
Ctrl-Alt-Del? 

Obama recalibrates the Reset with Russia 

Donald N. Jensen 

The Obama administration’s Reset with Russia, a key foreign policy initiative when it came 
into office in 2009, sought to reverse what it saw as a dangerous drift in relations between 
Washington and Moscow in the final years of the presidency of George W Bush. This article 
examines the results of the Reset and the outlook of this initiative in Obama’s second term. 

By the fall of 2008 ties were strained due to the Russia-Georgia war, the global economic 
recession and ongoing conflicts over European security. The Obama administration calculated 
the U.S. and Russia shared common interests, that both sides needed a more multidimensional 
relationship and that it could engage the Russian government and Russian society, longstanding 
objectives, at the same time. The approach also assumed that a Reset could be pursued without 
compromising Washington’s relations with other countries, especially NATO aspirants Georgia 
and Ukraine, and that linkage of “unrelated” issues could be avoided.1  

At its core, the Obama administration calculated that improving the relationship would be in 
the U.S. interest in order to secure Moscow’s help in areas that were important to the White 
House, such as maintaining pressure on Iran and protecting NATO access to Afghanistan. It 
therefore set about trying to address some Russian concerns in order to secure Russian help.2 
Washington pursued the Reset by increasing interaction between top officials, stepping up 
structured government-to-government engagement through almost a dozen bilateral working 
groups, more society-to-society contact, and seeking to improve condition for more trade and 
investment. After initial hesitation the Kremlin accepted Washington’s outstretched hand.  

Reset achievements 

After four years the Reset has seen several notable achievements. The New START Treaty 
entered into force in February 2011 which limited each side to 1,550 deployed warheads, 700 
deployed delivery vehicles and 800 deployed and non-deployed intercontinental ballistic 
missiles (ICBM) and submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBM) and heavy nuclear bombers, 
along with strong verification measures. Russian cooperation on Afghan transit has helped keep 
NATO troops supplied in Afghanistan, which was especially important after Pakistan cut off 
supply lines. On Iran, Russia canceled the sale of the sophisticated S-300 anti-aircraft missile 
and supported a UN Security Council Resolution that imposed an arms embargo on Tehran. The 
warmer tone in the relationship was also marked by military cooperation in other areas, 
including on North Korea and counterterrorism. After the longest accession process in the 
history of the World Trade Organization, Russia finally entered that organization after 
substantial U.S. lobbying. With relations thawing between Washington and Moscow, America’s 
European allies also moved to improve relations with Russia. 



President Obama’s personal relationship with Russian President Dmitry Medvedev, who had 
succeeded Vladimir Putin as Russian president in 2008, came to symbolize the new 
rapprochement. Medvedev was widely regarded in the West as more liberal than Putin with an 
agenda that included the modernization of Russia’s economy, especially the country’s reliance 
of oil and gas. During his tenure, Russia emerged victorious in the South Ossetian war and 
recovered from the recession of 2008-9. Recognizing corruption as one of his country’s most 
severe problems, Medvedev launched a high-profile anticorruption campaign and law 
enforcement reform. From the beginning of his tenure, however, the legitimacy of his 
presidency and relationship with Putin was subject to open speculation. The formally powerful 
Russian president was flanked by a highly influential Prime Minister who remained informally 
Russia’s most powerful leader. Obama, who enjoyed a considerable rapport with Medvedev, 
actively courted his counterpart as a diplomatic partner.  

Reset revisited 

Although the Reset fostered agreements on key issues in its initial months - though several 
were oversold or were already in train when Obama came to power - it steadily lost momentum 
as Obama’s term wore on.3 From the beginning Washington and Moscow saw the Reset 
differently. For the Obama administration, the Reset promised an enduring strategic 
partnership; for the Kremlin, however, the Reset was a chance, in the words of the Russian 
Foreign Minister, for the U.S. to correct the mistakes it made in the relationship since the fall of 
the Soviet Union — in its taking geopolitical advantage of Russian weakness in the 1990s, for 
example, and leading the war against Serbia. Russia also saw the renewed impetus to the 
relationship as a way to take advantage of U.S. goodwill - which it viewed as a sign of weakness 
- to reduce American influence in the world.  

Finally, both sides miscalculated the extent to which domestic politics would determine the 
Reset’s fate. The Obama administration’s simultaneous pursuit of “dual track” goals, state-to-
state cooperation and engagement of Russian civil society, was incompatible in a Russian 
domestic climate which was increasingly authoritarian. Washington had to choose. Obama 
initially de-emphasized democratization before tilting back to values promotion in response to 
developments inside Russia. Moscow, in turn, calculated that the White House could neutralize 
Reset skeptics in the U.S. Congress, the Republican Party, and the U.S. human rights 
community. 

Tensions beginning in 2011 showed the Reset to be less the beginning of a cardinal change in 
the relationship between the United States and Russia than a more short-term diplomatic 
clearing of the air. Moscow reacted cautiously to the wildfire of the Arab Spring — an 
understandable position given its own large Muslim population and its concern that news of 
mass actions in the streets in the Near East could spread to Russia and pose a threat to the 
Kremlin’s hold on power (as had demonstrations earlier in the decade to authoritarian regimes 
in Georgia and Ukraine). Russia enabled Western military action in Libya by abstaining from a 
vote in the UN Security Council authorizing the use of force, but afterwards it opposed NATO 
action. Moscow had acquiesced to a humanitarian relief effort, it argued, not regime change.  



Putin’s return to power 

Vladimir Putin’s announcement in September 2011 that he would return to the Russian 
presidency was the second blow. Through much of the first Obama term, members of the U.S. 
administration had worked with President Medvedev, who they saw as the symbol of Russian 
reform. Some U.S. officials therefore openly supported a second presidential term for 
Medvedev, thereby pushing Putin to the sidelines. The latter, according to many reports, was 
not pleased with Washington’s preference or its interference in Russia’s internal affairs. With 
this “castling” in the Russian leadership, Washington realized it had exaggerated Medvedev’s 
role and fundamentally misread the political dynamics inside its would-be partner. 

Putin’s return shook Russia to its roots — within the elite, some of whose members favored a 
second presidential term for Medvedev, and in the society at large, where portions of Russia’s 
middle class had viewed Medvedev as a force for greater political democratization. Falsified 
parliamentary elections three months later, which brought to the State Duma a pro-Putin 
majority, spurred unrest in Moscow and other cities and sparked the emergence of an 
organized opposition to the regime for the first time in more than a decade. Putin orchestrated 
his election to the presidency in March 2012 through a combination of formal and informal 
controls on opposition activity.  

After his victory, the regime relentlessly ratcheted up repression. Under laws passed following 
Putin’s inauguration in May, the government handed out huge fines and long prison terms for 
“unsanctioned” demonstrations, expanded the definition of treason, branded humanitarian and 
civil rights organizations as “foreign agents” for accepting international funding, censored the 
internet, and arrested opposition leaders. With barely any protest from the White House, the 
Kremlin expelled the U.S. Agency for International Development after twenty years of U.S. 
taxpayers’ expenditures to promote civil society, democracy and economic development. In 
foreign policy, Russia sided with Bashar al-Assad’s regime in Syria as it massacred thousands of 
its citizens, casting three vetoes in the UN Security Council to protect Damascus from 
international sanctions. Russia expert Leon Aron criticized Putin’s foreign and domestic policies 
for they “have been nothing but a brazen, in-your-face challenge to U.S. interests and values.”4 
The U.S. Congress reacted, despite misgivings by the Obama administration, by passing the 
Magnitsky Act, which imposed financial penalties on Russian officials who violated their 
citizens’ civil rights.  

2012 and beyond 

Russian officials openly favored President Obama over his Republican rival, Mitt Romney, in the 
U.S. presidential race. Republicans had long called into question the wisdom of the START 
Treaty, criticized cutbacks in military spending and claimed that Obama had been too timid in 
its response to the Russian domestic crackdown and Russia’s attempts to pressure its 
neighbors. In the presidential and vice-presidential debates, Republicans blamed Obama for his 
failure to change Russian policy in the Syria unrest.5 Particularly galling to Obama critics was the 
president’s ‘open mike’ reassurance to Medvedev in South Korea that he would be more 
forthcoming on missile defense after the election. Romney, however, was widely ridiculed for 



claiming that Russia was still America’s greatest geopolitical enemy, a comment more 
appropriate to the Cold War, Reset champions argued.  

In November 2012 U.S. Secretary of State Clinton and Russian Foreign Minister Lavrov met on 
the sidelines of the 21st summit of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in 
Phnom Penh to map out goals for the U.S.-Russia relationship for the second Obama term. The 
agenda includes missile defense, further START reductions, the upheaval in the Middle East, 
Iran’s nuclear program and expanding the two countries’ economic ties.  

The obstacles to further progress, however, are more formidable than in the past four years. 
The “easy” issues have already been addressed. Mistrust between the two sides is growing. 
Russian domestic politics, a key driver of its foreign policy, is pushing the two countries apart — 
the Kremlin needs an external enemy such as the U.S. to justify its tight grip on power even as 
Russian elites, many of whom profit financially from business in the West, increasingly see Putin 
as a liability. The prospects for the economy are uncertain. Whether the approaching end of the 
Putin era is marked by continued erosion of the system he has ruled for the past twelve years 
or by an abrupt discontinuity, the once bright hopes for the Reset appear to be fading.  
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