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BEHRINGER:	My	name	is	Paul	Behringer.	I'm	a	postdoctoral	fellow	at	the	Center	for	

Presidential	History	at	Southern	Methodist	University.		

FEINSTEIN:	My	name	is	Ben	Feinstein.	I'm	a	research	assistant	at	the	Center	for	

Presidential	History	at	Southern	Methodist	University.		

HILL:	And	I'm	Fiona	Hill.	I'm	a	senior	fellow	at	the	Brookings	Institution	in	

Washington,	D.C.		

BEHRINGER:	Thank	you	very	much	for	joining	us,	Dr.	Hill.	Would	you	mind	

beginning	by	just	describing	your	background	on	U.S.-Russian	relations	and	

then	your	role	in	the	George	W.	Bush	administration?	

HILL:	Yes.	I	started	out	as	a	student	of	Russian	history.	I	did	my	undergraduate	and	

my	master's	degree	at	the	University	of	St.	Andrews	in	Scotland,	studying	

Russian	language	and	literature	and	modern	history.	I	got	a	scholarship	in	1989	

to	come	to	Harvard	to	initially	do	a	master's	degree	in	Soviet	studies.	The	

Soviet	Union	disappeared	a	few	months	after	I	received	my	master's	degree—

consigned	that	to	history—so	I	then	embarked	on	a	Ph.D.	in	history	focusing	

on	Russia,	and	my	specialization	for	my	dissertation	was	actually	on	Russia's	

obsession	with	being	a	great	power.	And	much	of	the	work	that	I	was	doing	in	

my	Ph.D.	work,	which	spanned	the	period	of	the	1990s,	was	looking	at	the	

debates	under	the	Yeltsin	government	about	what	Russia's	role	in	the	world	

was	and	the	search	for	a	new	Russian	identity.	And,	in	a	way,	I	traced	a	lot	of	

the	nationalist	Russian	debates	that	eventually	fed	into	what	was	later	the	
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presidency	of	Vladimir	Putin,	who	came	in	about	a	year	or	so	after	I'd	finished	

my	Ph.D.		

From	finishing	up	at	Harvard—where	I	also	worked	at	the	Kennedy	

School	of	Government	with	Professor	Graham	Allison	and	groups	of	other	

people	on	technical	assistance	and	research	projects	related	to	the	transition	in	

Russia	and	many	[00:02:00]	of	the	other	former	Soviet	republics—I	initially	

went	to	work	at	the	Eurasia	Foundation	in	Washington,	D.C.	as	director	of	

strategic	planning,	looking	at	how	a	grassroots-focused,	grant-making	

institution	could	really	have	an	impact	on	the	ground	in	helping	to	spur	change	

in	the	economic	and	political	fields	in	Russia	and	the	Caucuses	and	Central	

Asia.	And	from	there,	I	went	to	the	Brookings	Institution,	initially	as	a	fellow,	

later	as	a	senior	fellow,	and	continued	some	of	the	work,	writing	books	about	

Russia,	its	long-term	prospects,	working	very	closely	with	economists	and	

others	on	what	we	were	still	calling	“the	transition”	in	Russia	and	also	

continuing	work	on	the	Caucuses	and	Central	Asia	on	Russian	energy	and	other	

strategic	issues.	

And	then	in	2005,	towards	the	end	of	that	year,	I	was	approached	while	I	

was	at	the	Brookings	Institution	to	see	if	I	would	be	willing	to	apply	for	the	

position	of	national	intelligence	officer	for	Russia	and	Eurasia	at	the	National	

Intelligence	Council,	which	was	by	then	part	of	the	newly	formed	Office	of	the	

Director	of	National	Intelligence	
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intelligence,	try	to	see	how	we	could	do	things	better.	ODNI	was	also	a	

response	to	9/11	and	to	the	lack	of	coordination	among	the	intelligence	

community	about	the	various	information	that	they	had.		

So,	there	was	a	twofold	purpose	of	folding	the	National	Intelligence	

Council	[00:04:00]	into	the	ODNI:	The	setting	up	of	the	ODNI	to	ensure	better	

communication	and	sharing	of	intelligence	across	the	multiple	government	

intelligence	agencies.	And,	in	the	period	that	I	joined,	there	was	an	effort	to	
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And	so	the	main	events	for	our	briefings	circled	around	the	questions	

about	offering	a	Membership	Action	Plan	[MAP]	to	Georgia	and	Ukraine	to	join	

NATO	that	was	going	to	be	put	on	the	agenda	for	the	Bucharest	summit	for	

NATO	in	early	April	2008.	And	so	we	were	engaged	in	a	lot	of	
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and	of	course	it	had	a	lot	of	ongoing	consequences	from	that	moment—

President	Bush	was	highly	engaged	in	the	discussion.	It	was	a	very	fluid	

discussion.	It	was	quite	personal.	He	had	more	of	a	jocular	style,	more	

!"#$"%&'
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Ashore	debate,	the	land-based	radar
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Russia's	ongoing	fears	that	anything	that	was	done	in	that	eastern	part	of	

Europe,	in	countries	that	had	formerly	been	part	of	the	Warsaw	Treaty	

Organization,	was	an	affront	to	Russian	security,	even	though	technically	it	

wasn't	really	that,	the	capability	of	doing	what	the	Russians	feared	was	not	

there,	but	they	always	suspected	and	thought	that	we	would	make	some	

adjustments.	

And	I	remember	being	part	of	those	debates	in	a	Track	II	context	before	

I	ended	up	in	the	government.	It	was	very	clear	that	we	weren't	doing	sufficient	

engagement	to	create	assurance.	Now,	one	could	argue	that	some	of	them	

would	never	be	assured—and	I	think	that's	the	case—and	therefore	we	should	

have	also	been	factoring	in	what	we	were	going	to	do	[00:16:00]	if	Russia	

remained	implacably	hostile	to	the	stationing	of	the	various	components	of	

missile	defense	in	Eastern	Europe.	It	was	inevitable,	then,	that	they	were	going	

to	put	pressure	on	those	countries	and	try	to	take	methods—perhaps	even	to	

sabotage	with	covert	action,	be	that	on	the	political	side,	stirring	up	trouble,	

inside	of	the	recipient	countries,	for	example,	which	of	course	they	did.	

BEHRINGER:	And	another	issue	that	played	into	Russian	fears,	which	I	think	we	

might	get	into	later,	was	the	whole	issue	of	NATO	expansion.	But	the	question	I	

wanted	to	ask	you	was,	early	on	in	the	Bush	administration,	there	was	some	

talk	about	Russia	actually	joining	NATO,	and	I	think	that	there	was	actually	

talk	going	back	to	the	nineties	as	well.	But	were	the	Russians	serious	about	

this?	And	what	did	you	think	of	its	prospects?		
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HILL:	I	think	the	Russians	would	have	been	serious	about	joining	NATO	if	they	could	

have	got	a	special	veto.	Their	whole	view	was,	they	didn't	want	to	join	anything	

as	just	an	ordinary	member.	They	want	France.	And	although	they	might	have	

had	very	similar	attitudes,	the	French,	in	terms	of	France	
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And	Russia	would,	of	course,	have	wanted	something	even	more	than	

that.	They	would	have	really	wanted	to	constrain	and	contain	NATO's	activities	

as	well	as	NATO	enlargement.	But	I	think	that	they	would	have	seriously	

considered	it	if	they	thought	that,	just	like	they've	managed	to	do	in	the	United	

Nations	or	the	Organization	for	Security	and	Cooperation	in	Europe	or	the	G20	

or	other	things	that	they've	managed	to	gain	a	great	deal	of	leverage	from	it.	

FEINSTEIN:	So,	jumping	back,	we’re	starting	with	NATO	and	Russian	prospects	of	

joining	that.	But	obviously,	when	we're	talking	about	early	events	in	the	U.S.-

Russian	relationship	during	this	time,	Bush	and	Putin	meet	in	Slovenia	in	June	

of	2001,	and	in	less	than	three	months,	the	September	11th	terror	attacks	

happen.	What	was	the	Russian	reaction	to	that?	How	did	9/11	change	the	

dynamic	between	the	U.S.	and	Russia	after	that	point?		

HILL:	There	was	an	interesting	opportunity	there	for	changing	the	trajectory	of	the	

relationship,	but	it	would	also	have	required	some	changes	on	the	part	of	U.S.	

attitudes.	Because	just	prior	to	9/11	and	to	those	Bush	and	Putin	meetings,	war	

had	broken	out	again	in	Chechnya,	the	southern	region	of	Russia	and	the	North	

Caucuses	that	had	tried	to	separate	from	the	Russian	Federation	after	the	

collapse	of	the	Soviet	Union	and	had	become	the	scene	of	a	really	bitter	

domestic	war—the	largest	military	operation,	at	that	point,	[00:20:00]	in	

Europe	since	World	War	II—after	the	Russian	military	tried	to	make	a	pretty	

quick	policing	operation	in	December	1994	into	Chechnya	to	try	to	topple	the	

opposition	separatist	movement	and	government,	and	failed	miserably	and	

ended	up	in	a	massive	ongoing	military	operation,	which	had	been	briefly	
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ended	in	1997	by	the	Khasavyurt	Accord.	I	actually	personally,	along	with	a	

team	of	other	people	from	Harvard,	participated	in	those	negotiations,	but	it	

was	very	clear	that	the	Russians	were	engaging	under	duress.	At	least	that's	

how	we	learned	later.	They	had	no	real	desire	to	put	aside	their	goals	of	

subjugating	and	reincorporating	Chechnya	on	their	terms.	But	they	were	forced	

into	a	stalemate	or	military	pause	because	of	just	the	whole	debacle	of	the	

military	effort	and	massive	damage	to	the	Russian	military	at	the	time,	and	they	

needed	to	regroup	and	reassess.		

And	when	Putin	comes	into	power	in	1999,	just	out	of	the	incidents	that	

we’re	wanting	to	talk	about,	the	FSB,	that	Putin	had	previously	been	in	charge	

of,1	was	put	in	charge	of	Chechnya	and	the	cleanup	operations,	which	also	went	

on	in	a	pretty	nasty	and	brutal	fashion.	And	Putin	himself	basically	threatened	

the	Chechens,	saying	
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HILL:	And	also	a	maternity	hospital	in	Budyonnovsk,	all	kinds	of	towns	and	cities	

finding	themselves	under	siege.	Yeah,	it's	a	pretty	brutal	period.	We	had	Fred	

Cuny,	the	former	Carnegie	Endowment	analyst	who	was	involved	in	various	

committees	and	associations	to	try	to	help	Chechens	and	refugees	and	was	

trying	to	go	negotiate	there,	was	killed.	And	we	had	many	Western	refugee	and	

aid	workers	and	journalists	and	technicians	taken	hostage.	Yeah,	there	was	a	lot	

happening	in	that	period.		

BEHRINGER:	I	think	I	read	[00:28:00]	this	in	your	memoir,	or	maybe	it	was	in	the	

coverage	at	the	time,	but	Putin	actually	met	with	you	and	other	analysts	as	the	

Beslan	terrorist	attack	was	unfolding?	

HILL:	That's	correct.	In	2004,	exactly	as	it	was	unfolding,	there	was	a	session	of	the	

Valdai	Discussion	Group	[Club]	that	the	Russians	used	obviously	for	

propaganda	purposes,	quite	blatant,	but	that	was	the	first	session	of	this	group,	

the	first	thing	that	they'd	pulled	together,	and	it	literally	unfolded	as	the	

hostage-taking	in	Beslan	began	and	all	the	way	through.	

BEHRINGER:	Can	you	describe	that	meeting	a	little	bit	more,	what	insights	into	Putin	

you	came	away	with,	and	what	was	the	impact	of	Beslan	on	the	broader	

relationship?		

HILL:	Well,	Putin	came	into	the	meeting.	The	siege	had	already	ended	with	the	

horrible,	brutal	scenes	that	we	all	saw—fire	breaking	out,	bombs	going	off	in	

the	school.	And	we	know	more	about	that	now—that	a	very	heavy-handed	

military	operation	had	probably	triggered	all	of	this	off.	And,	in	fact,	there’s	all	

kinds	of	suspicions	behind	the	scenes	that	even	some	of	the	Chechens—they'd	
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been	deeply	infiltrated	by	the	Russian	security	services,	and	there	might've	

actually	been	some	instigation	there	as	a	way	of	breaking	the	back	of	sympathy	

for	the	Chechen	rebels	because	this	was	such	an	appalling	thing	to	take	a	

school	with	thousands	of	kids	and	their	families	on	the	first	day	of	school.	And,	

of	course,	hundreds	of	people	died,	and	it	was	utterly	disastrous.	It’s	all	

unfolding	on	television	in	a	way	that,	around	the	world,	we're	seeing	today	with	

the	war	in	Ukraine.	But	that	was	one	of	those	first	episodes	where	everybody's	

watching	it	in	real	time.		

And	so,	people	were	stunned	by	the	whole	thing,	and	it	showed	a	lot	of	

the	deficiencies	in	the	Russian	system,	the	command	and	control	of	this	kind	of	

operation.	We	saw	that	in	."/012+,,3	in	the	theater,	where	the	Russians	used	a	

gas	to	incapacitate	theatergoers	and	the	[00:30:00]	rebels,	the	terrorist	forces,	

and	then	didn't	have	the	antidote	on	hand,	and	so	many	people	died	from	the	

gas	rather	than	from	terrorist	activities.	And	so	all	of	these	things	were	very	

messy.	And	also,	the	decision-making	up	and	down	the	chain—this	is	when	we	

really	saw	the	vertical	of	power	that	Putin	had	created	at	work,	because	nobody	

wanted	to	do	anything	without	some	kind	of	instruction	from	the	top.	So	on	

the	bottom,	in	and	around	Beslan,	in	the	North	Caucuses,	local	authorities	were	

basically	frozen.	And	then	everybody	tried	to	blame	everybody	else	for	whose	

services	was	at	fault	over	this.	We	had	a	meeting	during	the	discussion	group	

with	[Defense	Minister]	Sergei	Ivanov,	who	at	that	point	was	the	defense	

 
3	Nord-Ost	was	the	musical	on	tour	in	the	Dubrovka	Theater	during	the	2002	siege	and	is	commonly	
used	as	an	alternate	name	for	the	terrorist	attack.		
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minister,	and	he	said,	“It	wasn't	us.	It	wasn't	our	operation.”	It	was	trying	to	

shift	guilt	onto	the	security	services.	It	was	rather	remarkable	to	see	that	in	real	

time.		

But	we	also	start,	then,	to	see	the	hints	of	blaming	others	and	blaming	

the	West	for	this,	which,	again,	fits	into	a	long	pattern	of	Russia	not	seeing	

responsibility	for	their	own	actions	of	things	that	they	might	have	done	to	

trigger	something	off,	or	this	might've	been	an	operation	gone	wrong,	as	Sergei	

Ivanov	seemed	to	be	suggesting	in	real	time	when	we	were	paying	attention.	I	
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United	States,	blaming	the	terrorist	activities	on	the	U.S.,	which	became	a	

pattern	actually	through	the	Bush	years	and	into	subsequent	administrations,	

going	all	the	way	up	to	the	present	day	when	Russia	tends	to	blame	a	lot	of	

terrorist	activities	on	the	United	States.	Not	just	the	blunders	that	we've	made	

in	terms	of	our	military	interventions	and	our	own	heavy-handed	approach	but	

actually	saying	that	we	are	directly	running	terrorist	operations.	They've	

accused	us	of	that	in	Afghanistan	and	Syria	and	ISIS,	et	cetera,	et	cetera.	But	

that	was	one	of	those	early	origins	of	this.		

And	then	Putin,	when	he	meets	with	the	group	after	the	horrors	of	the	

supposed	rescue,	where	instead	hundreds	of	children	and	their	parents	are	

killed,	and	there's	the	fire	and	an	explosion	inside	of	the	school,	he	infers	it’s	

the	West,	but	he	doesn’t	say	it	because	he	says,	“outside	forces,”	“they”—it's	

always	obliquely	put—“were	trying	to	tear	away	a	juicy	morsel	from	Russia,”	

which	is,	again,	a	code	that's	well-steeped	even	into	the	Russian	imperial	period	to	tear	away	a	j" e88si G,:rsmu uru l'h 8 rPsm'P 4" S8 hi i i hi sg.imh's asi'P
8" e8 s 8; G”: hi s
ai i hi s'sian	
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narrative	that	all	of	these	domestic	issues	inside	of	Russia	are	the	faults	of	the	

West	and	that	the	United	States	is	getting	involved	in	this.		

And	I,	at	the	time,	wrote	an	op-ed	in	3$'4.'546"/743&%'+—the	title	

wasn't	one	that	I	chose,	which	was	something	like	“Stop	Criticizing	Putin,	Start	

Helping	Him,”	but	trying	to	think	about	how	we	could	use	this	tragedy	to	

reengage	on	the	counterterrorism.	It	was	obvious	at	this	point	that	things	were	

really	
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parents	in	a	school,	terrorist	organizations—for	him,	this	was	all	about	how	he	

could	maximize	the	state's	position.	He	wasn't	in	the	same	place	as	where	we	

were,	where	we	were	trying	to	get	rid	of	these	movements	and	trying	to	find	

out—more	of	a	“how	do	you	build	societies	back	up	again?”	His	was	more	about	

control	and	actually,	on	many	occasions,	those	terrorist	organizations	and	

individual	terrorists	became	instruments	of	control	as	well.	And	the	FSB	had	

often	infiltrated	them	and	were	actually	using	them	for	purposes	because	they	

wanted	to	discredit	the	leaders	of	Chechnya	that	had	been	installed	and	wanted	

to	make	it	impossible	for	anybody	from	the	West	to	push	them	into	a	

compromise	with	those	leaders	that	would	lead	to	power	sharing.	They	wanted	

to	impose,	as	we	saw,	their	own	person	there,	even	if	they	had	to	

instrumentalize	horrors	like	this.	We	weren't	on	the	same	page	at	all.	We	were	

looking	at	conflict	resolution,	and	they	were	looking	at	conflict,	let's	just	say,	

management,	but	not	in	a	way	that	we	would	think	of	it.	

BEHRINGER:	And	also,	in	2004,	while	that's	going	on	in,	and	in	late	2003,	you	have	

the	color	revolutions	start	to	break	out—so	Georgia,	the	Rose	Revolution	in	

2003,	and	then	the	Orange	Revolution,	2004	in	
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[at]	a	meeting	where	one	of	the	State	Department	officials,	who	later	had	gone	

on	to	work	at	the	UN,	basically	said,	“Well,	we	should	take	credit	for	this	

because	it's	our	funding	that's	gone,”—some	of	the	State	

K
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can't	take	responsibility	for	things	you	might	have	triggered	off	yourself—that	

the	United	States	is	in	the	process,	then,	of	regime	change.	And	so,	when	you	

fast	forward	to	the	Arab	Spring,	he’s	convinced	of	it	by	then.		

And	of	cour
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toppling	of	Hussein	and	the	Ba’athist	regime,	and	then	there	would	be	a	

reordering.	What	we	did	in	Iraq	in	2003	is	what	Russia	thought	it	was	going	to	

do	in	Ukraine	initially	in	2022.	And	the	Russians	took	from	this,	Putin	in	

particular	and	all	the	people	around	him—I	know	this	at	firsthand,	not	just	at	

secondhand—
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FEINSTEIN:	So,	in	terms	of	the	response	that	you	just	gave,	I	feel	it's	important	to	ask	

a	question	to	solidify	the	timeline	of	when	exactly	the	sentiment	against	the	

United	States	is	developing,	what	sectors	of	the	Russian	government	or	what	

actors	within	the	government	are	turning	when,	because	we	have	Beslan	in	

2004,	and,	as	you	just	explained,	that's	obviously	a	huge	turning	point	in	terms	

of	shifting	the	blame	outward.	And	then	Iraq	happens	in	2003.		

HILL:	Yeah,	so	that’s	before	that	even—.		

FEINSTEIN:	Of	course.		

HILL:	Yeah.	

FEINSTEIN:	Iraq	happens	in	’03.	The	ABM	Treaty
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by	the	United	States	and	NATO.	So	it's	under	Clinton.	It's	the	last	phase	of	the	

Clinton	administration.	And	why	that's	important	is	because	it	comes	under	a	

NATO	rubric.	So	this	sets	the	stage	later	for	deep	suspicion	about	NATO,	

because	what	else	is	happening	around	the	time	that	we're	discussing	this	and	

thinking	along	this	timeline—so	let's	just	think.	It's	really	sort	of	a	timeline	

from	1999	to	2011	and	the	Arab	Spring.	And	it's	that	whole	sequence	of	events,	

but	they	all	blur	together	because,	for	Russia,	they’re	blurring	together	as	well.	

But	the	real	pivotal	point	is	1999	because,	when	NATO	becomes	the	umbrella	

for	the	operation	of	bombing	Belgrade	to	stop	the	atrocities	in	Kosovo,	from	

the	Russian	point	of	view,	there	wasn't	an	Article	5	trigger.	Now	in	2001,	there	is	

a	trigger	with	the	9/11	terrorist	attacks,	and	NATO	comes	in	to	help	the	United	

States.	So	what	we	do	next	in	Afghanistan	under	a	NATO	rubric	fits	with	what	

they	think	are	the	old	rules.		

This	is	why	the	Russians	think	that	we've	thrown	the	rule	book	out	the	

window.	It's	1999.	What	did	Serbia	do	to	you?	And	I	happened	to	be	in	St.	

Petersburg	at	the	very	moment	that	this	all	happened	in	1999.	I	obviously	didn't	

know	we	were	going	to	bomb	Belgrade.	And	I	was	at	a	conference	with	the	

whole	spectrum	of	Russian	actors,	both	representing	the	Kremlin	at	that	

point—you	know,	it’s	still	Boris	Yeltsin—but	others	who	are	much	more	

sympathetic	to	the	West,	heavily	involved	in	[00:48:00]	the	various	

transformational	activities	in	the	economy	as	well	as	in	politics.	And	every	

Russian	is	totally	shocked.	They	can't	believe	it.	Why	would	NATO	bomb	

Belgrade?	Why	would	the	United	States	bomb	Belgrade?	What	did	they	do	to	
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also	helps	to	set	the	stage	for	that	conviction	on	the	part	of	Putin	and	others	

that	that's	where	we're	all	heading—regime	change,	using	NATO	outside	of	the	

frames	in	which	we	had	said	we	would	use	NATO	in	the	Cold	War	period.	And	

then	there's	just	a	succession	of	uprisings,	color	revolutions—color	revolutions	

just	the	same	way	of	insurgencies	and	things	that	we've	had	in	the	past	all	the	

way	through	the	Soviet	period,	in	which	we'd	often	intervened	and	things	had	

happened.	So	this	was	not	looking	any	different.		

And	I	think	the	juncture	where	we	could	have	done	something	is	that	

9/11	period,	I	mean	immediately	afterwards.	But	again,	it	would	have	required	

basically	swallowing	hard	on	Chechnya	and	giving	them	a	pass	on	something	

that	was	already	pretty	brutal.	So	we	would	have	had	to	do	something—we	do	

it	often,	unfortunately.	And	that's	part	of	our	problem.	We’re	never	consistent	

in	our	positions.	We	often	do	things	for	expediency	or	for	great	power	

considerations.	And	that's	what	Putin	was	expecting—our	great	power	

considerations	to	override	the	human	rights	and	the	values	bases.	He	thought	

that	we	would	come	around	to	his	view	of	the	world,	which	is	where	Islamist	

terrorism,	or	Islamist-inspired	terrorism—I'm	getting	all	the	terminology	

wrong	these	days	now—was	basically	the	dominant	force	and	that	we	would	

maybe	even	be	in	a	shared	endeavor.	He	thought	of	himself—and	still	does,	to	

some	degree—as	Nicholas
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And	then,	as	I	said	after	Beslan,	I	had	thought,	perhaps	more	ineptly,	

there	might	be	an	opportunity	to	reengage	on	this	because	of	the	extremist	

movements	that	were	so	obviously	taking	advantage	of	this	[00:52:00]	conflict	

and	try	to	help	the	Russians.	This	fed	into	our	endeavors	to	work	with	them	on	

Khasavyurt.	But	I	learned	from	that	that	they	didn't	want	“help.”	They	didn't	

want	compromise.	They	wanted	to	do	it	on	their	own	terms.	And	that	leads	us	

to	a	set	of	problems	for	what	we're	trying	to	do	now	with	Ukraine.	The	Russians	

are	not	in	a	compromising	mood	when	it	comes	to	these	kind	of	conflicts.	They	

want	it	resolved	on	their	own	terms,	unless	they	just	can't	do	what	they	want	to	

do	by	other	means.	And	that's	what	I	learned	from	my	involvement	in	

Khasavyurt,	and	also,	those	efforts,	from	2004	after	Beslan,	otherwise,	to	try	to	

see	if,	“Could	we	reengage?”	It	was	only	on	their	terms,	not	on	something	that	

will	lead	to	some	kind	of	compromise	with	us,	trying	to	get	something	out	of	

this	in	the	humanitarian	values	or	human	rights	spaces.	

BEHRINGER:	I	wanted	to	make	sure	we	have	enough	time,	so	I'm	going	to	skip	ahead	

a	little	bit,	but	we	can	circle	back	to	some	of	the	other	questions	if	we	need	to.	

But	I	wanted	to	go	next	to	this	2006	report	you	coauthored	with	the	Council	on	

Foreign	Relations	in	which	you	called	for	the	U.S.	to	stop	considering	Russia	a	

strategic	partner	and	instead	to	engage	the	Kremlin	more	selectively.	Do	you	

think	that	the	Bush	administration	took	this	advice,	and,	if	not,	what	would	it	

have	looked	like	in	practice?		

HILL:	Look,	I	think	every	administration	has	ultimately	tried	to	do	that	because	of	all	

of	these	differences	that	I	talked	about.	Structure	is	pretty	key	as	well.	We're	
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not	structured	like	Russia	is,	and	we’re	kind	of	messy.	We	don't	have	discipline	

of	message.	We	have	lots	of	different	competing	entities	in	the	United	States	at	

all	different	levels,	in	Congress—not	just	political	party,	but	elsewhere,	of	

competing	interests,	institutional	and	agency	rivalries	that	all	play	out.	And	we	

know	ourselves	that	an	American	president	doesn't	always	[00:54:00]	have	the	

luxury	of	speaking	on	behalf	of	the	nation—often,	it's	so	divided.	Whereas	in	

Russia,	they've	got	this	very	strict	vertical	of	power	that	had	really	emerged	by	

the	time	of	Beslan	in	2004,	and	I	spent	a	lot	of	time	in	my	research	trying	to	

explain	that,	where	you	couldn't	talk	to	somebody	else	at	the	same	kind	of	level	

and	expect	them	to	be	able	to	engage	or	actually	speak	on	behalf	of	anyone.	

And	they	were	always	stuck	on	th
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circles	in	the	United	States.	I	mean,	President	Bush	was	always	very	careful	

about	that	after	9/
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And	they	were	courting	around	at	the	same	time,	which	we	obviously	

weren't	in	the	business	of	courting,	because	the	Shi’a	Islam—it	was	a	very	small	

number	of	observant	Shi’a	inside	of	the	Russian	Federation.	The	larger	

population	is	Sunni.	And	they	wanted	to	have	counterweights.	They	needed	to	

play	their	own	game.	And,	really,	what	they	wanted	us	to	do	was	leave	them	

alone.	And	a	strategic	partnership	couldn't	have	possibly	been	the	frame	for	

that.	Strategic	partnership	with	China	is	fine	because	China	does	its	thing	and	
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building.	We	put	this	into	the	rubric	of	the	Freedom	Agenda.	And	things	are	

just	not	going	well	in	Afghanistan	or	Iraq,	and	freedom	is	not	emerging,	peace	

is	not	breaking	out	all	over	the	place.	And	Ukraine	had	also	been	part	of	that	

because,	after	the	Orange	Revolution,	there’s	sort	of	a	feeling	that	Ukraine	was	

also	on	a	different	pathway,	but,	of	course,	it	degenerated	into	political	

infighting	among	various	aspirants	for	the	Ukrainian	presidency	or	prime	

ministership	and	oligarchs,	and	there's	lots	of	corruption	and	constant	changes	

of	government.		

But	Georgia,	under	Saakashvili,	seemed	to	be	moving	in	all	kinds	of	

directions—curbing	the	police,	curbing	
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with	Georgia.	It's	not	disciplined	at	all.	People	are	hanging	out	with	Saakashvili	

in	saunas	and	going	to	parties	with	him	and	drinking	with	him	in	discotheques.	

And	this	whole	thing	is	getting	out	of	control,	I	have	to	say.		

And	the	efforts	to	curb	that	fraternization	with	Georgia—and	that's	

purely	what	it	was	in	some	in	some	cases.	We	can't	curb	it.	People	blurring	the	

distinction	between	policy	and	trying	to	deal	with	the	security	issue	and	

feelings	of	friendship	and	fellow-feeling	and	sometimes	even	more	of	a	feeling	

of	really	close	kinship	with	Saakashvili	and	the	bright,	young	English-speaking	

Georgians	around	him	and	being	a	bit	blind	to	some	of	the	things	that	they	

were	doing.	And	there	was	a	reaction	inside	some	of	the	intelligence	

community	and	security	officials	to	this,	pushing	back	against	it	and	saying,	

“Look,	they're	in	a	dangerous	environment,	dangerous	neighborhood,	and	

Saakashvili's	being	very	willful.”	And	remember,	at	this	time,	he	also	alienates	

[German	President]	Angela	Merkel.	I	mean,	he’s	a	pretty	sexist	guy,	and	he	

really	rubs	up	the	wrong	way,	many	of	the	female	leaders	in	Europe	and	

elsewhere	become	frustrated	and	angry	with	him	as	well	on	a	personal	level.		

And	so
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into	NATO,	absolutely	not,	that	door	was	not	going	to	be	opened.	And	we’d	

assessed	that	that	was	going	to	happen,	by	the	way—that	there	would	be	some	

military	action	against	Georgia,	and	also	against	Ukraine,	in	response	to	their	

bid	to	join	NATO.	It	was	very	obvious,	and	it	was	being	signaled	at	all	times.	It	

wasn't	like	this	was	the	result	of	clandestine	information.	They	were	openly	

telling	everybody,	and	Putin	basically	tells	senior	Georgians,	“Your	Western	

partners	promised	a	lot.	They	didn't	deliver.	I	threatened,	I	delivered.”	

And	it	was	a	message	that	was	taken	in	in	the	whole	region,	and	

everybody	understood	it	wasn't	just	about	Saakashvili	and	his	personal	

behavior	and	irritation	with	him	or	the	fact	that	he	was	all	embedded	in	U.S.	

politics.	He	thought	that	he	could	play	the	Russians	at	their	own	game.	He	

thought	he	could	actually	leverage	the	United	States	and	other	relationships	

against	Russia.	But	Russia	was	trying	to	show	us,	and	the	rest	of	the	

neighborhood,	that	these	were	countries	that	were	in	its	domain,	and	we	

shouldn't	mess	with	them.	And	if	we	did,	or	if	others	in	their	domain	forgot	the	

fact	that	they	were	in	Moscow's	domain,	they	would	teach	them	all	a	lesson—a	

very	nasty	lesson.		

FEINSTEIN:	So,	in	terms	of	the	buildup	to	the	Georgian	War,	there	was	obviously	a	lot	

of	fraternization.	There's	a	lot	of	divides	within	the	administration	as	to	what	to	

do.	And	there's	a	sense	that	Putin	is	essentially	setting	a	trap	for	Saakashvili	to	

step	in.	When	the	war	actually	breaks	out—I	think	it's	August	7	or	8—	

HILL:	Yes.	It's	during	the	Olympics	in	China.	There’s	a	pattern	here.	A	real	pattern	as	

well	of	Olympics	and	conflicts.		
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FEINSTEIN:	Yes,	unfortunately.	So	when	the	war	breaks	out	in	August	of	2008,	can	

you	describe	the	particular	trap	that	Putin	sets	for	Saakashvili	at	that	particular	

moment,	the	spark	that	ignites	it.	And	then	do	you	remember	[01:10:00]	

personally	where	you	were	when	the	war	broke	out,	where	you	were	as	the	five-

day	war	plays	out	and,	in	terms	of	how	the	Bush	administration	handled	the	

crisis—and	whether	you	want	to	interpret	that	question	in	the	sense	of	the	day-

by-day	as	Russian	troops	are	advancing	into	Georgia	or	in	the	weeks	and	

months	following	the	war	as	to	what	the	Bush	administration	does	about	Russia	

or	does	to	Russia	in	response,	or	rather	does	not	do—how	do	you	think	the	

Bush	administration	handled	it?	

HILL:	Look,	I	think	this	was	an	unbelievably	dangerous	moment,	and,	as	I	said,	we	

could	see	it	coming,	but	we	weren't	really	sure	about	how	it	would	occur.	And	

one	of	the	problems	that	we	had	from	the	intelligence	community	perspective	

was	that	there	were	many	scenarios	that	could	unfold,	and	our	best	bet	for	

some	period	of	time	was	Abkhazia,	that	the	conflict	would	break	out—that	

that’s	where	that	would	have	been	the	9*+8+4!'::&—because	Saakashvili	was	

actually	planning	on	trying	to	retake	more	territory	in	Abkhazia.	And	we	knew	

that	he	had	basically	put	his	own	military	incursion	plan	to	try	to	push	back.	

And,	of	course,	the	Russians	knew	about	that	too.	And	they	moved	troops	down	

the	railways—they're	actually	technically	railway	troops,	railway	forces,	but	

they	moved	all	the	way	down	the	railways	in	Abkhazia	to	essentially	go	to	

reassert	control	in	Abkhazia.	They	were	already	there	in	presence,	but	they	

beefed	up	their	presence,	and	they	did	it	in	a	way	by	using	railway	troops.	It	
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on	Georgia	and	Ukraine.	And	so	the	likelihood	of	military	action—we	did	have	

Crimea	there	as	one	scenario	that	they	might	take.		

So	there	was	all	these	kinds	of	assessments	all	the	way	around	in	this	

time	that	the	Russians	were	looking	for	a	reason	to	teach	Georgia	a	lesson	and	

embark	on	some	kind	of	military	operation.	And	it	was	just	a	question	of	where	

and	whether	Georgia	would	spring	the	trap	itself	or	that	Russia	would	lay	it	and	

Georgia	would	blunder	into	it.	So,	I	mean,	had	the	Georgians	moved	into	

Abkhazia,	it	was	obvious	that	that	would	result	in	something	really	nasty.	And	

in	this	case,	it	happened	in	Tskhinvali,	in	South	Ossetia,	where	Russian	

peacekeepers	were	ostensibly	manning	the	border	there	[01:14:00]—but	they're	

not	really	peacekeepers.	They're	actually	Russian	forces	because	there’s	not	

really	a	
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the	largest	number	of	troops	per	capita.	And	there'd	been	a	lot	of	casualties	and	

serious	injuries.	And	our	military	was	very	much	supportive	of	Georgia	because	

their	troops	were	fabulous	as	coalition	members.	And	they	were	right	there	in	

the	forefront.	They	weren't	sitting	back	in	the	rear,	and	they'd	had	people	killed	

and	severely	injured,	and	their	'+)/&,40'49"/)+4was	very	good.	They	were	really	

well	trained,	and	they	were	getting	equipped.		

I	think	the	Russians	actually	were	also	watching	this	very	closely	and	

initially	anticipated	that	there	might	be	a	response	from	the	United	States,	just	

as	Saakashvili	did.	And	so,	the	pretext	was	that	the	Georgians	attacked	Russian	

peacekeepers—and	people	still	say	that—but	it	was	a	setup.	And	then	the	

Georgians	move	in,	and	the	Russians	had	been	holding	these	exercises—we'd	

all	been	watching	this	as	well,	in	the	North	Caucuses—it's	not	dissimilar	from	

what	we've	just	seen	with	Ukraine	as	well	in	exercises	in	Belarus	and	then	

sudden	movement	into	Ukraine.	But	a	lot	of	the	forces	there,	we	could	see,	

were	going	back	to	base.		

So,	it	wasn't	entirely	clear	then	whether	this	was	all	completely	

formulated,	and	Putin	is	in	Beijing	and	President	Bush	[01:18:00]	is	on	his	way	

to	Beijing	for	the	opening	ceremonies	of	the	Beijing	Summer	Olympics	at	this	

particular	juncture.	And	we	end	up	in	this	strange	split	screen	of	the	opening	

ceremonies	and	the	invasion	of	Georgia	by	Russia.	But	in	the	run-up	to	this,	

Bush	was	pretty	convinced	that	somebody	had	got	through	to	Saakashvili	to	tell	

him	to	stop,	but	Saakashvili	was	dodging	people's	phone	calls.	And	so	

Saakashvili	was	bent	himself	on	doing	something,	thinking	that	we	would	then	
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be	triggered	to	come	in.	And	so	when	Bush	sees	Putin	in	Beijing,	Bush	thinks	

he's	warned	Saakashvili	off	through	all	the	channels,	and	he	hasn’t	yet	learned	

because	of	time	difference	and	some	lags	in	giving	him	his	daily	brief	and	his	

update—total,	big	time	difference	snafu	there—he	hasn't	learned	that	

something	has	happened,	and	Putin	says	something	to	him,	and	Bush	obviously	

reacts	as	a	person	would.	For	a	moment,	he’s	caught	off	guard.	And	Putin	takes	

that	as	a	sign—Bush	is	clearly	trying	to	figure	out,	“Uh	oh,	hang	on.	Did	that—

hang	on.	Something	happened	here.	That	was	not	where	I	thought	it	was	a	few	

hours	ago.”	And	Putin	takes	that	as	a	sign	that	it's	okay	to	hit	back,	that	the	

United	States	won't	necessarily	go	in,	which	of	course	wasn't	necessarily	the	

case,	but	he	gambles	that	he’s	caught	us	off-guard.	And	that's	when	they	go	in	

full	force	against	the	Georgians.		
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there's	a	whole	period	there	where	it's	clear	that	the	Russians	thought	that	we	

might	militarily	
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we	just	misread,	writ	large,	the	situation.	We	had	plenty	of	warnings.	And	then,	

afterwards,	we	were	raked	over	the	coals	by	[those]	saying,	“Why	didn't	we	
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might've	been	possible	to	avert	that	trigger	because	
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been	more	circumspect	about	because	he	felt	he	had	all	this	support,	certainly	

moral	and	political	support.	And	part	of	it	was	the	Freedom	Agenda,	but	part	of	

it	was	also,	even	though	things	were	happening	that	people	didn't	like,	they	
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there	was	a	really	deep	feeling	that	Saakashvili	had	provoked	it.	And	people	

said	to	him	later,	“Why	did	you	do	it?	You	set	the	place	on	fire.	You	were	an	

arsonist.”	And	he	said,	“Well,	it	was	my	house.”	So	we	should	have	been	much	

more	attentive,	too,	to	how	the	Georgians	and	he	and	the	people	around	him	

were	feeling
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FEINSTEIN:	Yeah,	absolutely.	Thank	you	again	for	your	time.	And	I	think	you	alluded	

to	this	point	a	little	bit	at	the	end	of	your	last	response	in	terms	of	the	

differences	between	how	the	Bush	and	Obama	administration[s]	were	trying	to	

handle	this,	but	more	broadly,	you	served	under	three	very	different	presidents	

that	all	worked	with	the	same	Russian	leader—under	the	Bush	administration,	

in	the	Obama	administration,	and	the	Trump	administration.	How	were	their	

relationships	with	Vladimir	Putin	different	from	each	other,	and,	more	broadly,	

how	does	personal	diplomacy	affect	the	broader	U.S.-Russian	relationship,	and	

what	role	should	it	play	as	we	move	forward?	

HILL:	Yeah.	Actually,	I	want	to	answer	that	last	thing	first	because	I	think	we	have	to	

move	away	from	personal	diplomacy.	It's	a	personalization	of	that	relationship	

that	always	gets	us	into	trouble.	And	that	links	back	to	where	you	started	with	

the	question.	Now,	given	the	nature	[of]	the	hierarchical	system	on	the	

personalization	of	the	presidency	in	Russia,	it	becomes	quite	difficult,	but	you	

have	to	have	fail-safe	and	institutional	mechanisms	to	have	somewhere	to	go	if,	

at	the	top,	the	relationship	fails,	which	it	inevitably	will.		

Bush,	as	
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giving	Putin	also	an	opening	in	that	context	to	try	to	move	into	a	different	

relationship	with	the	United	States.	But	much	later	on,	when	I	was	in	the	“deep	

dives”	with	President	Bush,	
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Now,	Obama—he	doesn't	deal	with	Putin	initially.	It's	with	Medvedev	

because	he	tries	to	reset	the	relationship	with	Dmitri	Medvedev	in	place,	2007-

2008	to	2011	and	’12,	when	that	tandem	arrangement—Putin's	never	gone,	and	

he's	looking	over	Medvedev’s	shoulder	



 
 

 56	

And	so,	the	personalization	of	Obama's	relationship	with	Medvedev	

then	becomes	an	issue,	and	he	had	a	very	hard	time	reconnecting,	or	

connecting	for	the	first	time,	with	[01:36:00]	Putin,	and	Putin	treats	him	with	

deep	suspicion.	That's	also	partly	because	he's	the	first	black	president	of	the	

United	States,	and	I	just	have	to	say	outright,	Putin	and	the	people	around	him	

are	misogynistic	and	racist.	So,	they	have	a	very	negative	reaction	to	Hillary	

Clinton,	and,	in	fact,	later	on,	Putin	tells	senior	officials	that	he	thinks	that	the	

United	States	is	always	trying	to	somehow	be	disrespectful	towards	him	

because	we	have	so	many	women	in	positions	dealing	with	Russia,	and	he	

thinks	that	this	is	some	kind	of	special	signal	to	him.	And	then	he	has	to	deal	

with,	basically,	a	black	president,	and	this	all	filters	back	and	around,	and	I'm	

sure	that	President	Obama	was	well	aware	of	all	of	that	as	well.	And	that	fits	

into	the	picture	as	well.	And	then,	as	Putin	moves	on	from	his	rocky	return	to	

the	presidency,	he	becomes	more	and	more	convinced	that	the	United	States	is	

trying	to	undermine	him.	And	that	then	sets	the	tone	for	intervention	in	the	

elections	in	2016	with	also	a	very	personal	attack	on	Hillary	Clinton,	where	

Putin	anticipates	that	she's	going	to	be	the	next	president,	and	he	wants	to	

weaken	her	as	much	as	possible.		

And	then,	we	obviously	see	with	Trump	highly	personalized—it	wasn't	

really	about	Russia,	the	relationship,	it	was	all	about	Putin.	And	what	Trump	

wanted	to	do	was	personally	engage	with	Putin,	which	was	impossible	after	

what	had	happened	in	2016,	the	intervention	and	all	the	dark	cloud	that	that	

cast	over	Trump	himself	and	the	accusations	of	collusion	with	Russia	because	
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of	many	of	the	things	that	we	all	are	familiar	with—they	unfolded	over	the	

course	of	the	campaign.	And	Trump's	goal,	obviously,	was	to	deal	with	Russia,	

work	things	out	with	Russia,	through	his	personal	relationship	with	Putin,	so	

that	he	could	focus	on	China	and	on	other	issues.	And,	of	course,	that	just	

doesn't	happen.		

And	the	larger	institutional	underpinnings	of	the	relationship	with	

Russia	just	get	obliterated	during	the	Trump	period	for	all	of	the	domestic	

reasons,	which,	again,	reinforces	[01:38:00]	my	point—and	also	structural	
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