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 The Public Forum topic for February 2008 is “Resolved: That Russia has become a 
threat to U.S. interests.”  The crux of the debate on this month’s topic centers on recent changes to 
the relationship between the United States and Russia, and whether or not those changes bode well or ill for 
the future.  The basic idea argued by the Pro side of this resolution will be that Russia has become 
increasingly opposed to U.S. interests and is acting out this opposition on the world stage to a degree large 
enough to constitute a threat.  The Con side will argue that despite disagreements, the bilateral relationship 
is foundationally sound and capable of managing disagreements in a healthy fashion.  This months Public 
Forum Briefs are intended to give you a set of evidence to prepare and debate these questions. 
 
 
TOPIC OVERVIEW 
 
 It is difficult to analyze US-Russian relations from outside the history of the Cold War.  In the 
decades following World War II, the US and Russia became increasingly opposed in the international 
arena, and were locked into a potentially destructive arms race with very large quantities of nuclear 
weapons.  This was only brought to a halt by the fall of the Soviet Union in the early 1990’s and the 
associated transition of Russia to a (somewhat) more open, democratic, and capitalist society. While the 
Cold War obviously resolved without a full scale military conflict between the two countries 
(notwithstanding proxy wars such as Vietnam), it has left a legacy of distrust and hostility piled up among 
many parties on both sides.  Given this, it is no wonder that many analysts in both countries still view each 
other with suspicion.  It is also worth noting that the genesis of the Cold War arose amidst legitimate 
disagreements over a number of international issues, many of which continue to this day.   
 The last decade has seen many ups and downs in the bilateral relationship, especially as President 
Bush and Russian President Vladimir Putin have developed a close if occasionally turbulent relationship.  
While nothing approaching Cold War tension levels has emerged, Bush’s presidency has marked the 
simultaneous emergence of a relationship founded on close economic links and security cooperation over 
the war on terror and a whole host of disagreements on the international level.  These include conflicts over 
nuclear proliferation, economic reform, regional instability, missile defense, arms reductions, and human 
rights, just to name a few. 

Some commentators have come to see these disagreements as evidence of a larger shift by Russia 
back into a Cold War mentality of hostility to the United States interests.  They point to things like 
increased military cooperation with China, military buildup, and a more obvious willingness of Putin to 
disagree publicly with the United States as indicators that Russia is a re-emergent threat that needs to be 
dealt with in a more aggressive fashion.  There are even some who see signs that Russia is attempting to 
pursue a “hard-balancing” strategy against the United States in a bid to end U.S. hegemony.  On the other 
hand, some analysts believe that post-Soviet Russia, while occasionally unstable, has become an 
indispensable partner to the US.  They believe that despite disagreements, the relationship has developed 
solidly enough that fears of a new Russian threat are overblown hyperbole on the part of the US security 
establishment. 
 It is also worth noting that despite post-Cold War security arrangements and strategic nuclear 
reductions undertaken on both sides (most recently including the “Moscow Treaty”), both countries have 
retained enough nuclear weapons to engage in a full-scale nuclear war with the other side, a result likely to 
trigger the total or near annihilation of all humankind.  This ups the stake for considering the ramifications 
of both cooperation and disagreement between these two (current or former) superpowers. 
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DEBATING THE PRO SIDE  
 
 The Pro side of this debate will focus on areas in which Russia has demonstrated that it may be a 
threat to the United States.  They may defend the broad proposition that Russia has become inimical to U.S. 
interests in general, maybe going so far as to defend that a “new” Cold War is emerging.  They could cite a 
range of disagreements across the board between the two countries.  The Pro may also choose to defend 
that Russia has become a threat to U.S. interests in a more narrow context – such as the control of nuclear 
materials in the former Soviet Union, environmental pollution, democratic consolidation, Iran, or North 
Korea. 
 Given the definitional looseness of both the terms “threat” and “U.S. interests,” it is easy to 
imagine a Pro choosing to defend that Russia has emerged as a threat (even unintentionally) in any of a 
number of particular international arenas.  A number of these have already been mentioned, but a few 
specific conflicts are worth mentioning.  While the United States has maintained a fairly resolute hardline 
stance against Iran’s acquisition of nuclear materials and technology, Russia has been an active facilitator 
of Iran’s civilian nuclear energy program, and has been hesitant to support the United States in their bids 
for international sanctions against Iran.  As the level of tension between the United States and Iran has 
stepped up in recent months, this has emerged as a serious bilateral issue.  Another area where the US has 
seen frequent and volatile disagreements is over energy resources.  Russia is a major oil and gas producer 
in world markets, and is hence capable of utilizing economic leverage to pursue its political interests.  It has 
even been accused of using oil as a “diplomatic weapon” against the U.S.  Lastly, the US and Russia are 
currently engaged in a dispute over Russia’s desire to accede to the World Trade Organization. 
 To be prepared for possible areas of Con argumentation, the Pro should be ready to defend both a 
range of ways in which Russia has become a threat, and also answer indicts that the relationship is 
fundamentally not adversarial.  They should be able to prove that examples of recent or ongoing 
cooperation between the two countries does not deny the veracity of an emerging strategic rift, and point to 
specific examples of Russian behavior which indicate it’s real posture. 
 
DEBATING THE CON SIDE 
 
 The primary area of attack for the Con side is to argue that the Pro’s analysis is overblown and 
that Russia does not constitute a threat.  While it would be impossible to deny that the two countries have a 
range of disagreements, there are many authors who think that are just part of the normal interactions 
between two important strategic players in world politics.  As such, they view any potential flashpoints as 
manageable, especially given the ever-increasing economic and cultural linkages between the two.  The 
Con can also point to certain structural incapacities in Russia which would prevent any real challenge to the 
United States.  Russia’s military might is a pale shadow of its Cold War height, its economy is still in 
shambles compared to it’s former levels, and it is overly reliant on its energy resources to even keep social 
spending afloat.  It is a country in a state of deep demographic decline, and a large portion of Russian 
society lives near or below the poverty line.  It is easy to paint a picture of Russia which makes it seem an 
unlikely challenger for the United States. 
 The Con will need to be prepared for the whole range of political issues mentioned previously, as 
well as many more.  They should be able to argue that all the various arguments at hand are not evidence of 
a resurgent Russia and do not represent a change in the fundamental strategic thinking of either side.  The 
Con will be aided in this by being able to point out that no matter how bad US-Russian relations decline, 
it’s still a far cry from the type of tensions and hair-trigger alertness in evidence during the Cold War.  The 
Con can argue that the time for serious threats to the U.S. has passed, and regardless of acrimony, the US 
and Russia are friends.   
 This is also aided by high-level pronouncements from both sides which attempt to paper over 
issues as they arise.  Bush and Putin, for example, both speak frequently of their friendship, despite 
criticisms leveraged form both the US and Russia.  There are also many areas the Con can cite in which the 
US and Russia have continued to cooperate regardless of other area – such as nuclear arms reductions and 
the global war against terrorism.  



 
 


