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U.S.-Russian	Relations	under	Bush	and	Putin	
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[Begin	Transcription]	

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

History	at	Southern	Methodist	University.		

MILES:	I'm	Simon	Miles.	I'm	an	assistant	professor	in	the	Sanford	School	of	Public	
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Evaluation	Center	for	about	three	weeks	and	then	was	drafted	to	become	

executive	assistant	to	the	Director	of	Central	Intelligence,	Stansfield	Turner.	At	

the	end	of	that	same	year,	I	became	the	National	Intelligence	Officer	for	the	

Soviet	Union	and	Eastern	Europe.	Back	to	the	NSC—well,	then	I	became	

deputy	director	for	intelligence,	the	head	of	the	analytical	side	of	CIA,	and	then	

chairman	of	the	National	Intelligence	Council	simultaneously.	Then	became	

deputy	director	of	Central	Intelligence	in	1986	and	then	became	deputy	

national	security	advisor	to	Brent	Scowcroft	in	1989	and	was	with	him	and	[the]	

first	President	Bush	all	through	the	liberation	of	Eastern	Europe,	[German]	

reunification,	collapse	of	the	Soviet	Union.	And	then	returned	to	CIA	as	

director	of	central	intelligence,	and	then	retired	from	that	position	in	1993.	And	

then	returned	to	government	13	years	later	as	secretary	of	defense,	and	served	

under	both	Presidents	Bush	and	Obama	from	2006	to	2011.	

BEHRINGER:	And	when	you	come	back	into	office	in	2006,	can	you	describe	the	lay	of	

the	land	as	far	as	schools	of	thought	within	the	Bush	administration	about	

policy	toward	Russia	and	where	you	stood	in	the	administration	on	Russia	

policy?	

GATES:	The	relationship	had	obviously	[00:04:00]	deteriorated	subsequent	to	the	

color	revolutions	in	2003-2004,	in	Georgia,	Kyrgyzstan,	and	Ukraine,	and	

Putin's	beliefs	that	we'd	had	a	hand	in	all	of	those	activities	deeply.	He	was	
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GATES:	I'd	really	never	heard	of	him.	I	think	I	may	have	first	become	aware	of	him	

when	he	was	the	deputy	mayor	in	St.	Petersburg,	but	really	didn't	know	much	

about	him	until	he	moved	to	Moscow.	The	first	time	I	met	him,	I	not-so-subtly	

reminded	him	that	when	he'd	been	a	colonel	in	the	KGB	in	Dresden,	I'd	been	

the	deputy	director	of	central	intelligence,	and	so	he	never	came	onto	my	radar.	

I	think	one	reason	Putin	and	I	actually	sort	of	got	along	was—and	I	told	

President	Bush	this—that	I	think	behind	it	was	this	kind	of	old	CIA-KGB	thing.	

And	I	think	kind	of	he	respected	that,	and	we	would	have	some	interesting	

byplay	from	time	to	time.	

MILES:	And	then	when	you	take	up	your	position,	of	course,	he	makes	himself	very	

known	[00:08:00]	to	the	United	States	in	2006,	with	Russians’	use	of	their	

leverage	against	the	energy	sector	against	Ukraine	and	Georgia,	and	then,	of	

course,	in	2007,	when	the	Russians	launched	the	cyberattack	against	Estonia	

over	the	relocation	of	a	World	War	II	monument.	When	you	look	back	on	

those	early	gambits,	how	do	you	evaluate	them,	and	how	do	you	evaluate	the	

Bush	administration's	response	to	this	early	Russian	misbehavior?	

GATES:	I	think	everything	Putin	has	done	since	he	became	president	in	1999—first	of	

all,	I	believe	that	he	became	president	because	he	was	able	to	tell	Yeltsin	that	if	

he	became	president,	he	would	protect	the	Yeltsin	and	the	Yeltsin	family,	keep	

them	from	going	to	jail	and	make	sure	they	kept	all	the	money	they'd	stolen.	

And	I	would	just	say	parenthetically,	there	is	no	one	in	Russia	that	can	make	

that	kind	of	a	promise	to	Vladimir	Putin	today.	I	think	that	the	relationship,	for	

most	of	Bush’s	presidency,	really	until	almost	the	end,	until	Georgia,	there	was	
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an	effort	to	preserve	the	personal	relationship	between	the	two	presidents,	even	

as	the	governments	were	interacting	with	one	another,	and	the	relationship	

was	getting	tougher	in	that	regard.	And	they	would	have	pretty	candid	

conversations.	I	didn't	spend	any	time	going	[00:10:00]	backward	in	the	

relationship,	so	I	can't	really	speak	to	the	president's	relationship	with	Putin	or	

even	a	lot	of	the	maneuverings	that	were	going	on	between	the	two	

governments	until	I	came	back	into	government	at	the	end	of	2006.	

BEHRINGER:	And	moving	back	to	the	Munich	Security	Conference	speech	again	for	a	

moment,	can	you	discuss	a	little	bit	what	your	reaction	to	the	speech	was,	after	

he	came	and	shook	your	hand?		

GATES:	I	spoke	the	next	morning,	and	I	tried	to—I	didn't	want	to	aggravate	the	

situation,	and	I	basically	wanted,	particularly	for	this	European	audience,	to	

basically	not	dismiss	it,	but	not	take	it	too	seriously.	And	so	I	think	my	remarks	

were	something	that	I	handwrote	after	his	speech,	as	an	introduction	to	my	

remarks,	something	to	the	effect	that	we	didn't	need	to	start	another	Cold	War,	

that,
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really	a	harbinger	rather	than	just	a	rant,	and	that	he'd	really	soured	on	the	

relationship	with	the	West.	

BEHRINGER:	And	one	of	the	main	topics	that	he	highlighted	in	that	speech	was	Iraq,	

and,	of	course,	you're	coming	in	to	try	to	fix Brat
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Iraq	and	much	more	about	the	President's	decision	in	early	2007,	I	think,	to	put	

anti-ballistic	missiles	in	Poland	and	the	Czech	Republic.	And	the	Russians—we	

found	it	very	difficult	to	take	their	concerns	seriously	because	we	knew,	and	we	

tried	to	explain	to	them	in	graphic	detail,	how	those	missiles	technically	could	

not	be	a	threat	to	the	Russian	missile	force,	that	the	orientation	of	the	radars	

and	the	nature	of	the	launchers	themselves	would	not	permit	it.	
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wanted	to	deploy	at	around	that	time,	but	rather	their	concern	about	successive	

generations	of	those	missiles.	That	once	the	precedent	had	been	established	of	

having	those	missiles	in	Eastern	Europe,	that	subsequent	generations	of	those	

missiles	would	have	additional	capabilities	that	could	in	fact	put	their	forces	at	

risk.	And,	for	a	certain	time,	I	think	that	they	just	wanted	to	obstruct	it,	and	
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before.”	But	the	initiative	actually	came	from	the	Pentagon	and	was	basically	

the	availability	of	a	new	technology	that	we	thought	could	much	better	handle	

an	Iranian	salvo.	

MILES:	So	early	on	in	this	process,	in,	I	believe,	October	2007,	you	and	Secretary	Rice	

make	a	trip	to	Moscow.	You're	subjected	to	the	traditional	welcoming	process	

of	the	Putin	administration,	where	I	believe	you're	made	to	wait	for	the	better	

part	of	an	hour	for	your	appointment,	and,	according	to	folks	who	were	also	in	

that	room,	you	were	then	treated	to	a	pretty	lengthy	tirade	with	threats	to	pull	

out	of	the	Intermediate-Range	Nuclear	Forces	Treaty	and	the	Conventional	

Forces	in	Europe	treaties.	[00:22:00]	I	wonder	if	you	can	share	any	recollections	

and	reactions	from	your	first	encounter	with	the	Russian	president	on	his	home	

turf.	

GATES:	First	of	all,	on	the	threat	to	pull	out	of	the	INF	Treaty,	in	one	of	my	early	

meetings—and	it	may	have	been	at	my	first,	at	that	Munich	Security	

Conference,	but	it	may	have	also	been	a	little	later—but	Sergei	Ivanov	was	still	

minister	of	defense,	and,	in	a	private	meeting	he	and	I	had,	he	said	that	we	

ought	to	end	the	INF	Treaty.	And	he	said,	“Look,	we're	the	only	two	countries	

in	the	world	that	cannot	produce	these	missiles.”	And	he	said,	“We	have	no	

intention	of	deploying	them	against	the	West.	We	intend	to	deploy	them	facing	

Pakistan	and	facing	China,	because	of	the	potential	threat	from	those	two	

places.”	And	I	basically	told	him,	“If	you	want	to	walk	away	from	the	INF	

Treaty,	you're	on	your	own,	but	we	won't	be	a	party	to	that.”		
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Europe,	and	also	nuclear	triad	modernization.	Meanwhile—also	with	a	really	

big	kickoff	in	2008,	but	with	earlier	progress	[00:28:00]	in	that	direction,	

starting	in	2006—the	Russians	are	making	pretty	significant	modernization	

reforms	in	their	military.	Can	you	talk	a	little	bit	about	how,	or	if	at	all,	these	

two	phenomena	interacted?	Of	course,	of	particular	interest	would	probably	be	

on	the	nuclear	front,	where	the	United	States	and	Russia	are	members	of	a	

pretty	exclusive	club	at	the	very	top	of	the	nuclear	heap.	Could	you	talk	a	little	

bit	about	how	you	felt	about	Russia's	military	modernization,	how	the	Russians	

might've	felt	about	the	United	States’s,	and	so	on?		

GATES:	Yeah.	I	actually	developed,	I	think,	a	pretty	good	working	relationship	with	

Russian	Defense	Minister	Serdyukov.	And,	when	he	visited	me	at	the	Pentagon,	

I	gave	him	all	the	honors	and	everything,	which	the	Russians	love.	But	we	sat	

down,	and	we	had	some	very	candid	conversations	about	the	challenges	of	

reforming	the	military.	And	I	remember	vividly	him	telling	me	he	was	charged	

with	discharging	two	hundred	thousand	Russian	officers.	And	the	biggest	part	

of	the	challenge	was	finding	them	housing—where	do	they	go,	and	what	do	

they	do?	And	so	we	really	got	into	a	lot	of	detail	about	the	challenges	of	

changing	these	big	institutions,	and,	in	all	honesty,	what	the	Russians	did	was,	I	

think,	far	more	dramatic	than	what	we	did	because	the	Russians	for	centuries,	

for	their	whole	history,	had	basically	relied	on	very	large	ground	armies.	And	

what	Putin	was	doing	was	transforming	that	service	to	dramatically	reduce	

[00:30:00]	the	size	of	the	ground	forces,	make	it	more	of	a	volunteer	or	a	

contract	force,	train	up	elite	units	that	were	actually	really	good	and	could	be	
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deployed	very	quickly,	but	investing	most	of	the	money	in	the	navy	and	in	the	

air	force	and	particularly	in	their	strategic	nuclear	capabilities.		

So	there	was	a	lot	of	modernization	going	on,	but	a	lot	of	restructuring	

as	well.	And	I	would	tell	him	about	all	the	programs	I	was	cutting	that	were	

wasteful	programs,	that	weren't	working	or	lost	their	purpose,	or	five-year	

development	programs	in	their	fourteenth	year	and	stuff	like	that.	And	then	I’d	

joke	with	him	that	I	had	a	problem	he	didn't,	and	it	was	called	Congress,	

because	as	long	as	he	could	get	Putin	to	agr
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Now,	one	of	the	areas	where	I	actually	strongly	disagreed	with	the	

president	and	with	Condi	was	on	offering	a	NATO	membership	to	Ukraine	and	

Georgia.	And	I	told	them,	I	said,	“Look,	the	Russian	empire	traces	its	roots	to	

Kyiv	in	the	ninth	and	tenth	century,	and	it's	part	of	the	soul	of	Russia.	And	if	

you	try	to	bring	them	into	NATO,	you're	really	going	at	the	heart	of	Russia	in	

many	ways,	because	there's	a	historical	and	a	spiritual,	almost,	relationship	

between	the	Russians	and	the	Ukrainians,	n
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BEHRINGER:	So	you	were	surprised	by	what	happened	at	Bucharest	then.	You	

thought	the	Germans	and	the	French	would	be	a	little	bit	more	resistant	to—	

GATES:	Well,	they	won	the	argument.	They	won	the	argument.	And	what	NATO	

basically	did	was	essentially	say,	“Yes,	someday,	we'll	consider	it,”	but	they	

didn't	offer	then	the	path	to	membership	that	other	countries	have	been	

offered	and	so	on,	so	it	fell	short	of	what	had	been	extended	to—I	don't	

remember	what	the	catch	phrase	was,	but	the	period	leading	up	to	extending	

an	offer	to	join	the	Alliance.	But	they	weren't	even	offered	that	when	the	

compromise	language,	as	I	recall,	fell	short	of	that	and	basically	just	said,	

“We're	not	ruling	it	out,	and	perhaps	someday,”	but	that	was	about	as	far	as	it	

went.	And	that	essentially	was	compromise	language	that	was	intended	to	

pacify	the	United	[00:36:00]	States	but	also	both	Ukraine	and	Georgia.	

BEHRINGER:	And	in	the	people	we've	talked	to,	there's	two	views	that	have	come	up.	

One	is	that	this	compromise	language	was	like	a	tripwire	for	the	Georgian	war,	

that	it	spurred	the	Russians	to	make	a	move.	Others	claim	that,	if	it	had	gone	

farther,	if	they	had	offered	NATO	membership,	that	it	would	have	been	more	of	

a	deterrent	effect.	How	do	you	see	it	in	relation	to	Georgia?	

GATES:	Just	because	Georgia	was	so	far	removed	from	NATO	and	from	capabilities	

that	could	stop	the	Russians	if	they	intended,	I	think	it	would	not	have	deterred	

the	Russians	had	they	been	extended	the	offer.	The	other	thing	that	needs	to	be	

taken	into	account	is	just	how	much	Putin	hated	Saakashvili	in	very	personal	

terms.	And,	when	they	had	a	phone	conversation,	Putin	basically	told	
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Saakashvili	to	stick	it	up	his	ass	in	even	more	graphic	terms	than	that.	And	so	
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MILES:	To	be	fair	to	Abkhazia,	they	did	produce	the	single	worst	bottle	of	wine	that	

I've	ever	tasted	in	my	life	while	I	was	in	Moscow.	I	made	a	strategic	error	at	the	

grocery	store,	once.		

GATES:	I	would	just	say	along	those	lines	that,	back	in	the	Cold	War,	when	I	was	

dealing	with	the	head	of	the	KGB,	Vladimir	Kryuchkov,	Kryuchkov	gave	me	a	

bottle	of	Georgian	wine	that	was	bottled	in	the	year	of	my	birth.	So,	first	of	all,	

it	was	very	old	wine,	and	it	was	not	the	kind	of	wine	that	got	better	with	age.	

And	he	would	give	me	vodka,	and	he'd	give	me	caviar,	and	he	gave	me	the	

wine,	and	I	never	tried	any	of	it.	I	always	figured	that	it	was	probably	laced	with	

polonium	or	something.		

MILES:	[laughter]	Better	safe	than	sorry.		

GATES:	Exactly.		

MILES:	So,	2008—big	leadership	changes	in	both	of	the	countries	that	we're	talking	

about,	so	maybe	we	could	talk	about	them	in	turn.	First,	the	transition,	as	you	

experienced	it	from	the	vantage	point	of	the	Pentagon,	from	the	Bush	

administration	to	the	Obama	administration,	but,	of	course,	we'd	also	love	to	

talk	about	the	transition	from	President	Putin	to	Prime	Minister	Putin	and	

President	Medvedev.	

GATES:	Yeah.	I	would	say	that,	
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people,	Afghanistan,	Iraq,	and	so	on.	But	when	they	decided	to	do	the	reset,	

which	was	pretty	early	on,	I	put	it	in	the	same	box	as—when	Condi	wanted	to	

reach	out	to	North	Korea,	[Vice	President]	Cheney	was	very	much	opposed	to	

it.	It	was	very	controversial	in	the	administration.	And	I	was	okay	with	it.
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term,	things	might've	gone	differently	because	he	wanted	to	modernize	Russia.	

He	wanted	to	diversify	the	economy	away	from	just	oil	and	gas.	So	he	had	some	

pretty	modern	ideas.	And	so	I	think	he	and	Obama	were	pretty	simpatico.		

And	we’d	have	never	gotten	the	UN	resolution	on	Libya	through	the	

Security	Council	had	Putin	still	been	the	president.	And	he	actually	came	out	

and	criticized	Medvedev	for	that	decision	and	compared	what	the	West	was	

gonna	do	in	Libya	to	the	crusades.	And	so	there	were	areas	where	Putin	would	

put	his	foot	down	and	basically	say,	“We're	not	going	to	do	this.”	But	mainly	on	

stuff	like	Libya	and	some	others	Medvedev	did	some	things	that	Putin	would	

not	have	done.	And	it	was	in	that	environment	particularly	that	I	had	some	of	

my	most	forthcoming	discussions	with	Serdyukov	and	[00:50:00]	so	on.	So	

there	was	a	change	in	tone	while	Medvedev	was	president.	There	weren't	any	

big	concessions	on	anything,	but	they	did	make	some	decisions	that	allowed	us	

to	act.	But	I	think	there	was	generally	the	feeling	that	on	really	significant	

issues,	that	Putin	was	the	guy	pulling	the	strings,	that	he	was	the	real	president	

of	Russia.		

MILES:	And	just	to	follow	up	on	that	very	quickly,	you	feel	that	that	was	something	

that	was	understood	in	the	U.S.	government	at	the	time,	that	even	though	they	

might	officially	deal	with	Medvedev	as	the	president—of	course,	Obama	

famously	goes	out	to	the	Putin	dacha,	compound,	whatever	term	you	want	to	

use,	to	meet	with	the	Prime	Minister,	is	naturally	kept	waiting	a	long	time.	Do	

you	think	that	was	understood	in	the	administration,	or	was	that	a	gradual	

coming	to	terms	with	that	reality?		
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GATES:	I	don't	know.	I	know	I	felt	that	way	from	the	beginning.	It's	the	job	of	

diplomats	to	be	optimists.	And	that's	why	I	was	an	intelligence	officer	instead	

of	a	diplomat.	And	I	think	Obama	understood	at	some	level	that	Putin	was	still	

in	charge,	but	one	thing	that	Medvedev	did	was	loosen	the	constraints	that	

Putin	had	imposed	on	NGOs	working	in	Russia	that	were	working	on	

democracy,	democratization,	institution	building,	human	rights,	and	things	

like	that.	Putin	had	put	some	very	severe	limitations	on.	Medvedev	loosened	

those	up	pretty	dramatically.	And,	of	course,	the	second	Putin	became	

president,	he	not	only	reversed	everything	Medvedev	had	done,	he	made	it	

even	more	[00:52:00]	draconian.		

So	there	were	areas	where	Medvedev	clearly	differentiated	himself	from	

Putin.	But	as	I	say,	I	think	there	may	have	been	what	I	would	characterize	as	

false	optimism	on	the	part	of	Obama	and	maybe	[Secretary	of	State]	Hillary	

[Clinton]	about	Medvedev.	From	my	standpoint,	I	never	doubted	for	a	second	

that	Putin	was	calling	the	shots	on	all	the	stuff	that	really	mattered.	

BEHRINGER:	And	you	mentioned	in	Duty	that,	in	the	Obama	administration,	you	

played,	you	called	it	a	“minor	role”	in	U.S.-Russian	relations	during	that	period.	

What	was	the	reason	that	you	didn't	play	a	bigger	role	with	your	background	

on	U.S.-Russia,	and	could	you	also	talk	a	little	bit	about	your	role	in	the	N
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‘78	in	Vienna	when	Carter	signed	the	next	agreement,	and	I	was	very	

supportive,	because	my	basic	pitch,	always,	particularly	to	the	opponents	was,	

“I	look	at	it	in	one	way	and	one	way	only:	Is	the	United	States	better	off	with	it	

or	without	it?	And	you	can	make	all	kinds	of	different	arguments,	but,	net-net,	

are	we	better	off	with	it	than	without	it?”	And	I	always	said,	“Having	

predictability	is	better	than	not	having	predictability	and	being	able	to	monitor	

onsite	is	better	than	having	to	rely	on	satellites	by	themselves.”	

So,	for	those	two	reasons,	I	was	quite	supportive,	and	Hillary	and	I	went	

to	the	Hill	a	bunch	of	times.	My	God,	I	wish	I	had	a	dollar	for	every	[00:54:00]	

minute	we	spent	negotiating	with	John	Kyl	and	two	or	three	others	up	there.	I	

think	the	one	thing	that	I	got	out	of	the	treaty	was,	to	get	it	ratified,	the	

administration	had	to	agree	to	a	significant	modernization	of	our	nuclear	

establishment.	And	I	mean	to	the	tune	of	about	eighty	to	a	hundred	billion	

dollars	over	a	ten-year	period.	And	that	was	the	price	extracted	by	the	

opponents	of	the	treaty,	or	by	those	who	were	negotiating	to	see	if	we	could	get	

it	ratified.		

So	I	was	very	supportive	of	that	and	went	to	the	Hill	and	was	very	
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meeting,	and	that	was	another	factor	that	made	both	Obama	and	[Vice	

President]	Biden	mad	that	the	FBI	had	discovered	this	thing,	was	because	it	had	

the	potential	not	only	to	screw	up	the	arms	control	negotiations	but	also	the	

prospective	summit	between	[00:58:00]	Obama	and	Medvedev.	And	I	said,	“So	

how	about	this?	How	about	to	your	meeting	with	Medvedev	
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GATES:	[01:00:00]	



 
 

 



 
 

 30	

humiliation.	But	now	I'm	just	projecting	my	beliefs	onto	the	president.	I	think	

he	was	deeply,	deeply	committed	to	the	Freedom	Agenda.	And	I	think,	on	

membership	for	Ukraine	and	Georgia—I'm	not	a	hundred	percent	sure,	but	I	

think	Condi	expressed	her	concerns	to	him	about	those	as	well,	because	of	her	

knowledge	of	the	Soviet	Union	and	Soviet	history	and	Russian	history	and	

actually	posed	the	question	to	him	that	it	was	going	to	likely	cause	a	lot	of	



 
 

 31	

think	there	was	a	single	instance	during	all	the	things	that	happened	between	

1989	and	1992,	there	was	a	single	instance	in	which	Condi	and	I	had	a	serious	

disagreement.	We	were	on	the	same	page	when	it	came	to	saying	to	the	first	

President	Bush,	“You	need	to	talk	to	somebody	in	addition	to	Gorbachev.	You	

need	to	reach	out	the	Yeltsin.	You	need	to	be	in	touch	with	other	reformers.	

You	can't	put	all	your	eggs	in	the	Gorbachev	basket.”	[01:08:00]	And	we	worked	

together	and	had	the	help	of	Cheney	and	Larry	Eagleburger5	in	terms	of	getting	

Yeltsin	in	to	see	the	president.	And	Condi	and	I	argued	that	the	U.S.	ought	to	

push	back	harder	when	Gorbachev	used	force	in	‘
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the	Mongols	or	subordinated	to	the	Mongols	for	two	centuries	and	just	had	a	

completely	different	historical	experience	than	nearly	all	[01:10:00]	of	Europe,	

and	that	they	had	a	different	approach	to	the	way	they	looked	at	the	world.	So	

yeah,	I	think	our	study	of	Soviet	and	Russian	history	very	much	affected	us.	

MILES:	I	wonder	if	I	can	just—	

GATES:	Including	the	notion,	first	of	all,	that	Putin	was	a	bully,	like	most	Soviet	

leaders	and	Russian	leaders,	and	there	was	only	one	way	to	deal	with	a	bully.		

MILES:	I	was	just	going	to	ask	if	you	had	any	concrete	anecdotes	or	issues	that	spoke	

to,	obviously,	Putin.	Does	anything	else	come	to	mind?	

GATES:	I	think	neither	Condi	nor	I—without	being	rude,	I	think	neither	of	us	were	

ever	willing	to	give	Putin	the	last	word	in	a	conversation	or	to	let	him	throw	

something	out	that	was	outrageous	as	a	final	statement	and	then	let	it	stand—I	

don't	have	any	concrete	examples	of	that.	And	I	think	he	respected	that.	

BEHRINGER:	And	I	wanted	to	talk	a	little	bit	more	about	the	Freedom	Agenda,	since	

you	brought	it	up.	I	was	struck	when	I	was	reading	a	recent	Washington	Post	

interview	you	did	with	David	Ignatius,	and	he	asked	you	about	the	reasons	why	

young	people	might	go	into	government	service,	and	you	cited	advancing	

“democracy	and	human	rights	abroad”	as	one	reason.	And	you’ve	been	

portrayed	in	the	media	as	a	realist	and	a	pragmatist	during	your	service	in	the	

Bush	and	Obama	administrations.	But	clearly	balancing	ideals	and	interests	are	

an	important	part	of	statecraft.	While	you	were	in	[01:12:00]	office,	how	did	you	

think	the	Bush	administration	did	balancing	trying	to	find	mutual	strategic	
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interest	with	criticism	and	pressure	on	Putin	to	make	democratic	and	human	

rights	reform?	

GATES:	So	my	attitude—I	don't	know	whether	you'd	call	me	an	idealistic	realist	or	a	

realistic	idealist,	but	I'm	of	a	belief	that	you	can	be	an	advocate	for	the	Freedom	

Agenda	and	for	human	rights	and	understand	that	you	can't	impose	it	on	other	

countries	by	military	force.	I	think	we	always	stand	for	that.	I	think	we,	in	our	

strategic	communications,	in	our	diplomacy,	and	all	of	those	things,	that's	

always	got	to	be	part	of	our	agenda.	Just	like	under	the	supreme	realist	Richard	

Nixon,	Henry	Kissinger,	every	time	he	went	to	Moscow,	had	a	list	of	Soviet	Jews	

we	wanted	released	from	prison	or	allowed	to	emigrate.	There	was	always	an	

element	of	that	in	all	of	our	presidents’	approach	to	the	Soviet	Union,	even	as	

we	would	take	very	realistic	and	sometimes	tough-minded	decisions.	And	I	

think	that's	true	in	dealing	with	other	countries	as	well.	And	I	think	you	deploy	

military	force	and	you	use	coercion	in	those	cases	where	your	vital	interests	are	

threatened	or	at	stake,	but	when	it	comes	to	our	ideals	and	the	Freedom	

Agenda,	that's	an	agenda	that	is	put	forward	that	is	in	the	context	of	diplomacy	

and	economics	and	a	whole	host	of	non-military	tools	in	the	box.		

And	that's	where	[01:14:00]	I	drew	a	distinction,	at	least	in	my	head,	in	

implementing	the	president's	policies	in	Iraq	and	Afghanistan.	I	thought	they	

both	began—and	I	wrote	about	this	in	Exercise—that	they	both	began	with	

great	military	victories.	We	achieved	our	objectives.	And	then	when	we	decided	
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to	the	Russians	when	we	should	have	been	more	deferential	to	Russia's	

interests	in	a	place	like	Serbia,	and	where	there	are	longstanding	historical	

relationships.	

So	I	think	that's	where	his	background	in	the	KGB	probably	affects	his	

outlook.	And	my	guess	is,	had	he	been	a	colonel	in	the	Soviet	Army,	he'd	have	

the	same	[01:18:00]	feelings.	

MILES:	So	as	we	run	to	the	end	of	our	time	with	you—and	thank	you	again	for	being	

so	generous—I	think	we	both	probably	have	some	big-picture	questions	that	

we	want	to	wrap	up	with.	And	mine	has	to	do	with:	you've	had	a	front	row	seat	

to	policymaking	in	the	United	States	for	an	incredibly	long	range	of	time,	

starting	with	the	Nixon	administration,	and	I	wanted	to	ask	you—	

GATES:	Actually,	Johnson	was	the	first	president	I've	worked	for.	

MILES:	I	stand	corrected.	

GATES:	First	of	the	eight.	

MILES:	So	over	eight	presidents,	a	mere	eight	presidents,	I	wonder	if	you	could	give	

your	h
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GATES:	I	think
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And	it	began	very	well	on	counterterrorism	and	Russians’	willingness	to	work	

with	us	and	arranged	the	bas
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So	I'm	
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Those	personal	relationships	can	get	you	past	rough	spots	in	a	

relationship.


