin to really demand change.


    Remarkably, the anti-corruption rallies on 26 March were held in about 100 cities—an unprecedented number by Russian standards, given the sizable turnout in most of the cities involved.


    The authorities are suddenly confused as to what comes next. Even if they do not allow Alexei Navalny into the 2018 presidential race, the growing grassroots protest movement across the country will not go away, and an election ban on Navalny would only spark more anger. Navalny’s campaign is gaining momentum by the day and attracts even more people who were previously apolitical; it seems that he has managed to find the “pain spot” in society which is really fed up with obscene corruption and cronyism (the rallies of 26 March were themselves in protest against the government’s total silence over serious allegations of corruption against PM Dmitry Medvedev). And if Navalny is let into the race, a real prospect emerges of a run-off, something that Russia has not seen since 1996. A run-off means a lot for Putin’s rule in psychological terms: it is mathematical proof that a majority of voters prefer somebody else to take his job.


    Whichever way this situation goes, Russian politics has suddenly ceased being boring, the opposition knows what it’s doing, and the momentum is not on Putin’s side. All of a sudden, he’s on the defensive—can you imagine that? So much so that even Putin’s traditional annual live television phone-in with Russians has been postponed, along with some other important domestic political appearances. After three sleepy post-Crimea years, Russia is clearly becoming the place to watch once again.


    


    1 https://www.martenscentre.eu/publications/disapproval-change-russias-population-may-surprise-putin-next-elections
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    These are just a few of the ways Vladimir Putin, President of the Russian Federation, has been described. And while American politics favors made-for-TV drama between warring politicians, when it comes to Putin, these insults are counterproductive to any future negotiation.


    Donald Trump has gone to the opposite extreme, heaping praise on Putin: “He has been a leader far more than our President (Obama) has been ... I think he’s done really a great job of outsmarting our country.”


    But this rhetoric -- from either side -- simply is not working. Putin ignores the insults, the Russian people, who consume anti-Western state-run media, resent them, and he’s not swayed by the praise.


    During the US election campaign, Russians were buoyed by an American presidential candidate who, it seemed, wanted to “get along” with their own leader and who might, as they saw it, stop trying to punish and isolate Russia.


    In the Kremlin, they were more wary. Putin, a former KGB officer, is a keen analyst of personality and behavior. Publicly, he responded positively. Privately, he and other Russian officials took a wait-and-see attitude.
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        In this photo taken Thursday, June 21, 2012, Russian President Vladimir Putin presents ExxonMobil CEO Rex Tillerson with a Russian medal at an award ceremony of heads and employees of energy companies at the St. Petersburg economic forum in St. Petersburg, Russia. An aide to President Vladimir Putin praised United States President-elect Donald Trump’s choice of Rex Tillerson to lead the State Department and says that the businessman is well regarded by many Russian officials. Now Tillerson has met Putin as the Secretary of State and the meeting between Donald Trump and Putin is yet to come.


        Sputnik/AP/Scanpix

      

    


    Now, the Trump administration is mired in investigations of Russian hacking and interference in the 2016 election, the subject of Russia is politically toxic and relations are worse than ever.


    But not talking with Putin is not an option. While Putin has interfered in a US presidential election and is suspected of doing so in several European elections, invaded Ukraine, illegally annexed Crimea and propped up Syrian leader Bashar al-Assad for far too long, giving him the silent treatment would be bad strategy.


    And, to a certain extent, the Trump administration understands this. Secretary of State Rex Tillerson traveled to Moscow several weeks ago and met with Putin amid escalating tensions over Syria.


    And these conversations must continue. The US and Russia -- the world’s two biggest nuclear powers -- are courting disaster if they do not engage on the issues that cannot be solved without cooperation, including the Syrian civil war, an increasingly dangerous North Korea and a volatile Iran.


    So how should -- or shouldn’t -- American politicians talk to Putin?


    Well, it’s important to start with respect. Yelling at Putin in public is not a good strategy when you have to negotiate with him later in private.


    Putin is all about restoring Russia’s dignity and its role as a great power.


    As Angela Stent, director of Georgetown University’s Center for Eurasian, Russian and East European Studies, told me: “Needlessly criticizing President Putin -- or praising him -- is really not in order.


    “It reinforces clearly the view, his suspicion, that the United States is interested in regime change, not only in other parts of the world or in Russia’s neighbors, but in Russia itself,” she explains.


    Putin personally blamed then-Secretary of State Hillary Clinton for “giving the signal” for anti-government protests on the streets of Moscow and other cities in 2011-2012. As he sees it, the US fomented Georgia’s 2003 Rose Revolution, Ukraine’s 2004 Orange Revolution and even the Arab Spring uprisings that began in January 2011. Russia, he believes, is next on America’s “regime change” hit list.


    But neither a hate-fest nor a love-fest with Putin will work.


    In 2001, President George W. Bush told the world he looked Putin in the eye and “was able to get a sense of his soul,” but that didn’t stop an eventual slide into tension.


    In 2013, President Barack Obama got personal about Putin, right after Putin gave Edward Snowden, the former CIA employee who leaked classified information, asylum in Moscow.


    “He’s got that kind of slouch,” Obama said, “looking like the bored kid at the back of the classroom.” Putin never responded publically, but it was one more nail in the coffin of relations between the two countries.


    “How you talk to him in private, and how you talk about him in public, are two different things,” John Beyrle, former US ambassador to Russia, said.


    When it comes to talking about Putin -- or any world leader -- in public, Beyrle said, “the key is ensuring that criticisms focus on policies or pronouncements and avoid descending to the level of gratuitous personal insult.”


    Disparaging Putin might play well in the US, but it can backfire, providing fodder for Russian anti-American propaganda that depicts the US as an unstable bull in a china shop.


    During the US election campaign, Russian media pointed to America’s internal divisions, its “chaotic” democracy -- a cautionary lesson for Russia’s own people. When US officials start name-calling internationally, those emotional outbursts just reinforce the impression that America is unhinged.


    Experienced Russian hands in both countries are worried. They lived through the Cold War, and they’re concerned the war of words could do real damage.


    The Cold War stand-off between the Soviet Union and the United States was based on ideology and competing economic systems. In spite of it, the two nations were able to agree on arms control and other ways to strengthen international stability.


    Today, ironically, there is less agreement on how to make the world more stable. Hurling personal insults -- or even fawning over another leader with vague hopes of “getting along” -- avoids doing the real work of defining common interests and potential areas of cooperation.


    In a new report on Russia for the Center on Global Interests, “Elevation and Calibration: A New Russia Policy for America,” Andrew C. Kuchins writes: “The first step for the president-elect is to talk about Russia and its president in a respectful, disciplined and business-like manner. Casual but denigrating remarks from US leaders are red meat for inciting deeper anti-Americanism in Russia, and are not constructive for the pursuit of broader US foreign and security policy goals that require Russian cooperation.”


    Trump and Putin eventually will meet in person. Neither Trump’s tweets of praise for Putin, nor his Defense Secretary’s comments that “Mr. Putin is “delusional” will be enough. Putin, at Russia’s helm for almost 17 years, doesn’t do small talk and he’s a tough negotiator.


    Just ask Beyrle, who has sat through almost a dozen meetings with Putin as President or Prime Minister, going back to 1999.


    “Probably the most effective way to talk to him,” Beyrle says, “requires a well-developed ability to listen. He is a demanding interlocutor, capable of holding forth for 40 minutes or more without notes in detailed, data-heavy presentations. The ability to process all of that information and respond to each of his points -- many of which demand to be challenged -- is the key to getting him to listen to you.”


    It’s time for a sober, objective and respectful relationship with Putin. He is the elected president of a country that is critical in addressing global threats -- from nuclear proliferation to cyberwar. And he is playing the strongest hand he can to maximize that country’s advantage.


    Clear-eyed, rational action must speak louder than emotional posturing.


    The article appeared first on CNN. It is published here on the courtesy of the author.
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    Last year’s Lennart Meri Conference took place in an optimistic mood. Hillary Clinton seemed the likely winner of the US presidential election, promising business as usual for American allies. Britain looked likely to stay in the European Union. French and German politics looked stable.


    Then the world turned upside down.


    Britain voted for Brexit. Donald Trump won the American presidential election with a campaign based on shameless populism and invention. The French election was nerve-wracking, with all but one of the leading candidates making explicitly pro-Kremlin statements. In April, we were within only a couple of percentage points of a run-off between the Russian-financed Marine Le Pen and the surging ultra-left candidate Jean-LucMélenchon.
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        NATO military equipment in Paldiski port, Estonia. NATO is plugging the gaps in the security of the Baltic States.


        Tiit Blaat/Ekspress Meedia/Scanpix

      

    


    In May we are breathing more easily. The main reason is in Washington, DC.


    Mr Trump’s administration is settling down quickly. The main problem is not excessive radicalism, but paralysis. Unable to get legislation through Congress, with the senior ranks of his administration still largely unfilled, and constrained by the same foreign-policy problems that bedevilled his predecessors, the White House is reduced to making largely symbolic gestures (mostly political, some military) in order to create at least an impression of toughness and decisiveness.


    But paralysis is better than revolution. Mr Trump no longer thinks that NATO is obsolete. He no longer thinks that a deal with Vladimir Putin will sort out the world’s problems. He no longer wants to launch a trade war.


    We still do not know how the Trump White House will respond in a crisis. But even here the signs are encouraging. His top team—James Mattis, H R McMaster and Rex Tillerson—are all reassuringly recognisable figures. American allies are right to be concerned about the state of the world. But we no longer need to be alarmed. We should listen respectfully to the administration’s critics—after all, they will be back in power again one day—without necessarily believing everything they say.


    The demons are also receding in Europe. Brexit is going to be damaging, both for Britain and for the EU-27. My country’s vote on 23 June 2016 will always be one of the saddest days of my life. But the likelihood of a “hard Brexit”, in which a weak government adopts a catastrophic policy to appease a small number of well-placed hardline supporters, is receding fast.


    In next month’s election Theresa May is overwhelmingly likely to come back as prime minister with the mandate she lacked after taking over from David Cameron. This will give her the authority to make concessions on payments to Brussels, on transition periods, and on the authority of the European Court of Justice, all of which are essential ingredients of an orderly Brexit.


    Meanwhile the German populists are in disarray, the European economy is picking up, Russia is cutting its defence spending, and NATO is plugging the most obvious gaps in the security of the Baltic States. The Lennart Meri Conference rightly concentrates on problems. But we should spare a little time to celebrate what has gone right (or at least what has not gone wrong).


    My first worry is that our political and economic system is dealing with the symptoms of the problems we face, but not the causes.


    Take Donald Trump’s election. He rode to power on a wave of genuine dissatisfaction about the way the US has been run since the end of the Cold War. His supporters don’t feel that the costs and benefits of globalisation are fairly shared. They do feel that the rest of the world takes the US for granted.


    I have little confidence that Mr Trump will honour the promises he made. Nobody could. Nothing is going to bring back well-paid manufacturing jobs in the old industries of the American heartland. A dodgy tycoon is an unlikely standard-bearer for the cause of economic justice.


    Moreover, the world is going to remain a dangerous place, and the US will always face painful and costly foreign-policy dilemmas. Nothing Mr Trump can do will change that. True, it may be that his administration will scare some allies into paying a bit more for their defence. But I doubt that American voters in three years’ time will be nodding in decisive approval that five or six more NATO countries have reached the 2% of GDP target a bit faster than they would have done otherwise.


    Similarly, Brexit is not going to make angry British voters feel that they have really “taken back control”. There will be less money for public services, not more. Britain will still be bound by international agreements. The benefits of Brexit, such as they are, are more likely to accrue to fleet-footed financiers and nimble entrepreneurs, who did pretty well out of the previous arrangements.


    The question, therefore, is where angry voters will turn next. The answer may be “nowhere”. The American political system does not encourage outsiders, and it rewards incumbents. So the chances of a new, “mega-Trump”—a still more radical populist outsider—are slim. He may disappoint everyone but still win a second term.


    The same is true of the British electoral system. Brexit will annoy Leave voters because it changes too little, and Remain voters because it changes too much. We may get a realignment of the Left, with the Leave voters coalescing round a pro-Brexit Labour Party, and the pro-European voters bolstering the resurgent Liberal Democrats. That may bring clarity, but not change. Splitting the opposition vote will guarantee that the Conservatives stay in power for a generation.


    Nonetheless, unhappiness and outright anger among the 20–30% of the population who feel the system does not work for them will remain a toxic factor in the politics of all Western countries—and be fertile ground for outsiders wanting to spread fear, uncertainty and doubt.


    That leads on to the other big toxic factor: Russia. In the past 12 months, the Kremlin has spectacularly intervened in Western politics and—on the face of it—paid little price for doing so. The American investigations are moving slowly and are plagued by partisan squabbles. Voters there, and in France, who are fed up with their own countries’ elites do not seem to mind Mr Putin’s plutocracy, or its attempts to peddle influence abroad.


    Yet the tide is turning. Only five years ago, I was in Berlin, meeting senior German officials who laughed out loud when I warned them that Russia would attack their political system. Nobody is laughing now—Russian influence is taken with grim seriousness not only in Germany but also in Britain, Denmark, France, and other previously complacent Western countries.


    That has destroyed one of the Kremlin’s most potent advantages. When nobody was expecting hacking/leaking attacks, or subsidies to favourite politicians, these tactics were much more effective. Now, at least in northern and Eastern Europe, Russia has lost the element of surprise. This does not mean that Russian mischief-making has become ineffective. But its room for manoeuvre is reduced.


    Secondly, the technology companies are realising that they have responsibilities to wider society. Until recently, Facebook and Google reacted with infuriating arrogance and complacency when I and others warned them that they were being used by Russia and other hostile states. Now they are deeply worried about disinformation and propaganda, and the potential for civil and even criminal litigation for their collusion in spreading it. They have not yet deployed proper countermeasures—but plenty of plans are afoot.


    The combination of government and business awareness about the threat from Russia is highly positive. It does not mean that the frontline states of Europe are safe. Faced with a closing window of opportunity, as his economy weakens and the outside world becomes more resilient and united, Vladimir Putin may decide he has nothing to lose by taking some risks. If so, he still has plenty of cards to play.
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