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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	an	assistant	professor	in	the	Sanford	School	of	

Public	Policy	at	Duke	University.		

LIEBERMAN:	I	am	Joe	Lieberman.	I	was	a	
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please,	for	President	Nixon.”	And,	sure	as	hell,	it	was	President	Nixon.	And	he	said,	

“My	good	friend	Dimitri	Simes	was	at	the	program	you	spoke	at	yesterday,	and	he	

told	me	you	had	some	very	kind	things	to	say	about	what	I've	been	saying	about	

how	to	deal	with	the	former	Soviet	Union.	And	I	just	wanted	to	thank	you.”2	It	was	

an	amazing	call	for	me,	because	I	had	despised	Nixon	in	the	old	days.	[After	that	

call]	I	came	within	his	orbit	in	a	way,	because	whenever		he	came	to	Washington,	

there	were	a	number	of	members	of	Congress	he	would	meet	with	[and	he	

included	me.	I	learned	a	lot	from	Nixon	about	foreign	policy.	He	was	very	smart].		

So	my	reaction	to	Russia—at	first,	I	was	very	supportive	of	outreach.	I	

remember	making	speeches	saying	that	it's	not	an	implausible	goal—it	may	seem	

visionary	or	farfetched
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invited	me	up	to	a	small	gathering	with	Yeltsin.	Yeltsin	had	been	in	New	York	first,	

and—we	have	to	say	this—he	seemed	sober.	But	what	was	fascinating	was	that	he	

wanted	to	talk	about	how	striking	he	found	the	fruit	and	vegetable	stands	in	New	

York.	“There	is	so	much	produce	there,	and	it	is	beautiful.	We	have	not	seen	this	

for	decades	in	Russia.”	

Anyway,	then	he	collapsed.	Putin	came	along,	and	over	time	Putin	just	

began	to	turn	in	a	very	bad	direction.	And	so	I,	with	others,	like	John	McCain,	

began	to	offer	as	much	opposition	as	we	could	here,	as	much	support	for	his	

opponents.	So	I'll	stop	with	that	introductory	statement	and	let	you	pursue	

particular	questions.	

BEHRINGER:	No,	that's	great.	That	puts	us	right	up	to	2001	in	Slovenia.	Before	we	go	

there,	I	have	to	correct	the	record	[for]	a	second.	I	said	you	were	vice	presidential	

candidate	in	2004,	but	Simon	reminded	me	it's	2000	with	[former]	Vice	President	

[Al]	Gore.	

LIEBERMAN:	It's	2000.	I	will	tell	you	a	cute	little	story,	because	I	know	you're	focused	

on—this	involves	President	Bush	43.	So	I	had	never	met	President	Bush	until	

inaugural	day	in	2001.	And	[00:08:00]	after	the	inauguration	was	over,	the	

Democratic	leader,	Tom	Daschle	[D-SD]—it	was	a	very	cold	day—held	a	little	

social	in	his	office—hot	coffee,	hot	chocolate,	et	cetera.	And	my	wife	and	I	went	in	

there.	And	when	we	came	out—just	as	happenstance	would	have	it—President	

Bush	and	his	retinue,	Secret	Service,	et	cetera,	were	coming	around	the	corner	

from	what	we	call	the	“president's	room,”	where	he	had	just	signed	the	formal	
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documents	that	a	president	signs	after	inauguration,	essentially	accepting	the	

presidency.	And	we	had	a	very	brief	but	cordial	talk.	He	was	very	complimentary	

to	me.	I	said	to	him	the	election	was	over	and	my	wife	and	I	were	praying	for	him	

and	his	wife,	and	if	there's	any	way	I	could	help	him	that	I	was	comfortable	with,	I	

would	be	delighted	to.	And	then—I	can't	impersonate	the	Bush	look—but	he	had	

that	funny	smile	on	his	face,	and	he	said,	“You	know,	I	think	we're	going	to	find	

some	ways	to	work	together.
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At	some	points,	I	was	troubled	by	the	president's—of	course	everybody	was,	

but	it	was	understandable—by	that	“

https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2001/06/20010618.html
https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2001/06/20010618.html
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I	don't	have	very	clear	recollections	of	the	meeting,	but	I	do	to	this	extent	

that	Putin	was	beginning	to	emerge	as	an	autocrat,	but	it	was	not	totally	clear	at	

that	point—certainly	not	as	clear	as	it	became,	you	might	say,	after	2000.	But	I	

remember	the	meeting	being	cool.	In	other	words,	he	was	not	a	proactive	

personality.	And	I	wish	I	could	remember	what	we	talked	about.	I'm	sure,	knowing	

McCain	and	me	and	the	others	who	were	with	us	from	both	houses,	that	we	talked	

about	how	much	we	wanted	to	help	Russia	to	be	economically	strong	and	free	and	

how	committed	we	were	to	the	independence	of	the	countries	of	the	former	Soviet	

Union,	which	didn't	please	them	[the	Russians].	But	I	don't	remember	a	lot	of	

hostility	at	that	meeting.	It	was	just	kind	of	cool.	That's	the	only	time	I	think	I	met	

him	to	that	extent,	sitting	down	and	talking	with	him.		

At	the	Munich	conference,	we	had	many	meetings	with	Lavrov	and—I	

forgot	the	name.	There	was	a	previous	foreign	minister,	defense	minister	came—	

MILES:	Ivanov.	

LIEBERMAN:	Yeah.	He	had	a	defense	minister,	Ivanov,	Sergei	Ivanov.	And	one	night,	on	a	

Saturday	night	of	the	Munich	Conference—which	was	in	a	beautiful	old	palace	in	

Munich—they	put	me	next	to	Sergei	Ivanov,	[00:14:00]	and	we	had	a	good	

conversation.	About	20-30	minutes	into	it,	I	said,	“Minister,	I	must	say,	you	speak	

perfect	English.	Did	you	learn	that	in	school	in	Russia?”	“Oh	no,	no.	I	was	our	KGB	

station	chief	in	London	for	many	years.”	And	I’m	like,	“Oh,	okay,	that	works.”	He	

was	very	close	to	Putin	at	that	point—I	don't	know	whatever	happened	to	him—
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and	he	stayed	around	after	he	left	the	Defense	Ministry,	so	we	had	a	lot	of	

contact.4		

I	was	there	at	the	famous	speech	in	2007	when	Putin	was—really,	it	was	like	

a	declaration	of	war	against	the	U.S.	and	the	West,	a	verbal	war.	And	McCain	and	I	

were	always,	as	co-chairs	of	the	American	delegation,	put	in	the	front	row.	And	

Putin,	as	he	went	on,	was	glaring	at	us	as	he	was	speaking.	It	was	a	classic	

schoolyard	bully	routine.	And	of	cl Go: imJtoce, ims G	a: aimu 
G: aiml Gh: aiml Gai: aimP Gn	and: aiml G	I: i [J c[ , q imPl i i imPl i rism'P ”‘ v[ hi i i hi grPiPmsP ”uru [‘ e[[si s [’ 9 Gs, ims G	a: i [J c[ , q imPl i i imPl i rism'P ”‘ v[ hi i i hi grP.lmuss”uru [‘ e[[si s [’ 9 Gs: aimP Gch: iml Ge Go: imJ: aimu G.t	e: ims Gern	: iml Ges: imP G	: imP Gc: aimP Gcg: imP G.	a: K [J c[ , q imPl i i imPl i rism'P ”‘ v[ hi i i hi lhi aPl.h[‘ e[[si s [’ 9 Gw: ims Go: imh Gn: aimu Go: aiml G	, ims G	a: imP Gy Go: imJ Go: imJ: imu Gid: aiml G	wt	uec: aiml Gt: iml Goo: imh Gnh: iml Ger: a [J c[ , q imPl i i imPl i rism'P ”‘ v[ hi i i hi gri'mlgP lal.h[‘ e[[si s [’ 9,: i5 c[ , q imPl i i imPl i rism'P
”‘ v[ hi i i hi gil Pmhi aPl.h[‘ e[[si s [’ 9,: [5 c[ , q imPl i i imPl i rism'P ”‘ v[ hi i i hi grihhmihlaPl.h[‘ e[[si s [’ 9 Gasd: aiml G	:ae	on	in

,	as a [J c[ , q imPl i i imPl i rism'P ”‘ v[ hi i i hi hsu.hm'u asl.h[‘ e[[si s [’ 9 G,d: aiml G	:ae	aeo	alccaresuyeon	cuecg	
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LIEBERMAN:	Yeah.		

BEHRINGER:	And	then	also	greased	the	wheels	for	corridors	through	Central	Asia,	

airbases	there,	in	Kyrgyzstan,	Uzbekistan,	to	bring	supplies	into	Afghanistan.	But	

yeah,	we've	heard	there	are	some	mixed	results	on	the	Russian	assistance.	Some	of	

the	intelligence	sharing	turned	out	to	be	somewhat	one-way	from	the	U.S.	side.	

LIEBERMAN:	Interesting.	No,	I'm	not	surprised.	Actually,	the	aforementioned	senator	

from	Arizona	[McCain]	and	I	led	a	delegation—it	was	a	large	group,	it	was	about	

seven	or	eight	other	senators—to	Afghanistan,	maybe	late	January-February	of	

2002.	And	then	we	met	with	Karzai	at	that	point	and	his	cabinet.	It	was	quite	a	

scene.	They	wouldn't	let	us	go	to	Kabul	because	it	was	thought	to	be	insecure.	So	

we	met	him	at	the	air	base	at	Bagram,	which	was	a	mess	at	the	time—the	Russians	

and	the	Taliban	had	just	let	it	deteriorate.		

But	anyway,	the	reason	I	mention	[00:20:00]	it	is	that	we	took	a	tour	of	the	

“stans”
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out.	It	was	a	very	quick	trip.	It	was	an	interesting	time—but	I	don't	want	to	spend	

time	with	that.	

In	a	way,	the	most	interesting	visit	was	when	we	went	to	Uzbekistan,	and	

there	was	an	old	Soviet-type	leader,	[Islam]	Karimov.	He	had	been	the	dictator	for	

a	long	time,	long	after	we	were	there—fascinating	to	me	because	he	had	a	very,	I	

thought,	sophisticated	and	quite	interesting	geopolitical,	geostrategic	worldview.6	

But	there	was	a	sense	that	things	were	changing.	Anyway,	I	could	tell	too	many	

stories	about	that	that	are	not	quite	relevant.		

I	won't	tell	you	the	full	story,	but	there's	a	great	story	how	we	went	out	on	

an	aircraft	carrier	which	had	been	moved	after	[the	invasion	of]	Afghanistan	into	

the	waters	there—one	of	ours,	I	think	it	was	the	[USS]	Roosevelt—and	McCain	and	

I	always	joked	about	it,	because	the	commanding	officer	assembled	about	2,000	of	

the	sailors	in	that	big	area	on	the	deck	underneath	the	top.	And	McCain	had	just	

run	for	president.	Of	course,	he	was	a	war	hero.	He	got	introduced,	had	a	pretty	

good	round	of	applause.	[00:22:00]	I	had	just	run	for	vice	president.	I	was	

introduced,	there	was		a	nice	round	of	applause.	Next	comes	Fred	Thompson,	our	

colleague	from	Tennessee.	He	gets	introduced—the	place	goes	wild.	McCain	turns	

to	me	and	says,	“What	the	hell	was	that?”	I	said,	“The	only	thing	I	can	think	of,	

John—The	Hunt	for	Red	October.”7	Anyway,	there	you	go.	Okay.	Please,	focus	me.		

!

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0099810/


!
!

! 13!

BEHRINGER:	Oh,	that's	great.		

LIEBERMAN:	Fred	reminded	us	of	that	every	opportunity	he	could.	

BEHRINGER:	I	bet.	Great	movie.	I	wanted	to	ask	a	question	about	missile	defense	and	

nuclear	issues.	What	did	you	think	of	the	Bush	administration's	pulling	out	of	the	

ABM	[Anti-Ballistic	Missile]	Treaty	early	in	the	administration?	That's	in	2001.	And	

then	in	2002	Bush	and	Putin	signed	the	Strategic	Offensive	Reduction	Treaty—

SORT	treaty—in	Moscow.	And	as	a	member	of	the	Senate—I	can’t	remember	if	

you	voted—maybe	you	can	tell	us	whether	you	voted	or	not	to	ratify	the	treaty—

but	what	did	you	think	about?	

LIEBERMAN:	I	guess	I’d	put	it	this	way—I	can't	believe	I	voted	against	it.	In	other	words,	

I	believe	I	voted	for	it.8	I	haven't	gone	back	and	looked.	I	had	a	kind	of	growing	

confidence	in	President	Bush	and	his	administration	on	these	questions.	I	was	glad	

he	pulled	out	of	the	Anti-Ballistic	Missile	Treaty.	I	can't	date	it,	but	I	had	begun	to	

be	a	supporter—unfortunately,	one	of	the	few	Democratic	supporters	of	us	

developing	a	ballistic	missile	defense—it	was	Star	Wars	or	whatever.9	It's	

fascinating	to	look	back	on	it,	because	I	[00:24:00]	think	[Senator]	Mary	Landrieu	

[D-LA]	may	have	been	the	only	other	Democrat	who	was	with	me.	I	remember	our	

critics	saying,	this	is	just	foolhardy	to	develop	a	ballistic	missile	defense.	It’s	the	

equivalent—this	was	one	of	their	favorite	phrases—of	having	a	bullet	that	can	hit	a	

!
8	Indeed,	the	Senate	voted	95-0	to	ratify	SORT.	https://www.everycrsreport.com/reports/IB98030.html.	
9	In	1983,	President	Ronald	Reagan	unveiled	a	plan	to	develop	a	space-based	missile	defense	system	called	
the	Strategic	Defense	Initiative,	which	was	popularly	dubbed	“Star	Wars.”!

https://www.everycrsreport.com/reports/IB98030.html
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bullet	in	the	air.	And	I	said,	“Yeah,	that's	the	goal.”	And	Reagan	had	already	been	

discredited	for	going	with	Dr.	[Edward]	Teller	and	the	Star	Wars	stuff,	but,	by	God,	
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bill,	and	how	did	you	view	Russia's	membership	in	the	G-8	and	cooperation	with	

Russia	on	these	economic	issues?	

LIEBERMAN:	Yeah.	So	again,	here's	one	where	I	wish	I'd	gone	back	and	looked	at	it,	but	

this	much	I	remember.	What	motivated	us	to	raise	the	question	about	basically	

suspending	Russia	from	membership	in	the	G-8?	It	was	their	behavior	internally	

and	externally,	but	internally,	I	would	say	around	2000-2001,	Putin	began	to	really	

make	himself	the	sole	power	in	Russia.	He	eliminated	opposition	parties.	He	

changed	the	rules	in	the	Duma	so	that	he	was	basically	in	control.	He	began	to	

manipulate	elections,	and	he	started	to	take	action	against	his	political	opponents,	

and	some	of	it	was	brutal.	But	he	also—as	I	recall,	the	first	instances	of	external	

brutality	[00:28:00]	were	toward	the	Chechens.	So	that	was	that.	There	were	

probably	other	things	he	did	toward	the	countries	of	the	former	Soviet	Union,	

which	it	was	clear	even	then	that	his—you	know,	I	forgot	whether	he	made	the	

famous	statement	then	or	later	that	the	collapse	of	the	Soviet	Union	was	one	of	the	

great	catastrophes	of	the	last	century.11	So,	obviously,	a	radically	different	view.		

!

https://www.cnn.com/2014/03/24/politics/obama-europe-trip/index.html
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/22931
https://www.nbcnews.com/id/wbna7632057


!
!

! 16!

John	[McCain]	and	I	talked	about	this	and	just	felt	that	probably	it	was	

going	to	be	hard	to	get	people,	nations,	to	throw	them	out	of	the	G-8.	But	we	had	

to	say	it,	we	had	to	make	clear	that,	really,	he	didn't—okay,	there	were	some	

economic	benefits	of	the	exchange,	particularly	on	energy,	because,	then	and	now,	

one	of	Putin's	great	failures	was	and	is	that	he	has	never	diversified	his	economy.	

I'll	just	say	in	two	sentences,	compare	him—it's	not	popular	to	say	this	now	

either—to	Saudi	Arabia.	The	Crown	Prince	is	really	diversifying	that	economy.	

Putin	never	did	it,	and	the	Russians	have	paid	for	it.	So	what	I'm	saying	is	there	

were	economic	benefits	to	having	them	in	the	G-8,	but	they	were	not	as	broad	as	

they	should	have	been	if	he	had	been	a	better	leader.	And	he	didn't	meet	any	of	

the	other	qualifications	to	be—he	was	losing	credibility	to	be	considered	part	of	

the	“civilized	community	of	nations.”	So	this	was	one	of	those,	which	McCain	and	I	

often	did,	where	we	said	[that	it’s]	unlikely	that	we're	going	to	achieve	[00:30:00]	

what	this	resolution	calls	for,	which	is	[for]	Russia	to	be	kicked	out	of	the	G-8,	but	

it's	really	important	that	we	get	out	there	publicly	on	it.	I	don't	actually	remember	

what	happened	to	the	resolution,	but	there	was	a	lot	of	support	in	Congress	for	it	

in	both	parties	at	that	point.	

BEHRINGER:	I	know	that	the	Bush	administration	was	very	intent	on	having	this	dual-

track	cooperation	on	economic	issues	as	they	also	did	some	criticism	of	human	

rights	issues	and	democracy	and	those	things.	And	one	of	the	ways	that	Congress	

!
https://www.lenconnect.com/story/opinion/columns/2022/10/27/paul-delespinasse-translating-putin-
geopolitical-disaster-

https://www.lenconnect.com/story/opinion/columns/2022/10/27/paul-delespinasse-translating-putin-geopolitical-disaster-remark/69592792007/
https://www.lenconnect.com/story/opinion/columns/2022/10/27/paul-delespinasse-translating-putin-geopolitical-disaster-remark/69592792007/
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https://www.cfr.org/blog/embrace-and-slap-congress-votes-normalize-trade-russia-and-slap-it-wrist
https://www.cfr.org/blog/embrace-and-slap-congress-votes-normalize-trade-russia-and-slap-it-wrist
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maybe	2000	books,	2500	books.	And	it	was	a	major	focus—I	could	tell	you	too	

many	really	incredible	stories	about	how	I	got	involved	in	it.	They	also	got	Al	Gore	

involved.	We	worked	together—it	was	a	topic	of	focus	before	Gore	became	vice	

president	later	on,	it	was	actually—well,	now	I	was	in	the	Senate,	and	then	it	

maybe	it	carried	over—anyway.	Oh,	it	was	like	pulling	teeth.	But	[we]	negotiated	

in	an	agreement	with	the	Russians	where	seven	of	the	books	of	the	2000	or	2,500	

would	be	loaned	to	the	Library	of	Congress,	long-term	loan.	This	was	an	irritant,	

and	apparently	[00:34:00]	it	got	under	the	skin	of	Putin	and	[Dmitry]	Medvedev.		

I'll	tell	you	a	funny	story	about	this.	I	wasn't	there,	so	I'm	just	going	to	tell	

you,	it	involves	President	Bush.	Oh	no,	this	goes	way	back.	Sorry.	Well,	it	goes	

back	to	Bush	41.	There	was	a	major	force	in	the	entertainment	industry	named	

Jerry	Weintraub.	He	produced	John	Denver,	a	Frank	Sinatra	concert,	he	did	

Oceans	11	[and]	12.	He	was	really	something.	He's	passed	away	now.	So	I	met	him.	

He	actually	asked	to	meet	me	to—I	didn't	realize	why—to	talk	about	these	books,	

because	he	had	become	close	to	this	group	in	California.	But	here's	what	I	want	to	

tell	you.	He	was	very	close	to	Bush	41,	because	Jerry	had	had	a	place	up	in	

Kennebunkport,	and	they	got	to	know	each	other.	So	right	after	the	inauguration,	

Jerry	tells	me,	the	president	calls	him	into	the	Oval	Office	and	says,	“You're	my	

dear	friend,	Jerry.	You	help	me	a	lot.	What	do	you	want?	How	about	becoming	an	

ambassador	somewhere?”	[Weintraub	replied,]	“No,	I	don't	want	that.	I'm	happy	

where	I	am.”	And	then	he	started	to	tell	President	Bush	about	these	books	he	

wanted	help	in	bringing.	So	he	says,	Bush	got	o aimue	iat.e	hntoauitry]	
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State]	Jim	Baker,	“Come	in	here,”	and	they	worked	on	it.	And	then,	when	Clinton	

came	in,	Weintraub	called	me,	asked	me	to	his	house	while	I	was	out	in	California.	

I	thought	that	he	wanted	to	meet	me.	I	was	excited	because	he	was	known	as	a	

great	fundraiser.	And	he	did	help	me	raise	money	for	my	campaign.	

But	lo	and	behold,	he	wanted	to	talk	about	these	books	so	that—anyway,	

we	worked	on	it.	I'll	just	[fast]	forward	one	more	time.	This	is	fascinating.	

[00:36:00]	And	this	same	group—can't	tell	you	the	year—I'm	in	the	Senate.	I'm	

chairman	of	the	Homeland	Security	Committee.	[Senator]	Harry	Reid	[D-NV]	calls	

me.	He's	up	for	reelection,	and	it's	a	very	close	campaign.	He	says—he's	the	

[Democratic	Senate]	leader—"I	need	your	help,	Joe.”	He	says,	“There's	this	group	

in	Nevada,	the	Lubavitch	Jews.”	He	mispronounced	it.13	“And	some	of	my	big	

supporters	are	active	in	that	group.	They're	calling	me	about	some	books	that	the	

Russian	tsar	took,	and	I	don't	know	what	they're	talking	about.	And	they're	really	

asking	me,	when	Medvedev—who	was	president	then—comes	to	Washington	in	a	

week	or	two,	I’ve	got	to	bring	this	up,	but	I	don't	understand	it.	And	they	told	me	

you	did.	So	normally,	[Senator]	Mitch	McConnell	[R-KY]	and	I	have	heads	of	the	

Foreign	Relations,	Defense,	and	Intelligence	Committees,	Republicans	and	

Democrats—I'm	inviting	you	and	[Senator]	Susan	Collins	[R-ME],	but	I	need	you	
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Jackson-Vanik	again!	We	would	not	say	them	because	somebody	would	bring	up	

these	damn	books!”	Oh,	he	got	so	excited,	and	he	said,	“You	tell	your	friends	in	

that	Jewish	movement—let	'em	go	to	court	and	if	they	win	the	case,	we’ll	give	

them	the	books	back.”	What	an	experience.	But	anyways,	it	showed	how	Jackson-

Vanik	lingered	all	that	time.		

There	was	another	year	when	[00:38:00]	it	was	almost	going	to	be	repealed	

in	the	House,	and	the	same	group	asked	[Representative]	Tom	Lantos	[D-CA]	for	

help	and	[Representative]	Howard	Berman	[D-CA],	and	they	blocked	that	repeal	of	

Jackson-Vanik.	It's	a	little	bizarre	to	think	that	something—it's	apples	and	oranges,	

really—so	it	wasn't	only	the	Bush	administration,	and		to	some	extent	the	Clinton	

administration,	but	it	was	this	relatively	small	group	that	had	this	focused	interest	

in	getting	these	books	back	that	kept	Jackson-Vanik	on	the	books	for	a	long	time	

after,	really,	the	Russians	had	satisfied	the	original	requirements	of	Jackson-Vanik.	

BEHRINGER:	That	was	a	great	story	about	the	different	twists	and	turns	of	that	

amendment	and	the	opposition	to	it.	That's	terrific.	

LIEBERMAN:	Yeah,	I'll	tell	you,	I'll	tell	you	one	more	quick	one.	This	was	McCain	telling	

me—he	was	an	aide	to	the	Senate	after	he	came	back	from	Vietnam,	because	he	

couldn't	go	back	into	active	duty.	

!
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the	president	himself	was	very	sympathetic	to	those	revolutions	in	Ukraine	and	
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LIEBERMAN:	He	was	the	one	that	the	Russians	poisoned,	and	his	face	broke	out.	But	

there		was	a	funny	moment.	We	went	in	to	see	him—basically,	to	wish	him	well,	

[to]	say	he	had	a	lot	of	friends	in	the	U.S.—to	get	publicity	both	for	the	people	of	

Ukraine,	but	also	hopefully	Europe	and,	of	course,	in	Moscow	to	say	that	this	was	

important	to	us.	A	funny	little	color	story—literally	color—is	that	John	and	I	didn't	

realize,	as	we	headed	in	a	car	together	to	see	Yushchenko	that	morning,	that	our	

staffs	had	both	had	the	same	brilliant	idea,	which	is	that	they	had	each	bought	us	

an	orange	scarf.	And	so	when	we	got	there,	we	both	pulled	it	out	and	laughed	like	

hell.	And	we	walked	in	to	see	him	with	the	orange	scarfs,	and	he	was	very	happy,	

and	there	were	pictures	taken	by	the	Ukrainian	media.	So	we	were	very	

sympathetic.	He	was	impressive.	And	he	had	that	woman,	[Yulia]	Tymoshenko,	

who	was,	I	think,	prime	minister	then,	also	quite	impressive,	bright,	strong.14	And	

we	watched	as	he	suffered	and	was	back	and	forth	in	Ukraine.	[00:48:00]	

In	2008,	as	I	think	one	of	your	questions	said,	Lindsey	Graham	and	I	went	

to	Georgia	to	give	support	in	person	to	Saakashvili	and	the	people	of	Georgia	in	

response	to	the	Russian	invasion	of	those	two	provinces.	And	the	truth	is	we	

were—I	think	we	may	even	have	said	it	at	the	time—we	were	dispatched	by	John	

[McCain].	In	other	words,	John	was	on	the	campaign	trail.	He	would've	loved	to	

go,	but	he	couldn’t.	So	he	asked	Lindsay	and	me	as	two	close	friends	to	go	and	give	

!
14	Yulia	Tymoshenko	was	prime	minister	during	the	Yushchenko	administration	in	2005	and	from	2007	to	
2010.	She	lost	the	2010	Ukrainian	presidential	election	to	Yushchenko’s	former	Russian-backed	opponent,	
Viktor	Yanukovych.	



!
!

! 25!

his	support	to	Saakashvili.	I	will	tell	you,	because	I	spent	a	fair	amount	of	time	

with	John	during	that	year	on	the	campaign	trail	or	whatever—Saakashvili	and	

John	were	in	touch	by	phone	almost	every	day.	John	was	really	important	to	

Misha15	during	that	period	of	time	in	just	giving	him	advice,	sustaining	him,	and	

giving	him	encouragement.		

Now,	what	was	the	response	of	the	administration?	It's	fascinating	to	me	

that	I	don't	focus	on	it.	We	were	not	hostile	to	the	administration.	I	think	we	felt	

that	they	were	sympathetic	to	what	we	were	doing.	I	couldn't	tell	you	exactly	what	

they	were	doing,	but	I'm	sure	they	were	for	the	Orange	Revolution	and	against	

Russian	incursion	into	Georgia.	But	there	you	go.	That	was	the	beginning—again,	

in	2014	Putin	goes	into	Crimea	and	eastern	Ukraine,	and	now	this	year	into	the	

heart	of	Ukraine.	

MILES:	Sticking	with	the	issue	of	Georgia	and	also	Ukraine,	and	in	the	year	2008,	I	
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what	your	thinking	was	on	the	wisdom	of	that	policy	choice	and	how	you	

perceived	it	from	your	perch	in	the	Senate.	

LIEBERMAN:	I	was	really	grateful.	I	totally	supported	accession	of	Ukraine	and	Georgia	

into	NATO	under	a	fast-track	system.	And	there's	no	question	I	had	in	mind,	and	a	

lot	of	my	colleagues	in	both	parties	did,	what	had	happened	after	the	fall	of	the	

Soviet	Union,	which	is	that	we	all	had	a	feeling	that	this	was	a	moment	of	

opportunity,	and	that	the	people	of	those	former	states	of	the	Soviet	Union	and	

the	governments	really	wanted	to	be	part	of	Western	Europe	and	NATO,	wanted	

to	be	part	of	the	transatlantic	alliance,	if	you	will,	and	that	if	we	waited	too	long,	

there	was	no	guarantee	that	the	Russians	would	not	try	to,	in	one	way	or	another,	

rebuild	their	empire,	which	is,	of	course,	part	of	what's	happening	now.	And	we	

were	able	to	get	a	lot	of	those	countries	in	pretty	quickly.		

By	the	time	the	Bucharest	Conference	occurred,	it	was	clearer	that	

[00:52:00]	Putin	was	definitely	trying	to	rebuild	the	empire.	But	there	were	people	

who	were	skittish	about	it,	particularly	in	Europe—you're	absolutely	right—

because	there	had	begun	to	be	relations	with	Putin's	Russia,	particularly	the	

Germans,	as	we've	seen	again,	and	the	French.	And	McCain	and	I	and	others	were	

out	there	urging	that	Ukraine	and	Georgia	will	be	admitted	to	NATO.	And	I	

remember	being	very	grateful	that	the	Bush	administration	had	argued	for	that	at	

the	Bucharest	meeting.	Of	course,	there	was	a	compromise,	and	obviously	nothing	

ever	happened.	It	never	was	realized.	And	I	think	that	if	we	had	brought	Ukraine	

into	NATO	in	the	aftermath	of	the	Bucharest	Conference—it's	easy	with	
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hindsight—but	I	think	it's	pretty	sure	that	Putin	would	not	be	invading	Ukraine	in	

2022,	wouldn’t	want	to	take	on	NATO	in	that	direct	way.	I	think	he	is	surprised	

that	NATO	has	responded	as	strongly	in	support	of	Ukraine	as	it	has	now,	but	he	

never	would've	risked	it	if	Ukraine	was	in	NATO.	The	world	would've	been	a	lot	

better	off.	So	that	was	an	act	of	real	leadership—I'd	call	it	moral	leadership—by	

the	Bush	administration.	

BEHRINGER:	One	of	the	direct	things	that	did	happen	after	the	Bucharest	Summit	was	

the	invasion	of	Georgia.	I	was	wondering	if	you	could	talk	a	little	bit	about	if	you	

remember	where	you	were	when	the	war	broke	out	and	[00:54:00]	also	what	you	

thought	of	the	Bush	administration's	handling	of	the	Georgia	crisis	in	response	to	

the	Russian	invasion?	

LIEBERMAN:	Yeah.	Here	again,	I	don't	remember	exactly	where	I	was.	I	remember	being	

furious	and	just	remember	it	followed	all	that	Putin	had	done	to	consolidate	his	

power	in	Russia,	to	diminish	or	kill	his	political	opponents,	and	to	be	more	

aggressive	with	the	countries	of	the	former	Soviet	Union.	So	in	a	way,	I	wasn't	

shocked,	but	the	reality	of	it	was	jarring.	Most	of	that	year,	as	I	said,	I	was	either	

working	in	the	Senate	or,	as	my	wife	would	tell	you,	spending	too	much	time	on	

the	campaign	trail	with	John	McCain,	which	I	look	back	at	with	a	lot	of	gratitude	

that	I	did.	So	we	were	very	forward-leaning,	John	and	I	and	Lindsey	[Graham],	

about	what	had	happened	in	Georgia,	very	supportive	of	Saakashvili.	Frankly,	I	

don't	remember—I	remember	being	mildly	unsettled	that—those	were	tough	
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but	they	were	not	really	prepared	to	do	much	more	than	that	to	be	supportive.	So	

in	that	sense,	I	was	disappointed.	But	these	are	vague	recollections.	I	apologize.	

And	it's	only—what	is	it?—[20]08,	it's	14	years	ago.	But,	you	see,	you	forget	the	

details.	I	remember	our	activity.	I	can	tell	you	that	we	had	great	food	[00:56:00]	

and	wine	with	Saakashvili.	He	was	a	good	host	in	the	middle	of	war,	but	of	course	

we	were	in	Tbilisi.		
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