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			1. Introduction

			The daily programme «C dans l’air» on France 5 is an inexhaustible source of inspiration. With alternating reports and commentary by a panel of French experts, it covers a variety of domestic and foreign policy issues. 

			On 17 October 2021, a special edition of the programme, entitled «Putin, Master of the Game», hosted by Caroline Roux, gives us an insight into the policies of «the master of the Kremlin», Vladimir Putin. It offers us the opportunity to deepen the reflection initiated by France 5 and to critically examine our image of Russia. We will follow the programme, which will serve as a framework for a more holistic reflection.

			Our first objective is to provide a better understanding of the threats, risks and dangers of current relations between the West and Russia.

			The second objective is to highlight the work of journalists and media outlets who work in an honest way and to put it in perspective with the reflections of France 5’s «experts». 

			At the end of 2021, our media are echoing the sound of boots on the Ukrainian border, heralding a possible conflict in early 2022. After a long career in conflict prevention, and with my knowledge of Russia, I thought it would be useful to explore ways to improve our relations with Russia.

			The first step in this process is to question our perception of Russia, its mentality, its foreign policy and its objectives, and to check the extent to which our diplomats have a coherent image of the «enemy».

			Contrary to popular opinion, strategic intelligence services, i.e. those who analyse the international situation for policy makers, work almost 95% with open sources, i.e. our media. Thus, in addition to the influence of the media on the opinions of decision-makers, there is also a structural influence of the media and ‘experts’ in political decisions that affect public life. 

			This is why diversity of information is a fundamental element of the exercise of power in a democracy. The purpose of this book is not to justify or excuse any particular governance, nor to take a position in favour of or against any particular government (even if its conclusions seem to do so), but to salute the media that contribute to this diversity. 

			1.1 Methodology

			Quite logically, Western accusations are met with the opposite rhetoric in the targeted countries (in this case: Russia). As in my book Governing by Fake News, my aim is not to relay the messages of the countries that are accused. From this perspective, I have used almost exclusively Western sources, most often American or French, often traditional media, official or authoritative sources on the subject.  

			Unlike fact-checkers like Conspiracy Watch, who avoid defining terms like ‘conspiracy’ for the purposes of censorship and disinformation, we will use precise terminology here. Unlike them, we will use fact-checking to show that there are honest journalists who do their work diligently. From this perspective, we will analyse situations without political bias. 

			1.2 Terminology

			The term ‘lie’ means to state something knowing it is false. We will not use this term when the ‘truth’ has been published after the report. On the other hand, in a programme that has been prepared, that contains footage that has already been debunked, we will use the term ‘lie’. In this book we will also use the term ‘disinformation’ in the same sense.

			Fake news is information, which may or may not be intentionally false. It is the result of ignorance, misunderstanding, distortion of information or deliberate lying.

			Propaganda’ is the highlighting of one aspect of things at the expense of other aspects. Make no mistake: it does not necessarily disseminate false information. But by emphasising one side of things, it distorts our perception. It usually leads to conspiracy. 

			Conspiracism’ or ‘conspiracy’ is the creation of a narrative out of partial information, assumptions or suspicions treated as fact, and assembled according to an arbitrary logic. Because it creates a story out of disparate elements, conspiracism can combine elements of propaganda with misinformation and disinformation. 

			For example, claiming that Russia is in the shadow of the Yellow Vests, based on tweets from Russia, is a mixture of propaganda (because there are probably also tweets from Switzerland, Belgium or Germany) and disinformation (because «Russians» are not «Russia», let alone the Russian government) assembled into a conspiracy theory. The weak point of conspiracy theories is usually the purpose they are given («for what purpose?»). 

			We will speak of a lack of integrity, when a person treats an assumption as fact, allowing his or her prejudices to speak for themselves or authoritatively ignoring alternative explanations in order to make accusations. 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			2. Vladimir Putin’s foreign policy

			2.1. Is Vladimir Putin seeking to reconstitute the USSR?

			No. The USSR was a Marxist state, whose raison d’être was to promote the dynamics of the class struggle in the world. Vladimir Putin’s Russia is a liberal economy state, fundamentally different in its ideology and functioning. 

			He is repeatedly accused1 of regretting the former USSR and of having declared that «the destruction of the USSR was the greatest geopolitical catastrophe in the history of the 20th century2 «. This sentence is periodically repeated in the media, such as Le Monde3, Le Figaro4 or France 245 and of course France 56 to explain his «nostalgia» for the USSR and his ambition to recover its «greatness». This is factually false and politically misleading. 

			The original sentence is from a speech on 25 April 2005, in which Vladimir Putin laments the chaotic way in which the transition to democracy has taken place:

			Above all, we must recognise that the collapse of the Soviet Union was a major geopolitical disaster of this century, which became a real tragedy for the Russian nation. Tens of millions of our citizens and compatriots found themselves outside Russian territory. Moreover, the epidemic of disintegration has infected Russia itself. Everyone’s economies melted away and old ideals were destroyed. Many institutions were dissolved or brutally reformed (...)7 .

			So it is not a catastrophe for humanity, but for the everyday life of the Russian population. The phrase refers to a real nostalgia among the population, 11-13% of whose electorate remained loyal to the Communist Party, the main opposition party. At no point does Putin regret the old communist system. On the contrary, he advocates a liberal economy with the West as a model. As for the reconstitution of the Russian empire, this is a very Western fantasy, which neither the Russian government nor Vladimir Putin has ever claimed. 

			Vladimir Putin’s task is not to reconstitute the Soviet empire, but to restore Russia’s voice on the international scene in order to defend its interests. But, contrary to popular belief, this approach has no territorial or ideological ambition. It is essentially intended to serve as a counterweight to the bulky omnipresence of the United States, which acts only in its own interests, to the detriment of those of its allies and the rest of the world. Putin has rightly noted that since 1990, the West has gone from one bad decision to another, creating conflicts that it can no longer resolve. Europe is unable to counterbalance the United States. For one simple reason: Europe is neither a member of the Security Council nor a nuclear power. That is why it accepts to trample its own values.

			Although Europeans have understood that the bipolar world of the Cold War has become unipolar and dominated by the United States, they have not fully appreciated the consequences, including for themselves. The imbalance in the UN Security Council has led to a great deal of international dysfunction. These include endless wars illegally started by the United States. They have been waged with the complacency and participation of European countries, and have led to unprecedented migration phenomena and security problems ranging from organised crime to terrorism.

			2.2. Is Russia seeking to expand its “zone of influence”?

			2.2.1. Cold War Europe

			On France 5, Jean-Dominique Giuliani, President of the Robert Schuman Foundation, claims that «Russia wants to have a zone of influence in the Baltic States or in Poland.8 « This is false, Russia has never claimed such a «zone», neither openly nor secretly. Neither the Strategic Concept of National Security 20009 nor the National Security Strategy of Russia 202110 mention this notion once. 

			This shows how ignorant those who are presented as «experts» are of the issues they speak about... unless they are lying.  

			The historical tendency towards expansion that is attributed to Russia today is fundamentally an attribute of the Marxist thinking that guided Soviet policy. In this scheme, the USSR saw itself as the spearhead of the class struggle and engaged in a permanent and systemic war with the West, which was part of a historical process. Until Stalin’s death, the USSR’s strategic military thinking was dominated by the idea that its security would only be guaranteed by a victory of socialism over capitalism and that the confrontation between the two systems was inevitable. Soviet strategists spoke of the principle of «the inevitability of war». 

			In response to this danger, NATO was created in 1949. Its purpose was to place Western Europe under the nuclear umbrella of the United States. This is why NATO’s military structure has been headed by an American soldier ever since. 

			The first 12 NATO members are all located in the western part of Europe: the Alliance was clearly defensive and articulated according to the German invasion patterns of the two world wars. It was separated from the USSR by a belt of non-member countries and by the countries of Eastern Europe. In 1952, the integration of Greece and especially Turkey pushed NATO to the border of the USSR and alarmed the Soviets. But the decisive change was the entry of the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) into NATO on 8 May 1955. This led to the creation of the Warsaw Treaty Organisation (or Pact) a week later. 

			At first sight, the creation of the Warsaw Treaty did not seem necessary: the Eastern countries were ruled by communist parties that were often fiercer than their Soviet counterparts, and Moscow kept a tight rein on them. In Poland, for example, the Minister of Defence was USSR Marshal (who became Polish Marshal in 1949) Konstantin Rokossovki. Also a Soviet national, he had led the Red Army to victory, despite being sentenced to death in 1937, which was not lifted until 1956. Moscow’s control was such that the need for the Warsaw Treaty does not seem obvious. So there is another explanation.

			Here it is: the Soviets acquired nuclear weapons in 1949 and they understand that the closer NATO is to their borders, the shorter their nuclear pre-alert times and the greater the risk of having to use nuclear weapons. 

			The raison d’être of the Warsaw Pact was therefore to constitute a «buffer zone», formed by the countries of the East (East Germany, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania). Its primary function was to form a glacis, not to stop an aggressor but to slow him down in order to give the Soviet Army time to get into battle order and counter-attack. 

			Victims of several invasion attempts in two centuries (1812, 1918-1922 and 1941-1945), not to mention the 1917 Revolution, instigated by Germany), the Russians have kept a deep distrust of the West, which always has the annoying tendency to start wars everywhere. June 1941 is still very much in the memory, and the Soviets do not want to be in the same situation again. 

			It was less a question of protecting the USSR than of formalising the limits of a buffer zone in order to prevent the two nuclear powers of the time, the USA and the USSR, from coming into direct contact too quickly, forcing the use of nuclear weapons. 

			With the death of Stalin in 1953, the idea of a systemic confrontation with the West faded. In 1956, on the initiative of Nikita Khrushchev, the 20th Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union adopted the policy of peaceful coexistence between the Communist bloc and the Western bloc with, as a corollary, the inclusion of the principle of non-invitability of war in the Soviet strategy. However, the Soviets continued to believe that socialism was going in the direction of history. Even without war, its victory is inevitable. They deduced that, to prevent it, the only option of the «capitalist» countries would be a preventive attack against the USSR. 

			2.2.2.The post-Cold War era

			After the fall of communism, when the idea of a new security architecture on the European continent was in the air, Russia did not see the new NATO members as a threat to its security. It was the changes brought about by the Bush administration in the early 2000s that alarmed the Russians and provoked Vladimir Putin’s reaction in his 2007 Munich speech.

			Jean-Dominique Giuliani is mistaken when he states on France 5 that Russia does not feel threatened by the few small NATO contingents occasionally deployed near its border11 . Nor does it feel threatened by NATO, as Radio-Télévision Suisse12 or Caroline Roux13 fallaciously assert. Russia is far from being paranoid, in the words of Pierre Servent14, an «expert» in military strategy, who has understood absolutely nothing about the problem. Vladimir Putin knows very well that it is unlikely that NATO will launch a major offensive against Russia. But the Russians realise that military action against Russian-speaking civilians near its territory could set off a chain reaction from a minor incident, much like in 1914. Due to the interplay of alliances, the situation could then evolve rapidly without Russia having sufficient warning time to defend its national soil by conventional means. The use of nuclear weapons would then become the first, if not the only option. 

			What Russia fears is therefore a situation similar to Ukraine in 2021-2022. This is exactly what Vladimir Putin explained during his press conference with Emmanuel Macron in February 202215 . 

			This risk is perfectly symmetrical for NATO, as the Ukrainian crisis crystallised in December 2021: by moving closer to the Russian border, NATO would be taking away its own early warning capability. Indeed, Russia is a nuclear power, and the closer one gets to its territory, the less space there is for a conventional conflict.

			It is for this reason that in 1997, George F. Kennan, an American diplomat (and architect of the USSR’s containment strategy in the late 1940s), warned in the New York Times:

			NATO enlargement would be the most fatal mistake in US policy in the post-Cold War era16 . 

			It is also for this reason that Russia has never claimed Ukrainian territory: it has no intention of NATO moving closer to its border, nor of moving closer to NATO. At the time of writing, the outcome of the Russian offensive is not yet known. However, it is clear that the aim of the offensive is not to conquer territory, but to impose a form of «neutralisation» on Ukraine. 

			How serious Volodymyr Zelensky was when he mentioned a possible nuclear rearmament of Ukraine in February 2022 at the Munich Security Conference17 is open to debate. It is likely that the Russians saw this as a potential threat, which the French foreign minister’s ranting did little to mitigate. 

			Nevertheless, the Americans have perceived the danger of being «at loggerheads» with Russia. This is why they are trying to reactivate the Intermediate Nuclear Forces (INF) treaty that Donald Trump denounced in 2019. A treaty allows for a rule according to which one can carry out diplomatic action or even adopt sanctions, but when one abolishes the rule, everything becomes permitted. Thus, the main victims of US policy are the Eastern European countries themselves: having nuclear weapons does not protect and can force their use.

			However, during the Ukraine crisis, Putin has made it clear that the closer the two nuclear powers in the Euro-Atlantic area get to each other, the more likely it is that they will go nuclear. Thus, in the event of a conflict, the Russians are unlikely to have time to consider the nature of the missiles loaded into the Mk41 launchers located in Poland and Romania. Because the threat is too close, they could default to considering them a nuclear attack. 

			The countries of the «new Europe» have joined NATO without realising that, in the event of war, they are destined to become the nuclear battlefields of a possible confrontation with Russia, whereas, outside an alliance, they would remain (at least longer) under conventional threat. This is the risk faced by countries like Sweden and Finland, which have decided to join NATO. 

			The nuclear capability that the US gives to NATO is both its strength and its weakness. It is its strength, to act as a deterrent against an aggressor tempted to use nuclear weapons; this becomes likely when attacking a sanctuary territory (e.g. Russia). On the other hand, it is a weakness because it prevents it from intervening in an apparently less serious situation where one of the adversaries has nuclear weapons. For example, the Ukrainian crisis would have taken a very different turn if Europe had had an autonomous defence capability. In this particular case, the influence of the United States would probably have been less pernicious and would have allowed a negotiation to avoid hostilities. This is why the United States is doing its utmost to prevent the emergence of a European defence capability. 

			The Russian project is therefore not to «extend its zone of influence», but rather to ensure that the countries around it are free of any influence. Some experts have therefore raised the possibility of a neutral Ukraine. In this scheme, Ukraine would be in a situation somewhat comparable to that of Switzerland since 1815 or Austria since 1955, whose neutralities were imposed on them by Europeans (unlike Belgian neutrality in the 20th century, which was decreed by itself, but which, having been recognised by no one, was violated by all). Neutrality recognised by everyone is robust because it is for the benefit of all. This is the substance of the demands transmitted by Vladimir Putin to the Biden administration as an element of negotiation. This vision is also shared in the United States18 . Such a configuration would also be to NATO’s advantage, as it would give the Alliance back a strategic early warning capability. 

			It should be noted that the term «Finlandisation» used at the press conference of Emmanuel Macron and Volodymyr Zelensky was inappropriate at the time. The term «Finlandisation» is not synonymous with «neutralisation», but refers to Finland’s situation during the Cold War, when it had a policy of neutrality resulting from an agreement with the USSR at the end of the Second World War. This agreement was made for Russia to give up its territorial claims on Finland. Ultimately, the West’s failure to resolve the Donbass conflict through the Minsk Agreements could lead to a «Finlandisation» of Ukraine, whereas Russia would have been satisfied with a «neutralisation». 

			Russia’s concern is symmetrical to that of the United States, which seeks to prevent external interference in the American continent. This is the «Monroe Doctrine», which aims to prohibit any alliance or coalition that could directly threaten its borders. Adopted in the 19th century in response to European colonial interventions in the Americas, this doctrine was applied against Cuba in 1962. The Soviets had deployed missiles there in response to the installation of Jupiter missiles in Turkey. The «missile crisis» was resolved by the withdrawal of missiles from both sides.

			It was probably to emphasise this symmetry that Vladimir Putin phoned his Venezuelan counterpart on 20 January 202219 and the Cuban president four days later20 . 

			In fact, when the countries of the «new Europe» joined NATO, they most likely did not have in mind the risk of confrontation with Russia. Today, their membership in the Alliance should oblige them to maintain normal relations with their eastern neighbour, as their foreign policy has an impact on the whole Alliance. However, this is not the case - on the contrary, NATO membership has boosted their anti-Russian sentiments. 

			In these countries, the rise of militant and nationalistic conservatism has been accompanied by contempt for their Russian-speaking minorities, increasing interference in Russian affairs with official support for cross-border militant activities (contrary to the UN Charter), and the dissemination of false information that is the ‘bread and butter’ of Western conspiracy theorists. 

			An example of the childish activism of this ‘new Europe’ is the Intermarium project that Poland has been trying to revive since 201521 :

			We are now witnessing interesting developments in Europe where Poland no longer has to worry about a military threat to its European backyard and can now focus on countering Russian geopolitical intentions.  Moreover, the US is also interested in supporting the Poles, creating exceptionally good conditions for the success of the Intermarium.

			The Intermarium is a kind of politico-military alliance that would bring together the countries from the Baltic to the Black Sea, with the aim of isolating Russia. Conceived in the 1930s by Marshal Pilsudski - a personal friend of Adolf Hitler - it is supported by Poland and Lithuania. It is also supported by the Ukrainian neo-Nazi movement Azov, supported by Western countries, as stated by the British website Bellingcat22 .  

			Efforts to create a «zone of influence» in the region of the former East European countries seem to come from Europe, with the support of the United States. There is an American desire to isolate Russia, clearly supported by the European Union. These efforts have been apparent since Vladimir Putin began to react to this encirclement and to assert Russia’s geostrategic role. 

			2.3 Was there a promise that NATO would not expand eastwards after 1990?

			After the collapse of the communist system, the geopolitical map of Europe changed. NATO’s eastward enlargement, with the integration of Hungary, the Czech Republic and Poland in 1999, followed by the three Baltic States, Slovakia, Slovenia, Romania and Bulgaria in 2004, is pushing NATO inexorably towards the Russian border. 

			At first, Russia saw no threat in this development. But things took a new turn in the early 2000s, when the Americans planned to deploy anti-missile missiles (BMD) in Eastern Europe. This was the reason for Vladimir Putin’s firm speech in Munich in 2007, in which he recalled the assurances given to Mikhail Gorbachev in 1990-1991, ruling out NATO expansion to the East. The announcement of an «intensified dialogue» with Ukraine and Georgia with a view to their admission in 2008 took on a new dimension.

			Often presented as a fanciful rumour propagated by Russia23, Western assurances of non-expansion of NATO are attested to by numerous declassified documents made public in December 2017 by the National Security Archive at George Washington University24 . 

			In 2021, Jens Stoltenberg, NATO Secretary General, relays25 - quite logically - the Alliance’s position that «there was never a promise that NATO would not expand eastwards after the fall of the Berlin Wall26 «. He is a liar.  

			Those who support this proposal, such as Conspiracy Watch27, Bruno Tertrais of the Foundation for Strategic Research (FRS)28, Isabelle Mandraud on France 529 or Nicolas Gosset, of the Royal Higher Institute for Defence (IRSD), on RTBF30, argue that there were no promises because there was no treaty or written agreement. 

			It is true that there are no treaties or decisions of the North Atlantic Council (NAC) that materialise these promises. But that does not mean that they have not been made! So the argument is a bit simple. For several reasons. 

			Firstly, from a legal point of view, we now have the feeling that, having «lost the Cold War», the USSR no longer had a say in world developments. This is not true. As early as November 1989, the idea of German reunification was in the air. But the West knew that the USSR, as Germany’s victor in 1945, had a de jure right of veto over its reunification. They were therefore obliged to obtain its agreement and to meet its legitimate need for security. 

			This was said by Hans-Dietrich Genscher, German Foreign Minister, in his speech on 31 January 1990 in Tutzing (Bavaria), reported by the US Embassy in Bonn31 :

			Genscher warned, however, that any attempt to extend [NATO’s] military reach into the territory of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) would block German reunification. 

			For the USSR, this meant that NATO was moving ipso facto closer to the Soviet border. At this stage, the Warsaw Treaty still existed and NATO’s doctrine was unchanged, so it was legitimate for the USSR to see this as a security risk. Moreover, by accepting German reunification, the USSR agreed to withdraw its Group of Soviet Forces in Germany (GSFR), its most powerful and modern contingent, thus significantly weakening its strategic posture in Europe. This is why Genscher states that

			The changes in Eastern Europe and the German unification process must not «undermine Soviet security interests». Therefore, NATO should exclude an «expansion of its territory to the East, i.e. to get closer to the Soviet borders».

			Mikhail Gorbachev therefore very quickly - and very legitimately - set conditions on his agreement, prompting James Baker, the US Secretary of State, to immediately begin discussions with him. On 9 February 1990, in order to calm his concerns, Baker declared32 : 

			Not only for the Soviet Union but also for other European countries, it is important to have guarantees that, if the United States maintains its presence in Germany within the framework of NATO, not one inch of NATO’s current military jurisdiction will spread eastwards.

			So there were promises, simply because the West had no alternative in getting the USSR to agree and without promises, Germany would not have been reunified. Gorbachev only agreed to German reunification because he had received assurances from President George H.W. Bush and James Baker, Chancellor Helmut Kohl and his Foreign Minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher, British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, her successor John Major and their Foreign Secretary Douglas Hurd, President François Mitterrand, but also from CIA Director Robert Gates and Manfred Wörner, the then Secretary General of NATO33 . 

			Thus, on 17 May 1990, in a speech in Brussels, Manfred Wörner declared34 :

			The fact that we are prepared not to deploy a Nato army beyond German territory gives the Soviet Union a strong guarantee of security.

			In February 2022, in the German magazine Der Spiegel, Joshua Shifrinson, an American political scientist, revealed a document dated 6 March 1991, classified SECRET, drawn up at the end of the meeting of the political directors of the foreign ministries of the United States, Great Britain, France and Germany. He reports the words of the German representative, Jürgen Chrobog35 :

			We made it clear in the 2+4 negotiations that we would not extend NATO beyond the Elbe. So we cannot offer NATO membership to Poland and others.

			The representatives of the other countries also accepted the idea of not offering NATO membership to the other Eastern countries. Raymond Seitz, American representative states: 

			We have made it clear to the Soviet Union - in the two plus four talks and elsewhere - that we will not benefit from the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Eastern Europe.

			Secondly, whether or not there is a paper trail, there was a deal because a deal was inevitable. In international law, a promise is a valid unilateral act that must be respected («promissio est servanda»). Those who deny this today are individuals who do not know the value of a given word. But it is true that such principles are not worth much in front of a New York lawyer... 

			The problem is that the West - and the Americans in particular - saw the fall of communism as their victory, which they wanted to be total, and that Russia therefore had nothing more to say. In reality, the West did not win the Cold War, it was the communist system that lost it: it was not viable and collapsed of its own accord. Nevertheless, the American ‘hawks’ saw an opportunity to destroy Russia completely. Robert M. Gates, former head of the CIA (1986-1993), reveals in his memoirs that Richard Cheney, then Secretary of Defense, sought to destroy Russia36 :

			When the Soviet Union collapsed at the end of 1991, Dick [Cheney] wanted to see the dismantling not only of the Soviet Union and the Russian empire, but of Russia itself.

			Thus, what our columnists deemed «paranoid» in Vladimir Putin’s speech of 21 February 2022 had a definite reality in 1991. 

			At that time, China was still a developing country, and the United States thought it could rule out any ‘competition’ in international security. They struggled to prevent Russia from rising up in any way, shape or form and challenging their leadership. This is why, during the «Yeltsin decade», despite good relations with the Clinton administration, there is no significant Western development or investment in Russia. Instead, it fell prey to unbridled capitalism and unscrupulous oligarchs, who stripped it bare and encouraged mafia rule. These oligarchs fled in the early 2000s to Israel and Great Britain with immense fortunes.

			Thus, the fine promises of 1990-1991 were quickly forgotten and the countries of the ‘new Europe’ - as Donald Rumsfeld put it - gradually joined the Atlantic Alliance from 1999 onwards. For the primary anti-Russians of today, the West has in good faith fulfilled its obligations and what has not been written has not been said... A poor notion of the word given and of honour, because this is not the opinion of Robert M. Gates, who declared in July 200037 :

			At a time of particular humiliation and difficulty for Russia, the acceleration of NATO’s eastward expansion, when Gorbachev and others were led to believe that this would not happen - at least not quickly - has, I think, probably not only worsened the relationship between the United States and Russia, but made it much more difficult to work constructively with them. 

			Note here the phrase «were led to believe», which indicates that there was clearly bad faith on the part of the United States from the outset. 

			So the Russians are right to question NATO’s word and intentions today38 . In fact, Mikhail Gorbachev’s only mistake was to believe in the good faith of the Western democracies and not to ask them for written assurances. Cohen, Professor of Russian and Slavic Studies at New York University, says, the problem is that, volens nolens, this broken promise - neither in form nor in spirit - has eroded Russian confidence in the word of the West39 .

			That said, contrary to appearances - and despite long-standing anti-Russian sentiments - most Eastern European countries did not join NATO out of fear or hostility towards Russia. 

			In the 1990s, Russia was very weak and posed no serious threat to them: the break-up of the USSR had destructured its army and industrial base. In fact, NATO membership was not so much a guarantee against possible Russian aggression as a necessary step towards deeper integration into Western structures. It was perceived on both sides as a pledge of westernisation and a form of commitment to the European community. It should not be forgotten that the Eastern European countries had had much better established and much more ferocious communist parties than in the USSR itself, and that their security services were often much more brutal than those of the Soviets; moreover, they largely preserved their culture and some continued to practice ‘discreet’ eliminations until the 1990s, at least...  

			But these discrepancies were soon forgotten. Thanks to US support for the modernisation of their military, NATO membership also helped to ease their finances. This would be greatly encouraged by their participation in the US-led coalitions in Afghanistan and Iraq. Thus, the US literally bought countries willing to sell out and do their dirty work in the Middle East (including the CIA’s torture programmes). No wonder that in 1998 the New York Times noted that NATO expansion was promoted by the US arms lobby, which spent some $51 million to bribe US politicians to do so40 . 

			The sequence of events shows that, in the East, NATO membership often preceded EU membership, which was seen as a guarantee of rapid development and prosperity and was the real goal.

			Accession of Eastern European countries to NATO and the European Union
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			Figure 1 - The accession of the «new Europe» countries to NATO always preceded their membership of the European Union. Their approach was guided more by the prosperity that the European Union would bring than by fear or hatred of Russia.  

			It is the same pattern for Ukraine, whose desire to move closer to the European Union and NATO probably stems less from its hostility to Russia than from exaggerated expectations about the benefits of such a move. This was also Russia’s perception at the time. This is why, contrary to a carefully maintained myth in the West, Russia never opposed this rapprochement, as we shall see. In 2022, the prospect of receiving EU aid and outsourcing its defence spending will certainly remain the main driver of policy in the country, whose economy has deteriorated and whose corruption has increased since its rapprochement with the EU in 2014. 

			In the 1990s, the Russian elites did not see NATO as a threat. Hence the fact that they never demanded its dissolution, contrary to what political scientist Clémentine Fauconnier claims on France 541 . On the contrary, they saw the Alliance as the foundation of a new European security architecture, in which Russia could participate in its own right. They were not the only ones, because in his speech of 31 January 1990 in Tutzing, Hans-Dietrich Genscher «sees the alliances continuing, but assuming a political rather than a military role42 «. 

			By the mid-1990s, therefore, Russia no longer really perceived NATO’s expansion to the east as a problem; nor did it feel it necessary to renege on the promises made to it before German reunification.  

			As for the idea - defended by Bruno Tertrais - that the West kept its word by transforming the CSCE into the OSCE, it is not accurate. First of all, this transformation was not intended to satisfy Russia. It was to turn a structure that had previously been informal (which was what made it successful during the Cold War) into a permanent one, because of its role during the Balkan War. Since then, the OSCE’s role has been primarily in human security and less in international security issues. Conceived by the Soviets in the late 1960s as a forum for dealing with international security issues, it has gradually been oriented by the West towards human rights and human security issues. Although the Russians still regard it as a model, the OSCE is not what they envisioned at the end of the Cold War in terms of security co-operation in Europe. 

			The Ukrainian crisis reveals the West’s lack of strategic thinking. Since NATO touches the Russian border, neither NATO nor Russia has a buffer zone that would give them the flexibility to respond to a sub-nuclear conflict. By being in direct contact with sanctuary Russian territory, NATO - and especially the Eastern European countries - expose themselves to the risk of being almost immediately involved in a nuclear conflict. 

			This explains the two proposals Russia handed to the United States and NATO in mid-December 2021, entitled «Treaty between the United States of America and the Russian Federation on Security Guarantees» and «Agreement on Measures to Ensure the Security of the Russian Federation and the Member States of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation». In the West, the far right left speaks of an «ultimatum43 «, and Pascal Boniface claims that Vladimir Putin has declared that «the two draft treaties are take it or leave it44 «. Wrong: the Russian opposition website Meduza clearly talks about «proposals»45 . In fact, as in the entire Ukrainian crisis of 2021-2022, Russian words and intentions are being artificially «inflated» to give the illusion that Putin will back down and that Western diplomacy will have been effective afterwards: this is manipulation. 

			In making their proposals, the Russians were no fools and they knew that neither the US nor NATO would accept them as they were. But they achieved two things. First, they clearly put on paper demands that were not really new, but had remained mere «talking points». Now they have forced the West to adopt clear positions. Secondly, they have set the starting point and the level of the negotiations with demands, some of which are a bit higher than they want in order to keep a bargaining chip.

			It will be argued that every country has a legitimate right to join NATO and that Russia has no legitimacy to interfere in these decisions. This is true, but that is not the issue: the question is not the right of countries to join NATO, but whether it is wise for the Alliance itself to accept certain members. Vladimir Putin has understood very well that this process has so far been devoid of any rationality, notably by evacuating the nuclear dimension of the problem.

			Joining an alliance is not a trivial act, as it implies obligations for all members of the alliance. It was such a mechanism that led to the assassination of Archduke Franz Josef in 1914, which resulted in 40 million deaths...

			Indeed, NATO has an «open door» policy, but it is misunderstood. It is described in Article 10 of the Washington Treaty:

			Article 10 - The Parties may, by unanimous agreement, invite to accede to the Treaty any other European State which is likely to further the principles of this Treaty and to contribute to the security of the North Atlantic area. Any State so invited may become a Party to the Treaty by depositing its instrument of accession with the Government of the United States of America. The Government of the United States of America shall inform each of the Parties of the deposit of each instrument of accession.

			In other words, countries are «invited» insofar as they can «contribute to the security of the North Atlantic region». In other words, the criterion is not the security of individual countries, but the collective security of the region. This is what the «new Europe» countries have not understood. Moreover, it means that every country in the Euro-Atlantic area can be a member, but the decision is at the discretion of the Alliance, which is under no obligation to accept every country that wishes to join. 

			For example, when Philippe Lamberts, MEP, says that it is up to the Ukrainians to decide whether or not they want to be part of NATO46, this is incorrect. The decision is in any case up to the member countries of the Alliance, depending on the security that Ukraine would bring them.

			That said, one wonders whether the decision of the NATO countries would be rational in this situation, just as one wonders what security gain NATO had when it integrated the Baltic states. The latter, devoid of any democratic tradition and driven by a quasi-atavistic hatred of the Russians, could be the source of pogroms or abuses that could require external intervention - perhaps by Russia - under the invocation of the «responsibility to protect» (R2P). Riddled with ideologies from another time, these countries do not grant citizenship rights to their Russian-speaking residents (to the extent that their passports are issued by the European Union).  

			Furthermore, to say that «Russia cannot have a veto on NATO enlargement» is a bit simplistic. It is true that Russia should not interfere in the Alliance’s decisions. But the enlargement of the Alliance is not without conditions either. One principle has been accepted by all OSCE members and was enshrined in the Istanbul Document (1999)47 and the Astana Declaration (2010)48 : «The security of each participating State is inextricably linked to that of all others. It means that the security of one country cannot be achieved at the expense of another. This is indeed the case, when NATO and the US in particular deploy armaments and ipso facto reduce a country’s warning and early warning times.

			Until now, the acceptance of new NATO members was done in euphoria and without any strategic thinking, because Russia and China were weak. Today, however, the situation is radically different, and the problems of one country can quickly become those of the whole Alliance, as in 1914. The Ukrainian crisis has highlighted the risks to NATO itself of ill-considered expansion. 

			This is what Vladimir Putin said in Moscow during his press conference with Emmanuel Macron on 8 February 2022. The problem is that our ‘experts’ are not listening. 

			In the words of Richard Sakwa, Professor of Russian and European Politics at the University of Kent49,

			A real geopolitical paradox is that NATO exists to manage the risks created by its own existence. 

			2.4. Russia’s membership in NATO: a joke?

			In the early 1990s, Switzerland considered whether to join continental institutions such as the European Union and NATO. But, anxious to preserve its neutrality, it consulted these institutions, as well as the members of the Security Council, in order to assess the possible implications of such membership. In this context, I was involved in dialogue with the highest Russian foreign and defence authorities at the time, which allows me to express a viewpoint closer to the Russian perception than the one we have today. 

			Documents recently released by Britain show that in 1995 Russia was seriously considering NATO membership, but the idea was dismissed as a «joke» by Western chancelleries50 . NATO’s raison d’être is to place its members under the nuclear protection of the United States. The United States did not see the coexistence of the two major nuclear powers in the same alliance as a good thing. It was partly for this reason that General de Gaulle withdrew France from the Alliance’s integrated command in 1966. 

			In the 1950s, the Soviets had approached some influential NATO countries to explore the idea of membership. Although it seems that they had few illusions about their chances of success, the fact that they did consider it was probably not an aberration. Indeed, after Stalin’s death, the policy of peaceful coexistence between the Communist and Western blocs, as well as the abandonment of the principle of ‘non-invitability of war’ in Soviet strategy, suggested the opportunity for a new relationship on the European continent. The Soviets were then living in a form of war economy, and they sought to emerge from it in order to develop a real economy.  

			But the Cold War was in full swing, and the West did not really see how the USSR could be integrated into a collective security system such as NATO, whose purpose was to offer its members nuclear protection against the Soviet Union. Without even mentioning the ideological problems, the West fears that it will completely block the decision-making mechanisms of the Alliance and render it inoperative51 .

			In the early 1990s, the Soviets/Russians revived the idea of membership. Again, the idea is less far-fetched than it seems. Of course, if one sees NATO as it is today, i.e. with the purpose for which it was created in 1949 (to confront the USSR/Russia), the idea seems absurd. On the other hand, if one imagines a rethought NATO, with a notion of security not based on the idea of confrontation, but on that of cooperation, then the Russian proposal appears coherent and realistic. 

			In 1990-1991, the hope generated by the end of communism was very real for the new Russian leaders. In July 1991, with the dissolution of the Warsaw Treaty, they saw the opportunity to reflect on a new security architecture on the European continent. The Soviets/Russians never claimed or wanted a dissolution of NATO as a reciprocal of the dissolution of the Warsaw Treaty, contrary to what Caroline Roux claims52, and the West never promised to do so, as General Vincent Desportes claims on France 553 . On the contrary, Russia has joined NATO’s Partnership for Peace (PfP).

			However, Russia was very attached to the OSCE (created on the initiative of the USSR) and cherished the idea of a collective security system based on it, which would bring together European and North American countries. The Russian leaders, who had seen the damage caused by communism, thought that a security architecture based on power relations was outdated and dreamed of a more cooperative system. This was the idea of a «common European home», which Mikhail Gorbachev launched in 1989, borrowing Charles De Gaulle’s idea of a «Europe from the Atlantic to the Urals».  

			But there was nothing absurd about the idea. In his speech on 17 May 1990, Manfred Wörner, then Secretary General of NATO, stated54 :

			The main task of the next decade will be to build a new European security structure, including the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact countries. The Soviet Union will have an important role to play in building such a system. If you look at the current situation of the Soviet Union, which has practically no allies left, then you can understand its justified wish not to be forced to leave Europe.

			The creation of the North Atlantic Cooperation Council (NACC) by NATO at the end of 1991 was enthusiastically welcomed by the authorities and public opinion in Russia. The idea of continental security cooperation was very popular in Russia and did not exclude the idea of possible NATO membership. Discussions in this direction took place in October 1993 between Boris Yeltsin and the American Secretary of State Warren Christopher, who remained reserved:

			In due course we will consider the question of membership as a longer-term possibility. There will be an evolution, based on the development of a habit of cooperation, but over time55 .

			NATO’s reaction did not meet the expectations of the Russian population. In June 1994, the Russian government joined NATO’s newly created Partnership for Peace, against the advice of its public opinion. In 1997, in order to give the illusion that it wants to develop cooperation with Russia, NATO laid the foundations of the NATO-Russia Council (NRC), created in 2002. Its purpose is to maintain a dialogue with Russia so that NATO’s expansion is not perceived as a threat. In reality, as Bill Clinton sums it up, it is a rather cynical way of not implementing the promises made to the leaders of the former USSR:

			What the Russians get out of this exceptional agreement that we are offering them is the opportunity to sit in the same room with NATO and join us whenever we all agree on something, but they have no way of stopping us from doing something that they don’t agree with. They can show their disapproval by leaving the room. And, as a second great advantage, they get our promise that we will not put our military affairs with their former allies, who will now be our allies, unless we wake up one morning and decide to change our minds56 .

			For the Eastern European countries, the situation is somewhat different. In their minds, membership of the European Union and NATO often goes hand in hand: it is a question of ensuring their development in security, in an approach that is more opportunistic than philosophical. For them, the values of democracy and human rights remain, despite everything, very secondary. Thus, despite some constitutional and legal safeguards, their intelligence services have remained security services that largely retain the legacy of their communist predecessors, as evidenced by their participation in the CIA torture programme; which does not seem to bother the European Union in the least! Moreover, their willingness to follow the US in Afghanistan or Iraq was motivated more by the modernisation of their armed forces than by humanistic values. 

			They have earned the label of «new Europe» from Donald Rumsfeld57 . They played a large part in creating the migration crisis by intervening alongside the US in the Middle East, then refusing to accept the consequences and relying on the countries of ‘old Europe’ to deal with it. 

			2.5. Was the Russian intervention in Syria opportunistic?

			In the programme «C dans l’air» of 17 October 2021, Vladimir Putin was presented as a wilful man who would seek to conquer new territories. This is the rhetoric developed by the Trump administration, which was served to us by Laure Mandeville58 . She claims that Obama’s refusal to intervene after the chemical attack in Ghouta in August 2013 was a «geopolitical vacuum, and Putin sees this as an absolutely perfect opportunity to conduct an operation [in Syria]». This idea of Western weakness being exploited by Putin is a pure Western construct erected into fact, often referred to by the ‘experts’ on ‘C dans l’air’. It is both simplistic and false. 

			And we know that this is not true since 2016, thanks to the explanation given by a first-hand actor at the time: John Kerry, then US Secretary of State. 

			In February 2016, Alexander Yakovenko, Russia’s ambassador to Britain, revealed that the decision to intervene in Syria was made in the summer of 2015, when the Islamic State (IS) reached the city of Palmyra. The Western coalition then anticipated that the EI would enter Damascus in October, and the US would have been able to establish a no-fly zone over the city. So it was not because of Western weakness but to prevent the capital from being handed over to the jihadists that the Russians intervened59 . 

			Laure Mandeville is obviously very discreet about the ambiguity - not to say the perfidy - of the West. For, as John Kerry explains, the Western coalition deliberately allowed the EI to develop, in the hope that this would force the Syrian government to negotiate:

			The reason why Russia got involved was because the EI had grown stronger. Daech was threatening to reach Damascus and that’s why Russia intervened. Because they didn’t want a Daech government and they were supporting Assad.

			And we knew it [Daech] was growing. We were watching. We saw that Daech was becoming more and more powerful and we thought that Assad was threatened. But we thought that we could probably manage, that Assad would negotiate afterwards. Instead of negotiating, he asked Putin for help60 .

			An examination of the maps shows that Western (including French and Belgian) strikes only target the EI when it is in contact with Western-backed rebel forces (such as the Kurds), and when it is not in contact with forces allied to the Syrian government61 . Indeed, it was between the end of 2014 (start of Western strikes) and September 2015 (start of Russian strikes), that the territorial expansion of the EI was the fastest62 .

			 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Figure 2 - Map of Western strikes (black spots) against the EI (dark grey area) between 2014 and September 2015 (when the Russians arrived). The arrows show EI offensives towards Damascus. As can be seen, the strikes only hit Islamists who were in contact with the Kurds or Western-backed groups, but never targeted EI forces when they were in contact with Syrian forces. [Source: airwars.org]

			It was only at the end of 2015, after the Russian intervention, that the territory of the EI began to shrink63 . At the end of September 2015, Russia proposed to the West the creation of an expanded coalition to fight the EI, but they refused. 

			Indeed, at that time, the West was not interested in destroying the EI. They sought to dismantle Syria and divide it into a Kurdish area (in the northwest), a Shiite area (in the west) and a Sunni area (in the east), in which they were prepared to let a Salafist state develop. A SECRET report by the US Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) on the situation in Syria, dated 5 August 2012, outlines the idea of fostering an Islamic state in eastern Syria: 

			If the situation allows it, there is the possibility of establishing a declared or undeclared Salafist principality in Eastern Syria (Hasaka and Deir ez-Zor), and this is exactly what the countries supporting the opposition want in order to isolate the Syrian regime, which is seen as the strategic depth of Shiite expansion (Iraq and Iran)64 .

			This is the area that was spared by the international coalition strikes until the arrival of Russian forces in the region. The idea of a Salafist state in Syria is part of an American plan (drawn up in agreement with Israel) for a partition of Syria, mentioned by John Kerry during his hearing before the Senate Foreign Affairs Committee in February 201665 . This plan will be taken up by the Trump administration and explains the current US presence in Syria66 . It is not entirely coincidental that Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, and later Abu Ibrahim al-Hashimi al-Qurashi, leaders of the EI, were both shot dead by US special forces inside areas sanctuarised by Western forces against Syrian armed forces67 .  

			So, Russia’s intervention in Syria is not the result of a whim of Vladimir Putin, but of the danger resulting from a deliberate strategy of the Western countries, which played with fire... and got burnt! 

			In February 2012, Russia, together with Martti Ahtisaari, Nobel Peace Prize winner and former Finnish president, proposed a three-point plan to Western countries, which included the departure of Bashar al-Assad68 :

			One: we must not give weapons to the opposition. Two: we must set up a dialogue between the opposition and Assad now. Three: we must find an elegant way for Assad to withdraw69 .

			Thus, from the beginning of the Syrian crisis, Russia was in favour of a political solution for the departure of Bashar al-Assad. It is the West that refuses: their objective is not to replace Bashar al-Assad, but to dismantle Syria, which Israel - and therefore the United States and France - perceive as an advanced bastion of Iran.

			By the way, the map and Kerry’s words tend to show that François Hollande did not tell the truth during the trial of the perpetrators of the November 13, 2015 attacks70 : the French participation in the coalition in 2014-2015 in Iraq, then in Syria, was - at that stage - not aimed at destroying the EI, but at disintegrating Syria. It was only after burning its fingers (with the attacks) that France resolved to consider destroying the EI. 

			In addition, let us remember that in terms of international law, whatever our judgement on Bashar al-Assad, Russia has been officially invited by the Syrian government to intervene in Syria, as John Kerry says. It is therefore legitimate. In contrast, the United States and France are operating illegally in Syria. UN Security Council Resolution 2170 of 15 August 201471, often invoked by France, does not authorise intervention in a sovereign country (even if one does not like its president!).

			They try to make us see Russia’s support for Syria as a kind of dictatorial friendship. This is a gross oversimplification of the situation. In concrete terms, the problem is not so much whether President Assad is legitimate or not, but rather what his overthrow would lead to and who would succeed him. A priori, Russia did not intend to stay in Syria, simply to avoid the same situation as in Libya. This is why, in March 2016, less than six months after the beginning of its intervention and after having given the advantage back to the Syrian army, Russia made a partial withdrawal of its contingent72 .

			2.6. Is the Wagner Company Vladimir Putin’s parallel army?

			The existence of the private military company (PMC) Wagner has been mentioned for several years, but it was in 2021 that the French media began to take an interest in it. The withdrawal of the French military, requested by the Malian government, and the simultaneous recruitment of Wagner personnel, triggered the anger of the French Foreign Minister and an unprecedented propaganda campaign against Russia.

			Questioned by Caroline Roux on the presence of Russian mercenaries from the Wagner organisation in Africa «against French interests»73, Jean-Yves Le Drian asserts that, in the Central African Republic, they «confiscate the fiscal capacity of the state» in order to pay themselves and «multiply violations, exactions, predations to sometimes even replace the country’s authority. Naturally, with the relative integrity that characterises him, he provides neither proof nor examples of what he claims. His statements were widely reported in the French press74 and triggered the anger of the Bangui authorities75 .

			A few days later, Sylvie Baïpo-Temon, Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Central African Republic, responded to Jean-Yves Le Drian on TV5 Monde76 . She denounced the ‘unacceptable’ and ‘untrue’ remarks of her French counterpart and refuted all his accusations ‘which do not represent what is happening in the Central African Republic’. 

			It explains that these statements refer to a three-month evaluation mission carried out by Russia - at the request of the Central African government - to the Central African customs, which produced recommendations. According to the Central African media, this work is expected to increase tax revenues by 36 billion CFA francs77 . Ms Baïpo-Temon notes that for some time there has been an attempt by the French minister to «infantilise» her country78 . She recalls that President Macron79 had already «accused President Touadéra of being a hostage of the Russian presence», which is false. She stressed that the Central African Republic is an «autonomous, independent, sovereign country and that it is entitled to call on partners». It also recalls that the Russian presence in the country stems from the refusal of other countries to respond to its call for assistance, and in particular to the request of President Touadéra, in 2016, to maintain the SANGARIS force, the withdrawal of which had precisely been requested by Le Drian. It therefore considers Le Drian’s comments to be «defamatory and misleading» and condemns the «information war» waged by Paris. 

			In response to the accusations of abuses made by the international community, the Central African Republic had set up a commission of enquiry. Ms Baïpo-Temon also recalled that all the troops that had been engaged on Central African territory had committed abuses, and that, at this stage, the case of rape of minors by members of the SANGARIS force had not yet been closed. In any case, the Russian paramilitaries seem to be the subject of fewer rape accusations than the French military (who were under the responsibility of Le Drian at the time80 ... and who were the subject of an apparently botched investigation81, and then of a dismissal of the case that is questionable to say the least82 ).

			It seems that Wagner’s presence in Africa is more of a problem for Paris than for the Africans.  For in the Central African Republic, the parliament has thanked the Russians for their commitment83, and the government has erected a monument in their honour84 .  

			In sum, Le Drian’s statements illustrate the problems of ‘Françafrique 2.0’: African countries want to be free to decide. Le Drian’s condescension alone explains why France is no longer welcome in the region. Because when a foreign force - national or multinational - intervenes in a country, it replaces its authority to a very large extent: the French military, even if they do a very good job, do it in the service of France and not of Mali, Niger or another country. This general problem also affects UN or OSCE peacekeeping operations. This sometimes leads to situations where the military are not very effective (as in the Democratic Republic of Congo, for example), because they do not really feel concerned by the problem. 

			Africans have found that the way France conducts operations increases their problems; and when they want to work in their own way and enter into a dialogue with those the French call jihadists, they are prevented from doing so. They want to be sovereign at home. 

			This is largely what led to the coup in Mali, and the use of the Russian private military company (PMC) called Wagner. PMCs (used extensively by the West in Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya and elsewhere), raise many functional and legal questions. But they have one considerable advantage: when told to go, they go («He who pays orders»). 

			Basically, what is called Wagner is a poorly known entity. It is described as a «parallel army of Vladimir Putin85 «, which would be led by Evgeny Prigogine, known as the «Kremlin’s cook» and - incidentally - which - according to France info - would have tried to influence the election of Donald Trump86 (which was later denied, as we shall see below). In short, we don’t know anything about it and we’re making it up, to the point that some experts are wondering whether Wagner exists in the form he’s being attributed. Rather, it seems to be a constellation of small security companies that are given piecemeal mandates87 . These companies have bases in several European countries (Hungary, Serbia, Switzerland, Italy, Germany, Greece and Taiwan) and go by several names other than ‘Wagner’88. 

			The representation given by the French authorities and media is more propaganda (even disinformation) than analysis. Jean-Yves Le Drian, Caroline Roux and others tend to present us with the image of a compact army, a sort of shadow force, which CNews describes as «Vladimir Putin’s secret army89 «. This is not based on any concrete facts and the reality seems less romantic. According to Africa Intelligence, Wagner’s «parallel diplomacy» is a problem for Moscow90 ... Is Vladimir Putin deliberately creating more problems for himself?

			It seems more likely that Le Drian is telling us anything as an alibi for not having a real strategy in the countries where France is engaged. As always, its military engagements seem effective because they kill many people, but they do not solve the problem91 . Thus, according to France Inter, «in Mali (...), in 2020, more civilians were killed by soldiers supposed to protect them (35%) than by so-called jihadist groups (24%).92

			This is what the Malian government criticises France for: it is waging its war at the tactical level, without any overall strategy, and ultimately creating terrorism93 . French paternalism has done the rest: feeling that it is not consulted on the course of operations, the Malian government relies on private actors whom it can direct as it pleases, or even dismiss. 

			In France, a novel is created around this «army of the shadows», defined as an «enterprise of destabilisation of the West by way of Africa» which «pays itself on the beast». Its leaders recover gold mines, silver mines and have interests in gas fields. On 16 February 2022, on France 5, the journalist Alexandra Jousset, who investigated them, said that in Mali, «they will not be able to really fight against the terrorists, because we can see that a force like BARKHANE has not been able to fight effectively». She said that there are 1,000 men deployed, who «have already started prospecting for three gold mines in Mali»94 . The next day, President Macron speaks of 800 men95, while a «French official» speaks of 300-400 men96 : the exact figure is a mystery. 

			The only fair thing our journalist says is that these Russians will only provide protection. The Malians fear that their French allies will organise a counter-coup, and that is the main reason why they have turned to a Russian contractor. 

			That said, the Russians will probably also carry out training tasks. But they are not destined to take over BARKHANE’s missions, as people like to say in France. In reality, the reason why the junta in power in Mali no longer wants France is because it believes that its approach will not overcome terrorism. The junta wants a less destructive strategy, which includes dialogue with the rebels, which Paris refused97 . So the Russians are just one element of a more complex and holistic strategy than the French have practised in ten years. Combining military elements with dialogue, this strategy is at least an attempt to break a deadlock. 

			Russia has no less legitimacy to be in Africa than France. The problem is that the latter is not used to African countries taking their ease with Paris. 

			However, MMPs are often a problem because they contribute to the militarisation of situations without the same legal and political constraints as traditional armies. Organisations like Wagner are no exception. But the focus on Wagner obscures the war crimes committed by Western PMCs in Iraq and Afghanistan, where all Western countries have used tens of thousands of mercenaries98 . For example, as the author himself found out, the security of the American embassy in Kabul was provided by mercenaries. What the Americans and the French modestly called ‘contractors’ in Afghanistan and Iraq became ‘mercenaries’ in the Central African Republic. In Iraq, they were guilty of numerous war crimes99 while escaping justice100 ... to the great displeasure of our famous Western values so well defended by the experts on our television sets...
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