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Executive Summary
Compelled by the shifting global power relationships which can, at various levels, act as threat multipliers,
the European Union, collectively and at the level of member states, seeks geopolitical understanding of
these shifts and their consequences for European security; metaphorically, one could say that it is a matter
of finding Europe’s ‘strategic compass’. The result, after a process of analysis and debate, would be a
common threat analysis and a common strategic culture. Two parallel processes have been initiated; one
by the French President Macron that is based on an exclusive group of countries, including the U.K., and
the other inclusive, initiated by the Union’s Defence Ministers.
From a Latvian perspective the French initiative is the one more fraught with ambiguity, as it is embedded
in an attempt to come to terms with the Union’s relations with the United States, Russia and China. In the
French understanding of these relations Europe should not become an object of contention but should
maintain an independent and autonomous foreign policy course that serves Europe’s interests as an
integrated entity that upholds the principles of the ‘rules-based international order’.
How President Macron makes his case for his version of the EU’s strategic compass is the subject of this
paper. It raises the question of whether Macron’s attempts to refashion the Union’s strategic focus will
merge with that of the inclusive EU strategic process or whether the French maintain its separate identity.
A lot will depend on the actions taken by Germany and the extent to which the UK will be prepared to
engage with, and the EU prepared to offer a role for the UK within the CSDP. Ambiguity arises also with
respect to the future actions of the United States in its relations with Europe if Trump wins the 2020
election. Moreover, what role within a restructured European security architecture Russia could play is
also an open question, given Macron’s efforts to find a new relationship with Russia. These are questions
raised in the study that are of interest not just for Latvia but also for the EU as a whole.
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Introduction
On 16 June 2020 the EU Defence Ministers agreed to a two-year process to develop a ‘Strategic
Compass’ that should bring about a common strategic culture based on a shared common threat
analysis.1 The initiative underscores member state divergence when it comes to threat perceptions.
This exercise is to be welcomed as an advance toward the EU thinking more strategically, but the
process should be framed in a broader context than just finding agreement on ‘headline’ threats
and reaching consensus on the prioritization of military interventions and capabilities. Such a
review should entail a broad understanding of the geostrategic landscape that confronts Europe
now and in the future. Framing the debate in this way can only enhance the process. This paper
will take as its frame of reference this broader geostrategic perspective.
There is a broad consensus among foreign policy observers that the international state system is
undergoing significant, even profound, changes in the distribution of power. The rise of China to
a geo-economic and geopolitical status that brings it into a power competition with the United
States and Europe has been extensively highlighted:2 this competition even raises the prospect, as
some suggest, of the U.S. and China falling into the ‘Thucydides Trap’ marked by a conflictual
relationship that could precipitate military conflict.3 Russia, while not a rising power like China,
also contributes to the power competition with an obsessive need to prove its great power status,
if not economically or materially, then at least militarily and through ‘grey zone’ operations.4 Each
in its own way, and together,5 act as counterfoils to what has been labelled the ‘liberal international
order’, or ‘ international rule-based order’ that the United States created after World War II that
bifurcated as a ‘bounded order’, as argued by Mearsheimer,6 to distinguish it from the ‘communist
order’ led by the Soviet Union. After the Cold War, with no other peer rival to thwart it, this liberal
order led by the American hegemon took on global ambitions, creating an ‘unbounded’
international order that placed a premium on open trade, rule of law, human rights and
democratic government. This could be called the ‘standard’ or mainstream interpretation of the
international state system. This standard interpretation is now open to a broad ranging debate in
the U.S., where academics and foreign policy experts have weighed in with reasoned arguments

1

See, https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/fac/2020/06/16/. Preliminary assessments have been made by - Nicole Koenig, ‘The
EU’s strategic compass for security and defence; just another paper’, Policy Paper, Hertie School: Jacques Delors Centre, 10 July 2020:
https://hertieschoolf4e6.kxcdn.com/fileadmin/2_Research/1_About_our_research/2_Research_centres/6_Jacques_Delors_Centre/Publications/20200710_Strat
egic_Compass_Koenig.pdf: also see, Daniel Fiott, ‘Uncharted Territory? Towards a Common Threat Analysis and a Strategic Compass for
EU Security and Defence’, Brief, ISS, 9 July 2020: https://www.iss.europa.eu/content/uncharted-territory-towards-common-threatanalysis-and-strategic-compass-eu-security-and
2
This author has also written on the challenges that face Europe in its relations with China: ‘EU- China Relations: But Whose Rules?’,
Latvian Institute of International Relations, 2020: https://www.liia.lv/en/publications/european-union-china-relations-but-whose-rules-836
3
Graham Allison, Destined for War: Can America and China Escape Thucydides’s Trap?, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt: Boston-New York,
2017. Richard Haas has argued that the relationship should be based on ‘managed competition’, ‘To the Brink With China’, Project
Syndicate, Aug.13, 2020: https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/cold-war-or-managed-competition-with-china-by-richard-haass1-2020-08
4
For an examination of Russia’s global reach as part of the great power competition is explored in: Marcin Kaczmarski, Wojciech
Michnik, Andrew Monaghan, Vasile Rotaru, ‘Russia’s Emerging Global Ambitions’, NDC Research Paper No.11 – July 2020:
file:///C:/Users/Owner/AppData/Local/Temp/NDC_RP_11.pdf
5
How each acts to subvert the rules-based world order is explored in, Drs Andrew Foxall and John Hemmings, ‘The Art of Deceit: How
China and Russia Use Sharp Power to Subvert the West’, Henry Jackson Society, 19th December 2019:
https://henryjacksonsociety.org/publications/the-art-of-deceit-how-china-and-russia-use-sharp-power-to-subvert-the-west/
6
John J. Mearsheimer, ‘Bound to Fail: The Rise and Fall of the Liberal International Order’, International Security, Vol. 43, No.4 (Spring
2019): https://www.belfercenter.org/sites/default/files/files/publication/International%20Security_Bound%20to%20Fail.pdf
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that either defend this order, deny its existence, or seek its revision.7 The occasion of Donald Trump
becoming U.S. President has prompted an intensification of this debate, who has, unwittingly, by
his rhetoric, if not always by his actions, led some to question whether America has retreated from
the values and principles of what has been the liberal international order. The U.S. foreign policy
establishment has been forced to come to grips with his seeming ambiguous behaviour on a
number of foreign policy issues; sometimes he is called an isolationist wanting to withdraw from
various multilateral commitments; then he is called a nationalist, as evidenced in his slogan –
‘Make America Great Again’; and sometimes he is labelled a transactional neo-mercantilist in
using tariffs or the threat of tariffs to gain a trading advantage for the U.S. He appears to prefer
unilateralism to multilateralism and has evinced hostility to the integration project of the
European Union and has welcomed Brexit. He has disparaged NATO and briefly placed in doubt
the U.S. commitment to Article 5 of the Washington Treaty. There are those who view him as an
’outlier’ in his foreign policy and believe that the U.S. will return to the status quo ante once he is
gone, while others argue that an ‘America First’ approach to U.S. foreign policy behaviour will
continue in some form even with a Democratic president, though the style will change with less
focus on divisive rhetoric directed at U.S. allies. America’s extensive network of allies has been one
of the hallmarks of its hegemonic role in the liberal international system, with a commensurate
reliance by these allies on U.S. security guarantees.
From a European perspective, the balance between continuity and change, between restoration
and retrenchment in U.S. foreign policy is often hard discern, as if this ambiguity itself were an
intentional part of some bargaining process privy to the U.S. alone. Nevertheless, the European
foreign policy community is taking serious notice of Trump’s actions and rhetoric. Europe now
finds itself in a strategic predicament. Until the recent re-emergence of power competition that
now will define the international system, Europe has not done grand strategic thinking.
During the Cold War, Europe, as junior partner to the U.S., welcomed U.S. security guarantees that
balanced the Soviet Union militarily, allowing Europe to concentrate largely on its economic and
political integration, obviating the need to compete with the U.S. militarily, though France did
seek, briefly, to project Europe as a third force, without success. One can argue that the whole
project of European integration was a way to eliminate European power competition, as was the
case in the 1930s, among the member states.8 Structurally, European integration and U.S. security
guarantees precluded the need for the renationalization of member states’ defence policies;
instead, Europe would be created based on liberal foundations – open trade, rule of law, human
rights and democracy. In effect, the liberal international order’s clearest success was found in
Europe. With the end of the Cold War, these foundations were extended to the former Soviet
satellites and the Baltic states. To ensure the order’s continued Europe-wide viability NATO and
the European Union were enlarged to Europe’s east. The unspoken assumption, it is fair to say,
was that this power arrangement took on an aspect of a constitutional foundation of European
statecraft.
Over the course of the last several years, as the power dynamic described above has intensified,
Europe has been drawn into this competitive environment that it has not welcomed. It had
positioned itself as a normative power, eschewing resort to hard power, preferring the touted
7

The number of articles in various U.S. journals and periodicals is too large to provide here; however, those interested in following the
debate can turn to such journals as Foreign Affairs, Foreign Policy, War on the Rocks, and others that can be retrieved thorough the
internet.
8
Zaki Laїdi has argued that the EU was created against the idea of power: Is Europe Ready for Power Politics?, EUI Working Paper,
RSCAS, 2019/42: file:///C:/Users/Owner/AppData/Local/Temp/SSRN-id3405237.pdf
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benefits of dialogue, cooperation and multilateralism as the appropriate approach to inter-state
relations, through which it has sought to enlarge the space for its version of the liberal order. Now
it is being forced to think in terms of power politics or Realpolitik. Leaving aside the challenges
facing its self-contained liberal order within the boundaries of the European Union, the external
shifting power balance places Europe as an object of contention. Inducing divisions, creating
privileged partnerships, undermining the values of its liberal order, outside powers would prefer
a submissive and accommodative Europe that easily yields to pressure.
European leaders have belatedly and hesitantly come to acknowledge that Europe is in the
crosshairs of the great powers – U.S. China and Russia. The liberal order that has sustained Europe
since the end of World War II is under threat internally and externally; but, how can or how should
‘Liberal Europe’ play power politics à la Machiavelli, when its ideal is to create a system of interstate relations closer to a Kantian version of perpetual peace? How seriously can we take the EU
Commission President Ursula von der Leyen’s call for a ‘geopolitical Commission’ or the High
Representative of the Union for Foreign and Security Policy, Joseph Borrell’s admission that the
EU must ‘learn the language of power’? It is fair to say that as Europe recovers from the impact
of the Covid-19 pandemic this geopolitical question will exercise the minds of European leaders
and policymakers for some time to come.
With the above as the setting, the question posed as to Europe’s future direction is now up for
debate. Part of that debate will need to include Europe’s relations with the United States, Russia
and China. Emmanuel Macron, President of France, has been one of the few European leaders who
has been ambitious enough to offer a way forward for Europe that takes into account Europe’s
relations with these three major world powers.

Macron’s Geopolitical Misgivings
One of the first acts of the Macron presidency was the issuance of a new version of the Defence and
National Security Strategic Review in 2017.9 The report seeks to objectively asses the state of the
world, where it is going, and how France can respond to the challenges, threats and the unpredictable
events that will have to be confronted. The analysis of the state of the world is not unlike what
innumerable think tanks, government agencies and private forecasters now regularly publish. How
to deal with the possible contingent probabilities is that part of the report that reflects uniquely
French thinking. Macron ordered the report on his accession to the office of President, having spent
the period of the electoral campaign being tutored on the intricacies of foreign and defence policy.
His subsequent speeches and addresses reflect his accumulated knowledge and the contents of the
report. There will be no attempt here to summarize or otherwise undertake a critical analysis of the
report’s content, as Macron’s own words are pivotal for understanding France’s strategic narrative,
since as President, he carries the ultimate responsibility for conducting French foreign and security
policy.
It would be fair to say that Macron views Europe from a geopolitical perspective that many in Europe
have, until recently,10 hesitated to consider, having preferred a Euro-centric discourse focused largely
on non-strategic issues that places a premium on intergovernmental negotiation and cooperation
9

See, https://www.defense.gouv.fr/layout/set/popup/content/download/520198/8733095/version/2/file/DEFENCE+AND+NATIONAL
+SECURITY+STRATEGIC+REVIEW+2017.pdf
10
EU Commission President Ursula von der Leyen has declared her commission will be a ‘geopolitical’ one. A more geopolitical
orientation was also evidenced in the 2016 EU’s Global Strategy, https://eeas.europa.eu/topics/eu-global-strategy_en
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within an institutionalized European Union. Consideration of power politics within this setting has
been deliberately set aside as redundant with the end of the Cold War; moreover, foreign
entanglements have been at a relative minimum, there being an inability to forge a collective
consensus on the way forward in dealing with foreign interventions. Macron has found this situation
intolerable.11 Extrapolating into the future, he believes that, without a course correction, Europe will
become increasingly marginalized, given that, in his view, the multipolarity that has existed, and
which France favours, will be replaced by a new bipolarity – China and the United States. No less
worrying is the course of future transatlantic relations aggravated by the present U.S.
Administration’s seeming disengagement from Europe, and whether the security guarantees that
NATO provides are still extant. Despite his doubts about the U.S., Macron does not neglect to
reaffirm Europe’s need for America to remain its major ally, a relationship in which he has invested
much by his own account. In the same breadth, however, he admits that Trump does not share the
EU’s idea about the European project, and as a hedge against the uncertain intentions of the United
States Macron argues for Europe to have its own defence capabilities. As a ‘cri de coeur’, Macron calls
on Europe to wake-up to the changing balance of power in the world with the coming of a new
bipolar stand-off between the U.S. and China, while, at the same time, he has noted, one cannot
neglect the re-emergence of authoritarian states such as Russia and Turkey that have to be engaged.
The bottom line, in Macron’s view, is that Europe will become fragile, even cease to exist, if it does
not think in terms of power politics.
In one of his first major speeches at the Sorbonne in 2017,12 Macron diagnosed the major ailments
affecting Europe and recited a long list of proposals for the improved functioning of the European
Union in the future, with the aim of making each member state more competitive, leading to
sustained economic growth under conditions of technological, environmental, political and
economic change. The overall objective of his proposals is to secure a ‘sovereign’ Europe. For Macron
his idea of sovereignty encompasses aspirational objectives: unity and solidarity would be established
as the foundational principles that would guarantee progress on his suggested reforms, which, if
implemented, would rebuild a sovereign, united, and democratic Europe, if not free of, then at least,
would see a reduction in the level of “nationalism, identitarianism, protectionism, and isolated
sovereignism”, maladies popularized by Eurosceptics, nationalists and populists.13 In effect, his is a
call for reining in ‘national narcissism’.
In addition to the aspirational aspects of sovereignty, for Macron sovereignty is founded on security
that is the foundation of any political community, but which is threatened by the “gradual and
inevitable disengagement by the United States, and the long-term terrorist threat with the stated
goal of splitting our free societies”. These are two themes that he will return to often, with the latter
becoming a major preoccupation. As for his views on the U.S., its disengagement from Europe is,

11

This section of the report relies on Macron’s statements made during his speeches at the annual Ambassadors meetings in 2017, 2018
and 2019: For the 2017 speech see, https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/the-ministry-and-its-network/news/ambassadors-week/prioreditions/ambassadors-week-edition-2017/speech-by-president-emmanuel-macron-ambassadors-week-2017/ ; for the 2018 speech see,
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/the-ministry-and-its-network/news/ambassadors-week/ambassadors-week-edition-2018/article/speechby-president-emmanuel-macron-ambassadorsconference-2018; for the 2019 speech see, https://lv.ambafrance.org/Ambassadors-conference-Speech-by-M-Emmanuel-Macron-Presidentof-the-Republic
12
See, http://international.blogs.ouest-france.fr/archive/2017/09/29/macron-sorbonne-verbatim-europe-18583.html
13
See, above.
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according to Macron, time-limited; inevitable at some future date.14 As for European defence, he sees
the need to ensure Europe’s autonomous military capabilities in complement to NATO.
Macron’s aim by the end of the 2020s is to have established a common intervention force,15 a common
defence budget and a common doctrine of action. To reach this goal which would constitute Europe’s
autonomous operating capabilities, it is not just necessary to go ahead with PESCO and the Defence
Fund, but also to begin to forge a common strategic culture among European states, that have very
different threat perceptions. To move in this direction, he proposed the creation of the European
Intervention Initiative that would seek to coordinate operational anticipation, intelligence, planning
and support to operations. We will have a look at this initiative in greater detail later.
We can conclude this part of the paper with the observation that French foreign policy since de
Gaulle has an unbroken, though at times less pronounced, continuity. France is compelled by its
history and values to seek a leadership role in Europe. That role France can only be achieved if
Europe claims its political independence and creates its own autonomous military capabilities.
French leadership and European sovereign independence are seen as co-dependent.

Europe’s Security Predicament
Since WWII and continuing through to the end of the Cold War, Europe has relied on the United
States to provide security guarantees and to balance first the Soviet Union and then Russia. In the
early post-Cold war period while Russia remained weak, power balancing was a moot issue. With the
increasing modernization of Russia’s military arsenal, particularly after the war in Georgia, followed
by Russia’s occupation and annexation of the Crimea and its continuing presence in the Donbass,
Russia has achieved a level of military efficiency at least on the level of a small scale war, but with a
potential to upgrade to a regional level. It has through various military exercises on its western and
northern borders, which have included the potential use of nuclear weapons, exhibited a worrisome
blurring of offensive/defensive strategies that raises ambiguity to the strategic level.16 Pitted against
such ambiguity has been NATO’s conventional deterrence, with extended nuclear deterrence playing
a critical shadow role, but now coming out of the shadows. Thus, a common justified threat
perception exists in Northern and Eastern Europe. Power balancing against Russia has returned to
European-Russian relations, which for the foreseeable future can only be provided by the United
States acting through NATO, even though after many years of neglect European military capabilities
are only now being slowly ungraded. In this mix of uneven U.S. and European capabilities the French
nuclear ‘force de frappe’ has until now played an ambiguous role being the French national
deterrent.17

14

U.S. observers have also raised this possibility, if Trump wins a second term, see, Max Bergmann and James Lamond,’ Why Trump’s
Withdrawal from Germany is only the Beginning’, The National Interest, Aug.8, 2020: https://nationalinterest.org/feature/why-trumpstroop-withdrawal-germany-only-beginning-166452
15
Some would see in this initiative the beginnings of the creation of a European army, something which Macron has supported, but which
is a phrase meant to characterize efforts at creating independent military capabilities.
16
For an analysis of Russian military capabilities, the Swedish Defence Research Agency issues updated reports. For 2019, see,
https://www.foi.se/rapportsammanfattning?reportNo=FOI-R--4758--SE
17
There are wide-ranging studies of France’s nuclear deterrent, as, for example, Niklas Granholm, John Rydqvist, ‘Nuclear weapons in
Europe: British and French deterrent forces’, FOI-R 4587- SE, April 2018; also, Tiphaine de Champchesnel, ‘The United States, France
and nuclear deterrence post NPR’, Commentary, European Leadership Network, 19 March 2018:
https://www.europeanleadershipnetwork.org/commentary/the-united-states-france-and-nuclear-deterrence-post-npr/ : The French nuclear
deterrent is a purely national asset in the first instance under the control of the President of the Republic, though seen as a having a
declaratory deterrent function for Europe.
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A competitive threat perception holds in France and in southern Europe. There terrorism is the
threat, originating in the Muslim jihadist arc across Central and Northern Africa to the Middle East.
The two threat perceptions, however, are not comparable; the scales are unequal, with Russia posing
a state-level threat that can mass the state’s full spectrum of military and other assets to achieve a
military-political objective, whereas in the case of terrorism the scale is at the non-state individual or
group level that have limited military assets, but sometimes sophisticated propaganda tools, and
whose objective is local jihadist control of the population and propagation of its ideology abroad,
including in Europe.18 From the French perspective terrorism is real, French citizens have died, while
Russia’s possible aggression is probabilistic, though terrorist incidents when spread over a number
of years also become probabilistic, with admittedly differing probabilities. The low probability of
Russian aggression owes a great deal to U.S./NATO balancing Russia through the various initiatives
undertaken in the last several years. In the case of terrorism, Macron believes it must be dealt with
at the source. In part, this explains his European Intervention Initiative which would be the basis for
any anti-terrorist operation at the source and, at the same time, given the differing threat perceptions,
a mechanism for reconciling those different threat perceptions by creating a common strategic
culture.19 Reading between the lines, one can conclude that for Macron creating a commons strategic
culture is about encouraging the North and East of Europe to at least make the fight against
terrorism equal to Russia in everyone’s threat perception.
By questioning the U.S.’s continuing commitment to NATO, but without entirely discounting
NATO’s security role in Europe, Macron is laying the basis for a Europe-centric autonomous defence
capability and strategy that would allow decisions to be made independently of the U.S.; other
elements of this approach would include strengthening Europe’s own military industrial base,
undertaken by PESCO and the European Defence Fund; and, the creation of a European Security
Council,20 but outside EU structures that would permit for the inclusion of the United Kingdom. All
these initiatives are works in progress that are not likely to bear real fruit for at least a decade or
more. Capabilities form the means to create a separate European defence posture, but without clear
ends little will likely be accomplished. For Macron, therefore, it is also necessary to move
progressively toward a common strategic culture that creates the necessary unity to act together: for
this Macron has created the European Intervention Initiative.
At this point in time, without any real confirmation that the United States would not honour its
Article 5 commitments, for Macron to base his grand vision for European strategic autonomy on a
conjecture about possible U.S. intentions would appear to be an over-reaction,21 particularly as the
U.S. over the last several years has acted in the spirit of collective solidarity in participating in NATO’s
Enhanced Forward Presence initiative in Poland and the Baltic states.22 At the same time, the unclear
U.S. commitment to European defence has to be weighed against its pivot to Asia and its rising

18

The exception to this general rule would be if the jihadist terrorists managed to obtain weapons of mass destruction (WMD). French
nuclear doctrine does not exclude use of nuclear weapons against a state that supports such terrorist action.
19
Theoretically the intervention force would not be geographically limited to any one region but could be made operational in any crisis in
Europe, including Eastern Europe. In practical terms, however, it would seem clear that French intentions for the initiative are directed to
the south.
20
The possible creation of a European Security Council has been discussed between France and Germany, with the latter having endorsed
the idea. See, Luigi Scazzieri, ‘Towards a European Security Council’, Insight, Centre for European Reform, 27 November 2019. Its aim is
to include the United Kingdom in any future European security discussions but would be limited to a select group of countries, thus, could
be resisted by those not included.
21
This is an implicit criticism made in the French Senate’s report on France’s foreign and security policy, see,
https://www.senat.fr/rap/r18-626/r18-6261.pdf
22
For an overview of U.S. deployments in Europe, see, ‘United States European Command: An Overview and Key Issues’, Congressional
Research Service, Feb. 13, 2020.
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tensions with China.23 Interposed in this debate is the question of whether the U.S. can fight two major
wars simultaneously, and if not, which would be its preference.24 Without going into the details of
this scenario, Europe at the very least needs to build up its capabilities for its own sake, and if a two
war situation were to arise then the U.S. could still provide assistance to Europe without being the
main contributor of assets, allowing it to deal with the conflict in the Asia at the same time.25
Macron is correct that independent European defence capabilities and a common strategic culture
can be a complement to NATO. Confusion enters the picture when he seeks to find a place in Europe’s
security architecture for Russia. Such a step assumes that at some point in time Russia is no longer
considered a threat; thus, a Russia that would have ceased its aggressive behaviour towards various
European states and that that characterization is shared by all NATO members. The logic of this
situation would lead to the conclusion that NATO is longer needed to balance Russia, and, thus, the
U.S. can withdraw from Europe. Given the extended time frame for a possible self-initiated U.S.
withdrawal in Macron’s scenario, and the time he will take to entice Russia to join a new European
security system on French terms, uncertainty is raised as to what is Macron’s wish and what he can
realistically expect to deliver. This is not a solid basis for others in Europe to take Macron as a guide
for their own foreign policy direction. For the U.S., Macron’s efforts to draw Russia into European
security affairs, while proclaiming that the U.S. wants to leave, could interpreted by the U.S. as a
signal for the U.S. to leave Europe, which would make U.S. withdrawal a self-fulfilling prophecy. The
question is whether this is Macron’s solo initiative or whether there is wider support for his views in
France and in Europe?

Macron’s Narrative in the French Context
Under the French Constitution the French President possesses wide authority to set and conduct
French foreign and security policy, with little or no co-decision making with other French
institutions, either the Prime Minister, Foreign Ministry or Parliament. This can be an advantage and
a disadvantage. Without having to negotiate policy positions, the President can develop an
uncompromised foreign and security policy that reflects his own priorities. The question is whether
in so doing Macron reflects public opinion or leads it, and if the latter, is he so far ahead that there
arises a disconnect between public opinion and Macron, which then fails to provide enough
legitimacy for his policies. Much will depend on his own personal popularity and whether his policies
follow French tradition as understood by the public. In the case of Macron, it is safe to say that his
strategic narrative with respect to foreign and security policy falls broadly within the tradition
established by Charles de Gaulle and his successors. More problematic is his popularity and the
public’s views on various issues of foreign policy.

23

U.S. pivot to Asia has been extensively studied in the U.S. and abroad; for an analysis of the Obama administration approach and the
Trump, see, Jamie Fly, ‘Trump’s Asia Policy and the Concept of the Indo-Pacific’, Working Paper, SWP, October 2018: https://www.swpberlin.org/fileadmin/contents/products/projekt_papiere/Fly_BCAS_2018_Indo-Pacific_10.pdf
24
Hal Brands and Evan Braden Montgomery, ‘One War is not Enough: Strategy and Force Planning for Great Power Competition’, The
Strategist, Texas National Security Review, vol.3 Iss 2/Spring 2020: https://tnsr.org/2020/03/one-war-is-not-enough-strategy-and-forceplanning-for-great-power-competition/. U.S. General Mattis before resigning from his position as security advisor to Trump stated that the
U.S. cannot fight two wars at the same time: François Heisbourg and Maximilian Terhalle, ‘6 post-Cold War taboos Europe must now
face’, Politico (Europe), 12/18/18: https://www.politico.eu/article/6-post-cold-war-taboos-europe-must-now-face-merkel-macron-trumpnato-eurozone-reform/
25
The possibility of conflict between the U.S. and China is explored by Graham Allison, Destined for War: Can America and China
escape Thucydides’s Trap? (Houghton Mifflin: Harcourt, Boston, 2017).
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Macron has not been a particularly popular French President. Over the course of Macron’s presidency
polls have shown that his personal approval hovers around 30% as of February 2020, while early in
his presidency approval ratings at times were over 60%.26 Macron has had to publicly admit that his
aloofness has cost him widespread support among the middle class which has forced him to demand
that Europe create a “social market economy where everyone finds their share,”27 He will have to
work hard to win back support before the next presidential election in 2022.
It is not clear whether his vision for a ‘independent’ Europe, requiring major changes to EU
institutions has been an easy sell in France. A sizeable majority of public opinion that supports rightwing and far left parties is Eurosceptic, though some polls show a slight majority in support of the
EU. On foreign policy issues, French public opinion has seen a decrease in support of NATO from
71% in the late 2000s to 49% in 2020; Germany also has seen a significant drop in support of NATO,
down to 57% since 2000s, when it was in the high 70s. On the question of whether the French would
want France to intervene militarily to support a NATO country if attacked by Russia only 41% polled
favourably, while in Germany on the same issue only 34% supported the idea. In both countries a
majority favoured intervention by U.S. forces. Given an option of favouring the U.S. or Russia, the
French by 60% favoured the U.S. and by 18% Russia: in comparison, in Germany the numbers were
39% and 25% respectively.28 If there is one general conclusion one can make, it is that the public in
both countries would prefer to ‘pass the buck’ to the U.S. to deal with Russia on defence.
Balancing the negative view of Russia among the public is the country’s business interests. When
reviewing France’s economic relations with Russia, one is led to raise the question of whether
Macron’s attempt to re-engage with Russia is not solely based on geopolitical considerations, but,
also, reflects in some degree the interests of the French business community that wants to maintain
and expand investments and trade. It has been noted that companies that are in the Russian market
have aggressively pressured Macron to ease sanctions and for the EU to renew normal relations with
Russia. Explanations for such a stance are not hard to find. Since 2015 France has become one of the
largest investors and the largest foreign employer in Russia. It is no wonder that Putin grants regular
meetings with the Russia based Franco-Russian Chamber of Commerce and Economic Council.
More specifically, in 2017 trade between France and Russia grew by 26% to 13.2 billion euros, with
French imports rising by 37% or 7.59 billion euros, linked to the oil price rise, while French exports
rose by 14% or 2. 25 billion euros.29 French companies have taken leading positions in the agrifood,
financial and banking sectors, in addition to distribution, energy and in the automobile sectors.
France was second to Germany in terms of foreign investment in 2016 and the leader in FDI flows in
2015. Notable also is the investment made by Total, France’s oil company, in the Yamal LNG project,
owning 20% of the shares.30
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The importance of the economic relationship with France, Putin emphasized in a meeting with the
Chamber of Commerce:
I would like to emphasise that we see France as one of Russia’s key partners in Europe, we intend
to develop our dialogue with your country on all bilateral and international issues on a pragmatic
and equal footing. We certainly pay attention to trade and economic cooperation. I would like
to note that in the first 11 months of 2017 bilateral trade grew by 15 percent. France’s accumulated
capital investment in Russia has reached almost $14 billion. Over 500 French companies operate
in many sectors of our economy: car manufacturing, pharmaceuticals, food production, retail
trade, and more.31
And Gennady Timchenko, the Chamber’s co-chairman also pointed to gains for the Russian economy
of French investment:
As for the number of jobs created at companies with French capital, there are over 150,000 such
jobs in Russia. By the way, there are representatives from Renault and AvtoVAZ here. They have
over 50,000 workers. Another major company, Auchan, employs over 43,000 people. And the other
companies represented here employ tens of thousands of workers.
Since 2014, for three consecutive years, French companies have been number one in terms
of direct investment in Russia. You have said that the overall investment has
reached 14 billion, but
it is also important that French companies invest two billion or over two billion every year.
An interesting question arises as to whether such a close economic relationship between France and
Russia can translate from the economic to the political level, giving a boost to Macron’s
rapprochement policy. From a Russian point of view the fact that since 2014, after sanctions were
introduced, economic relations between France and Russia can be considered ‘business as usual’, and
if this is the case, what incentive is there then for Russia to give way on issues of importance to it, as
for example on Ukraine. Irrespective of what Russia does or does not do, French investments in
Russia will likely continue regardless.
Having gained some insight into how different elements of French society view various aspects of
French foreign policy, including how the business community’s views relations with Russia, here it
may be worthwhile to review the French Senate’s report authored by a representative Senator from
the Parti socialiste and one from the Les Républicains (neo-Gaullist), and which runs to 133 pages.32
It is a comprehensive assessment of French foreign and security policy as advanced by President
Macron.
At the outset, it unequivocally states that European defence rests on two pillars – NATO and the EU.
In the report’s view NATO plays the more critical role, owing to the participation of the United States,
which provides NATO with the bulk of its funding, $35.8 billion, nearly the size of the French defence
budget, and plays a major role with its tactical and strategic nuclear weapons. It is imperative in the
report’s assessment that France strengthen its involvement in the Alliance. This is a far cry from
Macron’s outburst that NATO is brain dead.33 Moreover, France which is a supporter of European
31
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defence efforts does so, not against the U.S., but with it. Pursuing a stronger European defence,
Europe empowers itself, thereby rebalancing transatlantic relations. This observation has the clear
implication that Europe will no longer be a junior partner to the U.S., but will create a level playing
field, with the underlying assumption that the U.S. should welcome the strengthening of the
European pillar of NATO. The report makes clear that this European pillar must have its own strong
defence and industrial base, and not necessarily rely on U.S. produced weapons systems. Europe
should not accept a U.S. requirement that it should buy American equipment rather than European;
the report points out that the Alliance is not a transactional arrangement whereby Europeans buy
American to get U.S. protection.
The report tries to throw light on the apprehension that Macron’s narrative has caused in Europe,
especially in Eastern Europe. It cautions against the use of such terms as ‘strategic autonomy’ and
‘European army’, as these terms create disquiet among France’s partners with the implication that
France is endangering what for its partners is the most effective form of protection – NATO. Part of
the problem the report admits could be linguistic and semantic, arising from phrases in French that
are ambiguous and untranslatable, this being the case, for example, with the French ‘Europe of
defence’, which should be translated as ‘European defence’. In this context, confusion has also been
introduced in the European debate on defence and security, namely the, perhaps, inevitable
misunderstandings that arise when ‘defence’ and ‘security’ are used synonymously when the user
may refer to different notions. Thus, in Eastern Europe where the threat perception turns on Russia,
the issue is defence, whereas for those in Southern Europe the issue is security arising from the
terrorist networks in Africa and the Middle East that cause mass migration waves that overwhelm
Europe, potentially importing terrorists.
Among the more interesting recommendations made in the report include: the publication of a EU
White Paper on defence that would bring together all the member states in agreeing on the further
development of European defence and security policy; the advancement of a common strategic
culture using l’Institut des Hautes études de défense nationale as the site for building this common
culture, along with the establishment of a summer defence university for officers; the creation of an
advisor post attached to SACEUR in NATO; the alignment of the capabilities process in NATO with
the EU process; the relaunch of PESCO by allowing it to focus on what are the EU’s strength, namely
its work in Africa where it uses all the EU instruments, military, diplomatic, development aid, etc.;
moreover, funds in the new EU budget for the European Defence Fund should go to projects that
support the military industrial base and not used as a cohesion strengthening mechanism; member
states should actively support the European military industrial base, in effect, this means buying
weapons systems made in Europe, and more than likely in the largest countries; assign to the High
Representative for External Relations the obligation to undertake a thorough review of Article 42(7)
of the Lisbon Treaty to ascertain when it can be invoked; sign a mutual defence treaty with the United
Kingdom to allow it to participate in all the defence related EU projects; Franco-German military
projects should be based on clear rules to allow for such things as export possibilities and become a
basis for a real military-industrial consortium; encourage the creation of informal military
cooperative arrangements within the EU or outside it, such as in air transport, that provides flexible
cooperation in a variety of fields.
The Senate report distances itself from Macron’s at times rhetorical outbursts. The report is
unequivocal; NATO is an essential part of the defence of Europe with which France should be actively
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engaged. If one makes a conceptual distinction between defence and security, as the report does, then
there is no competition between NATO and the EU. Each has a separate focus.
The report rejects the idea of a European Army that has been conceptually supported by Macron,
Merkel, Juncker and Sanchez. It quotes French General Pierre de Villiers, former chief of staff of the
French Armed Forces, who said such an army would be a ‘nightmare’, a sentiment shared by the
report’s rapporteurs.34 The Latvian Foreign Minister has agreed with this assessment though his
language was more diplomatic.35

Macron’s Views on Russia
Macron’s views on Russia, following the views of former French presidents, point to a policy of
engagement, political and economic, which in the French telling is based on the recognition that
Russia is part of Europe, and “profoundly so”,36 and, thus, difficult to avoid not being an essential part
of French foreign policy. On a spectrum of possible relationships, from a close ally to a serious
adversary, France has sought to define a relationship that wavers between adversary and partner,
without one of the two views being entirely dominant. France has usually felt confident enough to
balance the two approaches. At the western edge of the European continent the immediacy of threat,
as experienced by those living further east, has never troubled her, leaving aside her historical threat
perception emanating from Germany. For France Russia has been and will be an integral part of
Europe, though as Karl Marx remarked Russia’s impact on Europe has been historically negative.37
Geography for France is reality. It is hard to avoid the question of where on this spectrum does the
Unites States fall? Historically France has pursued a reticent Atlanticist course with the U.S. – an ally
but not too close an ally, one that preferably is an over-the-horizon ally, relied on in the most extreme
circumstances but, that otherwise, would not be too involved in European affairs, which are better
left to Europeans themselves, preferably with France leading. This is not to say that in French
perceptions the two states are equivalent. Clearly, the United States is part of the family of North
Atlantic nations that are bound together culturally, economically and politically, though Macron
does discern that America is neglecting its humanist heritage inherited from the Enlightenment. For
France, in positioning itself between the two major powers, requires deft political and diplomatic
manoeuvrability that permits the formation of an independent foreign and security policy for France
and Europe that will create an equilibrium between Moscow and Washington.38
Macron’s reading of the latest power shift reveals that the relative power of the U.S. China and Russia
is changing with China rising, while the U.S. is slowly retreating, and Russia is doing what it can to
maintain its major power status. Europe, in Macron’s view, must fully appreciate these changes and,
in order not to be overwhelmed and become junior partner to either China or the U.S., must act in
its own interests. In this context, Russia looms large in his conceptualization of where Europe’s
strategic interests lie and has called for a rapprochement with Russia and for a new security
architecture in which Russia would play its part. He appears convinced that Russia’s alignment with
34
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Europe is inevitable but is realistic enough to acknowledge that the road back to Europe for Russia
will take time, a decade or more. Macron views Russia’s model of governance and the economy as
unsustainable over the long-term, noting such negative economic indicators as over-militarization,
or the militarization of the budget, as well as, serious internal problems including a structurally weak
economy and negative demographics. Russia’s hopes to regain its great power status will be difficult,
in Macron’s view, but admittedly it has taken the opportunity of a weak West to pursue its aggression
against Ukraine and to interject itself in Syria. A Eurasian model of development is not likely to be
adopted by Russia as that would consign it to a subordinate status in its relations with China, a role
that Putin will not accept, according to Macron.39 Therefore, the only real alternative for Russia is
Europe. But what prevents Putin’s alignment with Europe is his belief that Europe is a vassal of the
United States that has allowed NATO to come up to the borders of Russia. Macron’s argument about
the need for Europe to become ‘independent’ and strategically autonomous is presented as an
enticement for Russia to re-engage with Europe. Macron does not advocate just a reset with Russia,
rather a strategic reconsideration of its role as the enemy, a label which has remained as an
unarticulated assumption of NATO after 1990. What exactly would Russia be if it is no longer the
enemy, but part of a new European security architecture – a partner or ally?
Macron would likely not deny that at present Russia is not exactly an ideal candidate for a closer
relationship with Europe in view of Russia’s actions on various fronts: its withdrawal from the Treaty
on Conventional Armed Forces in Europe,40 the 2008 Georgian war and the aggression against
Ukraine in 2014, but, also, inter alia, its cyberattacks, misinformation campaigns, and generally,
political warfare under the label of ‘hybrid war’ or ‘grey zone’ aggression. Nevertheless, Macron
envisages that Europe and Russia can cooperate on such issues as terrorism, cyberthreats and frozen
conflicts, but, at the same time, he acknowledges that Russia could require a quid pro quo, namely
that there be no further enlargement of NATO and the EU into Russia’s perceived sphere of interest.41
A consensus on such an issue in NATO and the EU is unlikely to be reached easily, if at all.
For Macron rapprochement with Russia would be a gain for Europe, but what that gain would be, he
does not make explicit when viewed from a balance of power perspective. On the one hand, a nonadversarial relationship with Russia would, presumably, from his perspective, not necessitate U.S.
balancing Russia through NATO. Russia conceived as a threat would cease to exist according to the
logic of his proposed rapprochement. Such a conclusion, however, would go against the better
judgement of East Europeans for whom a balance of power in any relationship with Russia is a sine
qua non. Macron, to his credit, has shown some sensitivity towards their perception of Russia,
admitting that they put their trust in NATO. On this issue of trust in an ultimate security guarantor,
Macron has offered a proposal that would invite Europeans that rely on NATO to switch their
allegiance; he has offered them an alternative power balance by proposing the extension of the
French nuclear umbrella to all European states,42 having already implied to give such nuclear
guarantees to Germany.43 How this would work in practice is not entirely clear, given that the French
39
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nuclear capabilities are a sovereign asset under the direct control of the President of the Republic,
but in any event, this nuclear asset could not be multilateralized. No less intriguing is Macron’s
proposal that Article 42(7) of the Lisbon Treaty could be the basis of “reciprocal solidarity and mutual
defense under Treaty commitments”, thereby using this article as an addition to, or, perhaps, even as
a substitute for, Article 5 of the Washington Treaty. Curious observers may well pose the question of
whether there is here an attempt to lay the legal basis for a parallel security guarantee to Article 5.
As far as Macron is concerned, “Europe can no longer entrust its security to the United States alone”.44
The operative word here is ‘alone’. This appears to be an admission that the United States is still
needed as the ultimate security guarantor, irrespective of Macron’s offer of France’s nuclear
umbrella. Moreover, Macron draws back from an unequivocal commitment mutualizing France’s
nuclear capabilities; he has indicated that he would not relinquish his sovereign right of final decision
in the use of its nuclear deterrent but would be willing to have other EU states participate in joint
‘war-gaming’. Presumably this would entail scenario building that would reflect various situational
crises and the possible responses. If this is the case, EU states, presumably, would have a clearer idea
of what they could expect from France. Given that NATO undertakes nuclear planning, to which
France is not a participant, it is not clear how these two processes would align, though an informal
understanding could be sufficient. ‘Nuclear reassurance’ on French terms rests on the trust that
European states must place in a French president, against placing the same level of trust in a U.S.
president. France’s record of seeking a rapprochement with Russia cannot serve as a source of
reassurance for many NATO member states, nor can it be said that placing trust in the U.S. President
does not carry its own ambiguities.45 It is hard not to assume that Russia is not following the public
debate on this question in the western media.
Re-engagement with Russia is a conjectural proposal dependent on Putin accepting Macron’s
interpretation of where Russia’s interests lie, whether closely aligned with China, or, following its
own initiative, closely aligned with Europe.46 Of course, Russia could play both, thereby raising its
bargaining advantage with each. One might even say that Macron, in proposing a rapprochement
with Russia, has dealt it an ace that it can play back against Europe, as Russia can conclude that
Macron’s determined effort to seek a rapprochement reveals Europe’s weakness, being unsure of
America’s commitment to European defence.
Macron has proposed that Europe deal with Russia via a dual-track approach of dialogue and
firmness:47 dialogue presumably would include areas of mutual interest and would, if necessary,
entail a willingness to compromise, to accommodate each side’s interests, while firmness would lead
to the adoption of a hard-line, including a drawing of red-lines against Russia, when it oversteps the
accepted rules of behaviour and international law. While this dual-track approach appears
conceptually clear, in practice however, following this approach could include ‘linkages’ that would
lead to ‘concession bargaining’, with the side holding the high cards having the advantage.
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Russia’s geopolitical status in Europe is predicated on a power imbalance from its point of view. This
imbalance arises from NATO’s continuing presence, the U.S.’s continuing support for the Alliance,
its commitment to reassurance measures in Poland, the Baltic states and Romania, its possible
enlargement not only to the Balkans, but, also, to Ukraine and Georgia. As Russia’s strategic
documents reiterate NATO is a threat.48 Russia’s political influence in Europe is also checked by the
EU’s bloc decision making, as in the case of sanctions against it for it’s actions in Ukraine. This reality
draws Russia towards a revisionist mindset that compels it to act as a rule-breaker with a disposition
to maintain an uncompromising stance on various outstanding issues, like Ukraine, for example.
Russia has consistently articulated a one-track approach to the EU and NATO and can wait for the
constellation of forces to change that will force Europe to the table on its terms. To test the waters,
Putin as late as December 2019 expressed openness to dialogue with the Alliance.49 Moreover, he can
take comfort from the movement in his direction from the fact that the EU’s Ambassador to Russia
sent a letter to EU Ambassadors calling for a pragmatic approach to Russia in September 2019.50
Despite the unfolding of political developments in Europe with the rise of populism, illiberalism,
Euroscepticism, Germany in the process of leadership change, Brexit, migration, terrorism and a fall
in the public’s support for NATO’s deterrent commitment, all contributing to the weakening of
European cohesion, that could well mean further fragmentation in the future, at least in the short
and medium term, the existing status quo will likely hold: there is far too much invested in its
continuation by each member state to jeopardize the gains from EU and NATO membership. Yet,
the present status quo, while sufficiently stable, does not reflect a Europe that projects cohesive
political, never mind military, power globally, a point reiterated by Macron.
To the extent that Russia accepts or must deal with this status quo, it is prepared to seek to even the
apparent imbalance. It does not want to be holding the low cards and appear weak. Putin’s Russia, in
response, has over the last years undertaken initiatives that seek to redress the power imbalance in
Europe and includes: withdrawal from the Treaty on Conventional Forces in Europe, allowing Russia
to concentrate military formations on its northern and southern flanks; the holding of major military
exercises on its western borders that include the use of tactical nuclear weapons; withdrawal from
the INF treaty prohibiting the production of intermediate nuclear tipped missiles that can reach most
of Europe; creating a continuous zone of military operations from the Arctic through to the Baltic
Sea down to the Black Sea; initiating nuclear weapons equipped overflights near European borders
and those of North America; using ‘grey zone’ operations that include cyberattacks, misinformation
and ‘fake news’ dissemination through various media.51 Yet, Macron calls Russia a European country,
‘deeply so’, thereby intimating that Putin’s above-cited actions are a historical aberration that do not
conform to Russia’s deep attachment to European values and principles. Macron is quoted as saying
– “The geography, history and culture of Russia are fundamentally European”. Yet, at the same time,
he can also admit that Russia is opposed to the EU project. While in his 2019 Address to the French
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diplomatic corps he laid some blame for the state of the European and Russian relationship on the
West, he, nevertheless, also admits that Russia “built a fantasy around the destruction of the West
and the weakening of the EU”.
Macron has signaled that the resolution of the Ukraine conflict could be the issue that could permit
Europe and Russia to begin to find a modus vivendi in their relationship.52 It is not likely that France
and the rest of Europe will concede Crimea to Russia, the latter having breached international law
by occupying and annexing the peninsula. France prides itself, being a member of the UN Security
Council, on strongly adhering to international law. Thus, it is not likely that the Crimea could be an
issue for ‘concessional negotiations’ between the two sides. The same cannot be said about the
continuing conflict in the Donbass. The Minsk agreements negotiated between Ukraine and Russia
with the assistance of France and Germany lay out what each side must implement in order to end
the conflict. The issue in contention is the Russian demand that the Donbass be given semi-autonomy
in the Ukrainian constitution, in effect creating a Russia dependent enclave thereby circumscribing
Ukraine’s sovereignty. Elections are required to be held that would legitimate this arrangement.
Ukraine for its part would want to be in control of these elections to ensure that Russia does not
interfere. On this issue there has been little progress. To encourage the implementation of the Minsk
agreements, on France’s initiative the Normandy format was created comprising Ukraine, Russia,
France and Germany as a forum for dialogue and ‘concessional negotiation’. After several meetings
in this format after the signing of the agreements, no further meetings took place until 2019 on the
initiative of the French president. Hope that progress could be made came with the election of
Zelensky as President of Ukraine, who ran on a pledge to end the Donbass conflict. However, apart
from a mutual exchange of prisoners nothing substantial resulted from the meeting.53
For Macron the resolution of the conflict in Ukraine appears to be a hinge issue that could begin the
process of rapprochement with Russia and has stated publicly that without a resolution of the
Donbass conflict he is in no rush to start fully re-engaging with Russia. Despite this failure, Macron
has hailed Russia’s willingness to attend the Normandy meeting as a sign of progress in of itself.
However, it is highly unlikely that personal diplomacy will prove an effective enticement to Putin to
change his policies without real and tangible trade-offs.
Nevertheless, Macron in September 2019 sent his foreign minister and defence minister to Moscow
to sound out Russia on further steps that could be taken to initiate the rapprochement.54 There has
been no information as to what was actually discussed and France did not even consult Berlin its
supposed close ally, as Macron also has failed to give advance information to Berlin on various
French initiatives. In addition to the efforts of the two ministers, Macron has appointed Pierre Vimont,
former secretary general of the EU External Action Service, as special envoy who was given a
roadmap on issues in dealing with Russia, that includes disarmament, security and crisis
management.55
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Russian Foreign Minister Lavrov for his part has welcomed Macron’s proposals for involving Russia
in a new security architecture for Europe and praised Macron’s vision:
“I would say that France demonstrates true political and geopolitical vision, pragmatism and
readiness for a dialogue, given all the reservations made by President of France Emmanuel
Macron regarding his view on the sanctions and Russia. He called on everyone to accept reality.
Russia exists and influences a lot of processes in the world. Moreover, Russia is right next to
Europe.” 56
It is fair to say that despite the years since the end of the Cold War, when the West sought to find
some appropriate geostrategic relationship with Russia and failed, including it, for example, in the
G8 format, voices calling for re-engagement with Russia have not been stilled and can be heard in
Washington, Berlin and Paris and even in the EU and NATO. All express, what could be considered,
a near cliché – ‘We would like better relations with Russia’, or ‘We should have a dialogue with Russia’,
or ‘We have to accept Russia as it is’. Irrespective of who made these suggestions over the years on
different occasions, they reflect an irrepressible urge on the part of some leaders in Europe to find a
way to re-engage with Russia, reset relations irrespective of Russia’s past behaviour.
Putin has taken the initiative with a proposal to hold a summit of the five permanent members of
the UN Security Council, presumably in September 2020 during the session of the General
Assembly.57 If this format were to become institutionalized on a regular basis it would constitute a
‘global directoire’, something that Roosevelt hoped to establish after WWII. While excluded from
the G7, Macron has hinted that Russia should be invited back, and with no alternative format where
Putin can engage directly with the western powers, particularly the United States, this P5 format
would appear a natural grouping, considering it includes all the world’s major nuclear powers.
Russia’s strategic concern is the coming to an end of various arms control treaties, first the INF treaty
from which the U.S. withdrew claiming that Russia violated it secretly, then there is the New START
treaty that will come to an end in 2021, if not renewed.58 The U.S. has indicated that it will participate
in the summit if China becomes a party to any revised new START treaty; China, however, is not
prepared to be a part of this aspect of the process as it claims only a limited nuclear arsenal. For
France the proposed summit could be an opportunity to raise issues of concern to it, including the
arms control agenda, particularly the lapse of the INF treaty which has a direct bearing on European
security. Russia’s real interlocutor on these issues, however, is the United States; 59 and if the INF
cannot be saved, the Kremlin would want an agreement on a new revised START treaty with or
without China. Russia’s preoccupation during the Putin years has been maintaining strategic stability
vis-à-vis the U.S., fearing that without such a treaty the U.S. will move ahead with its own nuclear
modernization that could outpace Russia’s. In this game of achieving strategic balance in Europe

56

‘Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov’s answers to media questions following the 56th Munich Security Conference, Munich, February 17,
2020’, The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation: https://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news//asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/4046843
57
See, TASS: https://tass.com/politics/1123563; the U.S. has indicated that it will attend: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-trumprussia-summit/trump-willing-to-meet-leaders-of-russia-china-britain-france-on-arms-control-idUSKCN20M3CJ ; China has also indicated
its attendance: https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/xwfw_665399/s2510_665401/2535_665405/t1736027.shtml
58
Putin apparently has told Trump that he wants to extend the treaty beyond 2021. Joe Gould, ‘Trump signals he may ignore Russia
provisions in defense bill he just signed’, Defense News, August 14, 2018: https://www.defensenews.com/congress/2018/08/14/trumpsignals-he-may-ignore-russia-provisions-in-defense-bill-he-just-signed/
59
The arms control relationship between the U.S. and Russia is explored in: https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-fromchaos/2019/04/25/nuclear-security-arms-control-and-the-us-russia-relationship/

18

France can only play a limited role. No doubt if the summit takes place, Macron will likely seek
opportunity to engage Russia on his agenda.

Macron’s Assessment of US Policy Toward Europe
Macron makes a valid point that the U.S., under the present Administration, does not have a positive
view of the European project of greater integration, preferring a nation-state centric view of the
international system, and has sought to introduce transactional relationships that privileges U.S.
economic interests above other considerations: U.S. expects accommodation from Europeans, with
the former leveraging its power relationship in the security field to pressure Europe on trade matters,
including the purchase of American weapons systems. As Macron has stated, France has not bought
into that kind of a relationship.60 How a relationship largely based on transactional gains will play
out in the future is not clear, particularly, as over time, the EU completes the various PESCO projects
that seeks to support the development of European produced weapons systems, and, thus, serve to
enhance Europe’s strategic autonomy.61 This transatlantic debate is taking place while the U.S. is
insisting that NATO’s European states raise their defence budgets to 2% on the argument that the
U.S. should not be carrying the largest defence outlays in the Alliance while Europeans free-ride on
U.S. taxpayers. Stronger European defence, however, is not incompatible with U.S. insistence on
greater burden sharing.
Macron in his various speeches has raised doubts about the U.S. commitment to the defence of
Europe and its continuing role in NATO. It is not clear whether in so doing he expresses a genuine
fear of U.S. withdrawal, or whether his claim is a rhetorical expression made to serve to motivate
Europeans to seize on this possibility to strengthen Europe’s own defence capabilities. For America
to withdraw from NATO and the defence of Europe would imply that it ceased to consider Russia as
a threat not just to Europe but also to the U.S. This is not the case as the U.S. National Defence
Strategy points out; Russia is very much viewed as a threat along with China, and both are called
revisionist powers.62 The threat comes less from Russia’s interference in the 2016 U.S. Presidential
elections, but rather from it being a peer adversary in possession of equal nuclear capabilities.
Nuclear balance is still an operating principle in their bilateral relationship, which will become a
matter of negotiation in 2021 when the new START treaty expires.63 With the INF treaty already dead,
Europe’s nuclear vulnerability will only increase over the next years if arms control agreements are
not successfully re-negotiated. Europe could again become ground zero for any nuclear stand-off
between the U.S. and Russia, and in this context, the U.S. would likely be drawn in as an ‘off-shore
balancer’ of last resort.64 It is in the interest of the U.S., Russia and Europe that these arms control
agreements are revived. Europe needs the U.S. to be engaged on these issues.
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Balancing at the conventional deterrence level also requires U.S. involvement. The NATO summits
in Wales and Warsaw saw the U.S. ready to participate in NATO’s Enhanced Forward Presence
initiative that commit NATO countries to send troops, including American, to the Baltic states and
Poland on a rotational basis, to act as a tripwire in case of aggression by Russia that would trigger
Article 5 of the Washington Treaty. As of the December 2019 NATO London summit, the U.S. has not
sought to lessen or withdraw from its previous commitments to the Alliance’s eastern flank. In this
context, the U.S. Congress has appropriated funds for the European Deterrence Initiative that
supports this commitment.65 As part of its reassurance package of initiatives, the U.S. has also reactivated the U.S. Second Fleet to patrol the North Atlantic monitoring Russia naval activity,
especially its nuclear and cable cutting submarines, and to act as a convoy escort in a crisis when U.S.
troops would need to be deployed to the European theatre.66 To test this scenario, in 2020 NATO will
conduct in cooperation with the U.S. the exercise Defender 2020.67 In this context, the sudden decision
by the White House to withdraw close to 12,000 troops from Germany appears to counter the above
initiatives, with some suggesting that the withdrawal was a way to punish Germany politically for its
failure to raise its defence budget to 2% of GDP as Trump has demanded.68
Mention should also be made of the NATO exercise Trident Juncture in Norway, though separate
from the reinforcement of the eastern flank, it recognizes that Russia in the Arctic also possess a
threat. U.S. has continuously been part of such exercises in Norway.69 In 2018, France also participated
in this exercise with 3000 troops.70 Macron’s rejoinder is that without doubt NATO is operationally
efficient, but, for him, the real question is – what is NATO’s purpose,71 what is it really against? His
answer would appear to be that it is against Russia.
None of the above-mentioned U.S. actions foretell that it will anytime soon seek to abrogate its
commitments under the Washington Treaty.72 Why this continuing commitment? There are a
number of possible answers: that the U.S. wants to prevent Russia, a revisionist power, from achieving
military hegemony in Eastern Europe, and, thus, gaining a determining security role in Europe – a
kind of Yalta lite arrangement, or what could be called the soft ‘Finlandization’ of Eastern Europe.
Another argument could be the need for the U.S. to retain its engagement with Europe to align it
with the U.S. in its competition with China, though the Huawei 5G case indicates that Europe can
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seek an independent course. At any rate, the United States would appear to need to continue its
security investment in Europe in order to stay competitive with Russia and China for Europe’s
strategic alignment.
It could be argued that Macron’s lack of faith in America’s commitment to the security of Europe is
an over-reaction that serves Macron’s own agenda for Europe. In power relation terms, Macron does
not accept the need to balance Russia by way of the U.S. security guarantees, but rather to eliminate
the need for a power balance by drawing Russia into a closer security relationship with Europe.

French – German Strategic Alignment?
Since Charles de Gaulle, French policy toward Germany has consisted in seeking to create a tandem,
a dual motor for European integration, one that would see France playing the senior political role.
Their individual policies, however, whether on economic issues or on foreign and security policy
have not always mirrored each other. France hoped that Germany, once embedded in European
institutions, would welcome the creation of an autonomous and independent European identity, one
less reliant on the United States. Today, Germany remains an Atlanticist country, eschewing any
thought of hegemonic dominance, committed to inclusive European solutions to EU problems and
seeking a largely normative international and European role. Its leadership in the EU comes, given
its economic weight, more by default than as a result of a concerted strategy. This hesitancy to lead
from the front is most noticeable on the issue of EU foreign and security policy.
The worry for many in Europe after the war was a Germany that would seek to reclaim its European
dominance and in order to achieve re-unification would sever its relations with NATO, and become
a neutral state, but under constant pressure from Russia to remain unaligned with the West.73 German
elites understood the political trap each scenario entailed and, to avoid them, aligned itself with the
West, particularly with the U.S. and refused to seek dominance in Europe; its past tragic history being
a reminder of lessons learned. Its primary focus became creating an export driven economy within
a social market: the result was economic, if not political, dominance. In its foreign and security policy
it adopted a low profile, content to be in NATO with its security guarantee provided by the U.S., which
through NATO provided a European balance against the Soviet Union. This relinquished any
necessity for Germany to play that role. Its military capabilities, though not negligible, were kept
limited and not commensurate with its economic power. As long as the U.S. in particular, but also
France and the United Kingdom, provided the nuclear muscle, Germany could concentrate on its
export led economy. In this favourable context, it could pursue a dual track policy toward Russia –
Ostpolitik; security would be outsourced, while Germany sought dialogue and ‘Wandel durch
Annäherung’ (Change through Rapprochement), that focused on bilateral trade initiatives, especially
in gas and oil.74
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With Russian aggression against Ukraine in 2014, Germany has now adopted a hard position on this
issue, calling Russia’s actions a breach of international law, imposing sanctions and loosing trust in
Putin. As a result, there has been some reconfiguration of German attitudes towards Russia: the
premises of Ostpolitik have been undermined, though not entirely shelved,75 and replaced by a more
pragmatic view of German-Russian relations. It is somewhat harder for German Russlandverstehers
to make their case. Nevertheless, as the completion of the Nord Stream 2 project attests, Germany
has not entirely given up on continuing to see Russia as a source of economic gain, downplaying the
geopolitical implications of the project. German ‘pragmatism’ towards Russia does not necessarily
imply a developed comprehensive strategy, but rather more of a ‘business as usual’ approach without
Ukraine being the determinate factor in German-Russian relations.76
It is fair to say that Germany, given its historic foreign and security policy orientation, its reticence
in increasing its defence budget, its focus on economic sustainability, its present internal political
uncertainty, finds itself largely displaying caution with respect to Macron’s call for creating a more
federal European Union that takes on more responsibility for the economic well-being of all the
member states.77 Given the stakes involved for Macron’s ‘idea of Europe’, getting Germany to follow
French leadership would be a game-changer for Europe, if successful. Noteworthy is the recent
decision of the EU Council, for the first time in its history, to borrow from capital markets to finance
expenditures throughout the Union.78 This possibility until now has been taboo for Germany.
Over the course of Trump’s presidency, as he has made various statements about NATO’s
obsolescence, his dislike of the European Union and Germany’s export led economy which he
believes is ‘unfair’ to the U.S., the German political elite has evinced shock, disbelief and frustration.
It had become increasingly difficult to read U.S. policy toward Europe and NATO. It is not always
clear who is the decisive influence, the President, Congress, the State Department or the Pentagon.79
Nor is it easy to make sense of Trump’s seeming rhetorical outbursts compared to actual actions
taken by the State Department, the Pentagon and Congress. Given the critical role the U.S. President
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plays in American foreign policy German politicians, no less than the French, cannot dismiss
Trump’s views, particularly as these might impact Germany’s auto industry and his attitude towards
NATO. It is the case that in his various utterances and actions, in whatever form, Trump is
establishing a power relationship that cannot be easily discounted. Europeans believing themselves
to be good allies have taken for granted that the U.S. will treat them as equals. Ultimately the
question is, what is the level of accommodation, in a transactional sense, that will satisfy Trump’s
quest for power dominance. His strong stand on European NATO members needing to increase their
defence spending to 2% of GDP led to a renewed commitment by them to reach this goal at least in
the medium term. From a European perspective, since all European states only have one set of armed
forces, their defence spending can also further weapons development within PESCO and the
European Defence Fund. Germany has subscribed to these EU defence initiatives that are aimed at
creating an autonomous and independent security policy, while at the same time, as both the French
and Germans, in particular, maintain these endeavours they would also strengthen the European
pillar of NATO. While formally Germany subscribes to this policy having agreed to the EU’s Global
Strategy, though it has avoided using the term ‘strategic autonomy’.
Is there evidence for Franco-German strategic alignment on European foreign and security policy?
On a formal level with the signing of the Aachen Treaty on 22 January 2019, the two countries have
committed themselves to close partnership and policy alignment, including on security and defence
issues; committed themselves to joint development of military capabilities; and would coordinate
their actions through a new Franco-German Defense and Security Council. The part of the treaty that
raised notable attention was the mutual defence clause – “… in event of an armed attack on their
territories, they afford aid and assistance to each other by all means at their disposal, including armed
force.”80 This wording is identical to that of Art. 42(7) of the TEU. Noticeably absent is any reference
to Article 5 of the Washington Treaty, leaving the impression that NATO is not an integral part of
both countries’ security guarantee. Asked directly whether ‘by all means at their disposal’ includes
the use of the French nuclear ‘force de frappe’, Macron affirmed that it did.81 Signing the treaty was
controversial, not least in Germany, where Sigmar Gabriel former leader of the SPD and former
Foreign Minister raised eyebrows in criticizing the treaty. His negative reaction to the treaty turns on
what he believes is at the heart of the treaty, namely, the French ‘Gaullist’ attempt to weaken
“…Germany’s own longstanding approach of balancing the friendship with France alongside strong
transatlantic relations with the U.S. and U.K.”82 He also expressed worries that that the treaty and its
mechanism of a joint security council effectively sidelines other member states and leaves it the
principal arbiter of European security and defence policy. He could have added that the clause is
particularly disparaging of other European member states that appear not to be given any security
consideration. It can hardly be any wonder that the others, particularly the East Europeans, rely on
NATO. It cannot be dismissed that Macron’s proposal to engage other Europeans states in a
discussion on the use of France’s nuclear assets is an answer to this type of criticism; moreover, his
placing Art. 42 (7) of the TEU up for discussion as a real mutual defence clause should probably be
viewed on the same light. Overall, the general consensus is that the treaty is more of an aspirational
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document as it does not resolve the different national interests and security policy divergences as
pointed out by Gabriel.
It has been an evident feature of German foreign and security policy, as many observers have noted,83
that Germany has underdeveloped strategic thinking. It has been largely content with keeping to its
focus on reacting to events on a non-strategic level, dealing with various crises European or
international as they arise, but without its actions being framed in a wider strategic context, leaving
Germany reticent in taking on more responsibility for what ails Europe.84 The inadequacy of such an
approach has been evident for some time; hence, former German President Gauck’s85 and former
Foreign Minister Steinmeier’s call in 2014 for Germany to take on greater responsibility in its
international relations and initiate a review of German foreign policy, respectively. Apart from a
reorganization of the German Foreign Office, no substantive conclusions emerged, so the debate on
the future direction of German foreign and security policy is still on-going with a fundamental
divergence between German public opinion that does not support an interventionist foreign or
defence policy and foreign policy experts, both outside and inside the Foreign Office that do. As a
result, France has shown some frustration at Germany’s cautious approach. Germany has not
abandoned its commitment to ‘soft power’ solutions in conflict situations. At the same time, as
President Steinmeier has reaffirmed, German foreign policy maintains Europe as its foundation.86
Trying to draw any hard conclusions from this sketch is conceptually challenging, as German policy
seeks to maintain at times an ambivalent balance between its tandem with France, but above all its
commitment to an inclusive Europe, but that also seeks to reconciles this approach with what
Germany views as its national interests.
Since 2014, with the election of Donald Trump as U.S. President in 2016, Germany has had to reckon
with the vicissitudes of his presidency that has been touched on previously. Angela Merkel in 2017
concluded after experiencing Trump’s fulminations at the G7 Summit: “We Europeans truly have to
take our fate into our own hands – naturally in friendship with the United States, in friendship with
Great Britain, as good neighbours with whoever, also with Russia, and other countries”.87 She has
recognized that “the era in which we could fully rely on others is over, to some extent”: her references
to ‘others’ clearly was meant to allude to Trump’s America. At the same time, by qualifying her
judgment with the words ‘some extent’, she has not entirely given up hope that the U.S. has not
turned its back on Europe. For Germany which for 70 years has relied on U.S. for its the security
guarantee to doubt the U.S. commitment to the Alliance is a sobering prospect. Given Europe’s
inadequate military capabilities, burning bridges with the U.S. is not really a viable option to address
Europe’s security risks. Not surprisingly, Merkel’s dismissive response to Macron’s comment about
NATO’s brain death was to state that he went too far in his claim.
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NATO’s continued relevance for Germany can be measured by its commitment to increase its
defence budget to 1.5% at least and preferably 2% by 2024, and in the statements made by Germany’s
defence ministers Ursula von der Leyen and then Annegret Kramp-Kannenbauer in support of
NATO.88 If senior CDU politicians continue to put undiminished faith in the transatlantic link, the
SPD, a member of the governing coalition has shown some strong views as to its position, if not in
respect of supporting NATO, then in responding to Macron’s foreign and security policy overtures.
German Foreign Minister Maas following Macron’s line of thought has proposed that while the
transatlantic link needs to be preserved even strengthened, it also needs to be more balanced with
the strengthening of the European pillar of the Alliance. This European pillar, moreover, should act
as a counterweight to the U.S. when the latter crosses ‘red lines’.89 Maas does not hesitate to question
whether Europe can completely rely on the U.S., and advocates joining forces with France and other
European nations in striking a balance with the U.S. and in building step by step a European security
and defence union. He provides a litany of complaints that reveal to what extent U.S. policy is
misguided, as in the case of American withdrawal from the Iran nuclear agreement, or in its failure
to appreciate Europe’s or Germany’s justified stance, as in the case of U.S.-EU trade relations. Europe
has its own legitimate interests to protect that may not necessarily align with American. For Maas
the way forward, under these circumstances when the U.S. is not providing leadership in its
transatlantic relations and in preserving the liberal international order, is to call for more European
autonomy and the creation of an alliance for multilateralism.90 On its face, Maas elaborates what
could be called a ‘go-around’ policy with respect to the U.S.; that is, to look for solutions that are not
dependent on U.S. agreement or participation. It would be fair to say that for Maas, at least, the
present ‘stand-off’ relationship between Europe and the United States is not the preferred option,
rather Europe is being driven towards greater autonomy by U.S. actions. One can discern in the
various statements made by leading German politicians that they are having to, metaphorically,
thread the needle, or navigate between Scylla and Charybdis, between supporting a more
autonomous European defence, but without, at the same time, alienating the U.S. that may interpret
such actions negatively.
At the 2020 Munich Security Conference the German Foreign Minister repeated some of his earlier
remarks and called for “… building a European Security and Defence Union – as a strong, European pillar of NATO.
Herein lies the major European policy task of the 2020s. And this has long since ceased being a
question of “whether” but is only about “how”. Together with France, we are working on this
intensively and we will also take up President Macron’s offer of a strategic dialogue on this
issue.” 91
What was, perhaps, not entirely expected was his statement that Germany would be open to
discussions with France on a strategic dialogue about the use of French nuclear weapons. Similarly,
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German President Steinmeier at the same conference also expressed openness to discussing this issue
with France.92 Needless to say, Macron’s offer raises a host of questions. The most obvious is whether
the French nuclear deterrent would replace the American? Would there be some form of collective
decision making, if not at the final decision moment, but in providing targeting direction? As we
have already seen, the French President has the final word in launching a retaliatory strike. What
Macron has actually proposed is the opportunity for other European states to participate in nuclear
exercises, which, presumably, would entail disclosure of information on French targeting options, as
well as threat or crisis situations that would put French nuclear delivery systems – air force and
submarines – on alert. Macron characterizes such information sharing as a form of strategic dialogue,
that would be part of creating a common European strategic culture. How this French proposal would
align or conflict with NATO’s own nuclear planning process is not clear and could be problematic
given that France has not rejoined NATO’s planning process and does not intend to. How effective
would be informal consultations is an open question, though if taken seriously they should align.
Macron has thrown out a challenge to Germany. What is the measure of its patience with Trump’s
America, in light of Steinmeier’s questioning the U.S.’s rejection of the concept of an international
community which has resulted in “more mistrust, more armament, less security…all the way to more
nuclear arms race”? Will Germany concur with Macron that Europe must look after its own interests
and rely less, if at all, on the United States? Steinmeier in his speech reiterated Germany’s long held
conviction that it can only succeed if Europe succeeds. On this issue he is one with Macron. However,
he is not yet ready to break ties with the U.S. and NATO:
“For Germany, the development of an EU capable of action in defence policy is as crucial as the
expansion of the European pillar of NATO. Future scenarios often suggest that Germany needs
to choose one or the other. In strategic terms I think that would be short-sighted”.93
He asserts that Europeans need to continue to invest in the transatlantic links. Europe isolated from
the U.S., in effect, cannot power balance against Russia, or for that matter, against China; Steinmeier
admits, “the European Union is a long way from being able to guarantee the security of all its
members by itself.” He also expresses an implicit criticism of Macron’s neglect in sufficiently
considering the concerns of Central Europeans that rely on U.S. security guarantees: Germany, for
its part, has “to take seriously the worries and interests of the nations of Central Europe…”94 In the
same breath, Steinmeier juxtaposes this concern for Central Europe with a call not to alienate Russia:
“We need a different relationship, a better relationship, between the EU and Russia and between
Russia and the EU.” But, he continues, “such a relationship cannot be at the expense of the countries
and peoples of Central Europe.”
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Different observers will likely come to different conclusions about Franco-German strategic
alignment, though to this observer it would appear that, except for different emphases and nuances,
especially in regard to NATO and Central Europe, their analysis of the challenges Europe faces is
similar and parallel. But it would be an exaggeration to claim that Germany and France are perfectly
aligned when it comes to dealing with Europe’s strategic weakness. While Macron, but, not
necessarily the conservative French political elite, have largely given up on Trump’s America,
Germany has not. Just how aligned they may become in the future awaits political developments in
both countries: will Macron be re-elected in 2022, given his low public ratings, and who will succeed
Merkel after 2021, an Atlanticist or a ‘Germany First’ candidate? Nor can we ignore the possible
actions that could be taken against Europe in Trump’s second term, when he will be less constrained
as already mentioned and, perhaps, less sensitive to the interests of U.S. citizens of Central and East
European origin, or any institutional constraints, given that he cannot be a third term President.

European Intervention Initiative (EI2)
When Emmanuel Macron announced his idea to create the European Intervention Initiative in 2017,
the underlying rationale for this idea had already been assessed during Hollande’s presidency in the
Ministry of Armed Forces, which had made a comprehensive evaluation of European states’ military
capacities and their contribution to various operations. This assessment was augmented by further
observations of how those states reacted to the 2015 Paris attacks and France’s invocation of Article
42(7) of the Lisbon Treaty, as well as their participation in the French led Mali operation and whether
their responses were in line with France’s expectations of solidarity. Overall, the conclusion was that
they were not, though the Ministry could identify several countries that were considered ‘willing and
able’ to undertake such operations and missions. These would upon invitation constitute the core of
the EI2 initiative. The response of EU states to France’s anti-terrorist operations in Mali revealed that
gaining operational support required extensive and prolonged political consultations before France
received support. For many EU states France’s focused emphasis on potential terrorist threats
emanating from Africa, especially from its former colonies, were not a high priority. France faced an
operational dilemma: it was overextended militarily in different parts of Africa and the Middle East
and elsewhere and had also committed its forces to the protection of the homeland from terrorist
attacks. France needs the active support of other EU states in any future crisis management
operations and missions.95
Before moving on to assess what purpose the initiative serves, we need to understand what it is not.
The EI2 has no standing force, no earmarked troops, nor any real institutional structures, apart from
a small liaison office in the French Ministry of Armed Forces. Neither is it in any way affiliated with
the EU and NATO, though as often remarked by French officials including Macron, the initiative
can be an asset for these two other organizations as input to their planning. As Olivier-Rémy Bel has
described it, it is more like a ‘club’, or as Alice Billon-Galland and Martin Quencez have, it is a military
‘workshop’.96 At the outset, Germany did not evince enthusiasm given the initiative’s exclusivity,
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preferring to support all inclusive initiatives like PESCO; it did not want to divide Europe on security
issues lest there develops a two-tier security structure. It would prefer to roll EI2 into PESCO.
What is the purpose then of the EI2? The Letter of Intent initiating the project,97 states that its aim is
to create
“a flexible, non-binding forum of European participating states which are able and willing to
engage their military capabilities and forces when and where necessary to protect European
security interests, without prejudice to the chosen institutional framework (the EU, NATO the UN
or ad hoc coalitions.)”
The signers of the letter agreed that the aim “is to develop a shared strategic culture, which will
enhance our ability, as European states, to carry out military missions and operations under the
framework of the EU, NATO the UN and/or ad hoc coalition.” The shared strategic culture is to
develop at the military-to-military level, absent direct political participation at the diplomatic level.
The participating militaries are to focus on: strategic foresight and intelligence sharing, scenario
development and planning, support for operations and lessons learned and doctrine. Information
and lessons learned will be made available to the EU or NATO, but, with a particular emphasis on
assisting in the development of PESCO objectives and projects. Organizationally, the ‘forum’ and its
activities will use existing structures and a network of liaison officers from the participating
countries. There will also be a small permanent secretariat in the French Ministry of Armed Force
based on French personnel.
At its formal inauguration on 25 June 2018, there were nine signatories of the Letter of Intent:
Belgium, Denmark, Estonia,98 France, Germany, Netherlands, Portugal, Spain and the United
Kingdom. Subsequently, additional countries joined: Finland, Sweden, Norway, Italy. To notice here,
is the adhesion of Denmark,99 which has an opt-out from the EU’s CSDP, and the U.K. which is leaving
the EU. For France, in part, it was necessary to create the EI2 outside the EU in order to be able to
draw in these two countries, particularly the U.K. which with France in the only other European
country with full-spectrum military capabilities. The fact that now all Nordic countries have joined,
plus Estonia,100 means that northern Europe is well represented and even overbalances countries of
Southern Europe. The threats emanating from Russia in the Baltic and the Arctic will likely gain
considerable traction in the EI2 ‘work-shops’. Thus, for example, Estonia leads the group dealing with
the Baltic. This northern orientation could create stress in EI2 for those countries that are focused on
the threats from the south, and, as well, could also focus attention on the threat from Russia.
To gain its objective of fostering a common strategic culture that would provide in the medium and
long-term a better appreciation for how to achieve effective interventions, the EI2 format has to be
seen as giving ownership to each of the participating states and not as a French led endeavour serving
French interests exclusively. This raises the question of membership criteria that were initially set by
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France, but as the ‘club’ has expanded, the question is, will the existing members be the last, given
that there is a provision for other states to join? Clearly, other participating countries would want a
say in the matter; however, the larger the group the less likelihood of a consensus developing on any
given issue. Another consideration not always highlighted is the large number of various military
formats outside NATO and the EU that are regionally based, as, for example, NORDEFCO,
encompassing the Nordic countries,101 and the Northern Group, comprising Norway, Sweden Finland,
Denmark, Iceland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, plus Poland, the Netherlands, the U.K. and Germany.102
When we add the northern members in the EI2, there appears to be considerable overlapping of
memberships. It is hard not to conclude that, at least, as far as the northern members of the EI2 are
concerned their weight in discussions is well grounded and can balance the interests of the southern
members. The French military is well aware of these other formats that give preference to north
European threat perceptions in discussions in NATO and the EU. EI2 then can be explained in part
as an attempt to counterbalance this northern orientation with a southern focused military format,
with the added-value that this format would further a common strategic culture, but, which in
theoretical and practical terms has no clear definition nor framework for judging when this common
strategic culture would be achieved and how. Ultimately, it is a matter of different threat perceptions
between the northern group of countries and the southern group. Each group must convince the
other that its threat perception is at least equal to the other groups. This involves a trade-off between
the two threat perceptions. An example of such a trade-off is the case of Estonia. Its argument for
joining the EI2 was the quid quo pro of a military commitment to sending military personnel to the
Central African Republic and Mali while France made its commitment to participate in NATO’s
Enhanced Forward Presence in Estonia.103
The second ministerial meeting was held in Holland on September 20, 2019,104 the location indicating
that such future meetings will be spread between the participating states and not solely Paris based.
Reflecting its rather ad hoc and weak institutional structure, it was agreed that EI2 would be “a
flexible, resource-neutral and non-binding forum where all the Participants are equal”. The focus
which originally the French hoped would be on the threat of terrorism emanating in Africa or
elsewhere has become more diffuse. Working groups reflect a diversity of interests and include the
Sahel and terrorism, the Baltic, disaster relief in the Caribbean and even Indian Ocean security.105
Such varied interests, while clearly raising awareness and strategic foresight, do, however, raise the
issue of whether such a wide spectrum of interests will lead to less focus on priority setting. Thus, we
can ask whether, given the significant representation of Nordic countries, the High North will
become a priority focus.
How to measure the success of the EI2? As already noted, defining a common strategic culture is at
best a complex undertaking when different countries with different histories, geographies and
experiences seek to find a common ground for determining common threats. One way to gain some
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insight into whether convergence is taking or has taken place is to observe, when there is a crisis
management situation, how many of the participating states sign up for the operation or mission,
even when for some states that operation is not a strategic priority. In such a case, the expression of
solidarity looms large. The value of solidarity as a motivating factor in creating a common strategic
culture cannot be overlooked or valued too low. However, the EI2 is not the only forum where
solidarity is encouraged and strengthened: it also takes its place in NATO, the EU, NORDEFCO, the
Northern Group, and on a bilateral basis, as for example, in the Lancaster House treaties between
the U.K. and France, and in such arrangements as the Franco-German brigade and in other similar
arrangements.106 From this perspective, EI2 does not appear to be a unique initiative that fills a gaping
hole in the solidarity arrangements in Europe. It is a supplementary forum. If there is a value-added
dimension to the initiative, it consists of the rapid ability to create coalitions of the willing, or as an
already agreed commitment by the participating states to undertake an operation or mission that
then can be collectively argued in NATO or the EU, or even the UN. The other value-added element
is the inclusion of both Denmark and the United Kingdom within the scope of the initiative. However,
viewed as a French attempt to strengthen European strategic autonomy, it is, as a German official
has said, a ‘non-starter’.107
The French initiative to fashion a common strategic culture brings us back to the opening lines of
this paper that referenced the decision of EU Defence Ministers to undertake a two-year process to
find the EU’s Strategic Compass. The fundamental challenge is – can 27 EU member states, each with
its own threat perception, come to a common understanding of what threats are shared, and even
more importantly which are critical to the EU’s ability to sustain its liberal order? In the French view
such a shared understanding is difficult, if not impossible, at 27, hence its EI2 initiative. As already
mentioned, Germany has been hesitant to subscribe to an exclusive approach to the issue, preferring
an EU-wide process that draws in all 27 member states. The Strategic Compass initiative was brought
forward by Germany in the run-up to its EU Council Presidency.108
The two-year process envisaged for the completion of the Strategic Compass comprises two phases;
Phase 1 (second half of 2020): The High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security
Policy/Vice-President of the Commission (HR/VP), together with the EU’s civilian and military
intelligence units, should develop a “comprehensive, 360 degrees analysis of the full range of
threats and challenges”.
Phase 2 (2021–2022): Building on this threat analysis and other possible thematic inputs, the
member states should develop the strategic compass that translates the political level of
ambition defined by the Global Strategy into concrete policy orientations.109
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With this EU initiative to develop a Strategic Compass, there is now a mosaic of various initiativesFrench, EU and regional – that seek to foster a common understanding of what constitutes threats
to EU member states. Whether these initiatives produce harmony or whether a cacophony of views
is an open question. Viewing the French initiative, the question is whether EI2 will be rolled into the
EU initiative or whether it will continue independently of the EU. Part of the answer will depend on
whether the EU can find a way for third countries, such as the U.K. to participate in EU’s CSDP
projects.

France and the Central and East European countries (CEEC)
President Macron, as this paper has sought to analyze, is determined to strengthen what he refers to
as ‘Europe Defence’ or ‘Europe of defence’ with the intent to make Europe more independent and
autonomous in its foreign and security policy. In addition to supporting the EU’s PESCO projects and
the European Defence Fund, he has also initiated the European Intervention Initiative as a
collaborative military exercise in forging a more united or common strategic culture that would bind
participating states in the future in any out-of-area crisis management intervention. What is
noticeable is the lack of participation in the EI2 by countries of Central Europe. While a
comprehensive explanation for this lack of interest is yet to be fully explored, one can surmise that
at least part of the reason lies in the divergent understanding of where come Central Europe’s
security guarantees, which cannot be weakened for France’s sake. Moreover, Central Europeans have
not viewed French pre-occupation with the Sahel and terrorism as being within their threat
perceptions and may well think that EI2 is a French initiative serving largely French interests.
From a French perspective its relations with these countries has been at times cautious, halting, with
different countries favoured at different times.110 France was not an enthusiastic supporter of EU
enlargement viewing these countries at the same level as Third World countries, though now it is
reconciled with the EU at 27, given that they did fulfill the criteria for membership that France had
demanded. Germany was far more supportive of enlargement, viewing these countries as being in
its backyard and open to German economic penetration.
After accession in 2004 France increased its investments in some of the largest markets, becoming
the 4th largest investor after Germany, Netherlands, and Austria: areas of investment included autos,
banking, water and environment, glass, transportation, dairy products, and construction. France
became the primary investor in Poland in such fields as telecommunications, food services,
electricity, banking, construction, electrical engineering, and tourism.
However, despite these economic interests, the French political class has revealed no active interest
in these countries. At the French official level considerable disquiet was in evidence when these
countries actively supported the U.S. operation in Iraq, when France was opposed to giving the U.S.
a blank cheque. Chirac on this occasion quipped that instead of signing the ‘Vilnius letter’ - “You
missed a great opportunity to remain quiet”. The incident revealed a strategic divergence in
perception of where power lay. To follow France in distancing itself from the U.S. was not an option
for these countries when they were seeking to join NATO. Under Sarkozy France tried to repair the
damage done by Chirac by signing seven Strategic Partnerships covering a wide range bilateral
fields; yet French insensitivity prevailed when he cancelled state visits to the Baltic states for a trip to
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Moscow. Over a number of years France has had strained relations with just about every Central and
East European country. With the election of François Hollande as President, French interest increased
with the renegotiation of the various Strategic Partnerships and the accompanying action plans.
Poland has been of special interest to France, recognizing it as the unofficial leader of the CEECs.
Poland has not been adverse in cooperating on the further development of CSDP projects, with
particular attention paid to capabilities development. Military inter-operability within NATO has also
drawn the two sides closer. Poland was impressed by France’s expression of solidarity when in 2013
for the NATO exercise Steadfast Jazz in Poland and the Baltic states France sent the largest military
contingent, more than the U.S. or Germany. France has also regularly participated in NATO air
policing in the Baltic, as recently as 2018. As recognition of the rising status of Poland with the
departure of the U.K., France has sought to reactivate the Weimar Triangle, composed of France,
Germany and Poland. Depending on the future course Germany will take on European defence and
Macron’s intention to seek closer ties with Russia, the triangle consultations could provide France
the opportunity to influence Polish policy with the help of Berlin.
Recognizing Poland’s role in Europe, Macron visited Poland in January 2020111 to cement relations
that have been frayed as a result of France’s criticism of the Polish government’s actions to bring the
judiciary under political control, for refusing migrants, for its reliance on coal in opposition to the
EU’s climate policies. Poland has been a strong supporter of the U.S. and its security guarantees and
to show this reliance has bought U.S. military aircraft and asked for the permanent basing of U.S.
troops on Polish soil.
Macron during his visit highlighted Poland’s important role in Europe and claimed to understand
the country’s tragic history in no small measure due to the actions of Western Europeans. He even
sided with Warsaw in its spat with Moscow over whether Poland was guilty in starting the Second
World War. He avoided any criticism of Polish internal policies and its stand on migrants. He
expressed hope that Poland would be willing to align with France on the issue of terrorism and its
source in Africa. However, even knowing Poland’s adversarial relationship with Russia he reiterated
the need to re-engage with Moscow, claiming that Russia is part of Europe. The Minsk process and
the Normandy format were cited as examples of the ongoing engagement that is occurring now. As
a reassurance to sceptical Polish listeners, Macron emphasized that "France is completely engaged
with the Atlantic alliance and for the security of its eastern flank," and added that "European defense
is not an alternative to NATO, it’s an indispensable complement.”112 There is little indication that
Poland will do a complete turning away from the U.S., nor see terrorism from Africa as one of its
priorities. But, at the same time, it is likely that Macron will continue to try to entice Poland to align
itself closer to France on some of its issues. France will seek to compete for contracts to build nuclear
power plants that Poland is planning to build and to cooperate in the development of new weapons
systems.
France’s attempt to create inclusiveness in its approach to European defence has required it to pay
attention to the Baltic region, as its reinvigorated relations with Poland attest. The French Minister
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for the Armed Forces in 2018 issued an overview of this region’s security challenges and the role that
France plays in creating strategic stability.113 In the Minister’s estimation the region is marked by
‘major security challenges’ that has ‘led to a deterioration of regional stability’. Due to Moscow’s
policies there has been a remilitarization of the region by countries bordering the Baltic Sea. Russia
has used strategic intimidation, and along its western border it has established a ‘strategic belt’ from
the Arctic to the Middle East. This French overview of the Baltic region recognizes explicitly the
threat perception of these countries in the region, which it has legitimated at the Wales and Warsaw
Summits when France with other NATO allies reinforced deterrence measures and set up the
Enhanced Forward Presence in Poland and the Baltic states. In this context, France acknowledged
that “these countries cannot face alone the security challenges posed to the Baltic space…” The
Minister’s paper goes on to detail all the different cooperative security efforts that France has
undertaken with many of the countries in the region, including the Baltic states. Ostensibly the report
deals with what France is doing to enhance security in the Baltic region, considerations aimed at the
Baltic audience, but, then the second half of the paper extensively details the threat of terrorism
emanating from Africa, the aim of which would appear to be to influence the Baltic audience about
France’s threat perception – in effect an attempt at balancing threat perceptions. It should be noted
here that Pierre Vimont, Macron’s envoy on the Russia dossier has visited the Baltic region to lay out
Macron’s view on how Europe should deal with Russia.114

Conclusions: From a Latvian Perspective
To be welcomed is President Macron raising to political consciousness the consequential impact that
the shifting global power balance will have on Europe, as the U.S., Russia and China vie for influence
and whether this power competition will lead to Europe becoming an object of contention in the
process. Will Europe manage to retain its independence and autonomy and will it muster its political
will, resources and capabilities, including military, to fashion an independent course based on its
values and principles that support the rules-based international order.
Latvia cannot be indifferent to these considerations. Latvia’s strategic orientation since regaining its
independence in 1991 has been that of aligning itself closely with transatlantic institutions and the
European Union, seeing both as supportive of its independence and security. Macron in going outside
the framework of the EU to create a parallel security identity that envisages a place for Russia can
only raise concerns for Latvia, as does his ambiguous references to NATO’ purpose and the ultimate
intentions of the United States in regard to its ultimate place in Europe.
It is in the interest of Latvia that the two parallel strategic alignment processes merge or gain
common ground, with the United Kingdom deciding that it wants to be part of the EU’s CSDP and
the EU offering it a place at the table, thereby making the EU process truly inclusive.
The French have expressed sensitivity to Baltic security concerns that warrants appreciation; this
should be an invitation to continuous dialogue with Paris on the changing global power relations
and their impact on Europe’s security cohesiveness, at the level of foreign and defence ministries and
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even think tanks. Such a dialogue and debate should help to mitigate the prospect of unanticipated
surprises not only in their bilateral relations, but also with respect to the evolving global power
competition.
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