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[Begin	Transcription]	

BEHRINGER:	My	name	is	Paul	Behringer.	I'm	with	the	Center	for	Presidential	History	

at	Southern	Methodist	University.		

MILES:	My	name	is	Simon	Miles.	I’m	at	the	Sanford	School	of	Public	Policy	at	Duke	

University.		

GRAHAM:	And	my	name	is	Tom	Graham.	I'm	at	the	Council	on	Foreign	Relations.	

BEHRINGER:	Thank	you	so	much	for	being	with	us	today,	Dr.	Graham.	So	first,	we	

wanted	to	ask	you	to	talk	a	little	bit	about	your	background	in	U.S.-Russian	

relations,	and	then	how	you	moved	from	the	State	Department	to	the	National	

Security	Council	in	2002.		

GRAHAM:	How	far	back	do	you	want	me	to	go,	as	far	as	U.S.-Russian	relations	are	

concerned?		

BEHRINGER:	You	can	give	us	a	brief	overview	of	your	career,	your	interests.	

GRAHAM:	I've	had	a	longstanding	interest	in	Russia	and	U.S.-Russian	relations	that	

date	back	to	when	I	was	a	very	young	boy,	but	I	don't	think	that's	material	

here.	 I	 joined	 the	 Foreign	 Service	 in	 1984	 and	 had	 a	 number	 of	 postings	

overseas,	first	in	Oslo	as	a	consular	officer.	But	there	I	dealt	extensively	with	

a	number	of	Soviet	diplomats.	I	then	went	to	a	tour	of	duty	at	the	embassy	in	

Moscow.	Spent	three	and	a	half	years	there	at	the	very	end	of	the	Soviet	period	

from	1987	to	1990.	I	returned	from	Moscow	to	work	at	the	Pentagon	on	Soviet	
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years	 from	 1994–1997.	 [00:02:00]	 I	 left	 the	 Foreign	 Service	 at	 that	 point	 to	

spend	three	to	four	years	at	the	Carnegie	Endowment	for	International	Peace	

in	 Washington	 working	 on,	 again,	 Russia-Eurasian	 affairs,	 but	 then	 I	 was	

asked	 to	 join	 first	 the	 State	 Department	 and	 then	 the	 National	 Security	

Council	staff	in	the	Bush	administration,	2001–2002.	I	spent	about	five	years	

on	the	National	Security	Council	staff.		

BEHRINGER:	 I'm	 just	 wondering,	 can	 you	 talk	 a	 little	 bit	 about	 the	 difference	

between	working	on	the	Policy	Planning	Staff	at	the	State	Department	versus	

the	National	Security	Council?	

GRAHAM:	Yeah,	no,	 certainly.	They're	 very—two	different	 institutions.	The	State	

Department	 has,	 as	 you	 know,	 a	 long	 history.	 The	 Policy	 Planning	 Staff	 is	
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States.	It	has	a	government-wide	view	[00:04:00]	of	any	policy	issue.	Its	role	is	

really	used	to	coordinate	the	inter-agency	process	on	any	specific	issue.	If	it’s	

Russia,	 you'll	 be	 working	 with	 people	 from	 the	 State	 Department,	 the	

Department	of	Defense,	the	Energy	Department,	the	Commerce	Department,	

and	so	on,	or	you	have	input	from	the	Joint	Chiefs	of	Staff	and	the	Intelligence	

Community.	But	the	
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GRAHAM:	 Well,	 in	 part	 because	 I	 asked	 that	 they	 do	 it	 that	 way.	 I	 think	 the	

administration,	at	that	point—the	national	security	advisor	or	deputy	national	

security	advisor—
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future	cooperation	on	a	range	of	issues	that	would	be	mutually	beneficial.	And	

I	think	he	fell	into	that	camp.	I	also	think	that	the	National	Security	Advisor,	

Condoleezza	Rice,	fell	in	that	camp	at	the	beginning	of	the	administration.		

BEHRINGER:	And	that	actually	segues	nicely	 into	the	first	meeting	between	Bush	

and	Putin	in	Slovenia	in	2001,	in	June.	And	I	wanted	to	ask,	what	was	the	Bush	

administration's	 policy	 on	 NATO	 expansion	 at	 this	 point	 in	 the	

administration?	

GRAHAM:	 Well,	 the	 Bush	 administration	 didn't	 have	 a	 formal	 policy	 on	 NATO	

expansion	at	that	point.	Certainly,	there	was	an	agreement	that	NATO	needed	

to	expand,	that	the	first	wave	of	expansion	in	the	1990s	was	not	the	end,	and	

that	was	never	the	way	it	was	formulated	in	the	Clinton	administration,	and	

the	 Bush	 administration	 very	 much	 agreed	 that	 the	 process	 needed	 to	

continue.	

The	issue	that	absorbed	some	attention	in	the	Bush	administration,	as	

it	was	trying	to	make	its	initial	decision,	or	to	set	the	policy,	was	how	broad	

the	 second	 wave	 of	 expansion	 should	 be.	 And	 basically,	 there	 were	 two	

competing	 views	 on	 that.	 The	 first	 was	 that	 you	 should	 go	 for	 a	 small	

expansion	of	bringing	Slovenia	and	Slovakia,	two	countries	that	appeared	to	

be	 most	 advanced,	 the	 most	 ready	 for,	
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that	direction.	They	were	trying—that	is,	the	Clinton	administration—tried	

to	 work	 within	 the	 framework	 of	 the	 Anti-Ballistic	 Missile	 Treaty,	 seeing	

whether	it	was	possible	to	agree	with	the	Russians	on	a	somewhat	different	

interpretation	of	various	provisions	that	would	allow	the	United	
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mutually	 assured	 destruction	 that	 had	 a	 foundation	 of	 strategic	 stability	

during	the	Cold	War	into	one	where	we	would	work	together	in	dealing	with	

the	threats	from	rogue	regimes,	nuclear	proliferation,	and	so	forth.	And	if	we	

were	going	to	establish	that	type	of	a	qualitatively	different	relationship,	then	

the	missile	defense	system	in	and	of	itself	should	not	have	been	a	problem	for	

the	 Russians.	 And	 beyond	 that,	 the	 type	 of	 system	 we	 were	 talking	 about,	

which	was	quite	limited,	geared	towards	very	small	nuclear	arsenals,	would	

have	no	 impact	or	no	 capacity	 to	harm	 the	 strategic	deterrent	 that	was	 so	



 
 
 
 

11	
 

GRAHAM:	 No,	 I	 think	 from	 the	 Russian	 standpoint	 they	 were	 serious	 counter-

proposals.	 The	 United	 States	 looked	 at	 some	 of	 those	 possibilities	 and	

ultimately	decided	against	it,	against	using.	And	now	part	of	the	problem	was	

that,	 when	 the	 Russians	 made	 those	 counterproposals	 for	 a	 radar	 site,	 for	

example,	on	a	base	that	they	had	in	Azerbaijan,	they	saw	that	as	a	substitute	

for	the	sites	that	the	United	States	decided	it	wanted	to	build	in	Poland	and	

the	Czech	Republic	at	that	point.	The	United	States	was	happy	to	see	whether	
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And	this,	again,	laid	a	basis	for	cooperation	between	the	two	countries,	

but	 also	 engendered	 hopes	 that	 we	 would	 be	 able	 to	 move	 more	 closely	

together,	 find	 ways	 to	 cooperate	 more	 broadly	 as	 we	 dealt	 with	 the	 wider	

counter-terrorism	 campaign,	 strategic	 stability	 issues,	 and	 that	 this	 would	

spill	over	and	help	improve	relations	across	a	broad	range	of	issues.	

BEHRINGER:	 What	 was	 the	 expectation	 on	 the	 Russian	 side?	 Was	 there	 an	

expectation	that	the	United	States	would	help	them	in	some	way	in	return	for	

their	cooperation	in	the	War	on	Terror	in	Afghanistan?	

GRAHAM:	Almost	certainly,	yes.	But,	you	know,	 if	you	 look	back,	what	President	

Putin	 said	 at	 that	 time	 was	 that	 helping	 the	 United	 States	 deal	 with	 the	

problem	in	Afghanistan	was	in	Russia's	interest,	and	if	you're	doing	something	

that's	in	your	interest,	you	don't	usually	ask	for	a	payment	for	that	from	your	

partner	 in	 that	 effort.	And	 the	Russians	had	been	concerned,	not	 so	much	

about	al	Qaeda	in	Afghanistan,	they	had	been	concerned	about	the	Taliban	in	

Afghanistan.	Afghanistan,	under	Taliban	rule,	had	in	fact	supported	terrorist	

movements	that	were	operating	 in	Central	Asia—Tajikistan,	Uzbekistan,	 in	

particular—some	concern	on	the	Russian	part	that	this	would	lead	to	terrorist	

types	of	activities	inside	Russia	itself.	So,	they	were	quite	interested	in	working	

with	the	United	States	in	Afghanistan	to	deal	with	the	Taliban.	In	fact,	even	

before	9/11,	they	[00:24:00]	
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encroachments	in	the	former	Soviet	space—but	also	needed	to	protect	Russia	

itself	from	alleged	democracy	promotion	efforts	by	the	United	States,	which	

many	 in	 the	 Russian	 leadership	 suspected	 were	 also	 aimed	 ultimately	 at	

regime	change	in	Russia	itself.	

So,	the	fall	of	2004	becomes,	I	think,	a	critical	point,	a	turning	point,	in	

the	nature	of	 the	relationship	between	the	United	States	and	Russia	 in	 the	

2000s.		

BEHRINGER:	And,	in	2004,	you	also	led	a	policy	review	on	Russia.	Can	you	talk	a	

little	bit	about	that?	What	was	the	impetus	for	the	review,	and	what	were	your	

recommendations	moving	forward?	

GRAHAM:	 I	 wish	 I	 could	 recollect	 this	 better.	 We	 didn't	 have	 an	 agreed	 policy	

[00:32:00]	 on	 Russia—a	 formal,	 agreed	 policy	 on	 Russia—in	 the	 Bush	
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a	compromise	document.
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that	provided	the	background	for	the	events	in	Beslan.	So,
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would	be	able	to	get	George	Bush	to	see	the	way	some	of	his	senior	officials	

were	undermining	the	relationship	with	Russia,	and	President	Bush	thought	
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complaints	that	we	had	heard	from	other	senior	Russian	officials	for	at	least	a	

couple	of	years.	The	short	answer	is:	what	he	said	wasn't	surprising.	

[00:40:00]	Now,	I	think	one	of	the	questions	you	have	to	ask	is,	“Why	

then?	Why	not	earlier?”	And	I	think	the	answer	to	that	lies	into	the	treatment	

that	Russia	received	at	the	hands	of	the	American	administration	at	that	time.	

As	 I	 said,	 in	 Bratislava—was	 sort-of	 a	 turning	 point.	 There	 were	 four	

additional	 possibilities	 for	 the	 presidents	 to	 meet	 face-to-face	 during	 that	

year.	 The	 expectation	 on	 the	 Russian	 part	 was	 that	 those	 meetings	 would	

indeed	take	place.	In	fact,	the	Bush	administration	refused	to	meet	with	Putin	

on	 the	 margins	 of	 the	 G7—or	 G8	 summitat	 that	 time,	 sometime	 in	 the	

summer.	They	had	difficulties	arranging	a	meeting	when	Putin	came	to	the	

UN	for	anniversary	celebrations	in	the	fall.	 	 In	2006,	the	situation	got	even	

worse	 in	 terms	 of	 frequency	 of	 meetings.	 But	 particularly	 starting	 in	 the	

summer	of	2006	there	was	very	little	contact.	

Now,	the	reason	for	that	was	that	the	administration,	the	president’s	

senior	officials,	were	focused	on	the	problems	that	they	were	having	in	Iraq.	

Iraq	 was	 going	 south	 very,	 very	 fast.	 Questions	 of	 what	 the	 United	 States	

should	do	to	save	its	position,	to	save	its	prestige.	The	internal	deliberations	

eventually	led	to	the	decision	to	launch	the	surge	in	Iraq.	But	that	took	the	

oxygen	out	of	the	room	for	all	other	issues,	including	Russia.	So,	by	the	time	

Putin	is	speaking	at	Munich	at	the	beginning	of	February	in	2007,	there	had	

been	very	little	contact	[00:42:00]	between	the	two	governments.	I	think	Putin	

certainly	saw	it	that	he	personally	was	being	disrespected	by	the	United	States.	
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the	marker	 that	 these	 two	countries	would	become	part	of	NATO	at	 some	

point	in	the	future.	Now,	that	had	the	advantage	of	pleasing	the	Germans,	the	

French,	 and	 the	 Americans.	 But	 it	 wasn't	 greeted	 with	 great	 pleasure	 in	

Georgia	 or	 Ukraine,	 which	 wanted	 the	 Membership	 Action	 Plans.	 And	 it	

certainly	wasn't	greeted	with	great	pleasure	in	Moscow,	which	didn't	want	to	

see	those	two	former	Soviet	republics	on	a	path	towards	NATO	membership.		

BEHRINGER:	And	then	soon	after	that,	the	conflict	in	Georgia	breaks	out	in	August.	

What	are	your	assessments	of	why	it	happened	at	that	moment	and	the	U.S.	

response	to	the	crisis?		

GRAHAM:	Look,	the	problem	with	Georgia	had	been	brewing	for	some	time
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Russia	join	the	W
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But	 Russia	 was	 weak	 in	 1999	 and	 2000	 and	 Putin	 understands	 the	

correlation	of	forces.	I	think	part	of	the	reason	that	he	was	prepared	to	work	

with	 the	 Bush	 administration	 initially	 was	 because	 he	 respected	 American	

power	at	that	point	and	thought	a	co
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another	meeting	with	our	Russian	counterparts	because	of	Georgia.	It	helped	

in	some	ways,	but	not	nearly	enough	to	provide	a	foundation	for	a	different	

type	of	relationship	between	the	two	countries.		

BEHRINGER:	 [01:00:00]	 And	 then	 I	 guess	 one	 last	 question	 would	 be,	 is	 there	

something—or,	in	this	period,	in	the	Bush	administration,	were	some	of	these	

issues	 just	 intractable,	 that	 couldn't	 be	 solved	 with	 some	 type	 of	 a	 grand	

bargain?	I	guess	I'm	looking	for	what	would	have	had	to	happen	for	things	to	

turn	out	differently?	

GRAHAM:	Everybody	asks	that	question.	And	I	don't	think	there's	an	easy	answer	to	

it.	First,	if	you	look	at	the	history	of	U.S.-Russian	relations,	they	certainly	have	

been	competitive	from	the	time	the	United	States	emerged	as	a	great	power	

at	the	very	end	of	the	19th	century.	

The	areas,	the	times	over	the	past	 125	or	 130	years	where	the	United	

States	and	Russia	were	anything	that	we	can	call	partners	were	very	rare	and	

very	specific	cases.	Everybody	points	to	the	to	the	Second	World	War.	I	guess	

we	were	partners,	fought	against	the	common	enemy,	Nazi	Germany,	but	if	

you	look	even	very	closely	at	that,	the	cooperation	at	that	point	was	laced	with	

deep	suspicion.	We	didn't	fight	really	together.	We	fought	in	parallel	on	the	

Western	Front	and	the	Eastern	Front,	and	the	conflict,	the	war	itself,	laid	the	

foundation	for	the	division	between	a	Soviet	sphere	and	an	American	sphere	

after	the	defeat	of	Nazi	Germany.		

There	was	some	effort	at	cooperation	after	the	breakup	of	the	Soviet	

Union	 [01:02:00],	 a	 period	when	Russia	 itself	was	 extremely	weak,	 internal	
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disorganization	and	so	forth.	As	soon	as	Russia	began	to	regain	some	of	its	

strength	 under	 Putin	 what	 you	 saw	 was	 the	 reassertion	 of	 very	 traditional	

Russian	views	of	the	world,	a	very	traditional	Russian	foreign	policy,	which	

brought	 it	 into	 conflict	 with	 the	 United	 States.	 	 Although	 there's	 a	

fundamental	 difference	 between	 the	 two	 countries	 and	 the	 way	 we	 think	

about	world	order,	the	way	we	think	about	the	values	that	should	inform	a	

domestic	political	
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would	 have	 been	 more	 acceptable	 to	 the	 Russians.
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we	arranged	this	was	that	we	would	have	a	meeting	of	the	NAC,1	the	NATO	

Council,	beforehand,	before	meeting	with	the	Russians.	We	would	decide	on	

what	the	NATO	posture	was	going	to	be,	what	the	NATO	position	was,	and	

then	each	country	was	obliged	to	adhere	to	that	to	that	position	in	dealing	

with	the	Russians.	So,	it	was	19+1	all	over	again,	I	guess	is	the	way	I	would	put	

it.		

So,	we	were	never	really	willing	to	try	a	situation	where	we	have	the	

free	discussion	to	see	how	the	Russians	reacted	and	to	see	whether	they	would	

try	to	take	advantage	of	that	and	undermine	unity	within	the	Alliance,	or	they	

would	have	dealt	with	it	as	good	partners,	trying	to	work	in	a	constructive	way	

to	deal	with	the	problems	that	faced	European	countries,	the	United	States	

and	Russia,	as	well.		

There	are	a	number	of	other	areas	where	the	Russians	offered	help	to	

us	 where	 we	 turned	 them	 down	 flatly,	 again,	 in	 part	 because	 we	 were	

concerned	 about	 the	 way	 the	 Russians	 might	 be	 able	 to	 manipulate	 that	

against	us.	The	Russians	offered	a	strategic	airlifted	Afghanistan.	We	turned	

them	down	because	that	would	have	given	them	a	military	presence	on	the	

ground	in	Afghanistan.	The	Russians	offered	us	the	possibility	of	using	their	

medical	 facilities	 in	Tajikistan	 for	American	soldiers	who	were	wounded	 in	

Afghanistan.	 We	 turned	 that	 down	 in	 part	 because	 of	 questions	 [01:08:00]	

about	the	quality	of	Russian	medical	assistance,	but	also	because	it	would	have	
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MILES:	I	will!	

GRAHAM:	But	there's	a	difference	between	being	a	deep	expert	on	Russian	military	
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point.	And	then	finally,	I	think	we	never	came	to—again,	part	of	the	problem	

is	you	have	a	short-term	focus.	You	want	to	get	things	done	rapidly.	Certainly	


