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His poor PR choices are quite problem-
atic, especially in light of all the prior 
inaction. 

Russia has failed to respond deci-
sively and e�ectively to the incessant 
onslaught of derogatory attacks in the 
media. Putin has neglected his respon-
sibility to protect the image of his coun-
try. �e truth appears to be on his side. 
But he’s not using it advantageously.

�e plethora of maliciously negative 
media coverage certainly isn’t doing 
much good for Russia’s position in the 
world. And a bad international image 
attracts troubled international rela-
tions. 

Yet Putin has undertaken a new ini-
tiative that doesn’t seem like much of 
a solution. �at’s particularly ba�ing 
in the wake of the long-standing ab-
sence of any e�ective countermeasures 
against malicious media attacks. Some-
thing needs to be done. But it’s not hap-
pening. Doesn’t this all add up to Putin 
being the prime obstacle to Russia’s 
greater acceptance by the world com-
munity?
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I have personal knowledge of Pu-
tin’s being o�ered a practical plan with 
real potential for seriously alleviating 
his PR woes. It is a project I strongly 
support. Called “Russia without Spin”, 
it aims to deploy countermeasures to 
emergent negatively spun news stories. 
But there was no response to that over-
ture, even a�er it had been advanced 
through multiple channels. 

Now, however, the Russian govern-
ment has announced a new initia-
tive to improve the country’s image. 
Apparently the Kremlin is �nally ac-
knowledging that the country’s bad 
image is repelling foreign investors. 
But to implement the program, the 
government has hired Ketchum and 
Goldman Sachs. Ketchum, I believe, is 
the PR agency that has been advising 
the Kremlin throughout the devas-
tating media attacks in past years. As 
such, their work speaks for itself. 

As for Goldman Sachs, it is worth 
noting that this company has done a 
poor job managing its own image. Its 
name has become closely identi�ed 
with scandal and disrepute. Inviting 
this company to improve Russia’s im-
age is like bringing in the barnyard pig 
to make your house smell better. 

What was Putin ever thinking of? 

�e Litvinenko a�air and all the 
other phony stories went in e�ect un-
challenged. �ey easily became com-
monly accepted for one main reason. 
Russia has a bad image. It’s a result of 
the persistent, malicious stories propa-
gated through the press. �e cumula-
tive e�ect is that negative news about 
Russia seems perfectly plausible. �at’s 
what supports the mistaken notions of 
people like Senator McCain. And that’s 
a signi�cant impediment to better rela-
tions between the Russia and the US. 

Until Russia loses its international 
bad image, there will be powerful op-
position to better relations.

While the bad image may have been 
created by enemies of Putin, the Rus-
sian president has done little to e�ec-
tively remediate the problem. He’s al-
lowed his enemies to �guratively blow 
spit in his face, and he’s just wiped it o�. 
�e result is that Putin’s enemies have 
successfully de�ned him internation-
ally.

Putin has not been without PR coun-
sel, however. Since at least 2006, Putin 
has retained Western advisors. But 
based on Russia’s unremittingly nega-
tive international image, it would seem 
that the president was �eeced by those 
Western sharpies.

media. Now those stories are almost 
universally believed to be true.

Take the “Russia invades Geor-
gia” story, for example. In 2008 news 
headlines screamed of that brutal and 
unprovoked military aggression. But a 
subsequent fact-�nding investigation 
of the European Union has found that 
it was Georgia that was the aggressor, 
not Russia. �e original story was a fab-
rication. And so were the news stories 
based on the various other popularly 
believed allegations against Russia.

Georgia isn’t the only example that’s 
been thoroughly debunked. I wrote 
a book titled �e Phony Litvinenko 
Murder. It documents how the entire 
story about the murder of that purport-
ed former Russian spy was falsi�ed. In 
reality, the man’s death has never even 
been o�cially classi�ed as a homicide. 
It was all a ruse. Yet it is widely believed 
today that Putin was behind a murder, 
even though the death itself has not 
been declared a murder.

Don’t improve relations with Russia. 
It’s a bad idea. �at is a position held 
by some in�uential American politi-
cal leaders. Senator John McCain, for 
instance, was very vocal in opposing 
the Obama administration’s initiative 
toward improvement. McCain said the 
administration “should not be overly 
enthusiastic about ‘resetting’ relations 
with Russia because Moscow and 
Washington do not share common in-
terests or values.”

�ere is lots of evidence to sup-
port Senator McCain’s position. Russia 
invaded Georgia. Putin ordered the 
murder of Alexander Litvinenko. Rus-
sia uses energy as a weapon. Putin pul-
verized Russia’s free press. What more 
proof is needed?

�e only problem is that those 
commonly-accepted allegations are 
specious. �ey are not based on facts. 
What’s more, they were maliciously 
concocted by Putin’s political enemies 
and ingeniously spread through the 

RUSSIA MUST NO LONGER REMAIN 
INDIFFERENT TO HOSTILE MEDIA 

MANIPULATION

THE SUM OF ALL OUR FEARSBREAKING THE CODE OF 
HUMAN RIGHTS

Many countries like to think of 
themselves as a shining example for 
others, but the US seems more prone to 
this belief than most. O�en present in 
its foreign policy, this tendency – “Wil-
sonian” is a common name for it, “a city 
upon a hill” is another – was given new 
emphasis by President Carter; and it is 
since his time that an annual human 
rights report has been produced by the 
State Department. 

�e US is also home to many “hu-
man rights” organisations, ever quick to 
judge. Russia under Putin is a frequent 
target of these judgements. Never mind 
that Russian elections are accurately 
predicted by numerous opinion polls 
over time, they are always depicted as 
“irregular” and suspect. Although Rus-
sian reporters seem oddly free to com-
plain and criticize, the press in Russia 
is always “tightly controlled”. Despite 
the largest anti-government protests 
for years, protest is always impossible. 
A Russian version of Foreign Agents 
Registration Act is unacceptable. Russia 
is rated by Freedom House ever trend-
ing downwards even when it reverses 
actions Freedom House formerly con-
demned. Moscow always threatens its 
neighbors even though they remain 
independent and some are in NATO 
– where, one would think, they were 
well protected. And so on and on. �e 
details change but the denunciations 
never do.

But every now and again someone 
gives the game away. 

�e Executive Director of the US 
branch of Amnesty International at the 
time Pussy Riot was declared to be pris-
oners of conscience was Suzanne Nos-
sel. In and out of US administrations 
and NGOs, she boasted at AI that she 
was the author of a 2004 article in For-
eign A�airs magazine entitled “Smart 
Power”: “Progressives now have a his-
toric opportunity to reorient US for-
eign policy around an ambitious agen-
da of their own … [T]he great mainstay 
of twentieth-century US foreign policy: 
liberal internationalism … [L]iberal 
internationalists see trade, diplomacy, 
foreign aid, and the spread of American 
values as equally important.” She now 
heads PEN American Center and still 

boasts of “smart power”. She evidently 
sees no con�ict of interest advancing 
“human rights” inside the US govern-
ment structure or outside. 

Another revealing quotation comes 
from the Washington Post in a piece 
on US policy in Africa, speci�cally 
Niger, published in April.  �e author 
mentions several countries in which, 
notwithstanding certain human rights 
di�culties, Washington provides the 
governments with substantial money 
and keeps silent. Propping up the gov-
ernments, in fact, as this government 
critic understands: “�ere is a need for 
change in our country, but our govern-
ment doesn’t want to do what is neces-
sary. Having a foreign military pres-
ence protects them.” “Human rights” 
are not so pre-eminent in these cases. 
Cynics have long suspected that Wash-
ington deploys “human rights” as a tool 
according to the conceptions of nation-
al interest but the author of the Wash-
ington Post piece found someone who 
actually admitted it: “‘�e countries 
that cooperate with us get at least a free 
pass,’ acknowledged a senior U.S. o�-
cial who specializes in Africa but spoke 
on condition of anonymity to avoid 
retribution. ‘Whereas other countries 
that don’t cooperate, we ream them as 
best we can.’” 

So let’s see what we can deduce from 
these two statements. Nossel, who hap-
pily moves between US administra-
tions and NGOs – the G in NGO is 
apparently used here in a Pickwickian 
sense – lets us in on the secret that “hu-
man rights” are contingent and the “se-
nior o�cial” tells what they are contin-
gent on. �e phrase “human rights” is 
a code word: follow Washington’s lead 
and your “human rights” score will 
be OK, thwart it and the score will be 
bad. Quite easy to understand, isn’t it? 
(I can’t help wondering what became 
of our “senior o�cial” – I don’t think 
you’re supposed to be that frank.)

Let us apply what we have learned 
to the case of Russia. Does Russia co-
operate? No it does not, or at least not 
as completely as it apparently should. 
�erefore its “human rights” perfor-
mance must be condemned and all 
Nossel’s N“G”Os will do so. Loudly.

So, dear Reader, the next time you 
read a headline or a State Depart-
ment utterance saying “Russia’s Hu-
man Rights practice is bad” you now 
know what it really means: “Putin isn’t 
cooperative.”QED.
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Russia continues to be uniquely mistrusted and feared 
in the West. To understand why, it is helpful to distinguish 
between objective and subjective fears. Objective fears are 
linked to actions that pose a clearly de�ned threat and can 
induce changes in behavior. Typically, these involve some 
form of military or economic coercion. On both scores, 
our fear of Russia does not seem commensurate with the 
objective threat.

For one thing, since the collapse of the USSR, the Rus-
sian military has been so chronically underfunded that 
many Western military analysts candidly doubt whether it 
could a�ord to mount a serious military mission. �e re-
building of Russia’s military, which has begun only recently, 
will take decades – if it succeeds at all.

It is just as di�cult to imagine Russia as an economic 
threat, since it has just a small handful of corporations that 
compete e�ectively in the global economy. In 2007 there 
were only twenty Russian companies among the Forbes 
Global 2000. Today there are another eight. By contrast, the 
United States has over �ve hundred such companies. Nor 
is Russia among the top forty nations based on the number 
of acquisitions of American businesses. Its purchases in the 
past �ve years amount to just 0.1 per cent of all foreign ac-
quisitions.

Nor should we be terribly worried about Russia using 
gas as a means of coercion. Being what energy analysts call 

“a single o�-taker,” European end users of gas have enor-
mous leverage over pricing. �is is one of the reasons why 
some Russian analysts question the bene�ts of building an 
eastern pipeline to China. 

But if objective factors do not rise to a perceptible level of 
threat, what else can explain our inordinate fear of Russia? I 
believe the answer lies in a number of deep-seated cultural 
orientations, which are essentially subjective in nature. We 
know them as “the truths we take for granted,” and this de-
�nes “the world as we know it.” No matter how enlightened 
we may be as individuals, we rely on such stereotypes to 
make sense of the world and to function in it.

�ese cultural orientations help to explain the visceral 
reactions that are evoked by the prospect of Russia join-
ing the West. Given what we know of social psychology, 
it is scarcely surprising that the collapse of communism, 

though welcomed for bringing an end to the Cold War, 
should also be a source of acute intellectual discomfort, stem-
ming from the prospect of our having to change how we see 
Russia within our established cultural framework.

How is Russia a cultural threat to the West? �e answer lies 
in “the values gap.” �e values in question are de�ned di�er-
ently by di�erent observers. Some give priority to the rule of 
law, while others emphasize media freedom, religious free-
dom, or human rights. Standards are never clearly de�ned 
or made explicit, and so it boils down to the assertion that 
Russian political culture is, on some level, alien to Western 
civilization.  

�e perception of Russia as a cultural threat does much 
to explain the West’s hostile reaction to Putin’s third term as 
president. By making Russia stronger, he has actually delayed 
the value changes that the country needs to make to be ac-
cepted by the West. �e standard Western approach to Russia 
is therefore mired in paradox: as Russia becomes economi-
cally and politically stronger and is therefore able to better in-
tegrate into Western institutions, it is more actively prevented 
from doing so because of ostensible di�erences in values. 

�is approach is no longer sustainable. For one thing, it 
is quite wrong to think of Western values as carved in stone. 
Individualism and collectivism, religious tolerance and reli-
gious bigotry, ethnic tolerance and racism all have deep intel-
lectual and cultural roots in Western civilization. �e most 

important thing about “Western values” is not that they are 
unique but that they are the subject of tireless discussion. In 
the past this discussion included Russia. It should do so again.

Our ideological confrontation with Russia ended more 
than a generation ago, but our old cultural stereotypes have 
proved much harder to change. Getting over these stereo-
types might be easier if we approached the task of engaging 
with Russia not as one of instruction but as one of respectful, 
mutual re-acquaintance. 

Seen in this light, putting an end to Russia’s cultural isola-
tion could revitalize the West. It could even lead, as former 
German President Roman Herzog put it, to the healing of 
Europe’s soul.
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