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Introduction: Looking Through
a Prism of Russo-French Relations,
1958-2001: a View of Russian

European Policy, Change and the
Power of Ideas

If we want to say a small number of big and important things about
world politics we would do better to focus first on states’ ideas and
the interests they constitute, and only then worry about who has
how many guns.

(Alexander Wendt)

It is rewarding when a bilateral state relationship of tertiary strategic impor-
tance focuses our attention on fundamental questions of international rela-
tions. Russo-French relations do just that. An analysis of that relationship over
the last four decades brings to light the course of change in Moscow’s policy
towards the West. It forces us to consider the causes of that change. And it
leads us to the following thesis: ideas, beliefs and identity rank among the pri-
mary sources of change in international relations. This introduction sets the
stage for a case-study approach to questions of causality in international
change. It begins by sketching the evolution - and at one point, revolution —
in Russian European policy, as seen through the prism of Russo-French
relations. It then turns to the inevitable questions about the causes of that
evolution. From there, these pages explain why and how this case study
works. And in the end, they concern themselves with the central challenge
of this book: to show that, more often than not, ideas represent pivotal
forces explaining international relations behaviour.

Sketching the evolution of Moscow’s policies towards
Europe, 1958-2001

What a paradox that Russian policy towards Europe over the last four
decades rarely focused on Europe first. In fact, over the vast swathe of the
post-Stalin era to the present, most of Moscow’s European policies have been
more centrally concerned with the United States than with Europe itself.
With only a couple exceptions, those policies boiled down to countering or
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2 Introduction

balancing American power in Europe. Europe was thus reduced to the pri-
mary theatre for a Moscow-Washington kto-kogo [who will win?] power
game. And Western Europe became a mere derivative object or instrumen-
tal tool in that game.

For decades during Soviet history, this kind of policy paid off for Moscow.
It paid off largely because the Soviet Union took advantage of the lucky ace
it got dealt in its balancing game with the United States. That ace, albeit an
unintended one, was Gaullist France. As Fifth Republic France strived for
greater independence and influence within the Atlantic Alliance, it inad-
vertently coincided with the Soviet Union’s anti-coalition strategy towards
the West. At those points of coincidence, Moscow exploited Gaullist foreign
policy as a tactical policy ‘instrument’, a critical lever in the Soviet struggle
to influence, corrode or enhance those East-West and West—West relation-
ships of central Soviet concern. By making the most of such ‘instruments’
(however unintended on France’s part), Moscow gained the leverage it
needed over the United States and America’s crucial European ally, the
Federal Republic of Germany, to attain Soviet goals in Europe. Indeed, the
USSR'’s active exploitation of the French ‘instrument’ throughout the 1960s
paved the way for the achievement of Moscow’s two greatest and connected
foreign policy priorities by the early 1970s: formal Western acceptance of
a divided Europe split along post-war borders, and US agreement to strategic
military parity and political détente.

Even more significantly, the steady (albeit coincidental) existence of pol-
icy ‘instruments’ such as Gaullist and post-Gaullist France (for example,
France remained the USSR’s most unswerving supporter of détente even
after the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan) and Moscow’s success in
exploiting those instruments throughout the 1960s and 1970s, encouraged
the Kremlin’s belief in a vision of Europe that was fundamentally flawed and
ultimately unsustainable. That vision upheld a rigidly divided Europe,
whose division would be maintained not through any attractiveness of
Communism’s social system or the prestige of its economic might. Instead,
Europe’s division would be enforced through the coercive effects of excessive
military might and political repression in the socialist camp. Thus armed,
Soviet Moscow would then embark on détente — rather, ‘armed détente’ as
it is called here — with Western Europe in order to generate economic
rewards at home and diplomatic leverage abroad. This hard-lined conceptu-
alisation of Europe underlay the long-lasting Soviet European policy that
this book dubs mature ‘instrumental Europeanism’: a negatively US-centred
policy that relied on available political ‘instruments’ in Europe, such as
Gaullist France, in order to punch holes in the Atlantic Alliance through
which the USSR could generate diplomatic leverage over American power in
Europe, and thus deepen Europe’s rigid political and military division.
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But by the mid-1980s, it was clear that such a policy had hit a dead-end.
The USSR’s traditional policy ‘instruments’ in the West were gone. Western
Europe, even including France, had all but ended its separate détente with
the Kremlin. The Atlantic Alliance was tighter than ever. And European lead-
ers, chief among them the socialist French President Francois Mitterrand,
had enthusiastically embraced the 1983 American/NATO decision to install
new intermediate-range nuclear forces (INF) in Europe.

At this point, only the most quixotic predicted that the Cold War would
end. But amazingly, only a few short years later, it did end. Playing the cru-
cial role in that end was the Gorbachev leadership’s revolutionary approach
to Europe. Gorbachev’s European policy - a genuinely Europe-first policy
that accepted and even welcomed a strong American presence in Europe -
represented only part of the broader revolution in Soviet foreign policy, but
the salience of its role was like that of the heart. Based on a radically new
vision of Europe, Gorbachev’s approach towards Europe gave life to revolu-
tionary changes in Soviet theories of international relations. That approach,
called here ‘integrative Europeanism’, obliterated Europe’s political and mil-
itary division. It stressed integration into the West at the level of ‘all-human’
and ‘democratic values’. And it created the basic conditions for Russia’s
inclusion in Europe. No longer was Europe viewed as an ‘instrument’ in or
the derivative object of the US-Soviet competition. From the late Gorbachev
era until late 1992/93, Europe was perceived as a distinct subject, partner
and even future ally in Moscow'’s goal to construct a Greater Europe that
included the entire West, including the United States. In other words, ‘inte-
grative Europeanism’ altered Europe’s role in Soviet Westpolitik from Europe
the object to Europe the subject. This is what is meant by ‘Europe-first’ (or
at least, ‘Europe-equal’), and that factor was the keystone in ‘integrative
Europeanism’. In the same way, France’s role in Russian European policy also
changed: no longer the prized, if coincidental, ‘instrument’ in Moscow’s
rivalry with the United States, France became Gorbachev’s launching pad for
Moscow’s radical new goal to build a ‘Common European Home’, with
a room for the United States as well. Gorbachev understood that to be effec-
tive, Moscow’s European policy could not be seen as ‘instrumentalising’
Europe as part of some power game with the United States. Partly to avoid
that impression, but mostly because the ‘game’ had in fact changed,
Gorbachev’s policy now sought a strong American presence in Europe in
order to build the new unified Europe which Moscow called ‘Greater’ or ‘Big
Europe’ as the best means for Soviet economic renewal and political democ-
ratisation. After Gorbachev, the Yeltsin Administration in early 1992 chose
a similar path of value-oriented ‘integrative Europeanism’, meaning that
Moscow stressed integration into ‘Greater Europe’ in order to transform Russia
into a Westernised society based on Western-style economic, democratic and
juridical values. In this context, Yeltsin chose France in February 1992 as his
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initial springboard to realise permanent, strategic partnership with the West
at large.

But this phase of ‘integrative Europeanism’, a period when Europe was
treated as a primary, or at least equal, subject in Soviet Westpolitik, began to
wobble in 1992 and collapsed by 1993. At that point, Russian European pol-
icy reverted back to its detrimental ‘instrumental’ ways — including a Soviet-
style fixation on countering American power in Europe — despite the fact
that Russia’s goal now was Europe’s integration rather than its division, and
without the intimidating tactics of military and political coercion. The idea
of integrated Europe remained Russia’s underlying focus and motivation,
and yet ironically, Russian policy towards Europe obsessively centred on
America. Consequently (for many Russian policy-makers), Western Europe
once again slid into its old, Soviet-era position of mere ‘instrument’ in
Russia’s intensifying struggle to counter or moderate American hegemony in
Europe, especially as the issue of NATO expansion heated up. In this new ren-
dition of a US-centred European policy in the mid-1990s, called here ‘neo-
instrumental Furopeanism’, Moscow yet again turned to France — and
preferably Germany whenever possible — for help against the United States.
But this time, the ‘French orientation’ proved less effective for Moscow. It was
less so largely because Paris’ fundamental foreign policy goals no longer coin-
cided in significant ways with those of Russia. Even less effective was the
‘German orientation’, since Berlin aligned itself, as usual, more closely with
US/NATO policies than any other major European country besides Britain.

Without any meaningful ‘instruments’, therefore, ‘neo-instrumental
Europeanism’ led to a dead-end, just like its distant Soviet cousin. NATO exp-
anded anyway; America continued to monopolise the formation of European
security architecture; and a diminished Russia felt increasingly apart from,
not a part of, Europe. The final coup, NATO’s bombing of Kosovo in 1999
against Russian will, consummated Russia’s humiliating sense of insignifi-
cance and isolation on the European, and indeed, world stage.

Vladimir Putin set out to change all that. Picking up where Gorbachev left
off — albeit in a very different manner - the Putin leadership in 2000 re-
embraced a Europe-first policy that viewed Europe as a primary subject of
Russian foreign policy rather than a derivative ‘instrument’ of US-Russian
relations. From the beginning, Putin chose Europe first, notwithstanding
Putin’s broader foreign policy strategy aimed 'a tous azimuts’ [in all directions].
If Charles de Gaulle was clearly anchored in the West despite his tactical pol-
icy of ‘a tous azimuts’, Vladimir Putin, too, chose the West, particularly Europe,
despite his seemingly contradictory emphasis on Gaullistlike multi-
directionalism. For both de Gaulle and Putin, a multi-directional policy res-
ponded to the needs of a diminished power to generate means of influence
over the United States (and Germany); but for Putin, the Eastern dimension
of ‘a tous azimuts’ also responded to Russia’s urgent security interests in the
East. Even so, Putin’s priority (after the Commonwealth of Independent
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States, CIS) was unequivocally Europe. The goal remained Russian inclusion
in Europe. And yet, the concept of inclusion had shifted. Inclusion was now
defined less at the ideational level of values and more at the pragmatic level
of multi-faceted interaction. Good relations with the United States were
called a prerequisite - just as they were in Gorbachev’s day. But Putin went
further by redefining relations with the United States as subsidiary to rela-
tions with Europe. Put another way, US-Russian harmony represented a
penultimate step to Moscow’s ultimate goal of joining Russia to Europe in
practice, and not just in theory. All this was the essence of a Europe-first
policy that this book calls ‘pragmatic Europeanism’. This policy was less
interested in France as an ‘instrument’ in Moscow’s conflict with America,
than it was in France as a leader of European integration.

Events of 11 September 2001 created fortuitous new opportunities for that
policy. Putin capitalised skilfully on those events to catapult US-Russian
relations forward (in the autumn of 2001), with potentially positive spin offs
for Russia. First, the new US-Russian honeymoon reassured European gov-
ernments that they would not be used against the United States to create
wedges inside the Atlantic Alliance; second, it vastly (if temporarily) ame-
liorated Russia’s negotiating position vis-a-vis the West, giving Russia the
levers of prestige and influence it so desperately sought; and finally, many
thought it might even drive the European Union to respond more substan-
tively to Russian initiatives so as not to be marginalised by a new US-Russian
condominium. Building on that honeymoon, Putin’s Europe-first strategy
astutely sought to erect a triangular US-EU-Russian foundation on which to
work towards Russia’s greatest international goal (beyond the CIS): tangible
Russian incorporation into the European economy and the EU’s political/
security institutions.!

Given this background, it is safe to say that Putin’s Kremlin has strived to
consummate one of the critical changes in Russian foreign policy that
Gorbachev initiated more than a decade earlier. If Gorbachev, after radically
breaking with the orthodox Soviet idea of divided Europe, upheld Europe as
a primary subject in a united Europe rather than an ‘instrumental’ object in
the larger US-Soviet competition, then Putin has firmly embraced that legacy
in his own fashion. Whether that change remains permanent, however, now
depends largely on the West. As the French analyst Frangois Heisbourg put
it, “The ball is now clearly in the West’s court.”? If the West finally embraces
Russia with actions and not just words - such as, first and foremost, includ-
ing it in meaningful ways inside the most significant Western security orga-
nizations and processes, making concrete inroads towards an energy
partnership, finding solutions for Russia’s debt problems, creating new vehi-
cles for EU-Russian security/defence cooperation, accepting compromise on
the ABM treaty - then Putin’s Western thrust could be institutionalised,
adapted over time to fit Europe's democratic, economic and juridical stan-
dards and rendered harder to reverse, whatever the leadership in Moscow.




