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Abstract

This dissertation examines the correspondence between Russia’s stated and actual foreign
policy in Africa, using the cases of Mali and the Central African Republic (CAR). It
evaluates the explanatory power of realism, using its structural variant, against the backdrop
of renewed great power competition in Africa. While Russia claims to stand in solidarity with
African states, its actions often suggest more strategic and self-interested motives, such as
securing strategic access, displacing Western influence, and reinforcing its great power

abilities.

Drawing on system-level analysis and operationalised foreign policy indicators, the analysis
reveals partial correspondence between Russia’s statements and its actions. Russia’s conduct
in the spheres of military cooperation, resource extraction, and diplomatic substitution align
with neorealist expectations. However, its more discursive claims about sovereignty,
development, and mutual benefit often lack empirical support. The deployment of Wagner
(now Africa Corps) and the provision of regime survival strategies expose a neorealist pattern

masked in solidarist language.

Ultimately, while neorealism is expedient in accounting for much of Russia’s behaviour, it
falters when confronted with ideational elements, soft power dynamics, and hyper-local
complexities. The dissertation argues that neorealism, though still a useful analytical tool, is
limited in analytical utility by its inability to account for context-specific factors. It
recommends that future research explores neoclassical realism and comparative studies
across more stable African contexts, such as South Africa. By doing so, scholars might better
understand not only Russia’s strategy, but also the agency of African states navigating a

multipolar international order.

Key Words: Russian foreign policy; Neorealism; Great power competition; Africa-Russia

relations; Wagner Group / Africa Corps



Acknowledgements

I dedicate this dissertation to my mother and best friend, Sonya, who has been my biggest
cheerleader — always, and in particular during IMSISS. I also dedicate it to Theo, who taught

me about swimming upstream, and that KTo He puckyer TOT He IBET IIAMITAHCKOTO.

I want to thank Dr. Cheskin for his willingness to work with a (formerly die-hard) realist and
his ability to help me cut through the chaos in my own mind, as well as Buster — who has
stuck by my side through all of the many ups and downs. And finally, a thank you to the
people who made this IMSISS experience what it was. It has been the most life-altering and
wonderful phase of my existence, and it would not have been the same without you. You

know who you are!



Table of Contents

List of Tables, Figures, and ADDIeVIAtIONS.........ueeeneeeeueeesueenruensvesrnensnessaensnesssessssesssseesssseces 5
Chapter I: Introduction — Background and RAtiONale...............eeeeeeeeeeonneeeosnnecssnnossnnosssnesans 7
ON REALISITL ...ttt s b ettt st b e et sbe et et e e 8
Research Question and RoOAdmMAap.........ccueeiiieiiiniiiiiecie et 9
Chapter I1: Literature REVIEW.......uueeceueeessveessseresssrsssssisssssssssssssssssessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssns 11
REALISIIL. ...ttt ettt et b et ettt et et e bttt ne e e 15
The Fundamentals 0f RealiSm..........cccoviiiiiiiiiniiiiiiiieeeee e 15
Neorealism and Foreign POlICY........coocuiiiiiiiiiiiiiieceeee e 17
Realism and Russian FOreign POLiCY.........ocieviiiiiiiiiiiiieieciiee et 19
FOT@IZN POLICY ....eiiiniiiieeeeeee ettt e et e et e e sstr e e e e e e naraaeeeeas 21
Africa as Arena of Great POwer COmMPELItION.........c.cccuierieeiiierieeiienie e eie e eeieee e 23
Chapter I11: Research Design & MethOAOlOZY.........uuueeeueeiosrevioserinseressserosssesssssssossssssssssens 24
Foreign Policy and System-Level ANalySes........ccveevvieriieiiienieiiieiieeiie e 25
N1 ee B o) § 0 2RSSR 25
Talk is Cheap: On Policy Outcomes and Methodological Constraints...........cc.ccceeeeuveeeennnns 26
Foreign Policy INAICAtOTS.......cccuviiiiiieciie ettt e tre et e e e e araeee e 28
A NOLE ON WAZNET...coeiiiiiiieeiiiee ettt e e et e e e et e e e s s abteeeeaeeeeeessnnnnssssnaeeeees 30
Case StUAY SEIECTION. .....cccuviiiiiieeiieeeiee ettt e et e e et e e eeeeesbaeesbeeesseeessseeensseaaeannes 33
In All Methodological HONESLY . .......ccouiiiiiiiiiie ittt et e e e e eaae e 35
Chapter 1IV: Stating the Case — Russia’s FOreign POliCy.........eueeeneeenneensuercruensunenessnneeesnnns 36
Stated FOreign POIICY.....c..iiiiiiiiiieece ettt et e e e e e 36
Foreign Policy INAICAtOTS. .......oeiuiiiiiiiieeieeiie ettt e e 40
Chapter V: Testing the Case — ANalysiS & DiSCUSSION.....ueueeeeeesueecssueecssaercssserssssesssssrsssssnees 52
Foreign Policy Correspondence and the Limitations of Neorealism.........cccccocueevviieenincnnee. 52
ANd What 0f AfT1Ca7.....ceiiiie ettt et 57
Altruism, Opportunism, or Opportunistic AITUISM?.........ceevieriieniiiiiiieeeeiee e 59
Chapter VI: CONCIUSION......nenaeeonneeoouneissnnriisnrnssasnossasisssssissssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss 60
A Final Note on Africa, Russia, and RealiSm............ccoooiiiiviiiiiiiieiiiiieiceiiieeeee e, 61
BiBDlIOGEAPNY.cuvneneeeonnnerinnerisnerisnercssaricssssisssssssssssssssssssssssssssssossssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssassssss 62



List of Tables, Figures, and Abbreviations

Tables

Table 1: List of Foreign Policy Indicators Used to Operationalise a Discussion of Russian
Foreign Policy Goals and OULCOMES..........ccueeruiiiiiieiieeiieiieeie ettt esiee e eeeeereesieesaeeeneeeenes 33
Table 2: Reworked Set of Foreign Policy Indicators Capturing Neorealist and Non-Realist
B3 11S) 302 (11 T0) 4 SO PPRSPUTUPRN 35

Abbreviations

BRICS: Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa
CAR: Central African Republic

CIS: Commonwealth of Independent States

CSS: Confederate of Sahel States

ECCAS: Economic Community of Central African States
ECOWAS: Economic Community of West African States
EU: European Union

API-MALI: Investment Promotion Agency of Mali
MoU: Memorandum of Understanding

NDB: New Development Bank

NAM: Non-Aligned Movement

PMC: Private Military Company

SPFS: System for Transfer of Financial Messages

UN: United Nations

UNSC: United Nations Security Council

AFRICOM: United States Africa Command



“Russia stands in solidarity with the African states in their desire for a more equitable

polycentric world and elimination of social and economic inequality, which is growing due to

the sophisticated neo-colonial policies of some developed states towards Africa.”’

“Realism is like a powerful flashlight in a dark room: even though it cannot illuminate every

nook and cranny, most of the time it is an excellent tool for navigating through the

darkness.’”

“There is myth and then there is reality when it comes to Russia in Africa”.’

! Russian Federation, “Foreign Policy Concept 2023.”
? Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, 15.
* Brown, “Sweating Bear.”
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Chapter I: Introduction — Background and Rationale

Russia’s successes in Africa “should force the United States (U.S.) and Western nations to
question their strategy of engagement with Africa,”® urged Vice President of the U.S.
Institute of Peace Joseph Sany as he testified before the U.S. House Committee on Foreign
Affairs. Sany claimed that these successes “harm U.S. interests throughout the African

continent,””

while Former AFRICOM Commander General Joseph Townsend designated
Russia’s influence in Africa as the “second biggest threat to U.S. security interests in Africa
after terrorism.”® Indeed, Africa has become an arena of renewed great power competition,
where Russia and the global West compete for influence in order to showcase their global
reach,’ rendering Africa a site where great powers “chip away at adversaries.”® If there was
ever any doubt that the great power competition associated with realpolitik had disappeared
from the international system, Africa serves as a sobering reminder that, as Mearsheimer
warned in 2014, realpolitik and its ideas of great power competition are as relevant as it has
always been.’Africa is not only a site where great powers compete for influence and more
power, but also an opportunity for great powers, especially Russia, to pursue national
interests. Africa is a rich source of mineral resources, which can be converted into economic
power and, per realist thinking, military might, therefore signifying a valuable source of hard
power. Africa is thus a novel site where great powers can pursue the self-interested goals of
the state; a site where power, competition, and self-interest intersect.

On the Russian-Western great power race, it has been claimed that President Putin and
those surrounding him have always thought and acted according to realist dictates, while
Western states and their allies have adhered to liberal ideas about international relations,
which is why the West has consistently been taken by surprise by Putin’s actions. For
example, “The United States and its European allies share most of the responsibility for the

[Russia in Ukraine] crisis,” "

claimed John Mearsheimer in late 2014, insisting on a
mismatch between Russian realist and Western liberal thinking. It has also been claimed not

only that realism remains the best theory for understanding world politics,"" but also that

* Sany, “Great Power Competition.”

> Tbid.

® Duursma and Masuhr, “Russia’s Return to Africa,” 408.

7 Arnold, “Exploiting Chaos.”

¥ Watts et al., “Proxy Warfare in Strategic Competition,” 1-16.
? Mearsheimer, “Why the Ukraine Crisis Is the West’s Fault.”
1bid, 1.

' Mearsheimer, “Great Power Rivalries.”
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“realism is an expedient theoretical framework for studying Russian foreign policy.”'? These
claims are not unfounded. Take, for example, Winston Churchill’s famous quip that Russian

»13 as well as his

foreign policy is “a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma,
suggestion that the key to that riddle is Russia’s national interests. This suggestion alludes to
a broader idea, which is that Russian foreign policy is driven and underpinned by realist
considerations. This too, is not implausible, as Russian foreign policy documents award
primacy to challenging a U.S.-dominated world order while consistently highlighting
Russia’s almost inalienable position as Great Power in the international system. The primacy
of realism, and particularly neo- or structural realism, in evident also in Russia’s approach to
Africa, given that Africa presents Russia with access to resources and economic gains,
strategic military basing and favourable security agreements, as well as symbolic influence

and soft power. Considering the above, whether one agrees with Mearsheimer’s assessment

or not, Russia’s “adventures™ in Africa rightfully worry Washington.

On Realism

Despite the persistence of realpolitik and realist trends found in Russian foreign policy, it is
undeniable that realism as a theory of international relations is “in trouble.”"® It has gone out
of fashion amongst many, due not only to its often-dogmatic application, but also the failure
of prominent realists to provide empirical support for the theory. In 1999 already, Legro and
Moravcesik asked “Is Anybody Still a Realist?” ' and in 1981, Hoffman aptly posited that
“we are all realists now, but there are not two realists who agree either in the analysis of
what is, or on what ought to be, or on how to get from here to there.”"”

Further challenging realism is the fact that credible alternatives exist for explaining
Russia’s engagement in Africa — including ones put forth by Russia’s own foreign policy.
Russia’s 2023 Foreign Policy Concept states that “Russia stands in solidarity with the
African states in their desire for a more equitable polycentric world and elimination of social
and economic inequality, which is growing due to the sophisticated neo-colonial policies of
some developed states towards Africa.”'® Further, the contemporary prevalence of ‘equitable

world order’ and ‘decolonisation’ narratives pose a legitimate challenge to realist

12 Kropatcheva, “Russian Foreign Policy in the Realm of European Security,” 32.
" Nalbandov, “Not by Bread Alone, ” 111.

4 Van Niekerk, “Behind the Baobab Curtain.”

' Legro and Moravcsik, “Is Anybody Still a Realist?” 7.

16 Tsygankov, “At War with the West,” 111.

'7 Hoffmann, “Notes on the Limits of ‘Realism’,” 654.
'8 “Foreign Policy Concept 2023.”
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explanations of state behaviour, especially when applied to Russia’s foreign policy in Africa.
Emerging ‘Global South’ narratives have become a powerful driver of political decision-
making, not only because they express sympathy with so-called developing countries, but
also because it is a potent tool in empowering the group of states that landed in historically
subordinate positions due to their refusal to choose sides during the Cold War. Given
especially African states’ participation in the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) during the
Cold War, great powers such as Russia are in an opportune position to use Global South
discourse in expressing sympathy for the consequences of this non-alignment. As many of
these states are “pooling their economic and political strength to force a rebalancing of
global power,”" Global South discourse becomes a valuable tool for expressing solidarity
with such regional movements — as Russia has done in the past.

Conlflicting explanations for Russia’s engagement in Aftrica exist. On the one hand, there
are those who conceptualise of Russian foreign policy as socially constructed and based on
narratives, and who would likely emphasise this policy’s utility for furthering (or exploiting)
the Global South discourse. On the other hand, the realists would likely argue that Russian
foreign policy is not about decolonisation or supporting the historically subordinate states,

but rather about the pursuit of hard power, albeit masked by Global South-like statements.

Research Question and Roadmap

Great power competition and realpolitik have persisted in the international system, but
realism is no longer the dominant explanatory theory and faces a range of challenges. Given
Africa’s rise as important and novel site of great power competition, it is worth investigating
firstly whether the policy of the great powers in question corresponds with their actions, and
secondly whether realism still holds water when applied to such empirical cases. However,
the discussion above raises significant questions: Does Russia truly intend on developing
Africa as “a distinctive and influential centre of world development”®*? Does Russia truly

”21 or as former AFRICOM commander

“stand in solidarity with the African states,
Townsend claims, is it interested not so much in helping African states, but rather in helping
themselves to Africa’s natural resources? In short, are these policy statements merely pretext
for intervention and interference that would further Russian national interests? And finally,
is realism — particularly neorealism — really the most expedient theory for understanding

Russian foreign policy? By grappling with these questions, this dissertation seeks to bridge

' Hogan and Patrick, “A Closer Look at the Global South.”
2 “Foreign Policy Concept 2023.”
2 Ibid.
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the gap between an abstract theory and empirical casework by contributing to the literature a
neorealist-grounded analysis of Russia’s Africa-policy, testing neorealism’s explanatory
power against an empirical case.

The research questions this paper seeks to answer is How, if at all, does Russia’s stated
Africa-policy correspond to its actual policy? A secondary question emerging from this is,
what is the utility of realism in explaining this correspondence?

This paper is not a dogmatic defence of realism. It is an attempt to take the realists at their
word, so to speak, to test key assumptions against two empirical cases, and to investigate
whether realism is indeed a useful tool for navigating through the darkness. Following the
introduction, Chapter II conducts an extensive literature review which examines realism and
its subbranches as a theory of international relations, its relation to more practical activities
such as (Russian) foreign policy analysis, as well as an overview of Russian foreign policy
and why Africa is an important area of investigation. The literature review is used to argue
that neorealism is limited by its exclusion of context-specific and ideational factors. Chapter
IIT explains the research methodology, which introduces the case studies of Mali and the
Central African Republic (CAR), and a set of foreign policy indicators used to operationalise
‘actual’ foreign policy. This section touches on research limitations, notably the difficulty
with establishing correspondence between and measuring stated and actual policy and using
neorealism to scientifically test empirical cases. Chapter IV states the case by examining
Russia’s stated foreign policy, as well as the findings from applying foreign policy
indicators to the empirical case studies. Chapter V tests the case — and leads the analysis by
‘Examining the Evidence’ and investigates whether Russia’s stated and actual foreign policy
do in fact correspond where Africa is concerned. Based on the findings, I argue that Russia’s
concern for African states is neither entirely altruistic nor entirely selfish, revealing a weak
but not absent foreign policy correspondence. Chapter VI concludes and suggests further
areas for investigation, which include the use of neoclassical realism and comparative

studies across differing African contexts.

Throughout, I hope to emphasise two core arguments:
1. Russia’s concern for African states is neither entirely altruistic nor entirely selfish
— a stance that cannot fully be accounted for by neorealism.
2. Neorealism’s greatest limitation is its inability to account for context-specific

elements in empirical cases.
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Chapter II: Literature Review

An extensive literature review is not justified without establishing the relevance of these
matters to the reader. Why care whether a specific theory of international relations still

explains the behaviour of great powers? Why examine Russia, and its re-emergence in
Africa?

First, realism and realist arguments “have been central to the... practice of international

relations”?

and is regarded by many as the “most enduring and influential tradition in the
field.”* From Thucydides to Machiavelli to Hobbes and Locke, the claim that realism is as
old as the ages has persisted for a reason. Regardless of whether one subscribes to the notion
that life is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short,”* and that the powerful do what they
want while the weak suffer what they must, it is undeniable that these ideas reflected their
times and their societies, rendering it historically relevant. Realism has also been at the
centre of the “great debates®™ and has had significant impact on the evolution of
International Relations as an academic discipline. As noted by Donnelly, “whether one loves
it or hates it... the student of international relations cannot ignore realism.”*

However, this theory of international relations is in crisis. Lebow argues that realism
“stand[s] in the way of the better world we all seek”*and advocates for alternative
explanations for seminal international events. New war theorists®™ and even scholars of
strategic studies® themselves have urged for a shift away from state-centric approaches to
international relations. Balfour rightfully points out that realism omits interpretations of
systemic change, including technological revolutions and climate change, and that the realist
focus on power politics fails to account for the role of immaterial factors.* Further, Realism
in International Relations: The Making of a Disarrayed Tradition argues that “realism is
basically what its proponents and opponents have made of it in their often idiosyncratic and
presentist ways.”*' Tabak contends that “realism is not a meaningfully coherent paradigm...

not to mention a theory.”*?

22 Donnelly, Realism and International Relations, 1.

2 Walt, “Realism and Security,” 1.

2 Hobbes, Leviathan, 1651.

2 Tabak, Realism in International Relations, 1.

* Donnelly, Realism and International Relations, 31.

" Lebow, “Long Peace and the Failure of Realism,” 249.

% For example, Mary Kaldor’s “New wars”, Gray’s “Postmodern wars”, and Holsti’s “Wars of the Third Kind”
¥ Duyvesteyn and Worrall, “Global Strategic Studies,” 345.
3% Balfour, “The Blind Spots of Realism.”

31 Tabak, Realism in International Relations, 18.

32 Ibid, 2.
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John Mearsheimer warrants special mention, as he was awarded his own chapter in 4
Disarrayed Tradition. In this chapter, Mearsheimer is accused of cherry-picking, using
uncompelling logic, *and in fact producing an “especially unhelpful”** theory. Tabak also
highlights Mearsheimer’s most recent award: a title awarded by Gavin Jacobson in 2023,
naming Mearsheimer “The World’s Most Hated Thinker.”** Others have accused

3¢ explanations for seminal events

Mearsheimer of presenting “intellectually unsatisfactory
such as Russia’s ‘special military operation’ in Ukraine and claim that his arguments rest on
“shaky empirical foundations.”” Another chief realist, Kenneth Waltz, too, has faced
criticism (though less personal in nature), as Buzan accuses Waltz of rendering any unit

3% and of

level considerations in his theory a “dumping ground for all unexplained variance
creating a too narrow and static theory — further affirming the claims of this paper.

If realism is indeed outdated, it should fail when tested against new arenas of strategic
engagement. This raises a central question: is the theory still helpful in understanding how
great powers behave in emerging geopolitical theatres such as Africa? It is therefore worth
investigating whether realism, which was at a point in history the explanatory hegemon for
seminal events, and its main proponents have rightfully gone out of fashion, or whether it
retains its explanatory power when applied to empirical cases?

Secondly, one cannot talk about realism’s great power politics without considering the
United States and Russia, two historical great powers, permanent council members of the
United Nations Security Council (UNSC), and two of the world’s nuclear powers. Despite
realism’s shortcomings and its omission of individual and unit-level considerations, great
power competition has returned to the international system once more — if it ever left. In
fact, it was already noted in 2000 that Russia’s relationship with the West had reached its

“nadir since the breakup of the Soviet Union,”*

with any thoughts of cooperation between
the two traded for a view of deteriorating and perhaps unsalvageable relations.

Some have claimed that “few would argue that Russia remains an important feature of the
international environment,”* and that “it should be clear by now that Russia is no longer a

Great Power.”" Despite such claims, Russia remains indispensable in any examination of

33 Ibid, 174.

3 Ibid, 189.

3 Ibid.

36 Kostelka, “Mearsheimer’s Lecture on Ukraine.”
7 Ibid.

¥ Buzan et al., The Logic of Anarchy.

% Graham Jr., “Russia’s Foreign Policy.”

“ Ibid.

I Tbid.
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great power behaviour. Russia remains a nuclear power, a permanent UNSC member, and a
state with global (albeit waning) military reach. More than that, however, Russia has
actively positioned itself as a defender of state sovereignty and a champion for non-
interference in the affairs of autonomous states, often stated in the context of precisely such
encroachments by the West. As such, one cannot separate Western policy and actions from
their Russian counterparts, which almost always stands in direct stated opposition. One need
only consider Russia’s most recent Foreign Policy Concept, which clearly confirms Russia’s
foreign policy goals as opposing Western hegemony, ensuring a multipolar world order, and
indeed “[eliminating] the vestiges of domination by the US... in global affairs.”** The mere
use of terms such as hegemony, domination, and multipolar world order also affirms the
strands of realist thinking in Russian foreign policy, making it an essential case study if one
is to investigate the viability of realism’s explanatory powers.

The enmity between Russia and the West also serves as a ‘real-life’ manifestation of the
theoretical tension between realism and alternative theories, with Mearsheimer noting that
the real reason for this great power contest is because “Putin and his compatriots have been
thinking and acting according to realist dictates, whereas their Western counterparts have
been adhering to liberal ideas about international politics.”* This quote is representative of a
broader set of claims, which is that Russian foreign policy is necessarily realist, and that this
realist nature is what causes the West and Russia to think past each other, so to speak. Such
framing is not uncontested, however, as constructivist scholars would argue that Russian
foreign policy is deeply embedded in historically produced discourses such as anti-
colonialism, multipolarity, or the Global South solidarity discussed above. This serves as an
active challenge to purely materialist explanations. This disconnect is not merely academic,
however — it has tangible consequences for diplomacy, deterrence, conflict resolution, and
international relations as a whole. Such a mismatch, both in theory and in practice, isn’t
merely a subject for academic debate — it shapes ‘real-world’ decisions.

Finally, the question remains, why Africa?

Simply stated, Africa is the most recent site of the re-emerging great power competition
between Russia and the West. Russia’s novel engagement with Africa is characterised not
only as much more opportunistic than Soviet strategy during the Cold War, but also as much
more direct in attempts “at undermining Western influence.”* In fact, Russian involvement

in Africa is driven simultaneously by its pursuit of serving national interests, as well as its

2 “Foreign Policy Concept 2023.”
# Mearsheimer, “Why the Ukraine Crisis Is the West’s Fault,” 82.
“ Duursma and Masuhr, “Russia’s Return to Africa,” 411.

13



goal of opposing the West and showcasing Russia’s global influence. Military and economic
deals often allow Russia to serve its national interests, as access to mining and resources
such as gold and diamonds often characterise deals between Russia and African states.
Daniel and Nagar confirm that “the importance of mineral trade should not be
underestimated,” while Sidiropoulos and Alden highlight the prevalence of resource-
seeking in Russian engagement in Africa. As such, Africa becomes of immense geopolitical
significance to Russia. Further, Africa has also become an integral part of Russian attempts
to create a coalition of rising non-Western states.*® Save for serving Russian interests, many
scholars argue that Russia becomes involved in these states because they serve as sites
where Russia can reaffirm its status as global superpower, expand into previously Western-
dominated territory, and directly oppose the West.* Consequently, these states tend to
become sites of power-brokering, where Russia and the U.S. try to gain influence in order to
showcase their global reach.*

This competition has truly international implications. Russia and the West’s rivalry in
Africa does not occur in a vacuum, and frequently spills over onto international platforms,
such as the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). Indeed, Council votes on Middle East
and North Africa (MENA) issues most often reflect strained Council dynamics,* leading to
tit-for-tat vetoing between Russia and the West and eventually a paralysis of the Council that
has led to multiple calls for reforming the Security Council. Further, Duursma and Masuhr
note that Russia’s return to Africa must be understood not in the African, local context, but
in a global context where Russia’s actions echo characteristics of its engagement in non-
African contexts® which have also had serious international repercussions, such as the
situations in Syria and Libya.

A prominent IR theory called into question, a great power’s foreign policy accounted for
by opposing explanations, and a new site where global powers interact competitively... In
the context explored above, Africa is no longer a merely peripheral site but becomes an
arena where theoretical assumptions are truly challenged. Understanding whether realism
remains a viable framework — or whether constructivist insights offer a more accurate

account — is not only a matter of academic interest, but also central to grasping how Russia

» Daniel and Nagar, “Africa’s Key Traditional Bilateral Relations.”

* Sidiropoulos and Alden, “Inside the Russia—Africa Matryoshka,” 35.
#7 Sidiropoulos and Alden, “Inside the Russia-Africa Matryoshka,” 22.
* Arnold, “Exploiting Chaos.”

¥ Singh and de Carvalho, Walking with the Bear?, 2.

0 Duursma and Masuhr, “Russia’s Return to Africa,” 418.
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seeks to influence, reposition, and reassert itself in an ever-changing global order. The rest

of this literature review investigates each element in turn.

Realism

The Fundamentals of Realism
Taught in every introductory International Relations class around the world, the key points

underpinning realism can be narrowed down to anarchy plus three S’s — statism, self-help,
and survival. Let us investigate the fundamentals of realism, and its various branches, so that
the realists may truly be taken at their word. A simple list illustrates the first point:

A — Anarchy: The international system is anarchic,’' there is no international government
or higher authority that can impose order or hierarchy, meaning that “the law of the jungle...

72 and states are treated as formally equal actors.

prevails

S — Statism: The state is the main unit of analysis, meaning that state are the most
important actors in the international system™ and that their centrality reigns.>

S — Survival: The most basic and essential motive driving states is survival.® States will
seek survival either through maximising security or power,’® and any measure required for
the preservation of the state is justified.”’

S — Self-Help: States pursue their own national interests above all and consider
themselves to be “ultimate ends.”®

Other essential realist notions include an emphasis on power as well as the assumption
that states are logical, rational actors who make decisions based on rational calculations.
Realism stresses the primacy of power and security and views power as the most
fundamental feature of international relations.”The privileged position of defence and
matters of national security above other economic and social matters of the state is captured
in the distinction between high and low politics,® with the realist traditional focusing purely
on matters of high politics. This pursuit for national security — guaranteed through power —

is what drives states. In pursuit of this security and power, however, states pursue rational

policies, and the rationality assumption® posits that state interactions can be analysed as if

! Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, 9-10.
52 Schuman, International Politics, 9.

>3 Keohane and Nye, Transnational Relations, 164—65.

> Frankel, “Restating the Realist Case,” 14.

> Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, 10.
% Frankel, “Restating the Realist Case,” 15.

7 Schwarzenberger, Power Politics, 13.

38 Ibid.

% Schweller, “New Realist Research,” 927.

8 Ripsman, False Dichotomies, 2.

¢! Keohane and Nye, Transnational Relations, 172.
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states were unitary and rational actors, seeking to (in economic terms) maximise expected
utility. Additionally, many realists operate from the assumption of an “ineradicable tendency
to evil,”® or at the very least, a human nature that is fundamentally egoistic at the core.
Many will likely agree with the inalienable egoism and inability to eradicate such egoism in
international politics, which in turn gives rise to inevitable conflict.

However, the agreement just about ends there. Branching off from realism as a whole,
one finds classical realists, neoclassical realists, as well as the structural realists, who are
further divided by an offensive and defensive distinction. These groups all have diverging
ideas about what causes conflict and competition in the international system, about the
nature of human nature, and about the “stringency of their commitment to... exclusively
realist analysis.”® This creates significant difficulties with ‘taking the realists at their word,’
because the question remains — which group of realists?

While biological realists focus on our inherently selfish and competitive human nature,
structural or neorealists subscribe to a branch of realism which emphasises the role of the
anarchic structure of the international system. As such, order in the system emerges from the
interaction between states — not from an imposed hierarchy by a higher authority.® It is this
second strand of realism that is most often cited in reference to Russian foreign policy.

This paper focuses specifically on structural realism, as it is ultimately this group of
realists who need to be taken at their word. Although neorealism further branches off into
offensive and defensive neorealism, there are fundamental dictates shared by both, on top of
the fundamental assumptions underpinning realism as a broad theory. Firstly, neorealism
sees international politics as a zero-sum game, meaning that one state’s gains are necessarily
another’s losses. Therefore, the focus is on relative as opposed to absolute power. It is not
simply about gaining something, it is about gaining something at the expense of an
adversary. Secondly, neorealism borrows from economic rational choice analysis, and views
states as unitary actors who calculate their actions rationally, with the intention of improving
material welfare. In doing so, non-material factors such as ideologies, identities, and
discourses are omitted from analysis. Third, there is a stress on the balance of power — the
distribution of power that results from the anarchical structure of the international system.®

Though offensive and defensive neorealists have different ideas about which balance of
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power is the most stable, both groups acknowledge the importance of some kind of
balancing.

Neorealism was first championed by Kenneth Waltz in his Theory of International
Relations, where the core dictates of structural realism were set out. Following John
Mearsheimer’s Tragedy of Great Power Politics, in which he coined offensive neorealism, it
became widely accepted that Waltz’ theory was one of defensive neorealism. The key
difference lies in the answer to question — how much power (or security) is enough?® For
Waltz and the defensive neorealists, sufficient security can ensure survival. States will seek
to preserve power instead of increasing it, seeking merely enough power to maintain their
position in the international system.®” Waltz’ argument is that, at a point well hegemony, the
cost of incremental increases in power will outweigh the benefits, causing the additional
power to amount to nothing.® Defensive neorealism posits that states are defensively
orientated, and that they are nearly always ‘status quo powers’ as opposed to Mearsheimer’s
revisionist powers.”

On the other hand, Mearsheimer and the offensive neorealists would argue that the
ultimate goal of states is to maximise power as opposed to merely maintaining it. The ideal
situation for a state is to become the hegemon in the system, meaning that states will stop
pursuing power only once they have achieved hegemony.” Mearsheimer argues that because
states operate in an uncertain system, mandating suspicion, and because the anarchical
system necessitates a self-help system, the best way to ensure survival is to be the most
powerful in the system.”" States will always attempt to increase their power at the expense of

rivals, and “states are almost always better off with more rather than less power.””?

Neorealism and Foreign Policy

How does the theory above translate into practical and applicable explanations of the
behaviour and foreign policy of states? Waltz and Mearsheimer have much to say about
modalities of power, anarchy, and how the international system should be balanced, but the
question at hand is whether neorealism is expedient when applied to empirical cases. What

does the above tell one about actual state behaviour and what one might expect from realist
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foreign policies? The short answer is that neorealism’s self-affirming logic is too broad and
general to provide a satisfactory answer.

The first problem neorealism encounters when applied to foreign policy is that it is often
too general to provide much useful information about specific foreign policies. Wivel,” for
example, notes that neorealism allows one to make useful assumptions about state behaviour
and the outcomes of international relations, but that “structural realism tells us little about
specific foreign policies.”” Similarly, Wohlforth”’remarks that realism is the school of
thought that is the most dedicated to creating highly general theories while simultaneously
being the most firmly grounded in real foreign-policy practice. This leads to the question:
how are these two reconciled? Stated differently, realism is at times strained by its ambition
of creating general theories while at the same time trying to explain particular foreign
policies.” The neorealist assessment of any foreign policy would simply be that survival is
the most essential foreign policy goal’” and that all policies must be geared towards taking
advantage of international power opportunities.”

Even if one asks how this very simple foreign policy goal translates into foreign policy
behaviour, structural realism — due to the offensive and defensive divide — offers divergent
and often contrasting logics. Offensive neorealists would argue that due to the conflict-
generating anarchical structure of the international system, states will exclusively pursue an
expansionist foreign policy in order to increase their power while weakening others, thereby
ensuring their own long-term survival. Defensive neorealists, on the other hand, would argue
that states will pursue a foreign policy that secures only sufficient security, which implies
that states may resort to signalling peaceful intentions and that they will not necessarily seek
to weaken their adversary at any costs. As noted by Wohlforth, such conflicting analyses
have often pushed analysts to search elsewhere for domestic or ideational causes for
conflict.”

This lines up the third and final problem concerning realism and foreign policy, a point
made by Kenneth Waltz himself as well as by Wohlforth. Waltz famously posited in 1996
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that neorealist theories of international politics cannot “run the foreign policy course”® and
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indeed that “my old horse [structural realism] cannot run the course and will lose if it
tries.”" In short, realism as a theory of international relations seems to have evolved into an
entirely different field than foreign policy. Wohlforth echoes this, pointing out that realist
theories are often applied to settings where they should not be and that they do not guarantee
clear or accurate foreign policy analyses. His core argument is that realism can only
succeed in providing succinct foreign policy analyses if combined with in-depth and case-
specific knowledge. Take for example Melvyn Leffler’s work on U.S. foreign policy during
the Cold War®, which successfully demonstrated realism’s explanatory utility, but only
when combined with context-rich analysis informed by detailed archival research. Such
marriage between high level theory and case-specific studies is frequently absent when
neorealism is applied in a strict sense. This final problem corroborates another central
argument of this paper: neorealism’s largest limiting factor is its inability to pursue this

marriage of theory and context-specific elements, often leading to inaccurate analyses.

Realism and Russian Foreign Policy

The final point made above — that realism is often applied to cases where it should not be
applied to, or at least not without including case-specific details — hints at a common pitfall
in the neorealist tradition, which is that it is often applied dogmatically to cases where it is
“profoundly misleading.”®* An example can be found when examining claims made about
Russia’s foreign policy, which stands accused of wanting to revive Soviet Russia or even the
tsarist “glory days.”® Consider Putin’s 2005 state of the nation address, which claimed that
the collapse of the Soviet Union was one of the greatest “geopolitical catastrophes”*®of the
century, or his speech in Munich in 2007, where the Russian President criticised the West
for its creation of a unipolar world order and proclaimed, “I am convinced that we have
reached that decisive moment when we must seriously think about the architecture of global
security.”’ Such statements, along with Russia’s foreign policy focus on challenging a U.S.-
dominated world order and (re)affirming Russia’s great power capabilities have led many to
believe that Russia is pursuing a strictly expansionist and aggressive foreign policy.
Conversely, others claim that Russia, far from seeking to establish a novel Russian Empire,

is simply attempting to reclaim its position as great power in the international system, and
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that claims about Russia’s aggressive and expansionist foreign policy have limited truth at
best.* When interpreted through a neorealist framework, there are two possible explanations
— either Russia is a ‘status quo power,” who is content with sufficient security and only
enough power to ensure its own survival (the defensive lens), or Russia is an expansionist
state who will pursue as much power as possible. There is a problem with such explanations
however, given that Mearsheimer’s work on expansionist great powers explicitly posits that
states will only cease their pursuit of power once they achieve global hegemony. Indeed, the
theory states that the only ‘status quo power’ in the system will be the one that has achieved
global hegemony, and that at any point before that, states would be foolish to cease their
pursuit of power.

Given neorealism’s recurring problem of being applied dogmatically to cases without
much specific context, the restated argument would read that Russia is either a status quo
power or a great power in pursuit of global hegemony and no less. Although Russian foreign
policy reveals that Russia certainly seeks to revise the status quo in some sense, there are no
explicit aspirations of reviving the Soviet Union, bringing back Tsarist Russia, or becoming
a world-dominating power. Yes, Russian foreign policy is revisionist by virtue of its
opposition to the current rules-based world order and its attempts at consolidating more
power in its near abroad (notably, Ukraine), and yes, Russia is revisionist fo some extent.
However, in the strictest realist interpretations of the term, Russia is not a purely revisionist
power — it seeks only sufficient security in order to maintain its Great Power position,
maintain what it sees as rightful control over its spheres of influence, and be treated as a peer
in international relations. Based on this problematic, I suggest that neorealism be viewed not
as a dichotomy between offensive and defensive, but instead viewed on a spectrum, where
states pursue lesser and greater degrees of offensive and defensive neorealist policies. This
places offensive neorealism on one extreme end of the spectrum, and defensive neorealism
on the other end. Adopting such a view of neorealism unshackles the ensuing research from
having to choose between offensive and defensive neorealism, instead examining Russia’s
foreign policy behaviour as neorealist in a broader sense. It also tries to overcome previous
problems with neorealism where one or the other branch was applied too dogmatically,
generating vastly different conclusions depending on which strand of neorealism was
selected.

Realism and Russian foreign policy face yet another problem, which is that credible

alternative explanations for Russian foreign policy, as well as alternative approaches for
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such an analysis, exist. The constructivist school of thought poses the most significant
challenge to the realist claims about Russian foreign policy — Ziegler claims that
“constructivism adds more value to the discussion [of Russian foreign policy] than does

realism,”™

while Shahir and Boghairy conclude that President Putin’s foreign policy can
only be understood in constructivist terms, arguing that constructivism accounts for multiple
Russian foreign policy decisions that cannot be understood through traditional theories.”
Ziegler’s point is that concepts such as sovereignty or democracy, which are traditionally
read in the West as realist terms, are socially and culturally determined in Russia, leading to
perpetual misunderstandings. Similarly, Shahir and Boghairy assert that it is “a set of

”1 such as Putin’s beliefs and a focus on Eurasianism

identity and perception components
that informs Russian foreign policy, thereby necessitating a combination of constructivist
and neorealist theories to truly understand the issue. Such a suggestion echoes my earlier
advocacy for understanding neorealism on a spectrum as opposed to applying it
dogmatically. Others also support a more fluid approach to realism, with neoclassical
realism becoming “the... dominant realist subschool”®* given that for this set of realists,
“offensive and defensive realism are not always and everywhere true or false,”” thereby

allowing a balancing of theory and case.

Foreign Policy

In addition to realism’s multitude of problems when applied to foreign policy, the latter

concept presents its own set of problems. Foreign policy is a “notoriously elusive concept”®

given that “there is no consensual definition of what a foreign policy actually is.”®® Foreign

policy is loosely defined as the “patterns or recurring decisions and actions by
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governments,”* including ad hoc or once-off decisions, or indeed the lack of any actions.”’

Morin and Paquin® define foreign policy as “a set of actions or rules governing the actions

% noting

of an independent political authority deployed in the international environment,
particularly that foreign policy becomes ‘foreign’ when it is deployed in the international

environment. Indeed, “regardless of whether it is the... ministry of foreign affairs or any
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other public authority,”'”

any state decisions can be considered foreign policy if they take
place in a context beyond state borders — in other words, as long as it is deployed in the
international environment.

Apart from definitional problems, foreign policy is extremely difficult to measure due to
a lack of data, a problem which emerges from the difficulty in distinguishing between stated
and actual foreign policy. Weed notes that there exists “a scarcity of good public data on
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foreign policy,”” while Terren, Van Aelst, and Van Damme affirms the “lack of systemic,

comparable data on Russia’s engagement”'*®

in Africa specifically. Other authors also note
that the limited availability of foreign policy data has been a “major hindrance” in empirical
efforts at studying the outcomes of the foreign policy process itself, rather than the stated
strategies.'”

The literature on Russian foreign policy, especially in Africa, demonstrates the problem.
On the one hand, literature focuses solely on Russia’s stated foreign policy. Gorenburg, for
example, analyses Russian foreign policy speeches, documents, and statements, in order to
identify ten overarching narratives such as a focus on Russia as proponent of multipolarity,
or promoting international structures within which Russia plays a leading role.'™ Similarly,
McFaul highlights certain foreign policy objectives recognized by all major political players
in Russia, such as the priority of reversing Russian internal decline, reviving the economy,
and the maintenance of Russia’s nuclear superpower status.'” However, such research
makes very little connection with ‘real-life’ events that represent how Russia’s stated foreign
policy plays out in reality. On the other hand, literature tends to focus on Russia’s foreign
policy without any consideration for its stated policy, making claims based purely on events
that transpired in reality. Ferragamo, for example, posits that Russia is “undermining
Africa’s democratic aspirations” ' through the use of private military companies (PMCs)
and that Russia’s overarching policy in Africa is to lobby African states for favourable UN
votes on matters important to Russia, such as the conflict in Ukraine. Ferragamo argues that
Russia’s strategy includes working with PMCs, local elites, and tapping into anti-colonial
sentiment, without making any reference to what Russia’s stated strategy is. The Africa

Center for Strategic Studies makes similar claims, arguing that Russia’s involvement is
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purely to undercut democracy in Africa through democratic interference, disinformation
campaigns, and the validation of coup d’états.'” Kemal Mohamedou overcomes this
problem by investigating both Russia’s stated foreign policy along with how it plays out in
reality, using the Wagner PMC in Mali and the Central African Republic as case studies.
Such an approach makes strides in reconciling stated with actual foreign policy, though the
scope remains too narrow.'® This makes it exceptionally difficult to investigate Russian
foreign policy in Africa, given the discrepancies between stated and actual foreign policy, as
well as the difficulty in actually measuring foreign policy.

This problem raises significant questions about the utility of stated foreign policy. If
assumptions about the policy of states are based exclusively on their actions in reality, are
the speeches, documents, and statements worth anything in the first place? As Hess asked in
1976 — Does Foreign Policy Really Matter?'® Stated foreign policy does, in fact, serve a
purpose, as nearly all aspects of foreign policy are related to signalling. Signalling in foreign
policy has generated a whole field of literature, but the crux of the point is that states need to
represent their vital interests and preferences. It is true that different foreign policy issues
necessitate different means of signalling and communication, but the common denominator
amongst all such methods is the fact that foreign policy can serve as a strategic act of
revealing information between actors, where intent, resolve, and capabilities (amongst
others) are communicated.'"” The opposite also holds, as states can utilise stated foreign
policy to obscure their true intentions. For example, a state may proclaim in policy
documents to prioritise peace and development, while actively pursuing destabilising proxy

engagements in reality.

Africa as Arena of Great Power Competition

The literature on realism, foreign policy, and Russian strategic behaviour reveals persistent
conceptual tensions and blind spots, especially when applied to emerging theatres of great
power competition. Africa, long treated as merely peripheral in International Relations, has
become a novel arena in which theoretical assumptions can be tested against changing
geopolitical realities. While this literature review has explored realism’s limitations — notably
its inability to consider context-specific elements and its broad framing — as well as the

conceptual ambiguity surrounding foreign policy, it is yet to be explored how these debates
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manifest empirically when applied to Russian’s engagement in Africa. As previously
emphasised, the intention of this paper is not to validate realism uncritically, but rather to
assess its relevance when confronted with the complex and often contradictory dynamics of
Russian foreign policy in Africa. The following chapter outlines the research design and

methodology that guided this research.

Chapter I1I: Research Design & Methodology

The literature review above revealed extensive problems with employing neorealism in any
foreign policy analysis, with some arguing that the two should be treated as entirely separate
endeavours while others argue for a whole different sub-school of realism where foreign
policy analysis is concerned. It is tempting to heed their advice. Nevertheless, as also
revealed in the literature review, the realists’ claim is that Russian foreign policy is
decisively neorealist, and that neorealism remains the most expedient framework for
investigating such policy. Because these are the specific claims being placed under pressure
in this dissertation and the specific sub-school of realism being ‘taken at its word,” the
research will persist in utilising neorealism as methodological framework. Given the
limitations imposed by the theory, the methodology set out below is a sincere attempt at, at
the very least, providing more explicit and precise answers than would otherwise be given.
This study is limited in timeline, and focuses on the period between January 1%, 2016, and
May 1%, 2025. This timeline captures the intensification of Russia’s ‘return to Africa’
following the new phase in Russian foreign policy first introduced in 2012. Despite this year
marking a turn in Russian foreign policy, characterised by increased assertiveness and anti-
Western sentiment, it is from 2016 onwards that Russia’s renewed focus on Africa became
operationally and institutionally visible. Firstly, 2016 saw a new Foreign Policy Concept of
the Russian Federation, which explicitly prioritised the expansion of interaction and
promotion of stronger ties with African states.'"" Other inflection points were marked
following 2016. Following a visit from Central African Republic President Touadéra to
Russia in 2017, during which he reportedly offered access to gold and diamonds in exchange
for Russian military assistance,''> Wagner was deployed to the CAR in 2018, and the first
Russia-Africa Summit — a turning point in formalising Russia-African relations — took pace
in October 2019. Mali became a key player in Russia’s Africa strategy shortly after,
following the 2020 coup d’état, Wagner’s deployment to Mali in 2021, and the consequent
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expulsion of French counterterrorism troops in 2022. The 2016 to 2025 window thus
captures the core period during which Russia’s Africa policy evolved from mere positioning
to concrete geopolitical engagement and enables robust testing of realist theory across stated

and actual policy behaviour.

Foreign Policy and System-Level Analyses

Although foreign policy can be defined as a means to pursue and protect national interests'"

and express views on certain matters, including domestic priorities,'"*the focus of this
dissertation is on the element of foreign policy through which states shape the behaviour of
other actors.'"”> Additionally, as has been extensively discussed in the literature review, the
realists’ claim is that Russian foreign policy is decisively realist. Given that this is the claim
being placed under pressure in this dissertation, as well as the fact that the work is grounded
in International Relations as opposed to pure foreign policy analysis, a system-level analysis
is warranted. In such an analysis, the research is structure-orientated, where interstate,
transnational phenomena are investigated. Given that neorealism also emphasises a system-
level approach, and that such approaches focus on the “outcome of international interactions
and not the specific actions of particular actors,”''® the focus of this paper will be on
outcomes and not processes. Considering that “the distribution of power in the international
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system, or the impact... on other states’ actions”' '’ are key considerations in such analyses

drives the point home, further justifying the focus on outcomes over processes.

Stated Policy

The source of truth for Russia’s stated foreign policy is found on the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs’ online webpage. The webpage provides, first and foremost, what is considered
‘Fundamental Documents,’ including the most recent Foreign Policy Concept as well as the
State Policy on International Development Assistance. Additionally, the website has a
dedicated ‘Russia-Africa’ section, which includes press releases, Joint Statements on the
Russia-Africa Partnership Forum, statements on bilateral relations with African states,
statements related to regional alliances such as the Confederate of Sahel States (CSS), and a
‘Main Foreign Policy Results’ publication. The website also has a dedicated BRICS (Brazil,

Russia, India, China, and South Africa) section, as well as three other pages titled ‘Russia’s
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stance on strengthening the legal foundations of the world order,” ‘International Security,’
and ‘Economic Diplomacy.’

Data from these multitude of sources was selected based on two criteria. Firstly, given the
justified system-level analysis employed in this paper, statements, speeches, and press
releases were only considered in the analysis if they had system-level implications and
indeed were employed in the foreign sphere. Any stated policy documents which pertained
to Russia’s domestic situation without any relevance to the greater international system were
therefore excluded. Secondly, with the exception of fundamental documents such as the
Russian Constitution, or the State Policy on International Development Assistance, only
policy documents from 2016 to May 1%, 2025 were considered, as set out above in the time

delineation.

Talk is Cheap: On Policy Outcomes and Methodological Constraints

“The foreign policy arena really does present some legitimate challenges to traditional

scientific methods.” ''®

Determining which policies are pursued in reality, and what the system-level implications of
these policies are, is an infinitely complex task. Firstly, Morin and Paquin note that “there is
no consensual definition of what a foreign policy actually is.”'" Even if one establishes a
definition, concrete data is often lacking. Consider the following documents that should, for
all intents and purposes, reveal Russia’s stated foreign policy:

Russia’s Main Foreign Policy Results in 2024'°, published by the Russian Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, states that Russia “put forth new initiatives... against neocolonialism,” that
Russian interaction with African states “became more substantive,” and that “detailed plans
for the implementation of agreements” were revealed at the 2023 Russia-Africa Summit in
St. Petersburg. Discussions on forums organised by the United Russia political party are
accompanied by equally vague statements, such as that “participants supported the idea
of'?! certain suggestions, or that a “serious impetus for development” was received by
states. Even the BRICS summit hosted in Kazan in late 2024 is characterised by “joint steps
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[being] agreed upon,” “creating mechanisms,” and “dialogue[s] launched,” without any hint

as to what these steps, mechanisms, or dialogues are. These ambiguities and vague
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statements affirm the first problem with stated foreign policy, which is that concrete data is
often lacking, making it difficult to establish a clear stated policy.

The second problem is that foreign policy is at times “close to impossible”'* to measure.
Not only is foreign policy often “conducted behind closed doors or through classified
cables”'® but a great deal of it also tends to be “essentially a matter of words,”'** (as
evidenced in many of the examples above). Distinguishing between stated policy and actual
policy, or the implementation of policy, is thus extremely difficult, not only because of its
‘fuzzy’ nature, but also because there is “a scarcity of good public data on foreign policy.”'*
Further, there is much reason to question discrepancies between stated and actual policy —a
single foreign policy often has multiple objectives, making causal assumptions difficult, and
multi-causality and counter-factuality are often hurdles. Morin and Paquin, for example,
note that power is one of the most essential ideas in foreign policy, yet it remains one of the
most difficult measurements to define and implement.'*® Further complicating matters is the
distinction between output and outcome. Foreign policy outcomes often depend on the
decisions of other states, despite the output of the state in question.'’ Therefore, even if the
Russian Federation organises summits, forums, agreements, and the likes (output), the
system-level outcome may depend on a host of other elements. J. David Singer captured this
myriad of problems in 1961 when he made the following claims about system-level foreign

policy analysis:

Although [system-level conclusions] may be an inadequate foundation upon which to
base causal statements, it offers a reasonably adequate basis for correlative
Statements. But one must stress the limitations... what is thought to be the
consequence of a given stimulus may only be a coincidence or artifact, and until one
investigates the major elements in the causal link — no matter how persuasive the

deductive logic — one may speak only of correlation, not of consequence.”'”

How, then, does one measure the outcomes of Russian foreign policy? Scherer suggests that

foreign policy be measured using the 3P method — Product, Process, and Politics,'” while
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another suggestion is to focus on the instruments of foreign policy, namely Socialisation,
Coercion, and Intervention (though it should be noted that instruments such as
‘socialisation’ provides a whole new set of methodological constraints and is “particularly
difficult to research”). Weed suggests that “measurement [of ambiguous concepts like
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foreign policy] is best accompanied by a clear explanation of its intended purpose”’” and

that “the first step to measuring something... is to identify which decision the measurement

is intended to support.”'*

Foreign Policy Indicators

In line with Weed’s suggestion that one start with the ‘decision,’ a set of goals are identified

here that allows one to ask what Russia’s decision or “dilemma”'*

is. In this instance, it is
Russia’s stated foreign policy goals, which from its stated foreign policy discussed below
are: 1) Safeguard Russian sovereignty and independence (i.e. vital national interests) 2)
Maintain Russia’s position as modern great power in the international system, 3) Challenge
a Western-led, unipolar world order, and 4) Further socio-economic development in Africa.
In order to measure any sort of outcome, one needs to ask which actions or tools support
these goals.

However, asking which actions support ‘Russia’s challenging of a unipolar world order,’
allows for the inclusion of virtually anything. Therefore, each foreign policy goal above is
awarded a set of foreign policy indicators. These indicators serve to operationalise each
goal, and meet Singer’s demands that good analytical models offer “highly accurate

description of the phenomena under consideration,”'**

a capacity to explain the relationships
between these phenomena and specifically, to provide valid explanations. Indicators are
most simply defined as instruments which allow for the measurement of inputs, processes,
products, and outcomes,'*’and which are in turn essential for bridging the gap between
theory and empirical research.”® Despite difficulties that arise from measuring the outcome
or impact of broad processes such as foreign policy (including multi-causality and changes
that are difficult to detect), indicators can — and should — nonetheless be selected to make

more accurate statements about notions such as policy outcomes. The indicators selected to

operationalise each foreign policy objective have been selected based on the following:
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(a) Does the indicator apply and reflect fundamental theoretical concepts?'*’
(b) Is the indicator appropriate, in other words suitable for the given data?'*®
(c) Is the indicator easy to access, communicate, and interpret?'*’

(d) Is the indicator based on sound existing methodologies (including internationally
agreed upon terms, definitions, and methods) and measured regularly and effectively
by a country/countries?'*’

The indicators set out in Table I below are consistent with the realist assumptions
established throughout this paper and exclude ideational factors such as narratives or
discourses that are not aligned with realism’s materialistic epistemology. For example, the
focus on military basing rights and active military deployments aligns with the realist focus
on hard power and power maximisation, while the support for Russian diplomatic positions
indicator reflects the realist focus on strategic coalition-building to balance against
unipolarity. The arms export indicator again reflects the realist emphasis on power
maximization to offset competitors, as well as the notion that economic prosperity translates
into power. Each indicator reflects the idea that realist operationalisation will prioritise
material power, relative gains, and survival within the anarchic international system.
Additionally, the indicators selected are, as Volgy and Kenski stated, by no means “unique
to the study of international politics or foreign policy.”'*' These are grounded in an extensive
literature review, drawing on indicators suggested by Morin and Paquin; Scherer; and Volgy
and Kenski. The indicators are also based on long-standing existing methodologies. This is
not to say that what has been around for a long time is necessarily sound — but given the
wide availability and use of the indicators, they provide a good starting point.

Stated differently, the indicators are intended to bridge the gap between policy outcomes,

such as Great Power capability and safeguarding sovereignty, and policy outputs, such as

signing military basing agreements, exporting arms, and establishing trade agreements.

A Note on Wagner

Until 2024, the Wagner Group — operating legally separate from the Russian government —
were actively deployed as a PMC in both Mali and the Central African Republic. Although

Wagner, like all PMCs, is outlawed in Russia, it plays an essential part in Russian foreign

7 Lee, "Concept and Measurement," 26.

18 I ee, "Concept and Measurement," 26.

139 UN, “Expert Group on the Sustainable Development Goal Indicators.”
140 Ibid.

! Volgy and Kenski, “Systems Theory and Foreign Policy,” 449.
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policy, lending Russia a layer of (im)plausible deniability *“and allowing it to provide boots
on the ground, military training, and sponsoring external support'* without direct ties to the
government. Although Wagner is by far the most well-known PMC, it is not the only one.
Other Russian PMCs include Convoy, Slavonic Corps, and Patriot, though much less
information is available, and some doubt their very existence. Many of these PMCs are no
more than “ragtag groups lacking both business plans and the capability to provide military

services,”'*

with Wagner often cited as the only exception. After the death of Wagner leader
Yevgeni Prigozhin in 2023, Wagner was rebranded to Africa Corps and now officially
operates under the Russian Ministry of Defence, thereby severing Wagner’s legal distinction
from the Russian government. Despite the fact that Wagner now has official ties to the
Kremlin, it has previously spearheaded nearly all of Russia’s activity in Africa — both covert
and overt. Given its extensive presence in the two case study countries, including involvement
in nearly all mining activities and many military operations, Wagner must be considered a
part of Russia’s foreign policy. Indeed, CAR Presidential Advisor noted in a statement shortly
after Prigozhin’s death that the CAR will continue military cooperation with Russia, stating
that “for us, in terms of cooperation with Russia, [his death] changes absolutely
nothing.”'*This demonstrates the continuity of Wagner’s operations in Africa, despite the
change of leadership and affiliation. Despite the legally grey area that Wagner previously
operated in, it has undoubtedly had a tangible impact on the execution of Russia’s foreign
policy in Africa.

In June of 2025, Wagner announced that it will be withdrawing its troops from Mali
following “the completion of its main mission.”'* However, as Bauer aptly noted, it is not
clear that any mercenaries will actually depart from Mali, given that Wagner has been
rebranded to Afiica Corps and that the latter group is definitively remaining in Mali.'"’
Indeed, it is likely that the Wagner members will simply “sign new contracts with the Africa
Corps instead.”'*® This affirms the importance of nevertheless considering Wagner’s actions,

whether executed under the banner of Wagner or Africa Corps, despite the reported

withdrawal.

42 Snyman, “Russia in Africa,” 3.
' Foley and Kaunert, “Russian PMC and Ukraine,” 7.
% Dahlqvist, “Russia’s (not so) Private Military Companies.”
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Table 1: List of Foreign Policy Indicators Used to Operationalise a Discussion of Russian

Foreign Policy Goals and Outcomes

Foreign  Policy | Intermediate Goal Indicator(s) / Foreign Policy

Outcome / Goal Output

Safeguard Russian | Material autonomy and | Instances of support for Russian

sovereignty and | diplomatic insulation diplomatic positions in multilateral

) forums
independence

Strategic resource control & | Number of signed energy related
agreements, including access to
mines, resource extraction, and
infrastructure projects

energy and resource

diversification

Bolster Russia’s | Military deployments and | Number of active  military
deployments (PMCs and official

Great Power | basing rights
. deployments), Russian military

capabilities bases, military facilities, and

military support
Arms exports Volume, type of Russian weapons

exports

Challenge a | Institutional balancing Participation in Russia-led initiatives

Western-led, and forums (BRICS, Russia-Africa

) Summit, etc.)
unipolar world

order Displace Western influence | Western troop and security force
withdrawals coinciding with Russian
presence or partnerships

through strategic substitution

Sanctions resistance and | 1. Number of financial institutions
processing  Russian  transactions
barred by SWIFT to undermine
Western economic coercion

2. Volume of trade and financial
agreements aimed at circumventing
Western sanctions (e.g. diesel

alternative economic blocs

exports which bypass Western
trade restrictions)

Evidenced in consequent chapters, Russia’s actual foreign policy lends itself well to
operationalisation using the foreign policy indicators above, given that both the stated policy
and the policy indicators were set out in realist terms. However, Russia’s foreign policy

regarding Africa specifically diverges from its policy towards the West and the international
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system. The stated foreign policy on the West, the United States, and the world order are all
stated in realist terms, with realist goals, rendering realist indicators consistent with the
actual goals. One can therefore compare Russia’s stated foreign policy and its actual foreign
policy in a straightforward manner, asking firstly if there is any correspondence, and
secondly whether realism accounts for and can explain such a correspondence. However,
Russia’s stated policy on Africa is decisively non-realist. Terms such as standing in
solidarity, supporting the fight against neo-colonialism, and mutual benefit are narrative and
ideational factors, presenting significant difficulties in identifying corresponding foreign
policy indicators for each policy outcome/goal. Consider the policy statement that Russia
stands in solidarity with the African states, and that it supports African independence and the
African fight against neo-colonialism. Such wording is decisively non-realist (though realists
would claim that these statements are merely pretext for Russia to pursue its self-interested
goals). This generates a set of indicators that does not entirely correspond with the foreign
policy goal, which is more narrative based in nature. Outlined in Table 2 below, the
corresponding indicator for the intermediate goal of promoting African independence,
sovereignty, and mutual benefit from agreements would, in realist terms be something like
the number of bilateral agreements which grant Russia preferential access to African markets
and resources — thereby promoting Russian self-interest — while in constructivist terms
would include considerations like debt concessions or preferential access to Russian markets
and strategic sectors — actions that benefit Africa.

This challenge yet again affirms the arguments set out in this paper, which is that
neorealism can (quite literally) not deal with context-specific, often ideational factors, such
as the solidarity claims. Relatedly, neorealism also cannot grapple with the actor problem,
which is that we have no access to the infention of the actors when the policy was written.
Although this problem spans across theories and case studies, neorealism is poorly equipped
to mitigate it. When policies aren't explicitly framed in realist terms, neorealism often fails to
provide adequate explanations, highlighting its limitations in addressing context-specific and
ideational factors.

To overcome such limitations, Russian foreign policy with specific regards to the Africa
question is operationalised using two sets of indicators — one grounded in neorealist logic,
where foreign policy measures influence, access, and insulation, and a second set of
juxtaposed indicators which operationalises Russian foreign policy as truly intended to

benefit the African states in question. Table 2 contains the reworked set of indicators.
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Table 2: Reworked Set of Foreign Policy Indicators Capturing Neorealist and Non-Realist

Interpretations

Foreign Policy Outcome / Goal: “Stand in solidarity with”'* African states

Intermediate

Goal

Realist Indicator

(operationalising  Russian

strategic interests)

Non-realist indicator
(operationalising actual African
benefit)

Promote African
independence,

sovereignty, and
mutual  benefit

from agreements

Agreements limiting African
ties with Western institutions
and/or deepening dependency
on Russian

diplomatic/military backing

skills
transfer, technical training; revenue
from Russian-linked operations
reinvested into African states; debt
concessions or restructuring
agreements offered to African states

Agreements providing for

Foster economic | Russian-controlled resource | Levels of Russian FDI into African
development, extraction projects, | states; Russian-supported initiatives
socio-economic infrastructure projects and |and  humanitarian in  sectors
growth in | loans, and other agreements | including education, health, energy,
African states tied to political concessions | food and water security, and
for Russia or economic benefit | infrastructure
Provide defence, Deployment of Russian | Reduction in armed conflict;
security, and | troops, mercenaries, or | improved civilian security
comprehensive military advisors to regimes | outcomes; security ~ assistance
infrastructure seeking regime survival (often | provided to the Armed Forces of
support without parliamentary | states in question
oversight) that  benefits
Russian national interests
Case Study Selection

Africa is no longer merely peripheral, but instead a new arena for great power competition.

The literature review also revealed that the majority of the claims made about Russian

foreign policy based purely on its actions without consideration for its stated foreign policy

pertains to Africa. As such, this paper adopts a most-similar systems design to examine the

explanatory power of realism in empirical manifestations of Russian foreign policy. A most-

similar systems design isolates and assesses the theoretical utility of realism in explaining

14 “Foreign Policy Concept 2023.”

33




Russian foreign policy behaviour. Mali and the Central African Republic will inform this
study, as they share a core set of background variables: both are low-income, post-colonial,
Francophone African states; both have undergone democratic backsliding, security crises,
and the retreat of traditional Western partners; and both have become key sites of Russian
foreign policy through a combination of security assistance and resource access. Such
similarities allow for a controlled design where variation in Russian engagement can be
analysed. Additionally, this enables a much more precise enquiry — can realism explain
Russian policy consistently across two similar states, or are there hyperlocal, micro-level
divergences that realism cannot account for?

These cases were not selected because they represent generalisable trends in African

geopolitics, but because they exhibit structural similarities across multiple dimensions
including persistent conflict and regimes with limited institutional capacity. Both states have
also seen ‘security vacuums’ open following military disengagement from the West, notably
France. In both cases, Russia has stepped in to fill the security vacuum through economic
involvement, security and military agreements, and by capitalising on the existence of
patronage-politics.
Despite these similarities, however, the realpolitik outcomes of Russia’s engagement vary
markedly. As I argue elsewhere," the returns on Russia’s actions in the CAR are much less
impressive in reality when compared to the images of support and loyalty towards Russia
that are being projected. Russia’s involvement in Mali, on the other hand, has created
tangible realpolitik implications for Mali as well as the great powers competing in it. Both
Mali and the CAR can be seen as high-reward theatres for realist analysis, but not equally
so. Such a variation further allows this paper to investigate whether realism can account not
only for Russia’s presence across these similar states, but also the slightly diverging
outcomes of such a policy.

Furthermore, Mali and the CAR, considered together, expose the problems associated
with the Russia in Africa notion and approach to analysis — the very phrase implies a
continent-wide, homogenous strategy, when in fact Russia adjusts its strategy to local
contexts and hones vastly divergent tools based on the situation ‘on the ground.” By
considering these cases side by side, this analysis seeks to challenge the ‘Africa is a country’
fallacy, where researchers often take findings from one African state and proceed to make
generalisations about the whole of Africa on the assumption that all African states are

homogenous.

1% Snyman, “Russia in Africa.”
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In All Methodological Honesty...

Methodologically, this is somewhat of a slippery slope. As acknowledged earlier, unless
causal links are statistically established, one can claim correlation at best. One might
reasonably assume that there is a link between military deployments and basing rights and
Great Power capabilities, but there will never be concrete confirmation that this is the case.
At best, departing from realist assumptions, one can state that it makes sense to pursue
influence in security sectors, as this behaviour can plausibly lead to the goal of solidifying
great power capabilities, and such reasoning can be applied to all of the indicators above.
Nevertheless, one will never have the certainty of the constructivists who, for example, can
find evidence of constructed identities and identify when certain behaviour fits a pattern of
said identity.

Furthermore, two of the arguments put forth throughout this paper are also two of the
greatest methodological challenges — which is that neorealism struggles to work through
context-specific case study elements that are not explicitly stated in realist terms, such as
claims about solidarity or mutual benefit. Second, neorealism is not ‘set-up’ to test specific
empirical cases, making it easy for analyses to become self-validating or circular — this is
already evidenced by the need for two different sets of indicators when policy statements
which are not stated in realist terms, possibly resulting in two sets of opposing outcomes.

Borrowing from Weed who speaks on mathematics, the presumption is not “perfect
objectivity or godlike omniscience.”"”' Precise answers to the questions above will not be

99152

possible, but they are intended as “reasonable estimates” ™ with the intention of reducing

uncertainty.

Chapter I'V: Stating the Case — Russia’s Foreign Policy

Stated Foreign Policy

Russian foreign policy, both in general and in particular relation to Africa, the CAR, and

Mali, can be organised into four broad categories.

1. Prioritisation of Russian Interests Above All Else

The Foreign Policy Concept of 2023 commences with the statement that Russian foreign

29153

policy is “driven by its national interests,” > and frames all Russian foreign policy goals and

! Weed, "To Quantify Or Not to Quantify?"
132 Ibid.
13 “Foreign Policy Concept 2023.”
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key tasks in light of Russian national interest. For example, Russia’s primary foreign policy
goal is guaranteeing the “security of the Russian Federation [and] its sovereignty in all

99154

domains, and territorial integrity, while the second goal focuses on Russian national

interest by creating a “favourable external environment for... development of Russia.”'*
The Russian State Policy on the Area of International Development Assistance also
explicitly states that, though pursuing international development assistance, the policy seeks
to “promote Russia’s national interests... by maximising on the return on aid provided.” " It
also stipulates that any cooperation with developing states should serve the national interests
of the Russian Federation first. The State Concept on Development Assistance also
emphasises that relations with developing states will only be established either with states
who have long-standing friendly relations with Russia or developing states, cooperation
“with which serves the national interests of the Russian Federation”"’ (such as Mali and the
CAR).

2. Advocating for a Multipolar World & The Abolition of Hegemony

This is often discussed in direct relation to the United States’ western hegemony and is
accompanied by explicit anti-Western statements. The 2023 Foreign Policy concept rejects
hegemony in international affairs and explicitly opposes domination by the United States
and its neo-colonial and hegemonic ambitions. The document also describes Russia as a
direct threat to Western hegemony, and notes that the latter’s hegemonic ambition “lack
prospects.”'**Similar wording refers to a multipolar world order, as the Foreign Policy
Concept acknowledges Russia’s historical mission of building a multipolar world order
while simultaneously noting that Western states refuse to recognize the realities of such an

order. The document emphasises the “realities”'”

of the multipolar world order multiple
times throughout and also states in no uncertain terms that “the system of international
relations should be multipolar.”'® Other documents demonstrate similar trends. For example,
Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov’s address to participants in 2022 at the annual meeting of
the Russian Association of International Law — a document categorized by the Foreign

Ministry under “Russia’s stance on strengthening the legal foundations of the world order” '

134 Ibid.

13 Ibid.

136 “State Policy in the Area of International Development Assistance.”
7 Ibid.

138 “Foreign Policy Concept 2023.”

1% Ibid.

1 Ibid.

1! Russian Federation, “Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov’s Greetings.”
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— accuses the collective West of using illegitimate means to “shatter and revise” ™ current

legal norms. Lavrov’s statement also places the West’s “neocolonial... rule-based world

92163

order”'® in direct opposition to Russia’s concept of a multipolar world order. “Russia’s

99164

position at the seventy-sixth session of the UN General Assembly,” **placed under the same

‘Russia’s stance’ banner, repeats the same word-for-word accusations that the Western states
are attempting to replace the current world order with a “so-called ‘rules-based world
order.””'®® The point is repeated again with specific reference to the MENA region, claiming
that the “destructive policies of certain extra-regional players... are part of a global
strategy”'* to replace the existing world order with a rules-based world order. Russia-Africa
statements and speeches emphasise Russia’s work in Africa to the benefit of “all people and

99167

countries,”® with the intention of creating a “fairer multipolar world order and ensuring

99168

regional and global stability.

3. Appealing to Russia’s Natural Position as Modern, Responsible Power in the
International System

The 2023 Foreign Policy Concept states that Russia’s foreign policy is driven by a

knowledge that Russia has a “special responsibility for maintaining peace and security”'®

and that it is “one of the leading centres of development in the modern world.” The

document also priorities the goal of consolidating Russia’s role as a “responsible, powerful,

99170

and independent centre, and operates under the assumption that Russia holds an

international position as an “influential global power making a decisive contribution to
maintaining global security.”'”' The State Concept on Development Assistance also notes
that Russia considers this assistance an effective mechanism for solving problems due to its

“historical responsibility for the formation of the modern system of international

99172

relations”’” and focuses on Russia’s ability to “influence global processes in order to form a

stable and just world order.”'”

12 Tbid.
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4. African Development & Improvement
Africa’s development and an improvement in its socio-economic circumstances are
emphasised in Russian foreign policy, a category which can further be divided into three

sub-trends.

Respect for African sovereignty, independence, its fight against neo-colonialism, and a focus
on ‘mutual benefit’

99174 1S

“Supporting regional... integration within friendly multilateral institutions... in Africa
one of Russia’s foreign policy priorities, along with providing “extensive assistance in
decolonization™” to African states. Further statements indicate that Russia intends to
support the establishment of Africa “as a distinctive and influential centre of world
development”'” and indeed that “Russia stands in solidarity with the African states,”'”” with
the dedicated Africa-section in the Foreign Policy Concept pledging to assist Africa in its
fight against neo-colonialism and supporting African sovereignty and independence.

Similar statements exist on the Russia-Africa summit, the Russia-Africa Young
Diplomat’s Forum, and the Russia-Africa Partnership Forum. Some promise that “Russia
provides support to African countries in order to strengthen... sovereignty,”'”and that
Russia stands in opposition against neo-colonialism with its African allies. Africa’s role as a
political and economic centre of the emerging multipolar world”'” is frequently stressed, as
well as a commitment to “the sovereignty, agency and independence of African States.”'®
Mutual benefit is another frequently employed term, with various press releases highlighting
the fact that both Russia and the African states should benefit from any cooperation
decisions, affirming that agreements are based on “equal interaction based on mutual respect
and mutual advantage.”"®'

Finally, statements concerning the Confederation of Sahel States (CSS) (of which Mali is
a member) affirm Russia’s “all-round support to the strengthening of [Africa’s] positions™'™
as well as its efforts at promoting “a more just multipolar world order where the African

continent and its integration structures hold a befitting place.”'®

17 “Foreign Policy Concept 2023.”.
175 Ibid.
176 Ibid.
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Increased trade and economic agreements and assistance
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov posits in one speech that it is “plain and simple unfair” that
“Raw materials still form the bulk of Africa’s exports, while value-added benefits are

realised elsewhere, mainly at Western factories and markets,”'®

consequently pledging
Russian support for Africa’s “development, industrialisation, and use African resources to
create new jobs in Africa rather than in the West.”'® Other policy documents prioritise the
bolstering of trade and investment in African states, and the strengthening of trade and

economic relations are often cited as priorities.

Increased defence, security, infrastructure, and other agreements (including education,
health, and food security)

Russian foreign policy champions an all-encompassing approach to improving African
states. Some statements prioritise the construction of infrastructure and industrial businesses
in Africa with the intention of promoting social well-being and education, while Russia’s
Main Foreign Policy Results in 2024 highlight Russian-African cooperation in the areas of
“food security, personnel training, mineral exploration, digital transition, healthcare,
education and youth policy.”'® The Foreign Policy Concept of 2023 explains this all-
encompassing improvement, stressing the improvement of public administration and finance
mechanisms, support for efforts at combatting crime, terrorism, and conflict resolution,
improving food- and water security, agricultural development, as well as a focus on
healthcare and education. Defence and security cooperation is especially prevalent in
statements and speeches pertaining to Mali in its capacity as a Confederation of Sahel States
member, with the provision of military equipment, personnel training,'*’technical
assistance'™ and “all-round support™® to the joint armed forces of the Confederation
prioritised in multiple statements. Such statements also note that Russia provides
comprehensive assistance to these states, and that apart from defence support, Russia also

supplies critical products in the energy, food, and agricultural sectors.'*Russia’s position at

'8 Russian Federation, “Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov: Ministerial Conference of the Russia-Africa
Partnership Forum.”
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18 “Main Foreign Policy Results in 2024.”
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the seventy-sixth session of the UN General Assembly'®' further advocates for increased
conflict resolution support to developing African states. Conflict settlement in Africa is
awarded its own talking points in this paper, where it is stated that Russia will continue to
facilitate resolutions to crises in, amongst others, Mali. Statements also focus on other areas
of growth for the African states, including energy, logistics and transport corridors.'**
Russian foreign policy statements also indicate specific concern with improving Mali’s
security and socio-economic situation. A 2014 statement by the Russian Foreign Ministry
noted the focus on reinforcing state bodies, the observation of human rights, as well as

economic and social development in Mali;"”

a 2024 statement stresses cooperation in the
fields of economics, investments, military-technical, defence, and humanitarian areas;"* and
two statements in 2025 confirm Russian-Malian defence collaboration'®® as well as Russia’s
commitment to assisting Mali in the counter-terrorism space and socio-economic

development.'*

Foreign Policy Indicators

Russia’s stated foreign policy has now been established, allowing for a turn towards Russia’s
actual foreign policy, operationalised through the set of foreign policy indicators developed
above. This allows for a complete snapshot of Russian foreign policy in order to discuss

whether there is any correlation between the two.

Safeguard Russian sovereignty and independence

Material autonomy and diplomatic insulation

Considering instances of support for Russian diplomatic positions in multilateral forums,
especially at the UN, is complicated by the fact that Russia is a permanent member of the
UNSC, while both Mali and the CAR are only Security Council members based on
rotational membership. Further, various UNSC as well as UN General Assembly (UNGA)
votes often have nothing to do with the African states in question, rendering votes in
accordance with Russia non-conclusive. Given that such votes have no direct implications
for Russian foreign policy, nor the two African states in question, these are not considered in

this analysis.
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The most telling case of African support for Russia came after 2022, following Russia’s
announcement of a ‘special military operation’ in Ukraine. Since then, six key votes taken at
the UNGA provided Mali and the CAR with the opportunity to express support for Russia
on issues directly affecting, and often targeting, the latter. Mali and the CAR both abstained
from two of the six key votes,"”’ while both voted (alongside Russia) against two key votes —
one which in November 2022 called on Russia to pay reparations to Ukraine, '**and one in
February 2025 which called for further lasting peace in Ukraine.'”” Both Mali and the CAR
have also voted against while the other abstained — once in 2022 on a vote which moved for
the suspension of Russia’s membership of the Human Rights Council (Mali abstained while
the CAR voted against), and once in 2023, on a resolution which called, for the first time, for
lasting peace in Ukraine (Mali voted against while the CAR abstained).*”

Other forms of support in terms of diplomatic insulation also relates to the Ukraine
issue, as Mali in 2024 severed all diplomatic ties with Ukraine,*”labelling it a “terrorist
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state”“shortly after the alleged Ukrainian involvement in an earlier terror attack on Malian

Armed Forces on the Algeria border, a battle which led to significant Wagner casualties.

Strategic resource control & energy and resource diversification

This foreign policy goal, serving both the ultimate goals of Safeguarding Russian
Sovereignty and Independence as well as Bolstering Russian Great Power Capabilities, is
operationalised by the number of signed energy related agreements — including access to
mines, resource extraction, and infrastructure projects. As with many of the indicators to
follow, there are both ‘official’ foreign policy output as well as less official output,
facilitated by the Wagner PMC.

Mali and Russia have signed numerous official agreements and memoranda of
understanding (MoU) related to energy cooperation. Signed on the sidelines of the Sixth
Russian Energy Week in Moscow in late 2023, Russia’s state energy corporation Rosatom
signed a MoU with the Malian Minister of Energy and Water Resources which outlines
development of Mali’s nuclear infrastructure, as well as personnel training and technical

exchange visits.*” Three similar MoUs were signed again in July 2024 between Mali and
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Rosatom, all outlining blueprints for nuclear infrastructure development and capacity
building in Mali as well as nuclear energy knowledge transfer.”*In that same month, Mali’s
Ministry of Mines and Uranium One Group — a Rosatom subsidiary — signed an MoU to
develop a lithium extraction project in Southern Mali.?*® 2024 saw various other agreements,
as the construction of a gold refinery in the Malian capital of Bamako, enabled by
Krastsvetmet — the largest gold refinery in Russia — was announced in March 2024*% and
finalized in November 2024, along with plans for a cotton plant.*”” Joint lithium as well as
solar power plans were also announced in September 2024.%® Agreements with Russia,
which cover the extraction of oil, gas, and uranium in Northern Mali were announced online
in March 2024,*” and the construction of a 200MW solar plant by Novawind, another
Rosatom subsidiary, commenced in May 2024.>"°

Far fewer agreements exist between the CAR and Russia. In 2025, it was reported that
“The Russian Natural Resources and Environment Ministry and the Mines and Geology
Ministry of the Central African Republic have signed a memorandum of mutual

»211 and Russian

understanding to develop cooperation in geology and mineral development,
news agency TASS reported on the same day that Russia would provide the CAR with
30,000 tons of diesel fuel, though this was provided as a form of humanitarian aid according
to Russian sources.*'”

On the unofficial front, however, Wagner is extensively entangled in resource control in
both states. In both Mali and the CAR, Wagner has been offered preferential access to mines
in exchange for the security services they deliver (discussed below). In Mali, Wagner has
gained access to at least three gold mines,*and Wagner’s security assistance has also
secured access to unregulated, artisanal gold mines previously under rebel control.**
Additionally in February 2024, Wagner forces occupied the Intahaka gold mine, an artisanal

gold mine in Northern Mali, with citizens reporting that Wagner charged entrance fees and

carried out mining operations themselves.””The Blood Gold Report’® found that Wagner
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and the Malian government coordinate so as to take control of resource-rich areas,
whereafter favourable access is granted to Wagner troops in exchange for continued military
support. Similarly, in the Central African Republic, Wagner has been linked to preferential
access to the CAR’s only industrial scale gold mine, Ndassima, with access granted shortly
after President Touadéra’s visit to Russia in 2017, where he promised resource access in
exchange for military assistance.?’Further, Wagner-founder Prigozhin, before his death, had

»218 with one

reportedly “personally established several mining... companies in the country,
such a company, Lobaye Invest, acquiring concessions to several gold and diamond mines
across the country. Wagner’s gold mining operations at Ndassima alone has the capacity to
extract an estimated USD29 million’s worth of gold, *"*highlighting the significant potential
economic gains to the Russian state.

Bolstering Russian Great Power Capabilities

Military deployments and basing rights

Though no official Russian military bases exist in either Mali or the CAR, plans are certainly
in place, as Russian news agency TASS reported in March 2024 that “Moscow and Bangui
are discussing a location for a Russian military base in the Central African Republic.”**Such
discussions likely stem from an agreement signed in 2017, which allows for the building of a
Russian military base in the CAR in exchange for “complete access to natural
resources.”**'Unofficially, however, intelligence reports reveal that Wagner runs, or has run,
at least three bases in the CAR — one near Bambari (now abandoned), one near Kotanguisa,
and one close to Bossangoa Airport. Similarly, in Mali, a Wagner (now officially Russian)
operating base near Bamako airport has continued to expand as recently as December
2024.7 Despite the lack of active military bases, Russia — in both its official capacity and
less officially through the Wagner group — has provided extensive military support to both
states.

In the CAR, military cooperation includes a Russian supply of military training to CAR
personnel, kinetic engagement in combat from the Russian side, and security protection to
political elites. Indeed, Russia and the CAR in early 2025 reaffirmed their commitment to an
agreement facilitating military-technical cooperation, which the training of CAR personnel

in Russian military institutions. This likely refers to the original agreement signed in 2018
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between the two states which initially paved the way for Moscow to increase their training
of the CAR’s Armed Forces.”” A large contingent of Wagner forces reportedly entered the
CAR in mid-2023 in order to train more military personnel and law enforcement officers
ahead of the scheduled referendums in July of the same year,?**while TASS reported in 2024
that over 10000 troops had been trained in the CAR with the help of Russia thus far.?
Russian forces are also known to engage in kinetic combat on top of providing training to
CAR forces. Not only did Valeriy Zakharov, a former Russian intelligence officer and
Wagner member, became the top security adviser to President Touadéra,”® but Wagner
forces also provide personal physical protection to the President and those closest to
him.**’Furthermore, additional Wagner troops were deployed to the CAR in 2020 when
Touadéra sought re-election, and during the ensuing electoral crisis which saw rebel
offensives attempting to unseat Touadéra, Wagner has been credited with a significant role
in repelling these offensives.”® Russian state media confirmed that an additional 300 military
instructors were sent to the CAR shortly after the electoral crisis.”” In 2023, reports also

surfaced of Wagner troops sustaining “heavy casualties™*"

while embroiled in fighting with
rebel militias along the borders of the CAR.
In Mali, Wagner troops were deployed in 2021 shortly after a coup d’état, though the

” 21 and not a PMC were

official government position is that “Russian military instructors
deployed. As in the case of the CAR, Russia provides military training and kinetic
engagement in combat from the Russian side, and security protection to political elites.
Wagner has provided training to the Malian military since its deployment in 2021, as well as
counterterrorism expertise.>> Wagner involvement in kinetic combat is also evident, as news
agencies in 2022 reported that Wagner troops had been involved in combat, supporting
Malian forces against jihadist attacks on the outskirts of Bamako. In July 2024, Malian

forces with the support of Wagner troops were ambushed along the Algerian-Malian border,

leading to the highest number of Wagner deaths in Mali since their deployment.** Wagner
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forces also provide personal protection to the military junta in power in Mali, similar to the

situation in the CAR.>*

Arms Exports

Between 2020 — 2024, Russia was the main exporter of arms to the African continent. Much
specific data is not readily available, though it was noted that Russia served as the leading
arms supplier of arms to Mali in 2023, with Malian arms imports from Russia accounting for
54% of the total West African imports of major arms from Russia.”” SIPRI research
indicates that, also from 2020-2024, Russia served as the leading arms exporter to Sub-
Saharan Africa, and the third biggest exporter to West Africa.”® Other reports offer
supplementary information, such as a news report by Africa News in 2022, detailing Mali’s
reception of military jets and a combat helicopter from Russia.*’

Less data is available on arms exports to Central Africa regionally, and even less about
the Central African Republic as a state. Though outside the timeline of this study, a 2015
report by Conflict Armament Research found that the majority of arms supplied to the non-
state actors involved in the CAR conflict originated in China, and often flowed to the CAR
through Sudan.”® Nevertheless, reports indicate that Russia transferred two tranches of light
weaponry to the CAR in 2018.*" This follows from the UNSC clearing Russia to deliver
these arms in 2017, despite the embargo regime imposed on the CAR since 2013. Reports
from 2017 indicate that the weapons shipments would include pistols, assault rifles, anti-
aircraft guns, and Kalashnikov machine guns,** and that the shipment was accompanied by

' Russia further delivered ten armoured

military advisers and Wagner mercenaries.*
personnel carriers to the CAR in 2020,** and in 2024 it was announced that an agreement on
military-technical cooperation between the two states were slated to be signed in August,

allowing for the transfer of Russian military equipment to the CAR.**

Challenge a Western-led, unipolar world order

Institutional Balancing
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Although neither Mali nor the CAR 1is a part of Russia’s largest anti-Western blocs, such as
BRICS+ or the CIS (Commonwealth of Independent States), the CAR and Mali’s heads of
state have attended both the 2019 and 2023 Russia-Africa Summits. Other forums such as
the Russia-Africa Partnership Forum, the Russia-Africa Economic Forum, and the Russia—
Africa Inter-Parliamentary Conferences have all been well-attended in the past. However,
exact attendance records are not available. In 2024, TASS announced that CAR Foreign
Minister Sylvie Baipo-Temon had been invited to attend the first ministerial meeting of the
Russia-Africa Partnership Forum,***but such reports are not consistently published. Joint
statements succeeding the summits point to some degree of cooperation — for example, ten
signed deals emerged between Russia and Mali during the second summit of the Russia-
Africa Economic and Humanitarian Forum, with six of the ten being in the field of
education.”*Additionally, during the same Forum, the Roscongress Foundation signed
cooperation agreements the Investment Promotion Agency of Mali (API-MALI), which
encompassed bilateral agreements for the development of effective communications between
expert communities and business circles in the Russian Federation and Africa***During the
2023 Russia-Africa Summit, both Malian and CAR heads of state expressed their support for
Russia in Ukraine,*”’though it was also noted that this Summit “failed to deliver concrete

results”?*

given the low attendance numbers, amongst other things. Such statements are
inconsistently published, making it difficult to establish whether tangible results stem from

such Summits or Forums.

Displace Western influence through strategic substitution
Russia’s presence in Mali and the Central African Republic have led to numerous
withdrawals of Western troops and security forces. In Mali, consensus exists that Wagner

forces were a “key factor”**

in the withdrawal of French military forces from Mali in 2022.
Although no causal links were established, Wagner has been tied to multiple information
campaigns targeting Malian civilians,”® many of which also fostered support for the military

junta who took power in Mali as well as the postponement of democratic elections.”' The

4 “Top CAR diplomat to attend ministerial meeting for Russia-Africa Partnership Forum.”
25 “Second Summit Russia-Africa Economic and Humanitarian Forum.”

6 «“Roscongres Foundation Signs co-operation Agreements.”

7 Vines and Amare, “Russia-Africa Summit Fails to Deliver Concrete Results.”

248 Tbid.

2% Droin and Dolbaia, “Russia is still progressing”, 7.

20 «“EU vs Disinfo Database.”

21 1 e Roux, “Pro-Russian Facebook accounts.”

46



UN also withdrew its decade-long peacekeeping mission from Mali in 2023, following a
request from the Malian government.*

In the CAR, in December of 2021, the European Union (EU) suspended its training
mission for CAR forces, citing fears that EU-troops would be caught up in international law
violations perpetrated by Wagner soldiers.” In the same year, France suspended its supply
of military aid to the CAR, citing the failure of the CAR government to “stop massive

disinformation campaigns™**

aimed at France. Again in 2021, the United States reportedly
offered an increase in humanitarian assistance and military training, on the condition that
Wagner be expelled from the CAR.** The status quo prevailed.

Although Russia’s involvement coincided with the withdrawal of EU and French troops,
as well as evident discontent from the United States, this ‘strategic substitution’ has occurred
largely because Russia was able to fill the security vacuums created in both Mali and the
CAR. In this particular aspect of foreign policy, Wagner troops have had a much larger role

to play than the official Russian government.

Sanctions Resistance & Alternative Economic Blocs

Since the renewal of tensions between Russia and Ukraine at the start of 2022, and also pre-
dating these tensions, Russia has been the recipient of an extensive international sanctions
regime. Part of challenging a Western-led world order is challenging the sanctions imposed
by such a ‘world order,” both through establishing networks that will continue to process
Russian financial transactions, as well as establishing agreements that would circumvent
Western sanctions. Russia has established several alternative financial institutions, including
the BRICS New Development Bank (NDB), a multilateral development bank, and most
notably, the System for Transfer of Financial Messages (SPFS) — an alternative to the
SWIFT financial system created by the Russian Central Bank in 2014. The SPFS allows
Russia to maintain international financial connectivity and evade sanctions.”* However,
there is no information to confirm that either Mali or the CAR have joined any of Russia’s
financial alternatives, as the members of the NDB are currently limited to the BRICS+
members, while only a few foreign banks, including some from Armenia, Belarus,

Kyrgyzstan, and U.S.-sanctioned Iranian banks have joined Russia’s SPFS system.*’
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Similar results are present when considering trade agreements aimed at circumventing
Western sanctions — despite the existence of joint statements, or results from Russia-Africa
summits, no concrete agreements with the intention of circumventing sanctions have been
signed. For example, during the latest Russia-Africa Summit, there was a suggestion from
Valery Pyatnitsev, who proposed the creation of “integrated financial systems... between
Russia and Africa, such as a joint bank to facilitate the circulation of funds for exports and
imports at the state level,”**though there was no follow-through on the creation of such
systems. Similarly, Mali has officially expressed interest in in joining the BRICS+ forum —
recently described as an economic bloc seeking to “build an alternative to what they see as

99259

the dominance of the Western viewpoint in major multilateral groupings — but no

official bid has been placed. The CAR is also yet to express an interest in joining.

Stand in solidarity with African states

The rest of this section employs two sets of indicators to operationalise each foreign policy
goal — one neorealist in nature, and one non-realist. Though the second set is not explicitly
constructivist, it does converge with constructivist theory at times given the ideational nature

of some of the policy claims.

Promote African independence, sovereignty, and mutual benefit from agreements

Neorealists would argue that the ‘promotion of African independence’ is pretext for
furthering Russia’s self-interest, increasing its material gains, and relative power. This can
be done through agreements which deepen dependency on Russian diplomatic and military
backing, and these abound in Mali and the CAR. In both cases, Wagner’s security assistance
and personal protection of political elites (as discussed under previous indicators) amounts to
what is known as regime survival packages. Wagner’s protection of isolated, authoritarian
leaders or military juntas include the provision of “all means at their disposal”*® to create a
benefit for those in privileged positions, thereby ensuring regime stability and continuity.
This also allows Russia to secure themselves as an essential and irreplaceable partner. As |
argued elsewhere, this political protection becomes a mutually reinforcing mechanism —
support for Russia becomes crucial to regime survival of the CAR and Mali, and because the

political elites tend to prioritise remaining in power, they cultivate a relationship with Russia
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that ensures the continuity of these packages.”* Wagner allows Russia to embed itself in the
political regimes of Mali and the CAR, and position itself as a generous political — and
military — partner. This creates deep dependencies on Russia, which Russia also benefits

from. The Confederation of Sahel States (CSS), comprising Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso,

is also worth noting here. The Confederation, established with the goal of “creating an

African space of sovereignty’>*

and contributing to African independence, has since its
formation withdrawn from the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS),
formed its own counterterrorism force, and withdrawn from the G5 Sahel, a security alliance
supported by France and the EU. Though Russia had no direct role in the formation of this

»263and Russian

alliance, the group has repeatedly stated that Russia is a “strategic partner,
influence in all three states have been cited as impetus for the string of coups that took place
in each. Russia is also regarded as an essential security partner to the Confederation, and
recently the foreign ministers of the CSS travelled to Moscow to meet with Russian Foreign
Minister Lavrov as part of the novel CSS-Russia Consultations.”™ Though the Confederation
is not as reliant on Russia for its survival as the individual states of Mali and the CAR, the
sustained existence of such a Confederation, which is actively shifting away from the West
and which does to an extent rely on Russian support, benefits Russia vis-a-vis a strategic
partnership with an emerging anti-Western economic and security bloc in the region.

On the other hand, a non-realist operationalisation of such a policy would search for skills
transfer and technical training to Africa, debt concessions or restructuring, as well as
revenue from Russian operations reinvested back into the African states in question.
President Putin promised to write off African debt to the value of $20 billion at the 2023
Russia-Africa Summit,**though further reports revealed that neither Mali nor the CAR were
included in the list of states receiving debt concessions. There is scant evidence of actual
skills transfer and technical training, save for vague Russia-Africa statements about
increased cooperation,”® or a statement in 2023 that Russian scholarships to Mali would
increase from 35 to 290 per annum.”®’ In 2024 it was reported that Mali would own a 62%

stake in a new gold refinery constructed with the help of Russian Yadran Group,*® though
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no other reports of similar ownership stakes or reinvestment of Russian revenues into Mali

or the CAR are to be found.

Foster economic development, socio-economic growth in African states
The neorealist argument here is that a focus on economic development in Africa is pretext
for Russia to gain control of resource extraction and infrastructure projects, or other
agreements tied to political concessions or economic benefit to Russia. This paper
established elsewhere that Russian control of strategic resources and gold mining is
prevalent in both Mali and the CAR, with revenues flowing directly from Wagner-controlled
mines to the Russian state. Access to these resources nearly always stems from political
concessions, where Russian or Wagner troops provide security assistance, personal
protection of political elites, and military support in direct exchange for resource access.
Converse policy indicators are also present. Non-realist indictors include levels of
Russian foreign direct investment into African states; Russian-supported initiatives; and
humanitarian assistance in sectors including education, health, energy, food and water
security, and infrastructure. These abound in both Mali and the CAR. In Mali, Russia in
2023 allocated two million dollars for purchasing food products for Mali through UN
structures,”” and delivered batches of diesel fuel throughout 2024.%° Russia also provided
humanitarian aid, including health equipment and financial assistance, to the CAR during the
COVID-19 pandemic in mid-2020.””" Both the CAR and Mali were named in Russia’s
announcement to commence free grain supplies to Africa in late 2023,??with 25 000 metric

»213 and 50 000 metric tons of wheat delivered

tons of wheat delivered to Mali “free of charge
to the CAR.*™ There are also frequent statements of intent of economic cooperation between
Russia and the two African states, such as one in 2025 claiming that “Russia plans to
strengthen trade and economic ties, as well as humanitarian cooperation with the Central
African Republic (CAR),”*”or that Mali, in its capacity as a CSS member, “would like to
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increase cooperation with Russia across the boar: including in fields such as economics,

trade, higher education, and nuclear energy.

269 “Russian government earmarks $2 min.”

10 “New humanitarian aid package to Mali.”

#1' Osborn, Devit and Holland, “Russian plane with coronavirus medical gear lands in U.S. after Trump-Putin
call.”

272 “First free grain shipments to Africa are on their way.”

273 “Russia transfers 25,000 tons of wheat to Mali free of charge.”

21 “Russia delivers humanitarian aid to Central African Republic.”

75 “Russia to develop trade and economic ties with Central African Republic.”

276 “Sahel countries intend to cooperate with Russia in nuclear energy.”

50



Provide defence, security, and comprehensive infrastructure support

Finally, a neorealist operationalisation of defence and security support to Africa would look
into the deployment of Russian troops, mercenaries, or military advisors to regimes seeking
survival, which in turn benefit Russian national interests. On the other hand, non-realists
would look to whether there was a reduction in armed conflict; improved civilian security
outcomes; or whether security assistance was provided to the Armed Forces of states in
question.

As with the other cases above, there is evidence of both neorealist and non-realist claims.
The neorealist argument that Russian deployments in Mali and the CAR benefit Russia hold.
As discussed extensively above, Russian military deployments feed directly into their
provision of regime survival packages, which in turn secure political concessions which
provide Wagner with unfettered access to resources. Both of these feed into economic and
strategic benefits for the Russian state, not only through Wagner’s monthly retainer
payments and the revenues extracted from, for example, gold mines, but also through
securing Russia as an essential security partner to these states.

In non-realist terms, Wagner has provided legitimate security assistance to the armed
forces of both Mali and the CAR, often conducting personnel training or training exercises
for military troops, and both states have publicly thanked President Putin for the essential
military support that Russia provided in a time of need. Additionally, Russian troops have
also suffered significant casualties while fighting in support of these forces, for example the
Malian attack in 2024 which saw a significant number of Wagner forces killed. However, in
both Mali and the CAR, armed conflict has not been reduced, and civilian security has in
fact deteriorated. The lethality of political violence in the Sahel, including Mali, increased
from 3.9% in 2023 to 4.4% in 2024,%”” while March 2022 was reported the deadliest month
in Mali since 1997, owing to Wagner-assisted attacks which killed over 300 civilians.*”
International Crisis Group’s monthly statistics also deemed the security situation in Mali to
be “deteriorating”?”

such as September 2022. Similarly, between 2022 and 2023, ACLED tracked an 81%

consistently since Wagner’s arrival in Mali 2021, with a few exceptions

increase in violence involving Russian mercenaries in Mali, accompanied by a 65% increase

in reported fatalities.*®* The CAR follows a similar trajectory according to Crisis Group, with
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conflict alerts peaking in 2018 with Wagner’s arrival.®® In both states, Wagner stands
accused of multiple civilian massacres and human right abuses. Notably, the Moura village
massacre in Mali saw at least 500 civilians rounded up and executed by what is allegedly
Wagner troops and Malian forces,” and ACLED data reveals that 60% of violent events in
Mali in which Wagner was involved, were targeted at civilians.” Similar accusations have
been levelled at Wagner for creating a “climate of terror and complete impunity”*** in Mali.
In the CAR, Wagner consistently stands accused by UN expert groups of
“committing systemic and grave human rights and international humanitarian law violations,
including arbitrary detention, torture, disappearances and summary execution, a pattern that

continues unabated and unpunished.”**

Chapter V: Testing the Case — Analysis & Discussion

Both Russia’s stated policy and actual policy has been established, leaving only the final
research questions to be answered. The two questions guiding this paper were firstly how, if
at all, does Russia’s stated Africa policy correspond to its actual policy? And secondly,

what is the utility of realism in explaining this correspondence, if at all?

Foreign Policy Correspondence and the Limitations of Neorealism

The analysis reveals mixed results. In most instances related to high politics — security,
defence, and military issues — Russia’s actual foreign policy in Africa corresponds with and
bolsters its stated foreign policy goals. Recall that Mearsheimer defines great powers by
their military capability relative to the rest of the world, and as states whose decisions dictate
what happens in the rest of the world, determining the fortune of all states — great and small
alike. In the instances where there is policy correspondence, neorealism retains its
explanatory utility.

Both foreign policy indicators of energy related agreements, including access to
resources, as well as the number of military deployments, bases, facilities and military
support provided meet their respective goals of safeguarding Russian sovereignty and
bolstering Russia’s great power capabilities, in very similar ways. In Mali and the CAR,
Wagner ensures that entire regimes depend on Russia for their survival. Although Russia

neither has official military bases nor many highly lucrative energy agreements, Wagner’s
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personal protection of elites, military training and support, and the regime survival packages
they provide facilitate Russia’s ability to create regional spheres of influence and
dependencies in ‘peripheral’ states. Mali and the CAR’s dependency on Russia for regime
continuity certainly ensures that Russia fits the bill of a state who determines the fortune of
others, as great powers do. Further, Wagner’s monthly retainer payments (estimated at
USD10 million per month**¢) flow directly to the Kremlin, but it is their nearly unfettered
and preferential access to resources that truly provide the Russian government with a secure
line of economic wealth — and therefore hard power. Estimates conclude that Wagner could
reap up to USDI billion in annual revenue from its mining activities in the CAR,**’while a
World Gold Council report released in 2025 revealed that Wagner had earned over USD2.5
billion through illegal gold mining in Africa — predominantly the CAR and Mali — which had
in turn been funnelled directly back to Russia.”®*As per realist dictates, economic wealth and
resources constitute power; specifically, latent power or the “raw potential”** that states can
draw on in times of great power rivalry. Wagner’s activities therefore also provide a direct
economic benefit to the Russian state, and one can reasonably conclude that Russia’s
sovereignty, independence, and great power capabilities are indeed bolstered given that the
policy outcomes ensure increased hard power for Russia.

Similarly, Russian security partnerships and deployments tangibly contributed to the
displacement of Western influence through strategic substitution, thereby supporting
Russia’s stated goal of challenging a Western-led, unipolar world order. The withdrawal of
EU, UN, and French troops from Mali and the CAR — coinciding with Russia and Wagner’s
arrival — and Mali’s withdraw from ECOWAS, which is widely regarded in Africa as a

French puppet institution and “agent of French imperialism,”**

challenges the existing world
order by altering the balance of power. Russia’s presence in especially Mali resulted in an
immense loss of power — both hard and soft — for France in Africa. The string of coups in the
Sahel, coinciding with widespread severance of ties with France, drew inspiration from the
Malian coup and Russia’s role in “liberating”*' Mali, demonstrating the shifting balance of
power. Neorealism retains its explanatory power also for this foreign policy goal: Russia’s

occupation of the security vacuums in Mali and the CAR credibly challenges the current

world order by shifting the existing balance of power in Africa in Russia’s favour. That the
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withdrawal of Western troops coincided with Russia’s occupation of the consequent security
vacuum demonstrates the applicability of zero-sum game logic, since Russia’s gained
strategic benefits and partnerships necessarily meant that others could not be party to such
arrangements. By winning a zero-sum competition, where only one great power can be Mali
or the CAR’s security partner, Russia increased its relative power, in line with neorealist
dictates. And as media around the continent reported that Russia had replaced France in
Africa as the dominating great power,*** a clear win was indeed awarded to Russia.

In many other instances, Russia’s stated and actual foreign policy do not correspond, though
neorealism retains its explanatory utility in many of these instances, despite the lack of
agreement in policy. The goal of safeguarding Russian sovereignty and independence, for
example, is not tangibly furthered through instances of diplomatic support for Russia. The
Malian and CAR votes on Ukraine at the UNGA firstly did not have enough impact to alter
any balance of power. Many of the significant votes were not legally binding, and in fact the
resolution to suspend Russia from the Human Rights Council was adopted despite the votes
of the African states, arguably shifting the balance of power to Russia’s disadvantage.
Further, neither Mali nor the CAR are members of the UNSC, with the CAR never having
had rotational membership, and Mali the last time in 2001. Any diplomatic support from
these two states for Russia therefore holds symbolic value at best, and though this showcases
the influence and soft power that Russia wields over these two states, it did not amount to
enough to alter the international balance of power, and certainly not enough to truly
safeguard Russian sovereignty.

Similarly, Russia has made little headway on its goal of challenging a Western-led world
order through institutional balancing. The numerous Russia-Africa Summits and Forums
resulting in statements of intention, MoUs, and verbal support from African leaders are yet
to result in tangible agreements. Neither Mali nor the CAR are part of any of the Russian-led
alliances seeking to alter the balance of power, such as BRICS. Given the lack of resulting
hard power from attempts at institutional balancing, such foreign policy outputs led to very
few favourable foreign policy outcomes. The same applies to sanctions resistance or trade
agreements aimed at circumventing Western sanctions — though many foreign policy outputs
exist, including Summits, Forums, Russia’s SPFS, or the BRICS New Development Bank, it
has resulted in few tangible outcomes.

Arms exports also have had little effect on bolstering Russia’s great power capabilities, as

these are a declining source of income for Russia and the main sources of such income are
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not located in Africa, much less in Mali or the CAR. Research has hailed Russia as Africa’s
largest supplier of arms, but omits the fact that China overtook Russia as largest exporter of
arms to Sub-Saharan Africa in both 2024 and 2025, and that it was already ahead of Russia
in 2020-2024 in West Africa.”® Similarly, Africa accounted for only 4.5 percent of arms
imports in 2020-2024, with Russia’s main sources of export being India, China, and
Kazakhstan.*** Russian arms exports also fell with nearly 50 percent between 2022 and
2024.%° The numbers illustrate that arms exports are not a credible source of hard power for
Russia, given the comparatively small economic revenue and consequent latent power that
arms exports to Africa hold for Russia.

In these instances too, neorealism offers a framework for understanding the lack of
correspondence: in none of these instances did the foreign policy outputs, or the actions
taken by Russia, result in any shift in ‘high politics’ — the balance of power was not shifted
in Russia’s favour (and in some instances even in the opposite direction), and there were no
cases where Russia gained relative power whereby its opponents automatically lost
increments of power. Diplomatic support for Russia, attempts at institutional balancing, and
Russian arms exports to Africa contributed in no way to Russia determining the fate of other
states, or to its latent economic power, nor did these actions contribute meaningfully to
Russia retaining its sovereignty in the international sphere or on international forums such as
the UN Human Rights Council. Considering that none of the actual policy actions
contributed to a change in high politics in Russia’s favour, neorealism can accurately
account for this lack of policy correspondence given its emphasis on national security,
military strategy and defence, and diplomatic alliances.

If great powers are defined by their ability to shape the futures of other states, a stark
limitation of neorealism 1is its exclusion of low politics — thus, anything that does not
constitute hard power plus the exclusion of context-specific details, thereby omitting the
increase in soft power that results from these foreign policy outputs. If neorealist analyses
allowed for case-specific details, one would have to consider the string of influence and
information campaigns that Wagner runs in order to sustain support for Russia — including
the manufacturing of Facebook influence campaigns drumming up support for Wagner and
sponsoring local radio stations, beauty pageants, sports events, and films. The giant statue in
Bangui depicting a Wagner soldier defending a local woman and her children suggests that

power is much more than the size of Russia’s military. Similarly, Although the Russia-

% George et al., “Trends in International Arms Transfers, 2024,” 3.
24 Ibid, 2.
2 Ibid, 5.
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Africa Summits did not yield many tangible results, it has fostered friendlier relations with
the African states, with both Mali and the CAR on various occasions publicly thanking
Russia for its support and assistance — indeed, CAR President Touadéra thanked President
Putin in early 2025 for directly contributing to the stability of the CAR.*® MoUs have also
been signed on the sidelines of these Africa-Summits, such as an MoU between the
Economic Community of Central African States (ECCAS),”” which include the CAR, and
the Russian government. Such agreements foster positive relations which contribute directly
to Russia’s standing and status in the region. As discussed above, revenue derived from arms
exports to Africa may not amount to much economic benefit for Russia, but Russia is still
being labelled Africa’s largest arms provider — this frames Russia as an essential security
partner for many of these states and secures Russia’s role as protector and defender of the
African states it provides military assistance and weapons to. In early 2023, demonstrations
“in solidarity with Russia”** took place in Bangui, featuring Russian flags and banners
reading ‘No to blackmail and pressure from the West,” while pro-Russia protests in Mali,
which called for the withdrawal of French troops, commenced in 2021. Such demonstrations
may not bolster Russia’s great power capabilities or challenge the Western-led world order
through shifting the balance of power, but they foster local support for Russia which in turn
provides Russia with more influence to leverage in these states and cities. Indeed, CAR
Minister of Communications revealed in a CNN interview that ““at the height of CAR’s
crisis, we were abandoned... but Russia responded,”*” while the Malian spokesperson for
the Confederation of Sahel States in 2025 thanked Russia, their “partner,” for its “leadership
and... unwavering support.”

Although neorealism accounts for much of the correspondence as well as lack thereof in
Russian foreign policy, there is also much that remains unaccounted for. Demonstrated in
the preceding paragraph, the immense societal support for Russia and the strategic
partnerships that have been cultivated through Russian soft power has strengthened Russia’s
ability to challenge a Western-led world order through substitution and bolstered its great
power capabilities in these regional spheres of influence. This reveals the very problem
Wohlforth explores,” which is that neorealism requires case-specific and context rich

details in order for an analysis to be accurate. In turn, this illustrates one of the core

2 Princewill, “Across Africa.”

T TASS, “Russia signs memorandum of cooperation with Central African countries.”
2% TASS, “Russian embassy reports demonstration in support of Russia in CAR capital.”
2% Princewill, “Across Africa.”

3 Viory, “A friend in need.”

3" Wohlforth, “Realism and Foreign Policy.”
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arguments of this paper, which is that neorealism’s ability to accurately assess empirical

cases is limited by its deliberate omission of context-specific elements.

And What of Africa?

When applied to Russia’s stated foreign policy about Africa specifically, the two sets of
foreign policy indicators reveal that Russian involvement in Mali and the CAR largely
corresponds with a neorealist foreign policy — with notable exceptions.

In nearly all foreign policy goals, it is the neorealist indicators that prevailed in reality
while the non-realist indicators were largely absent. In promoting African independence and
sovereignty, no evidence of debt concessions, skills transfer, or technical training to the
African states could be found. It is also not clear that any revenue from Russian-led
operations is reinvested back into the states in question. On the other hand, the regime
survival packages and military and security assistance that Wagner provides significantly
limits African ties with Western institutions while simultaneously deepening dependency on
Russian backing — consider that these regimes quite literally depend on Russia for their
survival, while Russia also provides the majority of arms and military training to states
whose biggest threats to national security are terrorism and rebel militias. The fact that
Russian training and assistance is often the difference between Armed Forces winning and
losing battles with terrorist groups, further deepens dependency on Russia.

A similar trend is present in the goal of providing defence, security, and infrastructure
support. The deployment of Russian troops and mercenaries who act as ‘special military
advisors’ or personal protectors of political elites certainly benefit Russian national interest,
as it is this exact provision of defence that secures Russian preferential access to mineral
resources, generates revenue in the form of Wagner’s monthly retainers, sent straight to the
state coffers, and which ensures that Russia remains the preferred great power in the region.
The latter point confirms that Russia’s security partnerships with Mali and the CAR provide
Russia with incremental gains in relative power, as other potential partners such as France
and the United States are automatically disqualified from the race. The stated goal of
fostering economic development and socio-economic growth in the African states follow a
similar path, with multiple instances of Russian-controlled resource projects and agreements
which are tied to political concessions for Russian benefit. As is the emerging trend, Russian
control of mines as well as the flow of resources direct economic benefit towards the
Russian government, while mercenary security-agreements with political elites ensure that

these political concessions are awarded to Russia in the first place.
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In the instances discussed above, the neorealist explanation prevails — the stated foreign
policy goals indeed appear to be pretext for Russia’s self-enrichment, and the use of the
Global South discourse and constructivist terms such as mutual benefit or sovereignty
promotion are nothing more than an exploitation of the language in order to further Russia’s
own strategic interests. From such an analysis, one can conclude that Russia’s actual foreign
policy does not correspond with its stated foreign policy, given that African independence is
eroded while dependence on Russia is deepened. Considering that no real economic growth
or social development stems from Russian-led projects in the region further affirms this
point.

However, Russia’s actions in Africa do agree with a different set of foreign policy
statements, found in earlier sections of foreign policy documents. This paper explained
elsewhere that a ‘prioritisation of Russian interests above all’ and affirming ‘Russia as a
modern and responsible power in the international system’ are evident trends found in
Russian foreign policy, and what Russia does in Africa is in line with such trends. Creating
Russia-dependent regimes and controlling infrastructure and resource-extraction projects
that provide economic benefit to Russia, though not aligning with the policy statements
pertaining to Africa, align with other policy statements and goals such as bolstering Russia’s
great power capabilities and contributing to Russian sovereignty. Such actions are also in
accordance with Russia’s view of itself, which is a modern and responsible power. In line
with neorealist dictates, it is the great powers who decide the fates of peripheral states.
Russia’s actions in Africa simply affirm the fact that Russia sees itself as just that — a great
power who has a nearly inalienable right to decide how the affairs of smaller states like Mali

and the CAR unfold.

Altruism, Opportunism, or Opportunistic Altruism?

However, benevolent acts by Russia are not entirely absent from actual foreign policy,
making a clear-cut conclusion difficult to achieve. Despite the neorealist elements of
Russia’s defence and security assistance which seeks to benefit the Russian state, Russian
forces have fought alongside African soldiers and sacrificed their own lives, and in many
instances rebel forces were beat back purely due to Wagner bolstering existing local troops.
Similarly, where socio-economic development is concerned, evidence of humanitarian
support and aid in the fields of food security, health, and education exist — evidenced by the
discussion above of the provision of food aid, health assistance during the COVID-19

pandemic, and education-based agreements. These acts do benefit the African states in
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question, rendering a ‘purely’ neorealist conclusion that Russia acts exclusively in a self-
interested manner, inaccurate. That being said, if Russia had committed these altruistic acts
at its own expense, one could reasonably have claimed that neorealism has lost its
explanatory power — a theory focused on self-interest and strategic behaviour cannot account
for acts that are intended solely to benefit Africa, with no benefit to Russia whatsoever.
However, even in the cases where Russia did not entirely behave as neorealism would
predict, such as through providing humanitarian aid or lending legitimate security assistance,
Russia continued to benefit from these seemingly benevolent acts through political
influence, creating regimes dependent on Russia, and securing flows of economic revenue
through resource control and mercenary payments. This affirms the first argument set forth
in this paper, which is that Russia’s concern for African states is neither entirely altruistic,
nor entirely selfish. In addition to that, it has also been shown that neorealism cannot entirely
account for such a stance: the theory does not ‘allow’ for any acts of benevolence, but
because these acts benefit Russia simultaneously, the neorealist logic that states will always
serve their self-interested goals, prevails. The implication for neorealism is simply this:
neorealism does not account for the entirety of Russia’s foreign policy behaviour in Mali and
the CAR, but because its logic of self-interest and self-help persists, it cannot be entirely

discarded either.

Chapter VI: Conclusion
There is myth and then there is reality when it comes to Russia in Africa.””

This paper set out to cut through what is myth and what is reality when it comes to Russia in
Africa by answering two research questions and in doing so, make two key arguments. First, |
asked whether Russia’s stated Africa-policy corresponds with its actual policy. An analysis of
the findings revealed that Russia’s actions in Africa correspond with its general policy goals,
where great power capabilities, Russian sovereignty, and the challenging of a Western-led
world order is concerned. By virtue of being a strategic security partner for Mali and the
CAR, which provides Russia with access to valuable resources and economic gain, as well as
opportunities to strategically step in as substitute for Western partnership, Russia’s actions
correspond almost perfectly with its stated foreign policy goals, and are executed in
accordance with the general foreign policy trends of prioritising Russian interests above all

and opposing a unipolar world order. However, Russia’s actions in Africa do not correspond

32 Brown, “Sweating Bear.”
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with foreign policy goals stated with specific reference to Africa: deepening dependencies on
Russia, gaining access to strategic resources and substituting Western partners for Russia do
not lead to a more independent Africa; do not contribute to tangible African economic growth
or social development; and create security and defence support only intended to create further
reliance on Russia. The answer to the first research question is thus also the first argument
this paper set out to make, which is that Russia’s concern for African states (set out in its
stated foreign policy) is neither entirely altruistic, nor entirely selfish in nature (pointing to
some but not absolute policy correspondence).

Similarly, the answer to the second question this paper set out to answer — what is the
utility of realism in explaining this correspondence — is also equal to the second argument
this paper set out to make, which is that, despite neorealism’s ability to account for some of
the policy correspondence (or lack thereof), neorealism’s explanatory power remains limited
by its inability to account for context-specific elements. If neorealist analyses could include
elements of soft power, or actions taken at the hyper-local level such as statues hailing
Russian mercenary groups, or Facebook campaigns contributing to coup d’états, a much
more comprehensive conclusion about Russia in Africa could be drawn. Such conclusions
would reveal that Russia relies on elements of both high and low politics to consolidate its
foreign policy in Africa, and that the multitude of friendship summits and forums do in fact
matter by virtue of the friendly relations they foster and the strategic leverage they create for
Russia.

Above all, the analysis undertaken in this paper demonstrated what I believe to be the core
of the problem with neorealism: the neorealists so to speak ‘get away with it’ because —
despite the very scientific presentation of the theory — neorealism does not enable its scholars
to test it empirically. Applying neorealism to empirical cases requires the student to do away
with essential, context-specific details, and to omit key factors such as soft power that often
have more impact than hard power. Neorealism ‘survives’ because the theory is just general
enough to yield conclusions that cannot entirely discard the theory as explanatory tool.

Consequently, future research projects that grapple with similar questions might try to test
a different branch of realism, especially neoclassical realism which has been hailed for
combining the system-level assumptions of neorealism while acknowledging that domestic-
level must be included for an accurate analysis. Other studies might also choose to investigate
other African countries with entirely different contexts, such as South Africa, where relative
political stability and democracy (to some extent) is present. These may provide interesting

conclusions about how Russia tailors its strategy depending on local conditions.
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A Final Note on Africa, Russia, and Realism

John Mearsheimer was right in admitting that realism, as a flashlight, cannot illuminate every
nook and cranny. Although it does remain an excellent tool for navigating through the
darkness of international relations, other tools are required to supplement further studies
about Russia in Africa. Particularly, more research is needed on why African states like Mali,
the CAR, Niger, and Burkina Faso have chosen to build ties with Russia. As I have argued
elsewhere, as long as the African Big Man and patronage politics prevail, Russia’s regime

survival packages will remain a natural fit for Africa.’”

Why these regimes, characterised by
clientelism and patronage politics, persist should be addressed if Russia’s effective and
increasingly popular operations in Africa are to be truly understood. And on Russia...
policymakers and scholars alike ought to acknowledge that African states do not lack agency
by virtue of pursuing different forms of government to that of liberal Western democracies.
Russia’s actions in Africa are a mixed bag of manufactured dependencies, protection, and at
times violence, and are not always as impactful as Russia in Africa narratives claim. These
actions do, however, hold tangible consequence for the rest of the world, and points to the
fact that Russia’s days as a great power are not over. Those on both sides of the fence would

do well to remember that Russia’s actions in Africa do not stem from aberration, but from

ambition — a quality it shares with every other power that has indeed been Great.
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