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Partnership will remain the main headline for the US-Russian relations regardless of the increasing Cold War-like rhetoric used by Russian President Vladimir Putin and the provocation US President George Bush used with Moscow in asking it to stop ‘drifting’ from democratic reforms.

When releasing a set of statements, similar to the one recently released, Putin shows a complex of respect to Russia. He tries to forestall the pressures he would fall under in the G8 summit to contain his excessive application of dictator models, which are beneficial and necessary for Russia in this transitional phase. 

On the other hand, Bush has a problem with the US credibility whenever he speaks of civil liberties and the world drive for democracy. This problem is due to his war in Iraq and the serious violations in the US legal measures taken in the aftermath of the 9/11 terror. However, Putin’s complex and Bush’s crisis do not prevent them from using the language of interests either through bargains and understandings or through open disagreement. What is important for them, personally, is that they do not be described as the ‘lame duck’ as the countdown started for their terms in office. They are keen to avoid giving the impression that they cannot take decisions and make history. What concerns the rest of the world, however, is observing how they would agree, or disagree, over international issues, including Iran, Kosovo, Georgia, Lebanon, Sudan, Chechnya, the Arab-Israeli conflict, the anti-ballistic missile shield, the NATO and the EU-US relations.

The personal relationship between the two men is not a problem because they are almost friends. Putin would accept Bush’s rare invitation to visit his Maine house next month in the first such invitation made by Bush Jr. since he took office. The problem is with the relationship between the two countries after Putin managed to amazingly improve the situation of Russia against the great decline of the US’s position on the international scene throughout Bush’s mandate.

Putin might feel excellence over Bush because of his economic achievements: paying off Russia’s debts and transforming the country’s situation from misery to prosperity. His achievements were helped by the increase in oil prices and the fall of the US in the swamps of an international war on terrorism that had swallowed its president. Putin might as well feel that he had eliminated the expectations that the Russian Federation would collapse and achieved a Russian dream that boosted the morale of the country after the ‘disaster’ of the fall of the Soviet Union. But his strongest reason to feel excellence that he is about to become the godfather of Russia’s presidents and decision-making for many years to come after he leaves the post next spring. He wants to convey a message to Europe and the US that he is here to stay and that he would not go. He wants them to understand and grasp the life story of the former KGB officer in the Soviet age and the Russian president in the age of recovery and renewal who will be in control over the next steps of the Russian march for the next decade at least.

George Bush is also leaving. He is leaving burdened with his lack of success. He may not admit failure, but he does not deny his lack of success. He put himself under the heavy burden of the dreams of freedom and democracy, while others achieved, at the expense of his faith and creed, their own projects that have nothing to do with spreading freedom and democracy.

Putin did the opposite; he cracked down on personal liberties on many occasions and repeatedly curbed democracy. He developed a point of view that dictator practices are necessary, at least in Russia. Because his efforts were crowned with success, he wore the sarcastic smile he masters and laughed at democracy. Putin’s problem today is that he may have become addict to power. He started to assume that the Western silence on necessary dictator practices as temporary measures would become permanent even if these practices become institutionalized. But the West would not be silent forever, while inviting Russia to world gatherings such as the summit of the G8: the US, Germany, Britain, France, Italy, Canada, Japan and Russia. Being a member of this club, Russia has to realize that there are conditions for this membership. These conditions include halting the crackdown on civil liberties and sincerely honoring institutional democracy. This way Russia could draw the respect it deserves not through reviving the Soviet example.

Putin may deride the US record of civil liberties and democracy; especially in regards to the prisons of Guantanamo and Abou Ghraib where prisoners’ torture had stained that record. He may make fun of the way Europe handles demonstrations and describe it as undemocratic. Yet, Vladimir Putin cannot describe himself as the good democrat or assume that the ugly violations made by the West make the new dictatorship in Russia in a better place, even if this dictatorship was beneficial – temporarily – for Russia. What remains in the end is what is implemented in the institutions not what is applied temporarily.

Therefore, Putin’s success and feeling that he will be the maker of Russia’s ‘next king’ put him in a position that requires a close scrutiny of his thinking and ideas. It also requires that he is faced with many questions and accountabilities. On top of the list, he has to be told that respect for Russia is a right it wins that should not become a complex.

Russia will win due respect by playing a constructive role in its European environment and in the Russian-US relations as well as the international dossiers, not only in the internal and local procedures dossier. It is a major state in the full sense of the word. It had played the role of a superpower and knows very well the advantages and disadvantages of this position.

Therefore, Russia of Putin and his friend should beware the mistake of slipping into pretending that Russia is the same superpower it was during the Soviet era just because the single superpower – the US – is going down in Iraq and in the war on terror. Russia should ensure to hold back any premature signal of mourning of the US glory even if the US is stuck in a war that costs at least $1 billion a week. Only superpowers are capable of waging wars of such cost without collapsing.

Russia would benefit from such fall, but it will not substitute the US as a superpower. Therefore, the Russian leadership should be wise and retain the partnership instead of being dazzled by temporary excellence and the advantages of transitional dictatorship.

The ballistic missile shield is an important issue, yet not so vital. The Russian president has placed so big a wager on it that it has turned against him. He wanted to drive a wedge between the US and Europe, but his Soviet tone of challenge when he said that he would aim Russian missile at targets in Europe drew him resentment and anger across the Atlantic. The US president has exploited the Russian ‘mistake’ very well when he invited Moscow to partner in the missile shield initiative.

Bush went to Heiligendamm very well aware of what the EU presidency, represented by German Chancellor Angela Merkel, wants; especially putting the issue of climate changes on top of the agenda. It is true that he did not join the European position; but he proposed to the summit his own initiative to replace the Kyoto process, which is based on collective international efforts in cooperation with the UN, by focusing on the 15 states that are seen as polluting the environment most. But the US president is not at odds with the Europeans over this issue to a degree to ‘employ’ the disagreement to create a split. Moreover, the desperate attempt that adopted the Cold War rhetoric has failed. In fact, Bush made good use of it to his benefit when he addressed Putin saying that Russia is not an enemy and asserting that it was invited to partner in the missile shield to protect the region from hardline enemies and hardline regimes, including Iran which is very advanced in the field of missiles.

It is, then, Russian President Vladimir Putin’s decision; he has to decide about what he wants, what the Russian priorities are and what the margins of discussions about all dossiers are – in international gatherings and bilateral relations.

Kosovo, which is considered a very important local issue for the Russian president, has been subjected to understandings without any concessions in the US positions. The US administration has understood the significance and central importance of Kosovo to Putin, especially in the current phase of local political preparations in Russia. This means that Washington told the European countries to do whatever they wanted with Russia in this regard as it is an inter-European issue where the US cannot play the role of the leader.

In return, perhaps Russia understood the central importance of Lebanon to the US and Europe on equal footing. Russia’s abstention from the vote on setting up an international court to try those involved in political assassinations in Lebanon was part of these implied understandings. It is true that the UN Security Council’s adoption of the court’s order and the agreement to set it up has bound Russia and put it in a position where it is impossible to use the Veto against the court. Yet, if Russia does not receive the implied understandings in regards to Kosovo it may take the adventure of misusing the right to Veto in the Security Council.

The same applies in regard to the Iranian dossier. Russia is also bound, not by the good conduct of Tehran that enables it to press ahead with challenging the US and Europe, but by the bad Iranian policy and its determination to embarrass Russia. 

Therefore, what embarrasses Putin and deprives Russia of respect is his ongoing attempts to procrastinate, outbid and object in the Security Council, and his being subject to the positions dictated by his friends and allies, such as Iran and Syria. His mask has fallen to expose him and deprive him of one of the most important pillars of respect, which is necessary to Russia in his reign.

Russia is requested to take the initiative -  not to be led - and play positive roles. This is not Iraq under Saddam Hussein, Syria under Bashar Assad, Iran under Ahmadinjead or Sudan under Omar Bashir; this is Russia under Vladimir Putin.

The Russian president has several chances at hand to seize the initiative instead of appearing as if he was lurking for President Bush’s mistakes to replace him on the international scene. It is not enough for major states to benefit from the mistakes of bigger countries, as keeping their status as major states requires courage and leadership.

Putin is hoped to design a local policy that rejects the institutionalized dictatorship. He is hoped to adopt an international policy that leads not be led. He is hoped to tell all those concerned who wager on Russian-made and Russian-supervised protection and immunity that Russia would not offer services to outlawed terrorists who are wanted by international justice to account for politically-motivated terrorist murders. It would not serve those who harbor seditions and spawn militias, either.

Russia will earn respect this way not through the complex of protesting against not receiving due respect.
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