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In the nearly three decades 
since the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, Russia’s rela-

tionship with the West has 
undergone a dramatic transfor-
mation – from establishing eco-
nomic ties the 1990s to being 
partners in the wake of 9/11 to 
once again being adversaries in 
the post-Bush era. There’s plenty 
of blame to go around, not least 
the absence of even considering 
true reconstruction of the former 
Soviet states after collapse. But 
many of these shifts have to do 
with the political trajectory of 
one Vladimir Putin, who has 
gone from relative unknown to 
the longest-serving leader of 
Russia since Joseph Stalin. And 
with Putin’s announcement 
earlier this year of forthcoming 
constitutional changes, he has 
signaled that he has no intention 
of relinquishing power when 
his term ends in 2024, even if he 
does give up the presidency. 

With all that in mind, here are 
five key trends likely to shape the 
“hot peace” between Russia and 
the West in the coming years. 

1. Russia will continue to seek 
tactical wins it can score inter-
nationally, enabled by a US pull-
back from global leadership and 
inevitable foreign policy missteps 
taken by the West more generally.

Putin has been quick to take 
advantage of the US pullback 
from areas where it once played 
a dominant role. It has also taken 
advantage of those cases in which 
Western powers have not fully 
committed themselves (e.g., Syria 
and Libya). This also includes 
Ukraine, though there the cost 
to Russia has been higher in lives 
lost, budget outlays and in terms 
of sanctions (more on this below).

More generally, Putin has sought 
opportunities to improve Russia’s 
position in key regions, at limited 
financial or military costs. In so 
doing, he has succeeded in rais-
ing Russia’s profile in the Middle 
East as a diplomatic broker, and 
as an intermediary of the war in 

Syria. Similar moves are being 
made in parts of sub-Saharan 
Africa, and with Russian support 
for Nicolás Maduro in Venezu-
ela. These have increased Russia’s 
clout on the international stage 
– not to the level of the United 
States or China, but to a notable 
degree nonetheless. This feat is 
made more impressive by the fact 
that while the US and China are 
the two largest economies in the 
world, Russia ranks 11th, behind 
countries like Brazil and Canada. 
Russia will continue looking for 
such low-risk, high-reward oppor-
tunities for intervention. Putin is 
also primed to take advantage of 
the continued souring of US–EU 
relations during the Trump era. 
Which brings us to…

2. Europe increasingly desires 
a return to some sense of nor-
malcy. That will be difficult given 
just how much division there cur-
rently is within the EU, Germa-
ny’s weakening leadership of the 
EU and, of course, Trump. All of 
which plays into Russia’s hands.

Since 2014, Europe has been 
rigorously debating the proper 
response to Russian actions in 
Ukraine and other malign activi-
ties in Europe (election interfer-
ence, targeted or attempted kill-
ings of émigrés). There are many 
states (Hungary, Italy and, most 
recently, France) that want to 
forge closer ties with Moscow, 
while Poland, the Baltic States 
and the UK have been far more 
hostile toward a rapprochement. 
Germany has shown signs of 
both arguments – German Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel was instru-
mental in maintaining sanctions 
against Russia after its land grab 
in Ukraine, but Germany has also 
been the lead advocate for the 
Nord Stream 2 pipeline.

Ultimately, European unity will 
stick to sanctions, largely because 
they are tied so closely to the 
specific goal of ending the war 
in Eastern Ukraine. Thawing ten-
sions between the EU and Russia 
will necessarily be a slow process, 
even if the current momentum 
is aimed at normalizing relations 
with Moscow.

3. Trump really does want to 
work with Putin, though the US 
Congress will continue to stymie 
such efforts on most counts. 

Trump’s presidency has not pro-
duced the direct benefits Russian 
leaders had obviously hoped for, 
though Moscow has still managed 
to capitalize on Trump’s foreign 
policy – cementing its role as 
intermediary in Syria being the 
most obvious example. Also note-
worthy is the fact that US-China 
tensions have pushed Moscow 
and Beijing closer together. Deep-
rooted antipathy toward the Rus-
sian government remains biparti-
san in Congress, and US lawmak-
ers have built up ways to constrain 
Trump’s ability to unilaterally 
change US policy toward Russia, 
as demonstrated by the 2017 
Countering America’s Adversar-
ies Through Sanctions legislation. 
Trump can talk about improving 
the relationship all he wants, but 
it is hard for him to actually trans-
late that into policy. Take NATO 
as another example. Both Putin 
and Trump have reservations 
about the organization – albeit for 
much different reasons – but Con-
gress has already made attempts 
through legislation to limit what 
Trump can do to undermine the 
security alliance even further. 

Both Trump and Putin have 
learned the hard way that having 
strong leader-to-leader relations 
is far from enough when at least 
one of those leaders hails from 
a robust and still-functioning 
democracy.

 
4. Russia is struggling with 

growing challenges at home, but 
Putin’s foreign policy victories are 
not helping. 

Polling in 2019 has shown that 
the Russian public wants Putin 
to focus more on domestic issues, 
including an economy that is 
producing growth of only 1 to 2 
percent a year. In general, there 
is limited domestic support for 
foreign adventures. Signs from 
the Kremlin suggest it has become 
more cautious regarding foreign 
engagements, both in terms of 
committing formal troops and 
getting involved in tit-for-tats that 

do further damage to the invest-
ment climate as the US ads more 
sanctions.

Still, there are limits to the 
impact of domestic pressures 
on Russian foreign policy. First, 
growth is sluggish, but there is 
macroeconomic stability – the 
budget has been running surpluses, 
currency reserves have been 
replenished in recent years and 
stand at over $550 billion, inflation 
has been under control, and the 
currency has been fairly stable. In 
other words, the government does 
not face an economic emergency, 
and it is in a better position than 
in the past to deal with an exter-
nal shock. Longer term, there are 
legitimate concerns about stagnant 
growth, low foreign direct invest-
ment and demographic challenges. 
But the short-term state of affairs 
is stable enough that Putin feels he 
can avoid undertaking any major 
reforms.

Second, public opinion is not 
the key driver of foreign policy 
decisions. Putin has prioritized 
geopolitics over economics, at 
least when it comes to what he 
identifies as core interests, and he 
is not going to change course in 
response to polls. There are also 
some foreign policy priorities that 
will remain important enough for 
Putin to risk Western punishment, 
such as maintaining Russian influ-
ence in Ukraine and Belarus.

Going forward, the key ques-
tion will be how Putin transi-
tions his power post-2024. He is 
establishing a system in which 
he can remain highly influential 
even after he (presumably) leaves 
the presidency that year. How 
and indeed if he disperses power 
remains unanswered by the recent 
changes. But foreign policy and 
security questions may be among 
the very last things he is willing to 
surrender. 

5. Russia must increasingly 
worry about being dominated 
by China – a reminder that while 
Putin is playing the short-term 
game capably, he’s not playing the 
long-term game nearly as well. 

The Russian government does 
not have an answer for how to 

fully address the China relation-
ship over the long term. Russia’s 
hopes for China are especially 
high at the moment – with West-
ern economic links frayed, China 
is of growing importance as an 
export market for energy and as 
an investor in a range of Russian 
sectors, particularly oil and gas. 
But the power dynamic is even 
starker since the days when Putin 
first steered Russia toward a revi-
sionist foreign policy. The imbal-
ance will grow even stronger as 
China continues its geopolitical 
ascent. Russia’s approach at pres-
ent is to accommodate China’s 
growing influence in Central Asia 
and even in countries like Ukraine 
and Belarus. China, for its part, is 
happy to avoid stepping on Rus-
sia’s toes, even as it becomes more 
influential in what Russia views 
as its historic sphere of influence. 
Over time, that Chinese presence 
will create tensions with Moscow, 
and there’s only so much Russia 
will be able to do about that.

 In short, Russia will remain an 
opportunist on the international 
stage despite the risks of blow-
back from citizens at home and 
the West more generally. But a 
European continent looking 
to stabilize itself and its greater 
surroundings will offer Moscow 
an opportunity to improve rela-
tions with a significant part of the 
West, even as relations between 
the US and Russia remain chilly. 
And while the current standoff 
between the US and China has 
pushed Moscow and Beijing 
closer together, Russia should be 
concerned about the long-term 
trajectory of that relationship 
– if Russia isn’t careful, its big-
gest challenger in this era of “hot 
peace” will be coming from the 
East rather than the West in just a 
few short years.
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Russia is benefiting from its new confrontation with the West, but murkier times may lie ahead

FROM COLD WAR

TO HOT PEACE
Cold War winners in the West 
and continue to feel patronized 
to this day.

Second, the working popula-
tion has a sense that the burdens 
and jointly produced earnings in 
their economies are no longer 
being fairly divided in a globalized 
society that they see as beholden 
solely to the laws of business and 
competition.

Third, every fourth worker is 
at risk of poverty and a quarter 
of pensioners are barely making 
ends meet.

Fourth, a significant number 
of Germans have the impression 
that their worries and fears are 
brushed aside and that the realms 
of media and politics are domi-
nated by issues they consider to 
be of secondary importance. 

Fifth, they have the feeling that 
when they disagree with prevail-
ing narratives, they are labeled 
right-wing extremists and rele-
gated to the corner of the class-
room like a scolded pupil.

Sixth, when using terms such as 
“homeland” or “patriotism,” they 
are also suspected of being right-
wing nationalists.

Seventh, they see their elected 
representatives as more inter-
ested in fighting over status 
and positions than focusing on 
content. These leaders project 
a preoccupation with securing 
their own privileges and digging 
moats around their own posts, 
preferring to hide behind rheto-
ric rather than to speak plainly.

Eighth, they are frustrated 
when promising and committed 
young professionals who dare to 
raise their voice to speak their 
minds and defend their ideals 
are degraded by the establish-
ment.

People who harbor such feel-
ings are turning their backs on 
the established parties. But is all 
of this really true? And if so, how 
can the established parties win 
back all of these disappointed 
and disaffected voters?

The two historical big-tent 
popular parties, the SPD and 
the CDU, have become soulless 
vessels. The CDU has misplaced 
its traditional beliefs and forgot-
ten its conservative, bourgeois 
raison d’être. The Christian 
conservatives have surrendered 

to the Zeitgeist, abandoned old 
principles and set out in search 
of the so-called center. As a 
result, the very thing that con-
troversial and far-sighted poli-
ticians from the last century, 
such as Franz Joseph Strauss, 
had warned of has come to pass: 
a party in Germany has emerged 
to fill the gap left open on the 
right. And this phenomenon is 
only partly a consequence of the 
refugee crisis.

On the other side of the 
center, the past several years 
have made it clear that the SPD 
no longer knows where it stands 
and to whom it owes allegiance. 
The people it should be speak-
ing to are those voters who 
actually keep Germany’s social 
democracy functioning with 
their hard work: the manual 
and clerical workers and their 
families, the people who pay 
their rent but can hardly make a 
living despite working full-time. 
Instead, the SPD has been serv-
ing merely to help fill the pock-
ets of those individuals the party 
used to disparage as “capital-
ists.” Their attempts to imitate 

the Greens on climate policy 
and gender issues have simply 
not gained purchase. Today’s 
voters have turned to the origi-
nal source of those issues, the 
Greens, who are already harbor-
ing hopes of having a voice in 
the next coalition government, 
in 2021 at the latest, and perhaps 
even the top spot in the country. 

The SPD is moored at 15 per-
cent in the polls. If the CDU 
wishes to avoid this fate, it will 
have to make a directional deci-
sion: Who will lead the party 
and who will vie to be chancel-
lor?

The focus is on three candi-
dates. Friedrich Merz, a man 
with close ties to the business 
world, has challenged Merkel on 
several occasions in the past 20 
years. He is said to have a sig-
nificant fan base and could win 
back voters from the AfD with 
his right-wing conservatism. 
Also in the running is the down-
to-earth Armin Laschet, the cur-
rent minister president of North 
Rhine-Westphalia and someone 
considered to be both a moder-
ate and a moderator. In the past, 

Laschet has dared to entertain 
the idea of the Greens as poten-
tial coalition partners and has 
always endorsed Merkel’s refu-
gee policy. And finally, Norbert 
Röttgen has entered the race. 
The boyish-looking 55-year old 
hails from the liberal wing of 
the party and was once one of 
Merkel’s first lieutenants. He then 
fell out of favor and remade him-
self as a foreign policy expert. Just 
like Laschet, Röttgen is expected 
to welcome working together 
with the Greens.

Still, at the 2020 Munich Secu-
rity Conference, even Laschet 
dared attack the chancellor for 
her hesitant stance regarding 
Macron’s plan for a common 
European security policy, noting 
that “in the era of Helmut Kohl, 
the major European initiatives 
came from Germany.”

Weimar or Trumpistan? The 
CDU faces a crucial test.
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