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DEDICATION
 
To the indigenous peoples of Alaska,
whose ancestral lands became the stage
for great power diplomacy,
and whose voices deserve to be heard
in every conversation about their sovereignty.
To the diplomatic professionals
who work tirelessly behind the scenes
to prevent conflicts and build bridges
between nations, often without recognition
or acknowledgment of their vital contributions.
To the scholars and journalists
who dedicate their lives to understanding
the complex dynamics of international relations
and bringing truth to light
in an era of information warfare.
And to my family,
whose patience and support
made this comprehensive analysis possible
during the long months of research
and writing that this work demanded.
 
"In the pursuit of truth about power,
we honor both the victors and the vanquished,
for history belongs to all humanity."

— Dr. Naim Tahir Baig



"Geography is destiny, but diplomacy is choice.
Alaska 2025 revealed that some choices
are shaped more by history's shadows
than by tomorrow's possibilities."



— Dr. Naim Tahir Baig
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Preface

On August 15, 2025, in the shadow of Denali and beneath the midnight sun of an Alaskan summer, two men met for three hours that would illuminate more about the nature of 21st-century international relations than any successful summit might have achieved. The Alaska Summit between Presidents Donald Trump and Vladimir Putin—ostensibly a failure that produced no agreements, no breakthroughs, and no tangible progress toward peace in Ukraine—paradoxically succeeded in revealing the fundamental structural tensions that define our contemporary multipolar world. Sometimes, as this book demonstrates, diplomatic failures are more instructive than diplomatic successes.

As a scholar who has spent over two decades analyzing U.S.-Russia relations through the prism of great power competition, geopolitics, and security studies, I have witnessed the gradual erosion of the post-Cold War order and the emergence of what many now term a "new Cold War." Yet the Alaska Summit represents something qualitatively different from the ideological confrontation of the 20th century. This was not a clash between competing universalist ideologies, but rather a collision between fundamentally incompatible conceptions of sovereignty, security, and the legitimate scope of great power influence in an increasingly connected yet fragmented world.

The Alaska Summit demands scholarly attention precisely because it crystallizes the central tensions of our era: the gap between democratic constraint and authoritarian flexibility, the limitations of personal diplomacy in addressing structural conflicts, and the emergence of new domains of competition—cyber, space, Arctic resources, artificial intelligence—that complicate traditional frameworks of international relations theory. More fundamentally, it reveals how geography, history, and domestic political imperatives continue to shape international behavior in ways that transcend the personal relationships between leaders.

the Alaska Summit occurred in real-time within our contemporary information ecosystem. This required developing new methodological approaches for separating diplomatic theater from genuine negotiating positions, distinguishing between tactical maneuvering and strategic intent, and accounting for the role of domestic political calculations in shaping international behavior.

Perhaps most importantly, this study employs what I term "structural realism with constructivist sensitivity"—an analytical framework that recognizes how material power distributions and geographical realities create constraints and opportunities for state behavior, while simultaneously acknowledging how historical narratives, cultural perceptions, and domestic political imperatives shape how leaders interpret and respond to these structural conditions. The Alaska Summit cannot be understood solely through the lens of rational actor models or power transition theory; it requires appreciation for how Russian historical grievances, American democratic constraints, Ukrainian constitutional requirements, and Chinese strategic patience created a complex diplomatic environment that defied simple resolution.

The Alaska Summit stands in stark contrast to the summit diplomacy that characterized U.S.-Russia relations during previous eras of tension and cooperation. Unlike the Reagan-Gorbachev meetings at Geneva, Reykjavik, and Washington, which occurred within a broader framework of arms control negotiations and mutual recognition of existential risks, the Alaska Summit took place against the backdrop of active warfare and territorial occupation. Unlike the Bush-Putin Ljubljana summit of 2001, which reflected genuine optimism about Russia's integration into Western institutions, Alaska occurred amid the ruins of such integration hopes. Even Trump's controversial Helsinki summit of 2018 possessed an element of exploratory diplomacy that was absent from Alaska's predetermined positions and zero-sum calculations.

From a theoretical perspective, the Alaska Summit challenges several fundamental assumptions of international relations scholarship. Liberal institutionalists who emphasize the pacifying effects of international institutions and economic interdependence must grapple with how deeply integrated economies—Russia and Europe, Russia and China—could support sustained military conflict. Realists who focus on power balances and security dilemmas find their frameworks complicated by the role of domestic political constraints, constitutional requirements, and alliance obligations in shaping state behavior. Constructivists who emphasize the role of ideas, norms, and identity must account for how material capabilities and geographical realities ultimately constrained diplomatic possibilities.

The summit also illuminates the evolving nature of great power competition in the 21st century. This is not simply a return to 19th-century balance-of-power politics, but rather a new form of strategic rivalry that encompasses traditional military and economic dimensions while extending into cyber domains, space competition, information warfare, and control over critical supply chains. The discussions about rare earth minerals and Arctic shipping routes that reportedly occupied significant portions of the summit reflect how climate change and technological innovation are creating new geographies of competition that existing international institutions are poorly equipped to manage.

The broader implications of the Alaska Summit extend far beyond U.S.-Russia relations to encompass fundamental questions about the future of international order. For NATO and the European security architecture, the summit represented a stress test of alliance cohesion and burden-sharing arrangements. The fact that the summit occurred with minimal European consultation—and that President Zelensky learned of the results through a phone call rather than formal diplomatic channels—highlights the growing gap between American strategic autonomy and European security dependencies.

For China, the Alaska Summit provided a masterclass in strategic patience and the benefits of non-involvement in seemingly intractable conflicts. Beijing's satisfaction with the summit's failure reflects a broader Chinese strategy of allowing U.S.-Russia tensions to persist while positioning China as an indispensable partner for both sides. The summit thus accelerated trends toward a tripolar international system that complicates traditional alliance structures and creates new opportunities for middle powers to pursue hedging strategies.

The Arctic dimension of the summit deserves particular attention as a harbinger of future resource competition. Climate change is rapidly opening new shipping routes and making previously inaccessible mineral deposits economically viable. The choice of Alaska as the summit venue was not merely symbolic but reflected the growing importance of Arctic governance and resource extraction to great power competition. The involvement of Indigenous communities and their assertions of sovereignty rights add additional complexity to traditional state-centric analyses of this region.

Writing about events that continue to unfold presents unique challenges for scholarly analysis. The Ukraine conflict remains active, the geopolitical consequences of the summit continue to reverberate, and key participants retain powerful incentives to shape historical narratives to serve contemporary political purposes. This required developing analytical frameworks that focus on structural forces and institutional dynamics rather than personality-driven explanations or partisan interpretations.

The emotional weight of the Ukraine conflict—with its documented human rights violations, refugee flows, and civilian casualties—creates additional challenges for maintaining analytical objectivity. However, scholarly inquiry serves neither the cause of justice nor the goal of peace if it sacrifices analytical rigor for moral clarity. Understanding why diplomatic solutions proved elusive requires honest assessment of the constraints and incentives facing all parties, including those with whom one might have fundamental moral disagreements.

This analysis deliberately emphasizes the institutional, constitutional, and structural factors that constrained diplomatic possibilities rather than focusing on the personal characteristics or negotiating styles of individual leaders. While personal relationships matter in international relations, the Alaska Summit demonstrates how deeper structural forces—democratic accountability mechanisms, constitutional requirements, alliance obligations, domestic political pressures—ultimately determined the range of possible outcomes.

The Alaska Summit raises numerous questions that demand continued scholarly investigation. How do domestic political systems shape international negotiating strategies in an era of polarized democracies and personalized authoritarian rule? What role do constitutional constraints play in limiting executive flexibility in international negotiations? How do alliance obligations and burden-sharing arrangements affect crisis management and conflict resolution? How are technological changes—artificial intelligence, cyber capabilities, space assets—altering traditional calculations of military balance and deterrence stability?

The summit also highlights the need for new theoretical frameworks that can account for the intersection of traditional geopolitical competition with contemporary challenges like climate change, technological disruption, and demographic transitions. Arctic governance provides a particularly important case study for understanding how environmental change creates new domains of international competition while existing institutional frameworks prove inadequate for managing emerging challenges.

Perhaps most importantly, the Alaska Summit demonstrates the urgent need for scholarly work that bridges the gap between academic analysis and policy practice. The complex information environment, the speed of contemporary decision-making, and the intersection of domestic and international politics create new challenges for evidence-based policy formation. Scholarly inquiry must evolve to provide timely, rigorous, and actionable analysis that can inform democratic deliberation and policy choice.

As scholars of international relations, we bear a particular responsibility during periods of crisis and confrontation. Our analyses shape public understanding, inform policy debates, and contribute to the historical record that future generations will use to understand this pivotal moment in international history. This requires maintaining rigorous methodological standards while remaining engaged with the urgent policy challenges of our time.

The Alaska Summit ultimately reveals both the possibilities and limitations of scholarly analysis in understanding contemporary international relations. We can identify structural forces, analyze institutional constraints, and explain why certain outcomes proved impossible. What we cannot do is resolve the fundamental tensions between competing conceptions of sovereignty, security, and justice that made diplomatic breakthrough impossible in Alaska and continue to shape international relations today.

This book represents an attempt to contribute to more informed public discourse about one of the defining challenges of our era. Its ultimate success will be measured not by whether readers agree with its conclusions, but by whether it enhances understanding of the complex forces shaping international relations in the 21st century and contributes to more thoughtful approaches to managing great power competition in an interconnected yet fragmented world.

The three hours in Alaska that didn't change the world may, in the end, help us understand why some changes remain beyond the reach of even the most ambitious diplomacy.




Dr. Naim Tahir Baig
Scholar of International Relations, Peace and Development Studies & Contemporary Events
PDS&CE, Pakistan
August 2025

PART I: THE STAGE IS SET

Chapter 1: Alaska's Forgotten Sovereignty

The Historical Foundation of Strategic Rivalry

On a frigid morning in October 1867, Russian and American soldiers faced each other across a small parade ground on Castle Hill in Sitka, Alaska. The ceremony that followed—the formal transfer of Russian America to the United States—marked the end of 142 years of Russian presence in North America and the beginning of a new chapter in great power competition that would echo through the centuries. As the double-headed eagle of Imperial Russia was lowered and the Stars and Stripes raised to the accompaniment of artillery salvos, few could have imagined that this remote territory, dismissed as "Seward's Folly," would become a strategic cornerstone of American power projection and a focal point of renewed Russian grievance in the twenty-first century.¹

The irony was not lost on contemporary observers: Russia had willingly ceded to its potential rival a landmass that lay a mere 55 miles from its own Siberian coast across the Bering Strait—closer to Moscow than to Washington, D.C. This transaction, completed for the seemingly modest sum of $7.2 million, represented far more than a simple real estate deal; it embodied the intersection of imperial ambition, financial desperation, and geopolitical calculation that would define Arctic sovereignty disputes for generations to come.

The Genesis of Russian America

The Russian empire's North American adventure began not with conquest but with curiosity. In 1725, Tsar Peter the Great, driven by his vision of Russia as a maritime power, commissioned the Danish navigator Vitus Bering to explore the waters separating Asia from the mysterious lands beyond.² Bering's expeditions of 1728 and 1741 confirmed the geographical separation of the continents while revealing the abundance of fur-bearing mammals that would drive Russian expansion across the Pacific rim for the next century.

The initial Russian presence in Alaska was characterized not by systematic colonization but by seasonal exploitation. The promyshlenniki—Russian fur traders and hunters—established a network of temporary posts throughout the Aleutian Islands and along the Alaskan coast, drawn primarily by the lucrative sea otter trade that could yield profits of several hundred percent in European markets.³ These early encounters set a pattern of Russian-indigenous relations that mixed commercial cooperation with violent subjugation, as Russian traders compelled Aleut hunters to harvest furs under increasingly harsh conditions.

The transformation from seasonal exploitation to permanent settlement occurred gradually. In 1784, Grigorii Shelikhov established the first permanent Russian outpost at Three Saints Bay on Kodiak Island, marking the beginning of systematic Russian colonization efforts.⁴ The establishment of this settlement reflected broader imperial calculations: Russia sought to consolidate its claims against potential British expansion while creating infrastructure to support the growing fur trade operations.

The formal incorporation of Russian America as an imperial territory came with Tsar Paul I's ukase of 1799, which granted the newly formed Russian-American Company a twenty-year monopoly over all economic activity in Alaska and established New Archangel (present-day Sitka) as the colonial capital.⁵ This charter represented the convergence of state power and commercial interest that would characterize Russian Alaska throughout its existence.

Indigenous Sovereignty and Resistance

The Russian colonial narrative, however compelling to European observers, obscured a fundamental reality: Alaska was not empty land awaiting development but the ancestral territory of diverse indigenous peoples who had developed sophisticated systems of governance, resource management, and territorial sovereignty over millennia. When Bering first sighted the Alaskan coast in 1741, the territory was home to approximately 100,000 people representing distinct cultural groups including the Inuit, Yup'ik, Aleut/Unangax̂, Athabascan, Tlingit, and Haida peoples.⁶

The Tlingit people of Southeast Alaska proved particularly resistant to Russian encroachment, viewing the establishment of trading posts as violations of their territorial sovereignty. The 1802 attack on the Russian settlement at Sitka, led by Tlingit war chief Katlian, demonstrated the indigenous peoples' determination to resist colonial occupation.⁷ The subsequent Russian reoccupation in 1804, supported by the warship Neva, established a pattern of armed resistance and forcible subjugation that would characterize Russian-indigenous relations throughout the colonial period.

The Russian Orthodox Church played a crucial role in the colonial enterprise, serving both spiritual and political functions. The arrival of Orthodox missionaries in 1794, dispatched by Empress Catherine the Great, was explicitly designed to create "a preference for settled life and labor among the newly-baptized," effectively serving as an instrument of cultural assimilation and political control.⁸ The missionary work of figures such as Father John Veniaminov (later Saint Innocent of Alaska) created lasting cultural and religious legacies that persist in contemporary Alaska, though often at the expense of traditional indigenous governance systems.

The impact of Russian colonization on indigenous populations was catastrophic. Diseases introduced by European contact, combined with the violence of the fur trade and forced labor systems, devastated native communities. Russian records indicate that the Aleut population declined from approximately 17,000 to fewer than 3,000 during the first century of contact, a demographic collapse that paralleled similar disasters throughout the Americas.⁹

The Economics of Imperial Overstretch

By the mid-nineteenth century, the economic foundations of Russian America had begun to crumble. The fur trade that had justified the enormous costs of maintaining a distant colony showed clear signs of decline as sea otter populations approached extinction due to overharvesting. Russian colonial records indicate that sea otter harvests peaked in the 1810s and declined precipitously thereafter, undermining the primary economic rationale for the colony's existence.¹⁰

The financial burden of maintaining Russian America became increasingly apparent as the empire faced mounting costs elsewhere. The colony required regular subsidies from St. Petersburg, as local revenues rarely covered administrative and military expenses. Baron Ferdinand von Wrangell, a former governor of Russian America, calculated in 1857 that the territory's annual deficit averaged 200,000 rubles, a substantial drain on imperial finances.¹¹

The Crimean War of 1853-1856 proved to be the decisive factor in Russia's reconsideration of its North American holdings. The conflict, which pitted Russia against an alliance of the Ottoman Empire, Britain, and France, devastated the imperial treasury and exposed Russia's inability to defend distant territories against maritime powers. According to contemporary calculations, Russia spent the equivalent of 160 million pounds sterling on the war while achieving little beyond military humiliation and diplomatic isolation.¹² The war's aftermath forced Tsar Alexander II to reassess imperial priorities, with Alaska increasingly viewed as an indefensible liability rather than a strategic asset.

British naval operations during the Crimean War demonstrated Alaska's vulnerability to seaborne attack. The siege of Petropavlovsk on the Kamchatka Peninsula by British and French forces illustrated how easily British naval power could threaten Russian Pacific possessions.¹³ Russian strategic planners recognized that Alaska, separated from Russian territory by thousands of miles of ocean and accessible primarily through the Bering Strait, would be among the first casualties in any future conflict with Britain.

The Negotiation of Sovereignty

The decision to sell Alaska emerged from these converging pressures of economic decline, military vulnerability, and strategic reorientation. Tsar Alexander II and his advisors concluded that selling the territory to the United States would serve multiple purposes: raising desperately needed revenue, preventing British acquisition of the territory, and potentially creating an American ally against British power in the Pacific.¹⁴

The negotiations that led to the Alaska Purchase were conducted in extraordinary secrecy and haste. Baron Edouard de Stoeckl, Russia's minister to the United States, received his instructions to negotiate a sale in December 1866 but waited until March 1867 to approach Secretary of State William H. Seward.¹⁵ The negotiations culminated in an all-night session on March 29-30, 1867, during which Seward and Stoeckl hammered out the final terms of the treaty.

The price agreed upon—$7.2 million, or approximately two cents per acre—reflected both American eagerness to expand and Russian desperation to divest the territory. Contemporary records suggest that Seward initially offered $5 million but raised his bid to $7 million during negotiations, with the additional $200,000 attributed to various administrative costs and outstanding Russian obligations.¹⁶

The treaty signed on March 30, 1867, transferred not merely land but the complex web of relationships, obligations, and conflicts that defined Russian America. Article III of the treaty addressed the status of indigenous peoples in language that would prove prophetic: "The inhabitants of the ceded territory, according to their choice, reserving their natural allegiance, may return to Russia within three years; but if they should prefer to remain in the ceded territory, they, with the exception of uncivilized native tribes, shall be admitted to the enjoyment of all the rights, advantages, and immunities of citizens of the United States."¹⁷

This provision embodied the fundamental tension that would characterize American sovereignty in Alaska: the assertion of federal authority over indigenous peoples who had never ceded their own sovereignty and whose relationship with the Russian Empire had been based on coercion rather than consent.

Geopolitical Transformation

The Alaska Purchase represented more than a territorial acquisition; it marked a fundamental shift in the balance of power in the North Pacific. For the United States, Alaska provided a strategic foothold that would prove crucial in its emergence as a Pacific power. Secretary of State Seward understood the acquisition's implications for American expansion into Asia, noting in his correspondence that Alaska would serve as a base for American trade with China and Japan while extending American influence throughout the Pacific rim.¹⁸

The strategic importance of Alaska became apparent almost immediately following the purchase. The discovery of gold in the Klondike in 1896 vindicated Seward's vision while providing the economic justification that had been lacking at the time of purchase. The territory's role in both World Wars—serving as a crucial link in the Lend-Lease supply route to the Soviet Union and as a staging area for Pacific operations—demonstrated its military significance.

The development of Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson, beginning with the establishment of Elmendorf Field in 1940, transformed Alaska into what military strategists termed "Top Cover for North America."¹⁹ The base's role in Cold War operations—monitoring Soviet military activity, intercepting communications, and serving as a forward deployment point for American forces—illustrated how the 1867 purchase had created the infrastructure for American strategic dominance in the Arctic.

Indigenous Perspectives on Sovereignty

The transformation of Alaska from Russian colony to American territory occurred without meaningful consultation with the indigenous peoples whose sovereignty predated both empires by millennia. The assumption embedded in the Alaska Purchase treaty—that European powers could transfer sovereignty over indigenous territories through bilateral agreement—reflected colonial legal frameworks that indigenous peoples had never accepted.

The persistence of indigenous sovereignty claims became apparent in the twentieth century as Alaska Native peoples organized to assert their land rights and political autonomy. The Alaska Native Brotherhood, founded in 1912, explicitly challenged the legitimacy of the 1867 transfer, arguing that Russia had no legal authority to sell lands it had never legitimately acquired.²⁰ This challenge to the foundational assumptions of American sovereignty in Alaska would culminate in the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act of 1971, which acknowledged indigenous land rights while creating new corporate structures to manage them.

The Inuit Circumpolar Council, established in 1977, articulated a vision of Arctic governance that transcended the nation-state boundaries imposed by colonial powers. As Eben Hopson, one of the Council's founders, observed: "Our people, who survived the fur trade, international whaling, and the gold rush, began being threatened by the world's oil shortage. The oil discovery at Prudhoe Bay meant that the European immigrants to America had become rich, highly industrialized people, and had finally begun to covet our Arctic land."²¹

This indigenous perspective on Arctic sovereignty challenges the dominant narrative that frames the Alaska Purchase as a simple transaction between great powers. From the perspective of Alaska Native peoples, the 1867 transfer represented not the resolution of competing sovereignty claims but the imposition of a new colonial authority that continues to constrain indigenous self-determination.

Arctic Geopolitics in the Twenty-First Century

The strategic significance of Alaska that Seward intuited in 1867 has only intensified in the contemporary era of climate change and renewed great power competition. The melting of Arctic sea ice has opened new shipping routes and revealed vast reserves of oil, gas, and critical minerals, transforming the Arctic from a frozen wasteland into a contested frontier of global significance.

Alaska's geographic position at the intersection of American, Russian, and Chinese strategic interests has made it a focal point of twenty-first-century great power competition. The establishment of the Ted Stevens Center for Arctic Security Studies at Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson in 2022 reflected growing recognition of Alaska's central role in Arctic strategy.²² The center's mission—to conduct research on Arctic security, diplomacy, and climate change—acknowledges the complex interplay of environmental transformation and geopolitical competition that defines contemporary Arctic governance.

Russian perspectives on Alaska have evolved from the grudging acceptance of the 1867 sale to more assertive claims about the territory's historical significance. Russian officials and media have increasingly portrayed Alaska as exemplifying the historical injustices inflicted upon Russia by Western powers, with some commentators suggesting that the sale was conducted under duress and should be reconsidered.²³ While these claims lack legal foundation, they reflect broader Russian grievances about the post-Cold War international order and represent attempts to challenge American hegemony in Arctic affairs.

The proximity of Alaska to Russia—a mere 55 miles across the Bering Strait—ensures that any escalation of U.S.-Russia tensions will have immediate implications for Alaska's security and governance. The suspension of Arctic Council activities following Russia's invasion of Ukraine in 2022 demonstrated how quickly Arctic cooperation can collapse in the face of broader geopolitical conflicts.²⁴

The Legacy of Forgotten Sovereignty

The history of Alaska's transfer from Russian to American sovereignty illuminates fundamental tensions that continue to shape Arctic governance in the twenty-first century. The assumption that great powers could negotiate the transfer of sovereignty over territories inhabited by indigenous peoples reflected colonial legal frameworks that ignored pre-existing systems of governance and territorial management.

The 1867 Alaska Purchase established precedents for Arctic territorial disputes that persist today. The principle that effective occupation and international recognition could establish sovereignty over Arctic territories became the foundation for contemporary conflicts over the Arctic Ocean, the Northwest Passage, and other disputed areas. The exclusion of indigenous peoples from sovereignty negotiations in 1867 parallels contemporary discussions about Arctic governance that marginalize indigenous voices despite their status as the region's original inhabitants.

The military infrastructure that emerged from American sovereignty in Alaska—from the early Army posts established in 1867 to the sophisticated radar and missile defense systems of the twenty-first century—represents the materialization of Seward's vision of Alaska as a platform for American power projection. The irony that Russian President Vladimir Putin would set foot on Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson, a facility designed to monitor and counter Russian military activity, underscores the complex legacy of the 1867 transfer.

The transformation of Alaska from "Seward's Folly" to a strategic cornerstone of American power reflects broader patterns of resource extraction, indigenous dispossession, and military expansion that characterize American empire. The discovery of oil at Prudhoe Bay in 1968 vindicated the economic optimism that Seward had expressed a century earlier while creating new forms of dependence on extractive industries that continue to shape Alaska's political economy.

The story of Alaska's "forgotten sovereignty" is ultimately a story about power—who exercises it, how it is transferred, and whose voices are excluded from decisions about territorial governance. The 1867 Alaska Purchase created the legal and institutional framework for American sovereignty in Alaska, but it could not resolve the fundamental tensions between competing claims to legitimacy that continue to shape Arctic politics.

As climate change opens new possibilities for resource extraction and transportation in the Arctic, the questions raised by the 1867 Alaska Purchase become increasingly urgent. Who has the authority to make decisions about Arctic resources and shipping routes? How should the rights of indigenous peoples be balanced against the strategic interests of great powers? What forms of governance are adequate to address the complex challenges of environmental change, economic development, and cultural preservation in the Arctic?

The answers to these questions will determine whether the Arctic becomes a zone of cooperation or conflict in the twenty-first century. The history of Alaska's transfer from Russian to American sovereignty suggests that sustainable Arctic governance will require moving beyond the colonial frameworks that treated indigenous peoples as obstacles to be overcome rather than partners in governance. The path forward must acknowledge the sovereignty claims of all Arctic peoples—indigenous and non-indigenous alike—while creating institutions capable of managing the complex challenges that climate change and great power competition pose for the region.

The legacy of the 1867 Alaska Purchase reminds us that sovereignty is not simply a legal concept but a lived reality that shapes the daily experiences of millions of people. The decisions made in St. Petersburg and Washington in 1867 continue to reverberate through contemporary debates about Arctic governance, indigenous rights, and great power competition. Understanding this history is essential for anyone seeking to navigate the complex geopolitics of the twenty-first-century Arctic, where the ghosts of empire continue to haunt the pursuit of cooperation and peace.

[image: ]
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Chapter 2: "The Helsinki Shadow"

Trump-Putin Diplomacy from 2017-2019

On July 16, 2018, President Donald Trump stood alongside Vladimir Putin in the ornate halls of Finland's Presidential Palace and delivered what Senator John McCain would later call "one of the most disgraceful performances by an American president in memory."¹ The moment crystallized a diplomatic pattern that would define U.S.-Russia relations throughout Trump's first term: personal chemistry colliding with institutional constraints, presidential instincts overriding intelligence assessments, and the persistent shadow of the 2016 election hanging over every interaction between the two leaders.

To understand why the 2025 Alaska Summit carried such weight—and why it ultimately failed to achieve breakthrough results—one must first examine the tortured history of Trump-Putin diplomacy from 2017 to 2019. This chapter traces that relationship through five critical encounters, each revealing how personal rapport between leaders, however genuine, cannot overcome fundamental structural conflicts between nations.

First Contact: Hamburg's Extended Encounter

The first face-to-face meeting between Donald Trump and Vladimir Putin occurred on July 7, 2017, at the G20 summit in Hamburg, Germany. What was scheduled as a 35-minute bilateral session stretched to two hours and fifteen minutes, setting an immediate precedent for the chemistry between the two leaders that would both enable and constrain future diplomacy.²

Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, present for the formal meeting, later told reporters that Trump "opened the meeting with President Putin by raising the concerns of the American people regarding Russian interference in the 2016 election." According to Tillerson's account, "The President pressed President Putin on more than one occasion regarding Russian involvement."³ Putin denied the allegations, as he would consistently throughout their relationship.

Yet even more revealing was what happened later that evening at the G20 leaders' dinner. In what the White House initially failed to disclose, Trump left his assigned seat to sit next to Putin for approximately one hour, attended only by a Russian interpreter.⁴ This second, undisclosed conversation established a pattern that would persist: Trump's preference for one-on-one dialogue with Putin, often with limited American oversight or record-keeping.

The Russian perspective, as conveyed through official Kremlin channels, emphasized the positive tone of the encounter. Putin told Russian media that he found Trump "a comfortable person, educated," and described their interactions as "highly civil."⁵ This assessment reflected Moscow's broader strategic objective: legitimizing Putin on the world stage through engagement with the American president, regardless of the substantive outcomes.

The Hamburg meetings demonstrated both the potential and the peril of personal diplomacy between the two leaders. While the extended conversation suggested genuine rapport, the lack of concrete agreements and the controversy over the undisclosed dinner conversation foreshadowed the institutional resistance Trump would face in pursuing closer Russia ties.

Vietnam Ambiguity: "I Really Believe That When He Tells Me That, He Means It"

Four months later, at the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation summit in Da Nang, Vietnam, Trump and Putin had what were described as "two or three very short conversations," officially focused on Syria.⁶ No formal bilateral meeting was scheduled, ostensibly due to "scheduling conflicts on both sides," but the informal interactions proved more consequential than many formal summits.

Speaking to reporters aboard Air Force One while traveling from Da Nang to Hanoi on November 11, 2017, Trump revealed the depth of his ambivalence about Russian election interference. When asked about Putin's denials, Trump said: "He said he absolutely did not meddle in our election. He did not do what they are saying he did... Every time he sees me he says I didn't do that and I really believe that when he tells me that, he means it."⁷

This statement sparked immediate controversy. Senator John McCain, in what would become a pattern of Republican criticism of Trump's Russia stance, declared: "There's nothing 'America First' about taking the word of a KGB colonel over that of the American intelligence community."⁸ The comment encapsulated the tension between Trump's instinctive trust in personal relationships and the institutional assessment of Russian activities.

Attempting damage control the following day, Trump clarified his position: "I believe that he feels that he and Russia did not meddle in the election... I believe in our intel agencies, our intelligence agencies."⁹ This distinction—between believing Putin's sincerity and accepting his claims—became a recurring theme in Trump's approach to Russia policy.

From Moscow's perspective, the Vietnam interactions represented a diplomatic victory. Russian state media emphasized Putin's invitation for Trump to visit Moscow and highlighted the joint statement on Syria cooperation as evidence of improving relations.¹⁰ The Russian strategy was clear: demonstrate to domestic and international audiences that Putin could engage with the American president as an equal.

Helsinki: The Defining Moment

The July 16, 2018, Helsinki summit represents the defining moment in Trump-Putin diplomacy and the clearest precedent for understanding the dynamics of the 2025 Alaska meeting. The summit was formally called the "#HELSINKI2018 Meeting" by the Finnish Ministry of Foreign Affairs and hosted by President Sauli Niinistö.¹¹

The structure of the Helsinki summit mirrored what would later occur in Alaska: a private one-on-one meeting between the leaders attended only by interpreters, followed by an expanded session with senior advisors. Trump was accompanied by Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, National Security Advisor John Bolton, White House Chief of Staff John Kelly, Russia expert Fiona Hill, and interpreter Marina Gross. Putin brought Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov and foreign policy advisor Yury Ushakov.¹²

The private session lasted over two hours, raising immediate concerns about transparency. As former Ambassador Jon Huntsman noted before the summit, "You don't know what's going to come out of this meeting."¹³ The lack of American note-takers meant that only Russian records existed of much of the conversation, a recurring concern throughout Trump's Russia diplomacy.

The joint press conference that followed became one of the most controversial moments of Trump's presidency. When asked directly about Russian election interference, Trump declared: "I don't see any reason why it would be Russia. I have great confidence in my intelligence people, but I will tell you that President Putin was extremely strong and powerful in his denial today."¹⁴

Putin's response was equally revealing. When asked by an Associated Press reporter if he had compromising material on Trump, Putin dismissed the question with characteristic KGB training: "I don't even know this gentleman... Do you think we try to collect compromising material on each of you? Have you all lost your senses over there?"¹⁵

The immediate aftermath revealed the institutional constraints on Trump's Russia diplomacy. Director of National Intelligence Dan Coats issued a rare same-day statement reaffirming that "We have been clear in our assessments of Russian meddling in the 2016 election and their ongoing, pervasive efforts to undermine our democracy."¹⁶ John McCain's blistering statement condemned not only Trump's performance but the broader implications: "No prior president has ever abased himself more abjectly before a tyrant."¹⁷

Twenty-four hours later, Trump attempted to walk back his comments, claiming he had misspoken and meant to say "wouldn't" instead of "would" regarding Russian involvement.¹⁸ However, the damage to his credibility with the intelligence community and Republican allies was significant and lasting.

From the Russian perspective, Helsinki represented a strategic triumph. Russian state media portrayed the summit as Putin's return to the global stage as an equal partner with the American president. Russian military spokesman announcements the day after the summit claimed readiness for "practical implementation of the agreements reached," though the White House and Pentagon denied knowledge of any such agreements.¹⁹

Buenos Aires Cancellation: Ukraine as the Dividing Line

The planned Trump-Putin meeting at the November 30, 2018, G20 summit in Buenos Aires was cancelled by Trump via Twitter while en route to Argentina, marking the first clear instance where external events overrode the personal chemistry between the leaders.²⁰ The cancellation came in response to Russia's seizure of three Ukrainian naval vessels and 24 sailors in the Kerch Strait on November 25.

The incident exposed the fundamental tension in Trump's Russia policy. While Trump had repeatedly emphasized his desire for better relations with Moscow, Russia's aggressive actions in Ukraine created political pressure that even Trump could not ignore. His initial response to the Kerch incident was notably restrained: "I don't like that aggression."²¹ However, stronger statements from Secretary of State Mike Pompeo and Ambassador Nikki Haley, combined with bipartisan Congressional pressure, forced Trump's hand.

The cancellation decision was made aboard Air Force One after consultations with Chief of Staff John Kelly, Secretary Pompeo, and National Security Advisor John Bolton.²² The timing was particularly significant, coming just hours after Trump's former lawyer Michael Cohen pleaded guilty to lying to Congress about the proposed Trump Tower Moscow project.

Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko welcomed Trump's decision enthusiastically, tweeting "This is how great leaders act!"²³ European allies also supported the cancellation, viewing it as evidence that Trump would not completely subordinate Western interests to his personal relationship with Putin.

The Russian response revealed frustration with the pattern of cancelled meetings. Foreign Ministry spokesperson Maria Zakharova suggested that the "US domestic political situation" was the real reason for the cancellation, highlighting Moscow's awareness that Trump's Russia diplomacy faced significant domestic constraints.²⁴

Osaka Finale: "Fake News" and False Warnings

The final Trump-Putin meeting of the first term occurred on June 28, 2019, at the G20 summit in Osaka, Japan. The encounter was notable for its casual tone and the leaders' shared mockery of press coverage—a moment that inadvertently revealed the superficial nature of their diplomatic relationship.

Before American reporters were admitted to the room, Trump and Putin were captured on Russian state television discussing their mutual disdain for media coverage. "Get rid of them. Fake news is a great term, isn't it? You don't have this problem in Russia, but we do," Trump said. Putin replied in English, "We also have. It's the same."²⁵

The exchange was particularly jarring given Russia's record on press freedom. As reporters noted, dozens of Russian journalists had been murdered during Putin's tenure, making the casual joking about "getting rid" of reporters deeply inappropriate.²⁶

When American reporters shouted questions about the 2020 election, Trump's response captured the essence of his relationship with Putin: pointing his finger at the Russian president, Trump said with a grin, "Don't meddle in the election," repeating the admonition in a mocking tone as journalists were ushered out.²⁷ The theatrical nature of the warning suggested that Trump viewed the election interference issue more as a political inconvenience than a genuine threat to American democracy.

Russian media reported that Putin extended an invitation for Trump to visit Moscow for the 75th anniversary of Victory Day in May 2020, which Trump appeared to accept positively.²⁸ However, the COVID-19 pandemic and the 2020 election would intervene, making Osaka the last face-to-face meeting between the two leaders until the 2025 Alaska summit.

The Pattern and Its Implications

The five encounters from 2017 to 2019 established a clear pattern that would influence the Alaska summit six years later. Trump's genuine personal affinity for Putin consistently clashed with institutional constraints: intelligence community assessments, Congressional oversight, alliance obligations, and domestic political realities.

Each meeting demonstrated Putin's tactical skill in managing the relationship. He consistently achieved his primary objective—legitimizing his international standing through engagement with the American president—while giving little in return. Russian state media invariably portrayed the meetings as diplomatic victories, regardless of substantive outcomes.

For Trump, the meetings revealed the limitations of personal diplomacy when structural conflicts persist. His instinctive belief that good personal relationships could overcome systemic problems faced repeated reality checks from the intelligence community, Congress, and international events beyond his control.

The intelligence community's response, led by figures like Dan Coats, established institutional guardrails that would persist into Trump's second term. Coats's public statements defending the intelligence assessment of Russian interference created a precedent for professional independence that would influence subsequent Russia policy debates.²⁹

Congressional Republican reactions, particularly from John McCain, demonstrated that Trump's Russia diplomacy faced skepticism even within his own party. McCain's consistent criticism established a template for institutionalist Republicans to distance themselves from Trump's more controversial Putin overtures.³⁰

Most significantly, the pattern established from 2017 to 2019 revealed that personal chemistry between leaders, however genuine, could not overcome fundamental disagreements about sovereignty, territorial integrity, and democratic norms. This lesson would prove crucial for understanding why the Alaska summit, despite its careful preparation and symbolic location, ultimately ended without concrete agreements.

The Helsinki shadow—the memory of Trump's most controversial Putin encounter—hung over all subsequent diplomacy. It created both opportunity and constraint: opportunity because it demonstrated the leaders could meet and find common ground on some issues, but constraint because it established clear limits on how far Trump could go in accommodating Russian demands without triggering institutional resistance.

As Trump prepared for Alaska in 2025, the lessons of 2017-2019 were clear: personal diplomacy between Trump and Putin was possible and even productive on certain issues, but it could not overcome the structural conflicts between the United States and Russia that had persisted since the end of the Cold War. The Helsinki shadow would loom large over Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson, reminding all participants of both the possibilities and the limitations of summit diplomacy between democratic and authoritarian leaders.
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Chapter 3: The Ukraine Variable

How February 24, 2022 Changed Everything


"The current events have nothing to do with a desire to infringe on the interests of Ukraine and the Ukrainian people. They are connected with the defending Russia from those who have taken Ukraine hostage and are trying to use it against our country and our people." — Vladimir Putin, February 24, 2022¹


The red digital clock at the Kremlin read 5:30 a.m. Moscow time when Vladimir Putin appeared on state television screens across eleven time zones. His address to the Russian nation would last just over five minutes, but its consequences would reverberate for years, fundamentally altering the diplomatic landscape that any future Trump-Putin meeting would have to navigate. By the time Putin finished speaking, declaring a "special military operation" to "demilitarize and denazify" Ukraine, the world order that had governed international relations since the end of the Cold War lay in ruins.²

The invasion that followed within minutes of Putin's announcement represented far more than a regional conflict between neighboring states. It constituted what one senior U.S. official would later describe as "a shift in the world order"—transforming Ukraine from a peripheral concern in great power relations into the central issue that would define East-West diplomacy for the foreseeable future.³ For any American president seeking to engage with Moscow, Ukraine had become an unavoidable variable that would shape every conversation, constrain every negotiation, and ultimately determine the success or failure of any diplomatic initiative.

The Road to War: Mounting Tensions and Failed Diplomacy

The crisis that erupted on February 24, 2022, had been building for months, with U.S. intelligence agencies tracking ominous signs of Russian military preparations as early as October 2021. According to a Washington Post examination of the road to war, based on extensive interviews with more than three dozen senior U.S., Ukrainian, European and NATO officials, satellite imagery revealed a massive buildup of Russian forces along Ukraine's borders representing the largest mobilization since the illegal annexation of Crimea in 2014.⁴

By December 2021, intelligence assessments indicated that over 100,000 Russian troops were massed around Ukraine on three sides, including deployments in Belarus from the north and Crimea from the south. Despite this unprecedented military buildup, Russian officials consistently denied invasion plans. As Al Jazeera reported in its comprehensive timeline of events, "Russia's UN envoy Vasily Nebenzya accused Washington and its allies of drumming up the threat of war despite Moscow's repeated denials of a planned invasion."⁵

The Biden administration, armed with increasingly detailed intelligence assessments, launched an intensive diplomatic effort to prevent war while simultaneously preparing for its consequences. In a series of high-stakes communications, President Biden spoke directly with Putin multiple times, warning of "decisive response" and "swift and severe costs" if Russia invaded Ukraine.⁶ The most significant of these exchanges occurred during a December 2021 video conference, described by the White House as a "moment of crisis," where Biden outlined the catastrophic consequences of invasion while offering potential areas for compromise on Russia's stated security concerns.⁷

European leaders also mounted their own diplomatic initiatives, with French President Emmanuel Macron conducting multiple conversations with Putin in an effort to defuse tensions. However, as NPR reported in its analysis of failed diplomatic efforts, "The diplomatic efforts revealed fundamental incompatibilities between Russian demands and Western positions."⁸ Putin insisted on legally binding guarantees that Ukraine would never join NATO, the removal of Western military infrastructure from Eastern Europe, and essentially a return to the security arrangements that existed before NATO's post-Cold War expansion.

The failure of these diplomatic efforts exposed the limits of traditional crisis management mechanisms when dealing with a leader whose objectives appeared to extend far beyond the specific issue of Ukraine. As one senior administration official noted after Biden's final pre-invasion conversation with Putin, "There was no fundamental change in the dynamic that has been unfolding now for several weeks."⁹

Putin's Rationale: A Worldview Driving War

Putin's February 24 address revealed the ideological foundations of his decision to launch what he termed a "special military operation." According to the Atlantic Council's Digital Forensic Research Lab analysis, the speech contained more than 200 references to pro-Kremlin narratives, escalatory themes, and emotional appeals that had been circulating in Russian media since 2014.¹⁰ Far from being an improvised response to immediate threats, the invasion represented the culmination of a worldview that had been crystallizing in Putin's mind for years.

Central to Putin's justification was the claim that Ukraine posed an existential threat to Russian security through its potential NATO membership and alleged persecution of Russian-speaking populations. "I am referring to the expansion of NATO to the east, moving its military infrastructure closer to Russian borders," Putin declared in his official address, arguing that "for 30 years we have persistently and patiently tried to reach an agreement with the leading NATO countries on the principles of equal and inviolable security in Europe."¹¹

The most controversial element of Putin's rationale was his assertion that Ukraine was controlled by a "neo-Nazi" regime committing "genocide" against Russian speakers in the Donbas region. As NPR's analysis of Putin's denazification claims noted, this rhetoric was widely rejected by international scholars of Nazism and the Holocaust, who published a statement calling Putin's claims historically false.¹² The scholars pointed to the profound irony that Ukraine had elected a Jewish president, Volodymyr Zelensky, and that the country had a relatively small far-right political movement.

José Casanova, professor emeritus at Georgetown University, explained that Putin's use of "denazification" represented "a mythical use of history" designed to justify territorial aggression through historical manipulation.¹³ The Washington Post's analysis noted that Putin's language was also a signal of his intention to overthrow the government in Kyiv, as it represented an attempt to "present the whole idea of Ukrainian nationalism as a neo-Nazi movement."¹⁴

Putin's broader objectives, as detailed in the Brookings Institution's analysis of how the war changed Russia's global standing, extended far beyond Ukraine itself. The invasion represented an attempt to revise the post-Cold War European security order, restore Russian spheres of influence, and force recognition of Russia as a co-equal great power with the United States.¹⁵

The American Response: Intelligence, Warnings, and Strategic Dilemmas

The Biden administration's response to the mounting crisis reflected both the capabilities and limitations of American intelligence and diplomacy. According to CNN's reporting on Biden's warnings, U.S. officials had begun sharing detailed intelligence assessments with European allies as early as October 2021, leading to a coordinated effort to deter Russian aggression through a combination of warnings, sanctions threats, and military assistance to Ukraine.¹⁶

However, this approach created significant strategic dilemmas. While American intelligence proved remarkably accurate in predicting Russian intentions and timing, Ukrainian officials remained skeptical of invasion warnings until the final days before the attack. As the Washington Post's comprehensive examination revealed, Ukrainian Foreign Minister Dmytro Kuleba later acknowledged that "The only country in the world that was persistently telling us with such certainty that there would be missile strikes was the United States of America."¹⁷

This disconnect between American warnings and Ukrainian assessments reflected deeper challenges in crisis management. Ukrainian officials, facing enormous pressure to maintain economic stability and avoid panic, had strong incentives to downplay invasion risks. The result was a situation where the potential victim of aggression was less convinced of the threat than distant allies, complicating efforts to mount an effective deterrent.

The American response also revealed tensions between deterrence and escalation management. While the Biden administration made clear that the United States would not directly intervene militarily in Ukraine, it promised "unprecedented" economic sanctions and massive military assistance to Ukrainian forces.¹⁸ This approach sought to impose severe costs on Russia while avoiding direct superpower confrontation—a delicate balance that would continue to shape American policy throughout the subsequent conflict.

The Invasion: Strategic Shock and Global Realignment

When Russian forces launched their "special military operation" in the early hours of February 24, 2022, the scale and ambition of the assault shocked even experienced military analysts. Rather than limiting operations to the Donbas region, where Russian-backed separatists had been fighting Ukrainian forces since 2014, Putin ordered a full-scale invasion targeting Ukrainian military assets and cities across the country.¹⁹

According to Britannica's comprehensive analysis of the Russia-Ukraine War, the invasion began with missile and bomb attacks by Russian Aerospace Forces and the Russian Navy on Ukrainian military facilities, followed immediately by ground incursions from multiple directions.²⁰ Russian forces entered Ukrainian territory from Belarus toward the capital Kyiv, from Crimea in the south, and from the eastern front in the Donbas region. The multipronged assault appeared designed to achieve rapid victory through shock and overwhelming force.

However, Ukrainian resistance proved far more effective than Russian planners had anticipated. The failure to capture Kyiv in the opening days of the war, combined with fierce Ukrainian defense of other major cities, fundamentally altered the conflict's trajectory. Rather than the swift victory Putin apparently expected, Russia found itself engaged in a prolonged war of attrition that would consume enormous resources and international standing.

The global response to the invasion was swift and comprehensive. According to the European Commission's documentation of sanctions measures, the European Union implemented what officials described as the "harshest package of sanctions the union has ever implemented."²¹ Within days of the invasion, Western countries moved to freeze Russian central bank funds—an unprecedented step that, according to BBC economics editor Faisal Islam, had "never been done before" to a G20 central bank.²²

The Humanitarian Catastrophe: Europe's Largest Refugee Crisis Since World War II

The human cost of Putin's invasion became immediately apparent as millions of Ukrainians fled their homes in what the United Nations described as "the fastest-growing refugee crisis since World War II." According to UNHCR data, by the end of the first week of fighting, over one million refugees had fled Ukraine, a number that would eventually exceed eight million people—nearly one-third of the country's pre-war population.²³

The refugee crisis placed enormous strain on neighboring countries, particularly Poland, which welcomed the greatest number of Ukrainian refugees and currently hosts approximately one million according to UNHCR statistics.²⁴ The European Union's unprecedented activation of the Temporary Protection Directive—a never-before-used law as documented by the European Parliament—allowed Ukrainian refugees the right to live and work in EU states for up to three years without applying for asylum.²⁵

The humanitarian crisis extended far beyond displacement, encompassing widespread destruction of civilian infrastructure. According to UN Security Council briefings, Russian air strikes systematically targeted healthcare facilities, residential neighborhoods, and power plants, leaving millions of Ukrainians without electricity during the winter months.²⁶ UNHCR estimates indicate that more than 2.5 million homes across Ukraine—13 percent of the housing stock—have been damaged or destroyed, leaving many Ukrainians in damaged homes or buildings ill-prepared for life-threatening freezing temperatures.²⁷

The scale of human suffering created moral imperatives that would complicate any future diplomatic negotiations. As the Council on Foreign Relations analysis noted, the war had created "over 8 million Ukrainian refugees and fundamentally restructured global alliances," making territorial concessions politically toxic in the West while being essential to Russian demands.²⁸

Economic Warfare: Sanctions, Energy, and Global Dependencies

The Western sanctions response to the invasion represented a fundamental shift in economic statecraft, moving beyond targeted measures to comprehensive efforts to "cripple the Russian economy." According to the U.S. Treasury Department's documentation, the sanctions regime encompassed unprecedented measures designed to cut Russia off from the global financial system while depriving it of critical technologies needed to sustain its war effort.²⁹

The centerpiece of the sanctions regime was the partial exclusion of Russian banks from the SWIFT international payments system and the freezing of approximately $300 billion in Russian central bank reserves held in Western financial institutions. These measures, as analyzed by the Kiel Institute's Ukraine Support Tracker, aimed to trigger a severe recession with the likelihood of bank runs and hyperinflation.³⁰

However, the sanctions regime also exposed Western vulnerabilities, particularly in energy markets. Before the invasion, Europe imported approximately 40 percent of its natural gas from Russia, creating enormous leverage for Moscow despite its international isolation. This dependency complicated European responses and provided Russia with continuing revenue streams to finance its war effort, as documented in European Commission energy security assessments.³¹

The economic dimension of the conflict extended globally, with Russia and Ukraine together accounting for significant portions of world grain exports. The disruption of these supplies contributed to food insecurity in developing nations and highlighted the interconnected nature of global supply chains in an era of renewed great power competition.³²

Non-Western Responses: The Limits of Isolation

While Western nations moved quickly to isolate Russia diplomatically and economically, much of the developing world adopted more nuanced positions that reflected their own strategic calculations. China, India, and other major non-Western powers refused to join the sanctions regime, instead maintaining economic relationships with Moscow that provided crucial lifelines for the Russian economy.

China's response proved particularly significant given its "no limits partnership" with Russia announced just weeks before the invasion. According to Al Jazeera's analysis of the China-Russia economic relationship, while Beijing officially maintained neutrality and called for peaceful resolution of the conflict, Chinese support for Russia through increased energy purchases and dual-use technology transfers enabled Moscow to sustain its war effort far longer than Western officials had anticipated.³³

Chinese President Xi Jinping's May 2024 visit to Moscow, as reported by multiple sources, aimed to deepen the strategic partnership between the two countries, with Putin describing their relationship as reaching "new heights." Chinese customs data showed Russia became China's top oil supplier, with imports growing 8 percent in 2022 to 1.72 million barrels per day.³⁴

Indian policy toward the conflict reflected similar calculations, with New Delhi dramatically increasing its imports of discounted Russian oil from virtually zero before the war to approximately 1.8 million barrels per day by 2023—nearly 39 percent of India's overall imports according to U.S. Energy Information Administration data.³⁵ Indian officials defended these purchases as necessary for energy security and economic development, arguing that it was hypocritical for wealthier Western nations to ask developing countries to sacrifice their economic interests.

As NPR's comprehensive analysis noted, Indian Foreign Minister S. Jaishankar suggested it was hypocritical of wealthier Westerners to ask developing nations not to buy Russian energy: "Europe has managed to reduce its imports while doing it in a manner that is comfortable."³⁶ These responses highlighted the limits of Western efforts to isolate Russia globally, exposing fundamental divisions between Western perspectives on international order and the priorities of much of the developing world.
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