Danish Institute for International Studies

The Russo-Georgian War and Beyond:: towards a European Great Power Concert
Author(s): Henrik Boesen Lindbo Larsen
Danish Institute for International Studies (2009)

Stable URL: http://www.jstor.com/stable/resrep13451

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide
range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and
facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at
https://about.jstor.org/terms

Danish Institute for International Studies is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and
extend access to this content.

JSTOR

This content downloaded from
147.251.68.36 on Wed, 24 Feb 2021 13:13:02 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms


http://www.jstor.com/stable/resrep13451

DIIS WORKING PAPER

The Russo-Georgian War and Beyond:
towards a European Great Power Concert

Henrik Boesen Lindbo Larsen

DIIS Working Paper 2009:32

WORKING PAPER

This content downloaded from
147.251.68.36 on Wed, 24 Feb 2021 13:13:02 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



DIIS WORKING PAPER 2009:32

HENRIK BOESEN LINDBO LARSEN

Research Assistant, DIIS
hbl@diis.dk

DIIS Working Papers make available DIIS researchers’
and DIIS project partners’ work in progress towards
proper publishing. They may include important
documentation which is not necessarily published
elsewhere. DIIS Working Papers are published under
the responsibility of the author alone. DIIS Working
Papers should not be quoted without the express
permission of the author.

DIIS WORKING PAPER 2009:32

© Copenhagen 2009

Danish Institute for International Studies, DIIS
Strandgade 56, DK-1401 Copenhagen, Denmark
Ph: +45 32 69 87 87

Fax: +45 32 69 87 00

E-mail: diis@diis.dk

Web: www.diis.dk

Cover Design: Carsten Schioler
Layout: Allan Lind Jorgensen
Printed in Denmark by Vesterkopi AS

ISBN: 978-87-7605-362-8

Price: DKK 25.00 (VAT included)
DIIS publications can be downloaded
free of charge from www.diis.dk

This content downloaded from
147.251.68.36 on Wed, 24 Feb 2021 13:13:02 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



DIIS WORKING PAPER 2009:32

CONTENTS

Abstract 4
Power Politics Strike Back 5
A Mosaic of European Reactions 5
Theoretical Expectations to the Great Powers 6
The French Presidency 9
Europe is France by Extension 10
Europe as Strategic Actor 12
Germany’s Binding Strategy 13
Germany’s New Ostpolitik 14
Small German Steps 16
The British Hawk 17
The “Special” Relationship 18
The European Pressure 20
Assessment: An EU-3 Great Power Concert? 20
Return to Theory 22
References 23

This content downloaded from
147.251.68.36 on Wed, 24 Feb 2021 13:13:02 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



DIIS WORKING PAPER 2009:32

ABSTRACT

The brief war between Georgia and Russia in August 2008 provoked vigorous
international reactions among the European states as consequence of the sud-
den shift in the strategic balance. This paper argues for a focus on the great
powers France, Germany and Britain as crucial actors for understanding the
behavioural reactions towards Russia. It argues furthermore that reactions must
be explained mainly from the perspective of experience based on past geopoli-
tics, translating the external pressures into concrete foreign policy: France as
promoter of a strong EU as global actor, Germany as bridge builder towards
Russia and Britain influenced by Atlanticist commitments. As witnessed by the
Russo-Georgian war, the Franco-German axis remains the stable element but
backing from Britain is crucial to ensure band-wagoning of the Atlanticist-ori-
ented states in Eastern Europe also in future international crises.
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POWER POLITICS STRIKE BACK'

The brief war between Russia and Georgia
in the summer of 2008 came as a shock for
most international observers and was de-
scribed as the ‘return of history” (after the
alleged ‘end of history’ following the col-
lapse of the Eastern bloc and the Soviet
Union). Regardless of what one might think
of this description, Europe had not known
a conflict of the same dimensions since the
struggles in the Balkans of the 1990s which,
moreover, were predominantly ethnic strug-
gles compared to a classical inter-state war.
The war provoked an international crisis,
triggering various diplomatic reactions from
the European states, ranging between strong
condemnations of Russia’s role in the con-
flict and expressions of general concern
with the conflict escalation or even (in one
case) support of Russia.

Sporadic military clashes between Georgia
and the Russian-backed break-away republics
of Abkhazia and South Ossetia increased in
Spring/Summer of 2008 and the Geotgian
president Saakashvili, who already when he
was elected president in 2004 promised ‘rein-
tegration” of the two break-away republics, set
in a major offensive against South Ossetia in
August 2008 where the main city Tskhinvali
and Russian peacekeepers were shelled. Rus-
sia responded by initiating a major counter-of-
fensive, succeeding in driving the Georgians
definitively out of both South Ossetia and
Abkhazia (Meller, 2009). This culminated with
Russia’s subsequent recognition of both break-
away republics as independent states.

' This paper has been written as part of the project on “The
‘Presence of the Past’: Theorizing the Interplay of Past and
Present Geopolitics in Contemporary Foreign Policy”, funded
by DIIS and FSE (Forskningsrddet for Samfund og Erhverv), cf.
http://www.diis.dk/sw48833.asp.

2 Kagan (2008) as referred in Mouritzen (2009a).

This paper does not seek to determine “who
to blame” for the conflict and the interna-
tional repercussions it provoked; what can be
concluded, however, is that the war for Russia
became an efficient means of demonstrating
to the Western states that Russia is back as
great power on the international scene and
that the West should refrain from intervening
in Russia’s sphere of interest in large parts of
the post-Soviet space. Not least, the Georgian
war effectively put a stop to further NATO
enlargements, since today only few member
states would be willing to issue security guar-
antees to Georgia which — as witnessed — ulti-
mately can lead to war with Russia. Thus, the
Russo-Georgian war constitutes an obvious
demonstration of the dangers and limitations
of further NATO enlargement towards East.
If Georgia earlier could be characterised as
being in the “grey zone” between NATO
and Russia influence, the brief war in August
2008 left no doubt that Georgia now again
would slide back towards Russian influence.
The events have forced the European states
to rethink their strategic options and react to
this new external pressure.

A MOSAIC OF EUROPEAN
REACTIONS

A quick glance at the European reactions to
the conflict reveals a veritable “mosaic” of
foreign policy attitudes. According to Mou-
ritzen (2009a or forthc.), the broad diversity
of international reactions to the Russo-Geor-
gian war among the European states can be
summed up into four main reaction profiles:
traditional hawks, emotional hawks, newly
converted hawks and doves.

The clearest examples among the traditional
hawks are first and foremost made up by the
USA and Great Britain. The US.A employed a
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Cold War-like rhetoric, condemning the Rus-
sian “disproportionate response”, reassuring
support for Georgian NATO membership,
transporting the Georgian troops back to
Georgian territory during the conflict from
their deployment to Iraq and later sending a
battleship to the Black Sea with humanitarian
assistance to Georgia. Furthermore, in order
to punish Russia, the USA proposed the sus-
pension of the NATO-Russia Council as well
as Russia’s place in G8. Britain reacted very
similarly, reassuring support for Georgian
NATO membership and wishing to establish
a counterweight to Russian power (energy)
policies in FEastern Europe.

The emotional hawks, in turn, represent
the former “captive” or “satellite” states of
the Soviet Union that visited Thilisi during
a joint official visit (Poland, Estonia, Latvia,
Lithuania and Ukraine) and employed a very
sharp and confrontational rhetoric not only
against Russia but also as a means of criticis-
ing the European doves for their perceived
too soft reactions against Russia. Accordingly,
Georgia had to be offered NATO member-
ship quickly in order to balance the newly in-
vigorated Russia and aggressions against the
Russian neighbours in the post-Soviet space.

Also “newly converted hawks” can be
identified among the hardliners, i.e. the Eu-
ropean states which traditionally have been
non-aligned (Sweden, Finland) but which in
the case of the Russo-Georgian war have ex-
hibited sharp reactions: for Finland, foreign
minister Stubb (as simultaneous chairman of
the OSCE) and for Sweden in the shape of
sharp historical analogies uttered by foreign
minister Bildt. What unifies the all the cat-
egories of hawks is the wish, in one sense or
another, to punish Russia for her role in the
war — in the case of the emotional hawks, if
necessary even with the risk of cutting com-
munications with Russia.

By contrast, the countries adopting dove for-
eign policy stance have generally sought a
strategy of binding Russia through socialising
the country into European values (‘Einbind-
ung’). Russia should not be alienated, which
may happen in the case of too sharp Western
condemnations, and Europe should ensure its
continued engagement in the Caucasus also
in the long run. To this category counts most
importantly Germany that avoided blaming
either side for the outbreak of the conflict,
warned against taking precipitate measures
against Russia while underlining the mutual
interests between Europe and Russia.

A number of other states pursued the
dove stance (and the ‘Einbindung’ strategy)”.
France, however, remains a particular case
to understand: it was difficult to distinguish
any clear French independent position, since
France as EU president staked all on creat-
ing a common European position and acting
as mediator in re-establishing peace between
Russia and Georgia. The French position
ended up somewhere between the hawk and
dove position in what can be defined as the
common lowest denominator, i.e. in a com-
promise between hawks and doves among
the EU members states (ibid: 5-11).

THEORETICAL EXPECTATIONS
TO THE GREAT POWERS

The case shall be made for focusing on the
European great powers as relevant objects
for understanding the behavioural patterns
and alighment among the European states.
France, Germany and Britain are states of
comparable sizes and as during many other

3 To this category counts also an additional number of West-
ern, Central European and West Balkan states plus Turkey.
Italy — in the shape of Prime Minister Berlusconi — represents
the only case of a veritable Russia supporter.
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international crises, great power alliances
constitute the core around which internation-
al coalitions of the smaller powers are usu-
ally centred (e.g. the invasion of Iraqin 2003).
When common action is taken in the interna-
tional forums, the great powers become cru-
cial objects of examination. In spite of be-
ing exposed to similar external pressures, the
European great powers exhibit divergent be-
havioural patterns which requires an in-depth
analysis of the intra-state characteristics of
each case.

First, at the most simplified level of expla-
nation, the structural realist theory (Waltz,
1979), it is expected that France, Germany
and Britain conceived as billiard balls in a
global system would exhibit similar behav-
iour as reaction to the shift in the strategic
balance. Second, moving away from the most
simplified level to geopolitical explanations
also fails to provide sufficient explanatory
power. From a geopolitical perspective, states
are acting first and foremost within a certain
geographic frame according to their geostra-
tegic range of interests which, accordingly,
make them prone to proximate power balancing.
France, Germany and Britain, however, are
each great powers with a geostrategic range
of interests sufficiently important* to make
them logically want to balance Russia as reac-
tion to the international repercussions. Eco-
nomic ties to Russia, e.g. dependency on en-
ergy imports, do not per se hinder any logical
balancing of Russia in connection with the
Georgian conflict.

Failing to find convincing explanatory
power both at the systemic (I) and geopoliti-
cal (II) levels calls for an intra-state analysis
(III), more specifically “bringing in the past”

* France and Britain as top-5 world military powers and UN
Security Council members; Germany as world exporter and
economic power, especially vis-a-vis the post-Soviet space.

as explanation of the foreign policy forma-
tion processes in each case (see figure 1).

The intra-state level will take into account
the historic specificities that characterise
each state. It is assumed that each state con-
tains a specific role conception developed
from historic experiences that is expected
to influence the foreign policy behaviour in
concrete cases. One can say that each state
is characterised by a predominant strategic cul-
ture where historic experiences has made up
basic assumptions about the strategic envi-
ronment in which the state is positioned and
thus provides meaning to new external pres-
sures to which the state is exposed (cf. John-
ston, 1995). The concept of culture entails
a certain degree of inertia, since shared as-
sumptions and basic political-strategic goals
embedded within a state only slowly evolve,
lagging behind the changes in the material,
“objective” environment (ibid.). Expressed
in other words: based on lessons learnt from
past geopolitics, failures or successes expe-
rienced by a country may serve as historical
analogies for decision makers when faced
with current external challenges. Past geopol-
itics, however, should not be used as a catch-
all category for any occurrence that cannot
be explained by the objective pressures of
present geopolitics (Mouritzen, 2009b: 169-
70). Past geopolitics in this sense is a luxury
that can only be afforded under favourable
external circumstances: decreasing action
space means less room for past geopolitics,
while increasing action space means more
(ibid: 170-76). In the case of France, Germa-
ny and Britain, we must assume a high degree
of action space, since the Georgian conflict
admittedly represented a shift in the strategic
balance but it did not represent any security
threat to the states in question. This justifies
a great deal of importance to be attached to
“the presence of the past”.
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Figure |. Theories, their levels and the specific explanations they deliver.

Level of explanation
(I) Systemic
(I1) Inter-state

Geopolitics

ntra-state a) dtrategic
Iy | Strategi

b) Decision-making process

To sum up on the approach of this paper, it
is based on the epistemological principle of
explanatory parsimony inherent in critical
rationalism (“explaining much by little”, cf.
Mouritzen, 1998: 146-48), starting out from
the most abstract and simplified level of ex-
planation and only if necessary from then on
moving towards specific explanations. The
analysis from now on is obliged to find ex-
planatory power based on “the presence of
the past”. Should the analysis even at this lev-
el be deemed to contain insufficient explana-
tory power, we would be obliged, finally, to
‘climb down the ladder’ and further disaggre-
gating the intra-state processes and give up
the assumption of the state as unitary actor:
examining particularities of #he decision-making
process based on approaches such as percep-
tions and (mis)information of decision-mak-
ers and bureaucratic bargaining®. The overall

s Cf. Allison (1971).

Theory / approach

Structural realism

culture

Specific explanation

Systemic balancing

Proximate power
balancing

Experience based on past
geopolitics

Perceptions / (mis-)informa-
tion;
bureaucratic bargaining

logic of the approach can be summed up as
in figure 1°.

The analysis of the great powers’ foreign
policy behaviour should not be strictly lim-
ited to the reactions to the Russo-Georgian
war as such but meaningfully extended to in-
clude also the strategic preferences for Geor-
gian rapprochement to the West, notably
NATO membership/MAP (Membership Ac-
tion Plan)’. Conceptually, the analysis should
attach attention to the difference between
official declarations and actual behaviour as
foreign policy behaviour.

¢ Adapted from Mouritzen (forthcoming).

7 Possibly related to preferences for further EU enlargements.
For both Georgia and Russia, EU membership has been a less
salient issue than NATO membership but can meaningfully be
taken as expression of general preferences for approaching
Georgia to the West.
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THE FRENCH PRESIDENCY

France played a very active role in the conflict
as mediator between Georgia and Russia in
the function of president of the EU. Objec-
tively, it was fortunate for the EU’s credibil-
ity as international actor that it was a country
like France — with a considerable and expe-
rienced diplomatic apparatus at her disposal
— that chaired the EU and could act as effec-
tive mediator in the conflict®. Even though it
can be claimed that Russia anyway would not
have advanced further into Georgia proper as
result of “mission accomplished”, the rapid
deployment of an EU monitoring mission
(EUMM Georgia) to oversee the ceasefire on
the de facto borders to South Ossetia and Ab-
khazia can be taken as a witness of the EU’s
willingness and ability to act as reliable con-
flict solver’. Even though civilian in character,
the EUMM has the clear aim of preventing
new military escalations in the former war
zones.

Sarkozy did not miss the chance among his
European colleagues on several occasions of
drawing attention to the role of the French
diplomatic service and his own role as cease-
fire broker between Moscow and Thilisi. It
remains clear, simultaneously, that if it would
have been the Czech Republic instead of
France that had had the role as EU president
during the Georgian crisis (which would have
been the scenario if the conflict had taken
place half a year later), it would have a severe
impediment for building up a common EU
profile and producing quick results. Not only
as the Czech Republic is a country of limited

8 According to diplomatic sources, during one of the meetings
with Sarkozy, Putin had threatened to overthrow the regime
in Thilisi and string up Saakashvili, Times Online, 14/11/2008.

% To employ Sarkozy’s own words, it was in direct contrast
to Bosnia where it was the USA that acted but the EU which
followed.

size with a relatively inexperienced diplomatic
apparatus but it would also have seemed im-
possible to imagine the strongly EU-sceptical
and Russia-hawkish President Vaclav Klaus
in a similar mediator role. It is worth noting,
moreovet, that it is doubtful whether any oth-
er of the major European states in the func-
tion of EU President would have shown an
engagement as eager as France that invested
all diplomatic efforts for the sake of promot-
ing a common EU position in the conflict,
probably at the expense of formulating an
independent position". Sarkozy criticised
Georgia for having initiated a military action
but likewise criticised Russia for her ‘dispro-
portional’ response.

France completely amalgamated with the
EU presidency and her position was seem-
ingly adjusted to maximising the presidency’s
practical efficiency as peace broker. Obvious-
ly, France had to adopt a pragmatic approach
if the realistic aim was to act as mediator vis-
a-vis a militarily advancing Russia followed by
the quick deployment of the EUMM. On the
other hand, France was obliged to “look be-
hind her shoulders” to balance the multiple
foreign policy preferences of the EU mem-
ber states, since France in principle was acting
on behalf of them.

We know from the French position with-
in NATO’s own ranks that France is one of
the strongest sceptics against further eastern
enlargements and a general Russian-friendly
position that takes Russian interest in her
near abroad into concern — just as France
claims to have a special responsibility in her
“near abroad” in Francophone Africa. France
(along with Germany) was the major force be-

' When foreign minister Kouchner uttered some rather
harsh statement condemning the ethnic cleansings in South
Ossetia and the need for sanctions against, he was quickly
corrected by Sarkozy, “Russie: Sarkozy contredit Kouchner”,
Le Parisien, 30/08/2008.
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hind NATO’s untraditional decision of hold-
ing out prospects of NATO membership to
both Ukraine and Georgia but without fixing
any date for the accession plan (NATO Sum-
mit in Bucharest of April 2008). French wor-
ries about the power balance between Europe
and Russia were predominant, as exemplified
by a statement of French Prime Minister Fil-
lon: “We are opposed to the entry of Geor-
gia and Ukraine because we think it is not the
right response to the balance of power in Eu-
rope and between Furope and Russia, and we
want to have a dialogue on this subject with

Russia”!!

. The Russo-Georgian war could
therefore only reinforce France in the per-
ception that the original scepticism towards
further NATO enlargements was particularly
reasonable; offering membership to countries
so geopolitically exposed would risk dragging
the Alliance into a series of defence commit-
ment that no member state in reality would
be willing to live up to. The French attitude
towards NATO enlargement is not unlike
French policies regarding EU enlargements:
the need to consolidate the internal cohesion
power of the Union before plunging headlong
into new risky commitments. French strategic
thought is deeply rooted in the states and their
interests as point of departure when defining
policies (Colson, 1992). As consequence, in-
ternational actors should recognise their real
strategic interests and act accordingly.

Also subsequent to the actual cease fire
brokering process, France has at several oc-
casions tried to bring the EU presidency into
play to advance an interest-based (French)
agenda vis-a-vis Russia. France may have
acknowledged the importance of signalling
discontent with the Russian military action,
which tipped the strategic balance towards

"' “France won’t back Ukraine and Georgia NATO bids”, Reu-
ters, 01/04/2008.

Russia in the European neighbourhood. The
most tangible (however, modest) response
from the West has been the suspension of the
NATO-Russia Council in which formal talks
resumed in April 2009. This has been no im-
pediment for France later stating that France
and Europe would be willing to discuss a
Russian proposal for a new European securi-
ty architecture'” and a strengthened EU-Rus-
sia partnership based on economic interests
(Sarkozy, 2008: 726-27). Not surprisingly, the
French position caused anxiety among many
of the other EU members, notably the be-
fore-mentioned emotional hawks that wished
more tangible sanctions against Russia.

EUROPE IS FRANCE BY
EXTENSION

France’s wish of promoting the EU as global
foreign policy instrument reflects the funda-
mental ambition since the Cold War of pro-
moting a multipolar world where the EU is
transformed into a new power pole that could
break with bipolarity and — today — unipolar-
ity. France’s lesson from the past is that her
history-long global rank is threatened by the
simple fact that the relative size of France as
country is decreasing, France has lost her sta-
tus of empire twice: the continental empire
after the battle of Waterloo (1815) and the
colonial empire after the bitter defeats in In-
dochina and in Algeria (1954/1962). In addi-
tion to French isolation from the great power
game during the Cold War, also more recent
geopolitics may play a role in the perception
of French decision makers. The invasion of
Iraq (2003) for France was a witness of the

12 Medvedev launched the idea for a new security treaty from
‘Vancouver to Vladivostok’ which has given rise to consider-
able scepticism among most Western states, fearing the un-
dermining of the current OSCE constellation.
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dangers of unipolarity, which had to be bal-
anced by the means available®.

France is marked by this fundamental feel-
ing of decline which France tries to com-
pensate for through, first and foremost, an
efficient foreign policy-oriented EU as mul-
tiplier of French influence. Only the EU has
the necessary “critical size” to play an equal
game with the other world powers which
France no longer can play independently. In-
stead of pointing at a “critical juncture” that
has shaped the French strategic orientation
towards Europe, it would be more correct
to conceive it as an evolving role conception
over time. De Gaulle’s original vision of the
“Europe of states” was a model based on mu-
tual agreements between sovereign states with
France acting as political and military centre
of an independent Europe free from external
(American) hegemony. The idea of an inde-
pendent Europe based on the simultaneous
preservation of national autonomy created
precedence for the subsequent French presi-
dents (Holm, 2006: 97-101).

A rupture, however, came with Mitterand’s
idea of a “‘state-like Europe” that represents a
model transcending traditional alliance policy
and involves deeper integration between the
nations such as a common currency, a com-
mon foreign policy and, eventually, defence'”.
France believes to represent a universal state
model, the nation state (“Efat-Nation”) origi-
nating from the French Revolution which is
perceived to represent foundation for today’s
liberal democracies. Due to its universal char-

'* As middle-sized power, France pursued a “soft power bal-
ancing” strategy with the aim of entangling the USA in diplo-
matic commitments and signals of resolve to balance in future
(cf. Pape, 2005).

'* The change can as such be interpreted as a reaction to the
fact that Europe never obtained an independent status but
was deadlocked in the bipolar structures of the Cold War —
an independent Europe should therefore necessarily depend
on qualitatively different (state-like) characteristics.

acter, the French nation state can be exported
as model for the entire EU, providing genuine
political cohesion power for the Union to act
as unified entity. From this logic, once France
has merged with the EU (as multiplier of
French interest), the Union is enabled to act
as strategic actor' (ibid: 45-49; 101).

The state-like Europe has obviously shown
clear limitations in light of the many mem-
ber states (especially after the Eastern en-
largements) which do not share the idea of
a state-like Europe, thus contradicting the
ambition of the EU a strong and unified ac-
tor. To some extent, this has forced France to
redefine her grand EU vision. There is now
no longer talk about a vision of a Union in
concentric circles with a clear “policy cen-
tre” in which France takes a key role, but of
state-like Eu-
rope” and traditional state alliances similar to
de Gaulle’s “Europe of states”. The French
role in the Russo-Georgian war seems to be

(13

a mixture between Mitterand’s

a mixture between these two models (Holm,
2008).

This can be referred to as the “flexible
Europe” model where an avant-garde group
of the most ambitious states can launch en-
hanced common foreign policy cooperation
and thus uphold a strong and capable EU ‘of
the willing’. Basically, it reflects a great power
concert of states that are willing to take the
lead which preferably, but not necessarily, will
influence the originally hesitant EU mem-
bers and make them join the policies of the
core (Holm, 2006: 76). The flexible Europe
(evoked by Chirac and Sarkozy on several
occasions) can as such be interpreted as an
incremental adaptation to the reluctant EU
members in the periphery but it has the over-
all persistent element of promoting a multi-

'* As opposed to the mere “civilian” power which is often
referred to when describing the EU’s power status.
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polar world in which the EU represents one
of the big poles.

The flexible Europe for France is naturally
centred on the special relationship with Ger-
many. It was no coincidence that the flexible
Europe model was first launched in the Ger-
man Reichstag (by Chirac, in 2000) as a natu-
ral continuation of the traditionally strong
Franco-German axis. The Franco-German
axis is founded on the idea of common his-
tory overcoming the old arch-rivalry and
the creation of big common projects. Major
power restructurings in BEurope have often
led to fear among French political leadership
that Germany would try to reaffirm herself
as leading power (ibid: 57). Whereas France
has tried to establish alternative axes in more
specific fields (for instance, with Britain in the
domain of defence), Germany remains the
long-term stable partner which France can
fall back on. Compared to Germany, French
foreign policy is, however, rooted in qualita-
tively different realpolitik features.

The French presidency has been a bal-
ancing act for the above-mentioned flexible
EU model. On one hand, France plays the
great power game with the other major Eu-
ropean states, while upholding the vision that
French power is multiplied at the European
level’. On the other, in order not to hazard
the Union’s cohesion power, consent must be
obtained also from the smaller powers in the
longer term. Urgent crises, however, give way
to the larger countries to take extraordinary

'® The financial crisis once again allowed France to play the
global role as European avant-garde that she so urgently
wants to. It was the countries in the Euro zone that took the
lead in initiatives for public investments and state monitoring
of the financial sector, initiatives that were later joined by the
other EU countries. Sarkozy once again took the new lead in
convening the G20 meeting as representative of an economi-
cally powerful EU (vis-a-vis a weakened USA) in order to initi-
ate a new economic order with the inclusion of the upcoming
economic powers (Brazil, India, China).

initiatives on behalf of the Union (Holm,
2008: 87). A possible revival of the Paris-Ber-
lin-Moscow axis in a more long-term strate-
gic partnership between the EU and Russia
therefore needs to take into account the con-
cerns of the rest of the member states, too.

France’s number one priority in connec-
tion with the Georgian crisis was to make
the EU act as a unified actor and obtain con-
crete results through the settlement of the
Russo-Georgian conflict. To this end, a high
degree of pragmatism was necessary in the
actual negotiations (since Russia otherwise
may not want not comply), whereas the of-
ficial EU declaration (as expression of com-
mon lowest denominator between hawks and
doves) could be allowed to take a more criti-
cal stance. For France, the number one pri-
ority has been exposing herself as political
leader of a unified Union capable of deliver-
ing foreign policy results, compatible with the
overall French strategy for Europe. From the
French perspective, the multipolar world rep-
resents a more stable world order than under
unipolarity for which reason the EU neces-
sarily has to play the role as balancing actor
in connection with international crises. The
French position has clear elements of Gaullist
realism (balancing) but essential information
would be lost if the observer would neglect
the fact that French interests increasingly be-
come synonymous with European interests.
Some additional factors can be highlighted in
this connection.

EUROPE AS STRATEGIC ACTOR

French identification with Europe transcends
the economic sphere, since from the French
perspective economic power can never be
transformed into political power without
coupling to credible military capacities. The
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construction of a European Security and De-
fence Policy (ESDP) has become a key area in
which France plays the role as defence avant-
garde.

A number of reorientations in French
security and defence policy have been ob-
served during the approximate 10 years of
the existence of the ESDP. Interestingly,
France seems to have initiated a Europeani-
sation of the Africa policy in the traditional
sphere of interest in Francophone Africa
where France has intervened unilaterally
on several occasions since decolonisation
(Bergeon, 2007: 59). To date, three ESDP
missions have been carried out in Africa in
which France, being by far the largest con-
tributor, tries to include as many EU part-
ners as possible, even though from a purely
military perspective it would be more ratio-
nal to ‘go it alone’. Obviously, the Europe-
anisation of French Africa policy is driven
by political motives.

French ‘reintegration’ into NATO is an-
other important factor. Albeit more symbolic
than of practical significance, French reinte-
gration has often been interpreted as a major
strategic reorientation towards a new Atlan-
ticist France. However, the French strategy
has the simultaneous — and explicit — aim
of revitalising the transatlantic relationship:
a new balanced relationship where the EU
formulates the big foreign policies as equal
partner to the USA, once the Union has been
equipped with a new affirmed defence policy
(Livre Blanc, 2008: 98-102).

The construction of a credible European
defence is a long-term goal for France, which
from the beginning has encountered scepti-
cism from certain member states, fearing the
ESDP will start competing with NATO. For
the French presidency, which already from
the beginning had set the European defence
as one of the top priorities, the conflict in

Georgia, however, came as a welcome oppor-
tunity that stressed the need for addressing
real threats towards stability in the European
backyard. The Russo-Georgian war and the
European success in the deployment of the
EUMM as independent ESDP mission fell
well in line with Europeanisation of French
foreign policy with the overall objective of
Europe gradually assuming s#rategic actor re-
sponsibilities. Therefore, France’s EU presi-
dency was an expression of continuity rather
than change in French foreign policy over the
last decade.

GERMANY’S BINDING STRATEGY

As mentioned, Germany chose a balanced
position where neither of the sides was
blamed for the outbreak of the conflict. Prior
to the war, Steinmeier had been actively en-
gaged in settling the disputes between Geor-
gia and Abkhazia, where the conflict in the
first place was believed most likely to break
out. Germany sought a constructive role in
which Russia was not to be alienated but to
keep Europe’s door open to Russia and the
long-term settlement of the Georgian issue.
This was in direct contrast to the ‘emotional
hawks’, who sought a Cold War-type con-
tainment of Russia. As expressed by foreign
minister Steinmeier: “Do we want strong-
worded statements to air our frustration and
our sadness of so much human suffering at
Europe’s doorstep? Or do we want Europe
to remain capable of playing an active role
in bringing lasting peace to the Caucasus?”"’.
Active engagement was deemed essential for
the constructive de-escalation process be-
tween both parties.

7 EU meeting of foreign ministers, Auswdrtiges Amt,
13/08/2008.
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More concretely, Steinmeier was in disfavour
of any kind of tangible sanctions towards
Russia such as suspending the EU-Russia
Partnership and Cooperation Agreement
and he warned against interrupting talks in
the NATO-Russia Council. Freezing the dia-
logue has never led to the solution of con-
flicts, it was claimed. Germany supported the
French presidency for having put an end to
the hostilities from which point international
mechanisms could take over the stabilisation
process™. A small nuance can, however, be
identified between Steinmeier and chancel-
lor Merkel, the latter employing a slightly
sharper tone against Russia, finding some of
Russia’s actions disproportionate. Neverthe-
less, Merkel also engaged in the peace talks by
visiting both Medvedev at his summer loca-
tion in Sochi and later Saakashvili in Thilisi.
References to the common interests between
Germany/EU and Russia were predominant.
Generally speaking, it is worth noticing that
Germany both during and after the Georgian
crisis has defined interests primarily in econorm-
ic terms, stressing the EU and Russia as key
trade partners, with simultaneous spill-over in
value terms, i.e. a wish to ensure Russia’s long-
term socialisation into ‘BEuropean’ norms of
democracy and human rights. This is in direct
contrast to the French and British cases that
defined interests first and foremost in political-
Strategic terms.

Germany has, moreover, been a major
sceptic to new NATO enlargements, oppos-
ing both Georgian and Ukrainian member-
ship with reference to the fact that NATO has
undertaken over-hasty enlargements without
the necessary prior internal debate and that
further enlargements first and foremost must
bring not less, but more security to Europe as

'® Foreign minister Steinmeier; interview in ‘Rheinischen Post’,
Auswadrtiges Amt, 23/08/2008.

a whole”. From this logic, the Russo-Geot-
gian war could only come as a witness of the
worst-case scenario of an overstretched alli-
ance which had issued risky security guaran-
tees to unstable states with disputed borders.
Like France, Germany has equally expressed
herself in favour of discussing Medvedev’s
proposal for a new Furopean security trea-
ty; this was welcomed as a new start for the
Russia-NATO relations and as an option for
continued long-term discussions™. Also in re-
lation to the EU, Germany that traditionally
has been one of the most ardent proponents
of enlargements in the recognition of hav-
ing a special responsibility for the unification
of Burope, is marked by a new enlargement
fatigue and the wish to consolidate the big
projects already undertaken.

GERMANY’S NEW OSTPOLITIK

Germany’s confrontation-aversive foreign
policy orientation and abstinence from
strong-worded statements is rooted in a veri-
table role complex that is first and foremost
defined against the country’s own past. The
catastrophic events and atrocities committed
during the Second World War has left a funda-
mental feeling of guilt in all layers of German
society which has resulted in a pronounced
wish for a Germany acting as righteous actor
in international affairs (Stelzenmiiller, 2009:
92).

In German foreign policy making, unilat-
eralism is rejected per se and multilateralism
regarded as a benefit in itself, almost regard-
less of the problems that need to be solved.
Multilateralism, international rules and con-
sensus-building are regarded as the most

' Foreign minister Steinmeier, Auswdrtiges Amt, 03/04/2009.

2 Foreign minister Steinmeier, Auswdrtiges Amt, 29/06/2009.
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suitable way of approaching international
issues, transcending classic (obsolete) power
competition”. Germany’s commitment to the
(development of) international rules is mani-
fested by the country’s strong adherence to
international law and organisations for solv-
ing international conflicts (Krause, 2004: 49).
The consensus-seeking sentiment in German
political culture has simultaneously resulted
in a general rejection of the use of force and
sanctions as foreign policy instruments™.

German efforts at redemption from the
past have to a large extent been invested in
the European project, which Germany (in
direct contrast to France) sees as a project
that is genuinely Ewurgpean and thus above any
national interests®. For historic reasons, Ger-
many has wanted to bind herself maximally
to the European project and the collectively
developed rules institutionalised within it.
Horizontal and vertical integration are per-
ceived as complementary: vertical integration
because there must be a European identity
founded upon substantial political coopera-
tion*; horizontal because Germany feels a
historic commitment to the geographical
unification of Europe (Aggestam, 2008: 365-
366).

The mere “civilian” or “normative” power
status of the EU is seen as an appropriate

2 Put in another way, the German security dilemma is a
question of how to play a larger international role without
becoming a threat to others which would (as proven by his-
tory) again generate behaviour disadvantageous to Germany
(Bach/Peters, 2002: 11).

22 As witnessed by Germany's very cautious steps towards
troop deployment outside her own territory, this strategic
paradigm has only exhibited minor changes in Germany’s re-
cent history (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2005: 343-50).

2 To employ former chancellor Kohl's words, Germany’s role
conception has been turned up-side down from a “German
Europe” to a “European Germany”.

24 With the Maastricht Treaty, Germany accepted to pool her
traditional great power symbol (the Deutschmark) in a com-
mon European currency.This also includes the institutionalisa-
tion of the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP).

“soft power” tool which makes it obvious
for Germany to align with the Union’s overall
external relation policies. Germany’s foreign
vision is tightly linked to the EU’s security
environment where Germany can obtain in-
fluence, not through coercion but through
the development of common norms (Bach/
Peters, 2002: 9-10). However, what was ob-
served during the Georgian crisis was admit-
tedly a German foreign policy committed to
this grand vision, but this did not hinder Ger-
many adopting the (apart from Italy) most
Russia-friendly reaction among the European
states. What is essential here is the fact that
Germany acted as mediator with Russia by
playing the role as bridge builder that even
surpassed French pragmatism. Again, history
seems to be the core reason behind Germa-
ny’s behaviour.

The historic traumas become especially
relevant in Germany’s relationship to Rus-
sia, which as formerly defined German Leb-
ensraum suffered particularly hard during the
Second World War. The guilt feelings is argu-
ably a predominantly tacit factor in Germany
political culture® but history is often evoked
explicitly as worst-case scenario in contrast to
the common shared interests and values that
today exist between Russia and Germany™.
Thus, the very conscience that Germany was
responsible for the atrocities committed makes
it impossible for Germany today to criticise
Russia. Germany’s abstinence from criticism
of Russia can be traced back to one genera-
tional factor: among the generation presently

% For instance, the Kaczynski twins’ controversial claims in
2006 for German VWWW?2 reparations to Poland resulted in few
and very restrained reactions from the German political es-
tablishment.

% For instance, “The horrors of this terrible war, which af-
fected the citizens of the former Soviet Union particularly
hard, have not been forgotten [...] An awareness of shared
interests and values has replaced decades of ingrained antago-
nistic thinking and behaviour” (Schréder, 2004: 76).

This content downloaded from
147.251.68.36 on Wed, 24 Feb 2021 13:13:02 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



DIIS WORKING PAPER 2009:32

in power in Germany, many have experienced
Russia in the 1990s and look gratefully at her
for having supported German reunification.
For this reason, they are more inclined to at-
tach importance to Russia as stable partner
(Stelzenmtller, 2009: 97-98).

The perhaps most important factor, how-
ever, is Germany’s self-identification with
Russia. Germany’s experience with the rise
of Nazism is the story of having been a cor-
nered great power herself due to the harsh
terms of the Treaty of Versailles. This is a
clear historic analogy to Russia’s current situ-
ation: Germany’s defeat in the First World
War has many similarities to Russia’s “defeat”
in the Cold War. From a German perspective,
consequently, the appropriate response is not
confrontation but on the contrary a policy
which tries to integrate Russia into a web
of mutually binding commitments. Russia
plunged deep into recession and chaos after
the demise of the Soviet Union, a weakness
that according to Russia’s current leadership
was exploited by the West during Russia’s
post-Soviet transition by forcing NATO ex-
pansions deep into the space of the former
Warsaw Pact and the Soviet Union. From a
German perspective, the new invigorated
Russia under Putin/Medvedev is a result of
the humiliations of the 1990s, which did in
fact only contribute to alienating Russia from
the European values and Western influence.
Sanctions or sharp criticism against Rus-
sia for her role in the Georgian crisis would
therefore only contribute to additional Rus-
sian estrangement and eventually cornering
of a strategically important great power. De-
railing the diplomatic course would be equal
to derailing the necessary dialogue with Rus-
sia which would risk deteriorating the Russia-
EU/NATO relations into obsolete power ti-
valry for spheres of influence. Consequently,
Russia had to be included in a dialogue on

security on an equal basis with the Western
community to ensure Russia’s continued
binding (‘Einbindung’) to Europe.

In sum, German foreign policy towards
Russia is driven by continuity ever since the
Cold War and the Ostpolitik of the Willy Brandt
era. In a key strategy paper from 2000, the
German Foreign Ministry describes the strat-
egy as “rapprochement through economic in-
terlocking” which is remarkably close to the
strategy of “change through rapprochement”
of the Ostpolitik in the 70s with the aim of dé-
tente between East and West”. Germany pet-
ceives herself as the most important bridge
builder between Europe and Russia based on
the assumption that the greatest triumph of
Germany’s soft power influence would be the
successful integration of Russia into the rule-
based European order (Stelzenmiiller, 2009:
93-94). The German soft power strategy has
not been fundamentally shaken by the war in
Georgia in spite of the international reper-
cussions that followed it (ibid: 99).

SMALL GERMAN STEPS

Germany’s self-imposed restraint in foreign
affairs does not automatically imply that
Germany has no independent foreign policy.
Since the end of the Cold War, it seems that
Germany has adopted a more independent
voice, albeit still insisting on the self-per-
ceived virtues of “democracy”, “multilat-
eralism” or “civilian power”. The fact that
Germany de facto blocks US insistence on
further NATO enlargements and plays the

7 During the EU presidency in 2007, Germany launched
three initiatives for a new EU Ostpolitik: a new Neighbour-
hood Policy, rapprochement to the Central Asian republics
and negotiations for a new EU-Russia partnership agreement.
Berlin, once again, advanced a common European position at
the expense of putting Germany’s own interests first (Stark,
2007:793).
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role as BEU-Russia bridge builder witnesses
a new self-consciousness characterising a
great power. Already Chancellor Schréder
declared that German foreign policy should
follow “enlightened self-interests”, including
the protection of freedom and human rights,
in what can be interpreted as a strategy for
the political emancipation of a Germany that
as minimum wanted to be consulted instead
of (as in the past) blindly aligning with the
policies of her traditional strategic partners
(Forsberg, 2005: 217).

Again, the notion of flexible Europe be-
comes relevant as analytical tool. Faced with
the inefficiency of an EU-27, urgent crises
(as witnessed by the French presidency) has
shown the need of rapid and coordinated ac-
tion which give a natural role to the great pow-
ers as foreign policy pioneers. Former foreign
minister Joschka Fischer declared the neces-
sity of a Buropean gravity centre which he,
moreover, saw as a natural complement to the
historical process of European unification®.
Centred on Germany and France, the gravity
centre should ensure enhanced integration as
spearhead in the political development of the
European community.

The practical unfolding of the “flexible
Europe” model has been observed most
clearly in the more controversial aspects of
the common foreign policy such as the de-
tence domain (ESDP). In accordance with
Germany’s gradual (however, cautious) ac-
ceptance of military out-of-area deploy-
ments, Germany has a preference for small-
scale military operations or the mere civilian
missions within state-building and monitor-
ing (Stark, 2007: 798). Being assured that the
ESDP will remain restricted to these relatively
low key security responsibilities, Germany has

% “Die Rekonstruktion des Westens”, Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung, 06/03/2004.

shown real willingness to push forward rein-
forced cooperation in this domain based on
a French-German-British coalition as main
axis”. From this perspective, the deployment
of the EUMM Georgia was fully compatible
with German strategic preferences: a civilian
border monitoring mission to ensure stability
in the European neighbourhood which could,
moreover, ease Russian concerns about re-
newed military escalations in Georgia and the
rest of the Southern Caucasus.

While the flexible coalition model may
seem as a potentially conflicting with German
multilateralism as number one priority, it re-
mains clear, simultaneously, that the original
ambitions of substantial political cooperation
with a common foreign policy based on ‘Eu-
ropean values’ are endangered by European
disunity following the enlargements. As long
as it does not mean deviating radically from
the original European project, the Georgian
as well as the financial crises have shown
German willingness of acting in great pow-
ers concert to address urgent needs (“effec-
tive multilateralism”), or in the case of Russia
even assume an independent role as pragmat-
ic bridge builder.

THE BRITISH HAWK

Turning finally to the British, Foreign Sec-
retary Miliband described the situation as a
“blatant aggression by Russia”. He linked it
to “threats to other neighbouring countries,
such as yesterday’s to Poland”, thus referring
to Russian threats to balance the then US-

¥ For instance, the Helsinki goals or the battle group concept.
Moreover, Germany favours the European Security Strategy,
which in its focus on multilateral and comprehensive solu-
tions to challenges such as failed states and regional conflicts
in the European neighbourhood falls well in line with German
preferences (Weissbuch, 2006: 38-49).
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planned missile shield to be installed in Po-
land and the Czech Republic®. Optimistically
twisting the outcome of the Bucharest NATO
summit in April 2008 ((which did, in fact, give
no date for accession), Miliband tried to re-
assure Georgia that the country would start
its path towards NATO membership (Mou-
ritzen, 2009a: 34). Furthermore, the conflict
was used to argue for a strengthened Europe-
an energy policy against Russia, thus enabling
the EU to act as one actor when dealing with
third parties instead of 27 member states eas-
ily being played off against one another™.

A “second wave” of sharp criticism fol-
lowed after Russia’s recognition of South Os-
setia and Abkhazia as independent republics.
The perhaps most remarkable act consisted
in signalling willingness to contain Russia:
Miliband visited Ukraine in the end of Au-
gust, according to him to “ensure the widest
possible coalition against Russian aggression

?32 In this connection, obvious

in Georgia
Cold War parallels were employed: “the sight
of Russian tanks in a neighbouring country
on the fortieth anniversary of the crushing of
the Prague Spring has shown that the temp-
tations of power politics remain”*. Miliband
turthermore supported Ukraine, which as a
sovereign and democratic state had a natu-
ral right of deciding whether to approach
the West or not; Miliband reiterated British
support for Ukrainian EU membership and
rapprochement to NATO. The Cold War
phrases were combined with a “democratic”
rhetoric similar to the American reactions,
claiming that every country has a right to
freely choose whether or not to be part of

30 Foreign and Commonwealth Office, 16/08/2008.
3! Ibid, 20/08/2008.
32 |bid, 26/08/2008.
33 Ibid, 27/08/2008.
3 Ibid, 28/08/2008.

the “free and democratic world” while char-
acterising the Russian responses as belong-
ing to past times’ power politics ill-fit with
the world order of the 21st century. In short,
traditional balancing indicating real willing-
ness to take real action towards establishing
counterweight to Russia was at the core of
the British reactions. Britain, however, did
not wish to break relations with Russia but
time had become to seriously weigh costs and
benefits of the Russian partnerships.

Britain’s behaviour is consistent with
the country’s overall preference for link-
ing Georgia to the West by supporting the
country’s quick accession to NATO and re-
iterating this wish, in spite of the fact that
this wing within NATO’ rank after the
Georgian crisis clearly has lost ground to the
enlargement-sceptical states. This is a clear
parallel to what concerns EU enlargements
and the accession of Georgia where Britain
(with the USA) has been one of the most
marked proponents of the accession of new
countries into the European community as
means of ensuring geopolitical stability in
post-Cold War Europe. Here, there is an
American-British alignment in clear contrast
to the Franco-German bloc.

THE “SPECIAL” RELATIONSHIP

Britain’s foreign policy is guided by a funda-
mental balancing principle towards a sudden
shift in the strategic environment which is
related to Britain’s historic role as balancing
power in the great power games of Conti-
nental Europe. Contrary to both France and
Germany, Britain is influenced not by a com-
mitment to the European project, but to the
self-defined “special relationship” with the
USA as centre of gravitation for British for-
eign policy.
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The existence of a “special relationship” con-
sistently affecting foreign policy behaviour is
by no means self-evident and the notion is
commonly referred to as an ideational factor,
even though from the beginning it has also
been clearly rooted in material factors. The
“special relationship” has been developed
from the assumption that Britain still had
global interests™ — and a global military reach
— surpassing those of the other European
powers and, consequently, that Britain could
enter into a close partnership with the USA
by investing enough in military capacities and
operations which would justify “special” ac-
cess to influence on American foreign poli-
cy-making (Wallace/Phillips, 2009: 282). The
geopolitical glue which held the British-Amer-
ican relationship together during the Second
World War and in the beginning of the Cold
War persisted in times when relations were
less timid or even cold® (ibid: 263-67). The
relationship can be said to have been revived
at least two times: with the Thatcher-Regan
partnership during the “second Cold War” in
the beginning of the 1980s and again in the
late 1990s, the latter revival being simultane-
ously the most remarkable one in the light of
the disappearance of the obvious common
strategic interest that existed during the Cold
War. Under Blair and Bush, the relationship
was centred on alighment to the American
global strategy and the Middle East in spite
of the two states’ divergent understandings of
the underlying security logics (ibid: 280-84).

3 Britain is (in many ways similar to France) marked by de-
cline, especially after the loss of the great overseas empire
and the Suez crisis, which effectively reduced Britain to a sec-
ondary power (Cawood, 2004: 281-86).

% To British fury, the American Secretary of State Acheson
declared in 1962 that Britain’s attempt to play a separate
power role based on a special relationship with the USA was
“played out”. The relations again cooled after the hey-days
during the Thatcher-Reagan partnership due to renewed Brit-
ish frustration over American neglects (Wallace/Phillips, 2009:
266-67).

The “special relationship” was defined as a po-
litical or ideological superstructure based on
a common history, language and values such
as the neoliberal capitalist model that charac-
terises both countries. However, it is also true
that the “special relationship” by and large
has been a material security relationship and
that it relies on tight integration between the
British and the American defence industries
and intelligence services dating back from the
Second World War. The British defence white
books of 2003 and 2008 emphasised the
trade-off between defence contribution and
expectations of influence — in other words
that interoperability with American com-
mand structures and ability to match Ameri-
can operational requirements are necessary in
order to uphold Britain’s “special” influence.
In return for the heavy contributions to the
operations in Afghanistan and the occupation
of Iraq, Britain has gained privileged access
to American defence planning and procure-
ment’’ (ibid: 267-70).

The perhaps most interesting aspect of
Britain’s self-defined “special relationship” is
the alignment with the USA in the so-called
liberal interventionist strategy™ that peaked
in the Bush administration’s first period in
power and which only now after the Blair-
Bush period seems to wane (Dumbrell, 2009:
67-68; 76-77). While the relationship contains
real strategic interests, it is simultaneously
true that it is founded on an illusion that the
USA has had a special and sentimental attach-
ment to Britain beyond these common inter-
ests (Wallace/Phillips, 2009: 281-82). While
American leaders have been oriented towards

37 Such as the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter programme and the
military nuclear cooperation where there are enormous ad-
vantages connected to access to American technology.

38 Britain almost automatically chose to join the American-led
‘coalition of the willing’ with reference to preserving the vital
influence in Washington.
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the pursuit of real national interests, their
British counterparts have often given away to
sentiments, sometimes at the expense of the
pursuit of self-interests (ibid.).

Dependency on the USA can meaning-
fully be taken as factor for the way Britain in
which chose to balance Russia in connection
with the Georgian crisis. Britain’s verbal fire
had huge resemblance with the “democratic
rhetoric” employed by the Bush administra-
tion: importance was attached to Georgia as
an alleged “free and democratic” country,
thus emancipated from old-fashioned (Rus-
sian) “spheres of influence”, which allowed
Georgia freely to choose whether to join
the club of free and democratic countries
of not.

THE EUROPEAN PRESSURE

How then, in turn, understand Britain’s re-
lationship to the EU, which in spite of ev-
erything became the most important actor
as mediator in the Russo-Georgian conflict?
Generally speaking, Britain is still fundamen-
tally marked by the old legacy of unambigu-
ous commitment to the USA and ambiguous
commitment to European integration (ibid:
281). However, one can convincingly argue
that the gradual restructurings in the post-
Cold War order, now 20 years after the fall
of the Berlin wall, has caused a new pressure
on Europe to become a producer of secu-
rity. Not only did “Europe” prove helpless
in preventing the bloody ethnic conflicts that
emerged in European neighbourhood in the
1990s but there are now also beginning indi-
cations of declining American power, strong-
ly fuelled by the economic crisis and the
military deadlock in Afghanistan. These are
restructurings which are not least expected to
influence Britain’s strategic legacies.

20

Despite the sharp rhetoric reactions, one
should not forget that Britain in fact joined the
common EU position, including the decision
of deploying the EUMM. Moreover, another
noticeable element was the will to strengthen
the European energy market, thus establish-
ing a common EU counterweight to Russia.
This should by no means be seen as any sud-
den British sentimental commitment to the
EU but rather as a perceived need to bind
the USA geopolitically to Europe through a
higher degree of burden-sharing of the se-
curity responsibilities. The transatlantic rela-
tionship needs to be reinforced in a model in
which Europe at least can look after stability
in its own neighbourhood but also strengthen
NATO as a whole. The seemingly decisive
boost occurred in early 2008, when NATO
officials talked about a “Copernican revolu-
tion” in Washington’s attitude towards the
European defence which was brought about
by Sarkozy’s decision of French ‘reintegration’
with NATO (Dumbrell, 2009: 70). Arguing
that an ESDP with only soft power is insuf-
ficient, the USA pushed for British support
for an EU defence expansion. If Britain ear-
lier only suspiciously had backed such plans,
she from 2008 was urged by Washington to
change direction (ibid.). A new British strategy
where the EU assuming a more asserted role
(as reinforcer of and complement to NATO)
was therefore fully compatible with an ESDP
mission to Georgia as stabilisation unit for the
prevention of future conflict escalations in the
European neighbourhood.

ASSESSMENT: AN EU-3 GREAT
POWER CONCERT?

The EU consists of self-conscious nation
states. When severe foreign policy crises oc-
cur, the real differences in foreign policy pref-
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erences crystallise (not unlike the divisions
over the invasion of Iraqin 2002-03). Howev-
er, at this point, there seems to be significant
discrepancy between the mere rhetoric level,
where significant differences between hawks
and doves remain, and the behavioural level,
where little concrete sanctions to Russia have
been applied (the suspension of the NATO-
Russia Council being the most tangible one),
presumably because it for the individual state
makes little sense to sanction alone. Hence,
at the behavioural level, reactions are strongly
dependent on the great powers or coalitions
of great powers, which in these cases (despite
strong-worded statements from certain states)
have adopted a predominantly pragmatic and
interest-based approach towards Russia. This
has justified the great power perspective to
understand the European reactions towards
Russia.

As demonstrated, there are indications that
the EU-3 countries have shown willingness
of undertaking enhanced cooperation within
certain policy fields, either by coalitions of
two (France and Germany) or by coalitions
of three (France, Germany and Britain). The
“flexible Europe” is a natural response to a
less effective Union with 27 member states
which requires an avant-garde group, if more
controversial policies — such as peace bro-
kering — are to be advanced in an otherwise
all-encompassing consensus-seeking forum.
Great power concerts simultaneously allows
for more hesitant states at a later stage to join
common projects to which they were scepti-
cal in the first place®. This was seen in con-
nection with the Georgian crisis when real
foreign policy differences crystallised during
the immediate crisis but where pragmatism

3 The principle of a ‘pioneer group’ is taken into account in
the Lisbon Treaty’s provision for “permanent structured co-
operation” in defence (cf.Whitney, 2008: [4-28).

took over in the longer term. In this sense,
great power CONSeNsuses serve as main axes
with which the smaller states may or may not
align in their long-term behavioural patterns.
Admittedly, the Franco-German axis here re-
mains the stable element but backing from
Britain is crucial to ensure band-wagoning of
the Atlanticist-oriented member states, nota-
bly the before-mentioned ‘emotional hawks’,
for whom British support is perceived as
guarantee of American support and thus the
preservation of the imperative transatlantic
relationship.

Rapprochement between EU-3 as equal
powers in a pan-European framework, in-
deed, seems realistic in the light of the fact
that the states increasingly (however, slowly)
adjust to the political realities and the world
order that seems to be restructuring towards
the beginning of the new decade. With be-
ginning American decline (Zakaria, 2008)
and the persisting “mismatch” between the
economic/demographic weight of the EU
and its political-military capacities (cf. Hill,
1993), a great power consensus would have
the potential for reducing this deficit over
time. It would then be a piecemeal develop-
ment driven mostly by external shocks and
not by internal visions. The great powers
will have an interest in keeping the USA geo-
politically tied to Europe and for this reason,
the division between the “old” and “new”
Europe can be expected to fade out (Mou-
ritzen, 2009¢: 72-73).

Moreover, if Britain and France to date
have been “punching above their weight”
as international actors, Germany has clearly
been “punching below her weight”. Conse-
quently, if Germany’s slow but gradual steps
towards an asserted/independent foreign
policy will continue in the future (as the past
gradually loses significance), in the very long
term there are prospects of a change in the
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balance towards Germany within the Euro-
pean framework.

RETURN TO THEORY

The Russo-Georgian war in August 2008 for
Russia became an effective means of limiting
further NATO expansions eastwards and thus
reaffirming herself as main power in large
parts of the post-Soviet space. The brief war
came to be the perhaps most marked interna-
tional crisis in Europe since the invasion of
Iraq in 2003, forcing the European states to
react to the shift in the strategic balance.

This paper has made the argument for fo-
cusing on the interplay between present and
past geopolitics for explaining the reactions
from the European great powers towards the
Russo-Georgian conflict. Strategic culture is
an expression of historic inertia which related
to specific foreign policy crises may restrain
or reinforce action compared to what would
“rationally” be expected and it adds additional
explanatory power to compensate for insuffi-
cient explanation at the mere inter-state level.
For France and Germany, experience based
on lessons of the past could explain behav-
ioural deviations from realist predictions: in
the French case an ‘overwhelming’ identifica-
tion with the EU which was almost allowed
to play an independent role, and in the German
case an ‘overcautious’ reaction to Russia
where the past cleatly restrained the present. In
the British case, conversely, the past arguably
reinforced the present.

The analysis showed no need of disaggre-
gation to the decision-making level; generally,
there has been a picture of strategic cultures
that are changing over time but this should be
conceived as slow adaptation to external pres-
sures (based on accumulated lessons from the
past), rather than being attributed to the indi-
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vidual characters of decision makers. This is
compatible with the assumption that decision
makers are embedded within an overarching
strategic culture which downplays individual
intentions. In the French case, there is a gen-
eral role conception clearly oriented towards
Europe as number one priority, which is seen
as multiplier of French influence on the glo-
bal scene but also this role conception evolves
over time, resulting in the mixture between a
state-like and the Europe of states. The Ger-
man case, in turn, is strongly influenced by
the past and the historic traumas only slowly
wane over time. Germany contains the per-
haps most tacit role conception (the past
appearing often as a taboo in the German
discourse), which nevertheless has shown to
persist across major restructurings in inter-
national system, including German reunifi-
cation. The British case, finally, represents a
very rigid role conception, too, with the “spe-
cial relationship” persisting as overarching
political goal in British decision-making with
no major reorientation since the Cold War.
Taken together, all three cases represent old
European states with stable, consistent role
conceptions and strategic cultures which re-
inforce the explanatory power of culture and
the lessons of the past.
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