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ABSTRACT

This study examines the geopolitical realignment of Burkina Faso within the
broader context of the Sahel region’s evolving security and international order. It
explores the transition from traditional Western security partnerships—
particularly with France—to emerging alignments with non-Western actors,
notably Russia, following the 2022 military takeover led by Captain Ibrahim
Traoré. The research situates this shift within the structural legacy of
colonialism, persistent state fragility, and the intensification of armed
insurgencies in the Sahel. Drawing on critical approaches in International
Relations and geopolitical analysis, the study argues that Burkina Faso’s foreign
policy transformation cannot be understood solely as a reaction to
counterterrorism failures, but rather as part of a broader reconfiguration of global
power relations in Africa. It highlights how declining trust in Western
intervention models, combined with rising anti-French sentiment, has facilitated
the reorientation of alliances and the emergence of alternative security providers,
particularly Russia, as well as private security actors. The study further examines
the interplay between security and resource geopolitics, demonstrating how
competition over strategic minerals such as gold and uranium has become central
to external involvement in the region. It also assesses the implications of military
governance, institutional fragility, and ongoing insurgent violence for state
sovereignty and regional stability. Ultimately, the paper concludes that Burkina
Faso represents a paradigmatic case of multipolar competition in the Sahel,
where shifting alliances, resource interests, and security imperatives intersect to
reshape both domestic governance structures and international power
configurations.
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1. Introduction

The Sahel, a border region separating the Sahara Desert from the savanna, spans 10
states and is home to approximately 400 million people, most of whom gained
independence from France or Great Britain in the mid-20th century, which is further
characterized by weak institutional capacity, these states struggle to promote social rights
or manage external debt, perpetuating a cycle of challenges that hinder sustainable
development across the region [1]. Experts attribute this fragility to intersecting factors
such as climate change, conflicts over natural resources, political and religious extremism,
and the proliferation of weapons. As armed confrontations remain primarily national in
scope, the growing involvement of external actors has intensified civilian casualties and
displacement, affecting millions of people. Hitherto, to address these issues, it is necessary
to prioritize objectives and analyze political amalgamations to optimize resource allocation
[2].

The Sahel region has emerged as a complex geopolitical arena where international
competition over resources intersects with the growing threat of transnational terrorism|3].
Over the past decade, the region has witnessed an increasing expansion of violent
combatant groups whose roots can be traced back to the 1990s in the aftermath of the
Algerian Civil War [4], particularly with the southward expansion of the Salafist Group for
Preaching and Combat (GSPC) into the sub-Saharan region. The group later evolved into
Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM). This transformation facilitated the expansion of
cross-border operations and the spread of violent extremist ideology throughout West
Africa [5].

Subsequent developments, particularly the repercussions of the Arab Spring,
contributed significantly to reshaping the regional security environment through the
proliferation of weapons and the expansion of combatant networks. Conversely, such a
scenario further complicated the security landscape in the Sahel states—namely Mali,
Niger, and Burkina Faso—as well as the Lake Chad Basin [6]. These organizations later
fragmented into multiple entities, including Ansar Dine, Jama ‘at Nasr al-Islam wal-
Muslimin (JNIM), and the Islamic State in the Greater Sahara (ISGS), thereby enabling
actors to expand their influence across fragile rural areas. The intensity of violence

escalated considerably during the period from 2012 to 2019, when the region recorded

From Traditional Partnership to Strategic Realignment: Determinants of Burkinabe—Russian Rapprochement and
Transformations of French Influence during the Transitional Governance Period 2020-2026


https://al-biruni-journal.jo/

Al-Biruni Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences J‘D

https://al-biruni-journal.jo =
ISSN 3104-8900 ATLINEASE

uuuuuuuuuuuu

Vol. 04, No.07, 2026, pp. 01-25 B e

1,463 armed clashes, resulting in the deaths of 4,723 civilians. These incidents were
attributed to 195 violent armed groups operating across 1,263 different locations,

highlighting the scale and geographic dispersion of insecurity throughout the region [7].

1. THE PROBLEM STATEMENT

The current government in Burkina Faso is fighting the Mujahideen from the
Northern part of the country. Hitherto, terrorist activities have caused unrest, with citizens’
frustration over their government’s failure to rein in terrorists and maintain peace and
security, and their clamour for change has remained a sticky issue, especially in erstwhile
French West Africa [8]. Consequently, the French Republic continues to be plagued by
populations for advancing decades of bitter relations with her erstwhile colonies, while
terrorism and poverty wreaked devastation [9]. Albeit a potential paradigm shift in politics
and security, coup juntas promise to implement political, security, and economic reforms
to curtail terrorism and restore stability. Burkina Faso’s Captain Ibrahim Traore deposed
fellow military junta Lieutenant-Colonel Paul-Henri Sandaogo Damiba [10]. This coup
was both bloodless and seemingly popular; the coup leaders were keen to reduce or end
their close ties with the French Republic, hence to cover the power vacuum created due to
frustration over terrorism and France’s neo-colonial posture. The military junta or
transitional leaders sought new allies, with Russia providing the alternative, replacing the
more traditional allies, France and the USA [11]. Consequently, Burkina Faso prioritized
military cooperation, reaching out to Russia and expressing enthusiasm for exploring

options such as training and technical assistance [12].

In 2019, the epicenter of the Sahel crisis shifted from Mali to Burkina Faso, where
combatant groups—particularly Jama'at Nasr al-Islam wal-Muslimin (JNIM) and the
Islamic State in the Greater Sahara (ISGS)—expanded their influence and established
control over new territories by exploiting local ethnic and social divisions [13].
Consequently, the state increasingly relied on self-defense groups and community-based
militias as part of its counterinsurgency strategy. Hitherto, this approach contributed to the
escalation of intercommunal and retaliatory violence between these groups and armed
extremist organizations. The conflict also acquired a pronounced regional and international

dimension, as reflected in the competition among terrorist organizations for influence
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across the region [14]. Simultaneously, intensive military operations conducted by
government forces, coupled with allegations of human rights abuses and extrajudicial
killings, heightened local grievances and enhanced the recruitment capabilities of armed
groups. These dynamics collectively contributed to the deterioration of the security

environment and a significant increase in civilian casualties [15].

Although the two groups share broad strategic objectives, they differ in certain
ideological orientations and in their approaches toward local populations. They also engage
in continuous competition over territorial control, resources, and spheres of influence.
Several factors—most notably weak state institutions, widespread proliferation of
weapons, porous borders, economic and social fragility, and entrenched ethnic divisions—
have contributed to strengthening their recruitment capacity and territorial expansion [16].
Consequently, the insurgency has extended from its initial stronghold in the Sahel region to
much of the country. Jama'at Nasr al-Islam wal-Muslimin (JNIM) has become active
across most administrative regions; in contrast, the Islamic State in the Sahel maintains a
centralized presence in the northern areas, particularly in the provinces of Séno and
Oudalan [17].

At the political level, the inability of successive Burkinabe governments to contain
the escalating insurgency enabled the military establishment to justify its intervention and
seizure of power, thereby disrupting the democratic transition and reinforcing authoritarian
tendencies in the country. These security approaches, despite their rhetoric of democratic
partnership, were, in practice, closely tied to strategic considerations of resources and
geopolitical influence, rather than addressing the structural root causes of the crisis. This
failure contributed to the erosion of the legitimacy of allied regimes and to a wave of
military coups across the region between 2020 and 2023, leading to it being temporarily
described as a “coup belt, The Concept of “Coup Belt,” by situating Burkina Faso within
the wave of coups (2020-2023), the paper highlights regional contagion effects. This
situates the case within broader debates on democratic backsliding and military resurgence
in West Africa [18].”

In its 2026 report entitled “None Can Run Away: War Crimes and Crimes
Against Humanity in Burkina Faso by All Sides,” Human Rights Watch relied on a wide

range of data and testimonies despite the considerable difficulties—and, in some cases, the
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near impossibility—of obtaining accurate information due to the complexity of the security
and humanitarian situation in the country. The report noted that some figures are available,
including data from Armed Conflict Location & Event Data (ACLED), a non-
governmental organization that collects and analyzes conflict data worldwide, indicating
that at least 10,600 civilians have been killed in Burkina Faso since 2016 [19].

These power dynamics—combined with earlier policies, the legacy of colonial rule,
and the proliferation of militias and armed groups—have made Burkina Faso one of the
poorest countries in the world [20], as more than 40% of the population lives below the
international poverty line. In contrast, the country ranks 186 out of 193 on the Human
Development Index [21]. The escalation of armed conflict has further deepened the

humanitarian crisis.

The United Nations estimated that approximately 6.3 million people, including 3.4
million children, required humanitarian assistance in 2024, while nearly 1.1 million people
lived in areas under blockade by armed groups [22]. Although the article cites reports from
Human Rights Watch and UNICEF, the humanitarian crisis (displacement, poverty, child
vulnerability) is treated as a consequence rather than as a central analytical category. A
stronger integration of human security would balance the state-centric geopolitical
framing. Continued conflict has also led to large-scale displacement. By 2025, more than
2.3 million people had been forced to flee their homes—around 10% of the total
population—including over 2 million internally displaced persons and approximately
270,000 refugees who crossed into neighboring countries such as Mali, Niger, Ghana, Cote

d’Ivoire, Benin, and Togo [23].

2. RESEARCH QUESTIONS
RQI1. What does the Kremlin’s Russia-Burkina Faso military cooperation strategy involve?

RQ2. How is Burkina Faso responding to Russia-Africa military cooperation strategy?

RQ3. What are the likely long-term implications of Russia's military cooperation strategy
in Africa?

RQ4. Can Burkina Faso’s foreign policy transformation be understood solely as a reaction
to counterterrorism failures?

RQ5. Is there a diplomatic way to curb French influence in Burkina Faso?
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3. THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This research is based on realist theory, particularly classical realism, which
attributes the root cause of conflict to human nature. It best explains the competitive nature
of states as they seek to protect their own interests and project their power (Morgenthau,
1973). In Burkina Faso, battling terrorist threats has become the norm, prompting efforts to
break free from unpopular colonial ties with France and forge new allies, such as Russia, to
bolster homeland security and possibly establish additional mutual economic ties. Hitherto,
towards the end of the Cold War, realism was on the defensive as the tide moved in errand
of globalization and the universality of politics and economics; realism has powerfully
bounced back after the Western liberal model failed to gain universal acceptance, calling
into question states' ability to act together multilaterally. Consequently, the 21st century
has seen a resurgence of realism, in which power is slowly but steadily being concentrated
at the state level, and the liberal euphoria over the universality of norms is being strongly

challenged.

This study aims to demonstrate how current circumstances in Burkina Faso hinder
progress towards sustainable, more equitable development. To this end, we first examine
the evolution of key sociopolitical variables that shape the prospects for sustainable
development in the coming years. In the second phase, an econometric analysis is

employed to assess the impact of critical factors on economic growth in such contexts.

Regarding socio-political aspects (governance, instability, or inequality), our
findings reveal systemic barriers that require targeted policy interventions. The Ibrahim
Index of African Governance (I1AG) has been a very useful source with variables that
measure and monitor governance performance in African countries. Published since 2007,
the IIAG was created to provide a quantifiable tool for measuring and monitoring
governance performance in African countries, assessing their progress over time, and
supporting the development of effective policy solutions, thereby giving visibility to the
problem and allowing us to address the research objective adequately, as data are available
from 2014 to 2023 [24].
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4, RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This research reviewed existing academic literature and other “grey” literature,
including reports from state and non-state actors on Russia-Africa military cooperation.
The literature from academic articles, books, government reports, statutes, legislation, et
cetera was thematically analyzed to inform the study's theoretical framework. The study
argues that Burkina Faso’s fragility is not just a domestic failure but a product of
international competition and colonial legacies. This reframing is valuable for comparative
analysis across the Sahel. While the study sought to situate the topic within contemporary
developments in Africa, it supported this argument with a historical reflection on Russia-
Africa relations, particularly during the Cold War and decolonization. The study used
HeinOnline, Taylor & Francis, geopolitical journals, and Google Scholar to access

G«

academic literature. This was searched using keywords such as “Africa,” “Russia,” and
“Military cooperation,” among others. Dates in the search engine were systematically
adjusted to retrieve literature covering the 2020- 2026 period. This chronological
assessment of the existing literature enabled a historical and contemporary thematic
analysis of Russia-Africa military cooperation. As the reflections are those of the
researcher, this paper also corroborated the literature review with insights from informal
interactions with genuine Scholars and diplomats at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and

policy institutions in Russia.

The article situates Burkina Faso’s realignment within a long trajectory of colonial
legacies, insurgent violence, and repeated military coups. This historical layering
strengthens its argument that foreign policy shifts are structural rather than merely reactive.
Example: The text notes that “Burkina Faso represents a paradigmatic case for
understanding the dynamics of continuity and transformation in postcolonial West African
states,” highlighting the interplay between colonial dependency and contemporary
sovereignty struggles. The article consistently employs formal, analytical language and
extensively cites scholarly sources. This enhances credibility and situates the work within
established debates. While the article convincingly shows France’s declining influence and
Russia’s rise, it cannot address the roles of other geopolitical actors (e.g., Turkey, AGCC
states, and regional ECOWAS dynamics). This risks oversimplifying multipolar

competition. Through adopting critical perspectives, the study challenges mainstream

From Traditional Partnership to Strategic Realignment: Determinants of Burkinabe—Russian Rapprochement and
Transformations of French Influence during the Transitional Governance Period 2020-2026


https://al-biruni-journal.jo/

Al-Biruni Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences J‘D
https://al-biruni-journal.jo

------------
o

Vol. 04, No. 07, 2026, pp. 01-25 AT
ISSN 3104-8900

narratives of Western intervention. It emphasizes anti-French sentiment and grassroots

imaginaries, aligning with recent scholarship on decolonial geopolitics.

5. FINDINGS
5.1.The Resurgence of Russia in Africa

The growing role of Russia’s military support for African countries has drawn
mixed reactions about its costs and benefits for both Russia and Africa. While others view
the Kremlin’s closeness to Africa positively as a way to balance the dominant West, others
see the Russia-Africa relationship as predatory. The Russia-Africa relationship has also
been argued by critical observers to be motivated by Russia's international isolation by the
West, and therefore to serve as a foreign policy tool to counter the West’s argument that

Russia is isolated [25].

Russia’s interest in Africa centers on access to resources through mining
concessions and on security markets involving the sale of military hardware and training,
as it is Africa’s largest arms supplier [26]. Indeed, the USA and European Union (EU)
have raised concern about Russia’s increasing military footprint in Africa, and Russia’s
support to authoritarian regimes that could erode democratic ideals. Interestingly, while the
West is keen to portray Russia as seeking opportunities to access Africa’s minerals, Russia
has no such history in Africa, unlike the West. According to Neethling (2003), the Kremlin
has used the state-funded Wagner private military company (PMC) to promote Russia’s
foreign policy in Africa, especially in resource-rich, fragile countries. The Kremlin,
however, denies a direct link to Wagner, which is believed to be a Kremlin-controlled

proxy used without accountability.

Russia is avoiding direct competition with countries such as the USA and China by
targeting countries that are neither strongly aligned with the two nor have strong ties to
them. Even though it cited the Ethiopian case, Russia was warned that it cannot continue to
rely on its Soviet legacy to penetrate Africa; the role Russia played in the decolonization of
some African countries still endears many African countries to what Russia has to offer in
the 21st century [27]. Historically speaking, the erstwhile USSR worked with and
supported the African National Congress (ANC), which struggled to defeat apartheid and
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ultimately led South Africa to independence, and has since maintained close ties with
South Africa under the ANC [28].

The democratic backsliding witnessed globally, including in purportedly developed
democracies, hints at the need to reimagine alternative models of governance that explain
the decline and address questions of sustainability. Post-Cold War, it was generally
expected to usher in democratic ideals; with the end of history, this has not been the case.
Although Russia relegated Africa to the periphery after the collapse of the Berlin Wall and
adopted a relatively low profile in global power dynamics, Vladimir Putin later reaffirmed
Russia’s commitment to a multi-polar world [29]. This strategic approach was more
evident during the second Gulf War, as the Iraq crisis and war of 2003, where Russia,
alongside African countries, strongly objected and consequently denied the USA, Britain,
and Australia the much-needed United Nations Security Council (UNSC) authorization for
the war [30]. However, the war was declared; most African countries joined Russia in
opposing the aggressors, with only very few supporting the invasion [31]. Although Africa
remained marginalized, it was clear that it remained a powerful force in global affairs and
found good company in Russia’s stance. Unlike in the 1960’s, when Russia and China
were rivals, their relationship is now cordial, and they are collaborating to challenge
Western norms. Even though Russia-Africa relations declined after the end of the Cold
War, they were positively rebranded in the 21st century, with the African continent's rising
prominence in the international arena presenting a new series of opportunities for Russia in

economic and political domains [32].

Despite Africa’s great potential and immense natural resources, it is lagging on the
global stage, partly due to protracted conflicts and political instability. Consequently, the
African Union (AU) recognized the perennial problem of conflict on the continent. It
developed a flagship project, “Silencing the Guns by 2020, [33]” which, unfortunately, has
not been very successful, given the many conflicts still being experienced on the continent.
The strong neoliberal views still guiding the AU and its agenda - partly influenced by the
AU's financing by Western countries seem to be facing strong pushback occasioned by
democratic backsliding. Hitherto, the USA and its allies may have substantially succeeded
in isolating Russia and strengthening the Trans-Atlantic alliance; they have not been

successful in convincing African countries to cut ties with Russia [34]. Theoretically, the
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study will be guided by “pragmatism,” which seems to guide Russia-Africa relations as it

selectively picks its battles to its advantage.

5.2.Kremlin’s Russia-Africa military cooperation strategy

Although Russia-Africa military cooperation took a low profile after the end of the
Cold War, the Kremlin has pursued an ambitious strategy to increase Russia’s engagement
with Africa since the early 2000s. During the Cold War, the Soviet Union had close
working relationships with Algeria, Angola, Egypt, Ethiopia, Libya, Mozambique, among
others, and the Kremlin supported them with arms, military training, and advisory services.
More recently, Russia targets natural resources and security contracts, especially in
erstwhile French and Portuguese colonies in Africa, as these powers are deemed weak. In
the wake of recent coups in the Sahel region, the Kremlin is open to military cooperation,
which is ostensibly meant to help Sahel countries contain terrorist and combatant groups in
the region. While it was expected that Russia’s entry into the Sahel could help Burkina
Faso curb militancy and terrorist insurgency, the two countries continue to face several
attacks, with Burkina Faso’s military being accused of human rights violations targeting
civilians. Indeed, Burkina Faso has seen an increased number of deaths associated with
militancy, including increased deaths of civilians caused by militants and security forces
[35]. Although some have accused Russia of opportunistically exploiting fragile states in
Africa to secure mining concessions and arms deals, this remains unsubstantiated, partly
because Russia did not colonize any African country and has continued to champion state
sovereignty, especially in Africa. Such a demonstration is depicted by Russian support for
decolonization struggles in Africa, especially in South Africa, even though one could argue
that the historical. Russia’s return to sub-Saharan Africa is driven by geo-economic and
geopolitical considerations that were central pillars of Russian foreign policy and national
security strategies during the period 2015-2023 [36]. This has been reflected in a
significant expansion of Russia—Africa cooperation, focusing on securing access to
strategic natural resources, increasing Russian arms exports, and expanding its presence in
military and security services markets. This process has resulted in the signing of more

than 21 military-technical cooperation agreements during this period [37].

In this context, Russian private military and security companies have emerged as a

central operational tool for reshaping the security environment in several African countries
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through targeted interventions that influence local security structures and regional
governance patterns [38]. From a broader strategic perspective, the intensification of
Russian—African security cooperation entails multi-layered geopolitical implications, as it
contributes to reshaping the balance of international influence on the continent. One of the
most significant repercussions is the growing concern over the redistribution of security
dependencies along NATO's southern flank, particularly in light of the expansion of
terrorist threats in the Sahel and the associated risks they pose to stability in Southern

European states [39].

Africa represents a central arena in the “Third International Competition,” given
the close connection between regional security and global security balances in the
maritime, energy, and economic domains. Contextually, Russia’s return to Africa reflects
an attempt to overcome political isolation and mitigate the impact of sanctions by
expanding cooperation with African states, particularly through the use of private military

and security companies in reshaping local security patterns [40].

Events have overtaken Russia’s role in the decolonization of Africa and may not
apply to current developments in the Sahel, while announcing the new military cooperation
with Russia in 2023, the president of the National Council for the Safeguarding of
Homeland of Niger, General Abdourahamane Tiani, welcomed the Russian deputy defense
minister, Colonel General Yunus-bek Yevkurov, and announced a “strengthening of
defense cooperation” with Russia in an unprecedented move; consequently, a Europe-

backed civilian mission and European Union Military [41].

The junta led by Tchiani has since revoked the Partnership Mission in Niger
(EUMPM, Niger). More recently, the Kremlin has rebranded the PMC as the African
Corps, bringing it under Russian state control, with reports indicating it now operates in
Burkina Faso. It could have replaced the PMC in Libya (Oxford Analytica, 2024). This not
only demonstrates the Kremlin’s intention to work more directly with these particular

regimes in Africa but could point to more robust military cooperation in the future.

5.3.Responses of Burkina Faso and Niger to Russia-Africa cooperation strategy
Burkina Faso is engaging positively with Russia and seems ready for strengthened

ties, not just in the military. This has, however, angered allies like the USA, which has
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reportedly warned Burkina Faso against engaging with Russia, undermining Niger’s ability
to make decisions as a sovereign state. Some analysts and commentators have also cited
Burkina Faso's choice to embrace Russia as symbolizing the return of the Cold War in the
Sahel [42].

Following the arrival of Russian military instructors to Niger in mid -April 2024,
protests took place in which protestors reportedly demanded that USA military leave Niger
to pave the way for the new Russian allies [43]. While it is unclear whether the junta-led
government of Burkina Faso organizes these protests or whether they are spontaneous
actions by populations keen to cut ties with their traditional allies, it is evident that both the

USA and France are facing a major backlash in other Sahel countries [44].

5.4.Implications of Russia-Africa military cooperation strategy

As ties between Russia and Burkina Faso strengthen, traditional allies such as the
USA and France face stiff competition [45]. They may feel that their geopolitical interests
are at stake. Accordingly, France has major stakes in Uranium, Moroccan companies in
roads and telecommunications, real estate, and banking, while Turkish companies are in
hotel management and construction. It is therefore logical to argue that Burkina Faso’s
closeness to Russia suggests that Russian companies interested in doing business in this

country are likely to be preferred over French companies.

In Burkina Faso, Russia has taken advantage of strained relations or failed policies
of the Western powers, most of which were erstwhile colonizers, to project Russia as a
defender of sovereignty and as one keen on political stability, rather than pushing for
democratic ideals or interfering in domestic affairs [46]. It is the Russian approach to
governance and development that has led to criticism that it supports autocracy and
authoritarian regimes. This criticism is often echoed in the West, although the perceived

popularity of these recent coups is how putting this argument into question.

5.5.State Fragmentation and the Rise of Security Threats (2015-Present)

Since 2015, Burkina Faso has entered an unprecedented phase of security
deterioration, characterized by a declining capacity of the state to assert authority over its
entire territory, alongside the growing activity of armed groups affiliated with Al-Qaeda

and ISIS, such as Ansar al-Islam and the purported Islamic State in the Greater Sahara.
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These organizations have exploited the fragility of state institutions, weak governance, and
the absence of development in peripheral regions, thereby expanding their influence and
attracting segments of local populations affected by economic and social marginalization
[47]. This period demonstrates that the security crisis in Burkina Faso cannot be reduced
solely to ideological or religious dimensions, but is closely linked to the weakness of state
institutions, their inability to provide basic services, ensure equitable distribution of
resources, and enforce the rule of law. As violence has escalated and the number of
displaced persons and casualties has increased, the relationship between the state and
society has experienced a growing erosion of trust. This marginalization has led many local
communities to rely on self-defense formations and paramilitary groups to protect their
areas. Consequently, a complex security landscape has emerged, marked by the
proliferation of armed actors and the erosion of the state’s monopoly over the legitimate
use of force. Furthermore, deepened instability and weakened prospects for building a
coherent national security framework capable of addressing escalating challenges and

reasserting control over the national territory [48].

5.6.Crisis of External Intervention and the Erosion of French Legitimacy

In the face of escalating security threats and armed insurgencies in the Sahel,
France intensified its military presence through Operation Barkhane, the cornerstone of its
regional security strategy. However, the limited tangible gains on the ground and the
continued expansion of armed groups led to a complex legitimacy crisis affecting both the
Burkinabe state and its external allies, rather than contributing to the restoration of stability
and strengthening public trust in state institutions, the intervention instead fuelled growing
public resentment and increasingly vocal opposition to the French presence, which was
framed as a continuation of historical colonial domination in a new form [49]. These
perceptions were further reinforced by ongoing economic and social crises, as well as the
inability of security policies to address the structural roots of the conflict, thereby
weakening popular acceptance of France’s role and eroding much of its political
legitimacy, as domestic criticism intensified and confidence in the partnership's
effectiveness with her declined, France gradually shifted from a key security partner to a
controversial external actor. This transformation opened the way for new orientations

aimed at reshaping foreign alliances and seeking strategic alternatives beyond the
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traditional Western framework [50]. The French military presence in Francophone Africa
is closely linked to its colonial legacy, as French forces have long been perceived as
guarantors of stability in its erstwhile colonies. Through operations such as Serval,
Sangaris, and Barkhane, France has justified its interventions on the grounds of
counterterrorism, particularly in the Sahel region. In contrast, in 2013, Operation Serval
was launched in Mali to stop the advance of militant groups toward Bamako, Mali's capital
[51].

However, the outcomes of French intervention have faced growing criticism, as the
strong military presence coincided with continued deterioration in security conditions,
rising terrorist attacks, and expanding waves of displacement. Such reproachment has
reinforced perceptions of the operation as an extension of post-colonial patterns of
influence, particularly given Sahel dependence on French capabilities in intelligence,

financing, and operational support [52].

In many French-speaking African countries, a political narrative has emerged in
recent years that holds France responsible for multiple crises, from armed conflicts to
poverty and underdevelopment, and casts reduced or severed relations with France as
expressions of national sovereignty and a continuation of the decolonization process. Such
a discourse is part of a preconceived anti-Western trend, accusing Western powers of
exploiting African resources through employing their political and cultural models and
applying double standards. Consequently, public opinion is divided between advocating for
a redefinition of relations with France on more balanced terms and calling for a complete

break, depending on the political and social context of each country [53].

In spite of such support, the Western security approach failed to limit the expansion
of armed groups or to address the structural causes of the crisis, leading to a decline in
public trust in traditional partnerships. Henceforth, large segments of society in Mali,
Burkina Faso, and Niger began to view the French presence as part of the problem rather
than the solution, perceiving it as an extension of erstwhile colonial forms of influence
rather than as an equal security partnership. This later contributed to the reconfiguration of
regional alliances and the search for alternative security partners[54], as such repercussions

are tantamount to growing anti-French sentiment and the outbreak of popular protests
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against its military presence, as seen in Niger in 2021 and Burkina Faso in 2022, with

similar protests emerging in other countries such as Chad [55].

5.7.Political Militarization and Coups (2021-2022)

During the period 2021-2022, Burkina Faso witnessed a gradual paradigm shift
toward the “militarization of political legitimacy,” which, unfortunately, the military junta
construed as a doctrine of necessity, as it emerged as a central actor in reshaping the power
structure and redefining the sources of legitimacy [56]. This trajectory was embodied in the
coup that ousted President Roch Marc Christian Kaboré in 2022, followed later by the
removal of the transitional leadership under Paul-Henri Damiba, reflecting the depth of
institutional turmoil and the erosion of mechanisms of democratic civilian transition [57].
This transformation can be interpreted within the framework of a “hybrid state failure”
model, in which the fragility of civilian legitimacy intersects with the rising role of the
military institution as an actor perceived as a corrective to the crisis, despite its lack of
long-term institutional stability. Although these coups were initially met with a degree of
popular acceptance, this support remained contingent on the military authorities’ ability to
deliver tangible security outcomes amid the deteriorating security situation [58]. This
reveals the nature of an “instrumental legitimacy” grounded primarily in security
performance rather than in democratic norms and civilian institutions [59].
5.8.Determinants of Russian Burkinabe Rapprochement and Foreign Policy

Transformations

The Sahel region is undergoing an accelerating strategic transformation driven by
persistent political instability and the rise of military coups, leading to a restructuring of
regional security alliances in response to growing cross-border threats, particularly in the
tri-border area. Hitherto, amid renewed great-power competition and growing Western and
Russian engagement in Africa, Russian private military and security companies—most
notably the Wagner Group—have emerged as an alternative security actor in the region
[60]. Such a polarized model is increasingly perceived as an option that allows Sahel states
to diversify their security partnerships and reduce reliance on the Western liberal approach,
which is often criticized for adopting a neo-colonial, paternalistic posture. The growing

influence of the Wagner Group is closely linked to the gradual decline of Western military
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presence and the repositioning of its forces in the region, reflecting a broader shift in the

regional security architecture [61].

6. THE PLAUSIBLE SOLUTIONS-THE WAY FORWARD

The international system has undergone rapid transformations over the past decade,
reshaping patterns of competition among major powers, particularly in regions of growing
geopolitical and strategic significance, most notably the African Sahel [62]. This region
has shifted from a marginal space in international calculations to a central arena where
security, economic, and political interests intersect, driven by the rise of terrorist threats,
the spread of military coups, and the increasing importance of natural resources and
regional and global influence routes. Consequently, Burkina Faso has emerged as one of
the Sahel states most affected by these transformations, particularly following the political
change that led to the establishment of a transitional authority that redefined foreign policy

priorities and the country’s network of international alliances [63].

Contextually, the military councils in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger adopted a
discourse opposing French and broader Western influence. This shift has led to a
reconfiguration of international actors’ positions in the region and the withdrawal of
several Western stakeholders [64]. This trajectory represents a significant geopolitical
turning point, reflecting a broader redefinition of priorities. These states have increasingly
sought alternative strategic partners—particularly Russia and China—that are seen as more
aligned with their conceptions of security and sovereignty, especially in light of the

perceived failures of traditional partnerships in counterterrorism efforts [65].

For decades, France maintained its position as the most influential external partner
in Burkina Faso, relying on its colonial legacy, political and cultural ties, and military and
security cooperation, which formed one of the pillars of its presence in West Africa.
However, the declining effectiveness of the French approach in addressing security
challenges, coupled with growing popular and official criticism of the effectiveness of this
role, has opened the door for other international powers to reposition themselves within the
region, most notably Russia, which has sought to expand its presence through a variety of

diplomatic, security, political, and economic tools [66].
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Russia has consolidated its presence through security and military instruments,
including private military companies, while China has focused on investments in
infrastructure and natural resources. This has contributed to the growing complexity of the
international competitive environment in the Sahel and to the reshaping of security and
development approaches in the region. This dynamic unfolds within a broader regional
context extending across a sensitive geographic space from the Atlantic Ocean to the Red
Sea. This area is marked by increasing geopolitical and economic significance, alongside
rapid population growth that further exacerbates challenges related to stability and

security[67].

Under transitional rule, Burkina Faso moved toward adopting a more independent
foreign policy, diversifying external partnerships and reassessing traditional alliances in
line with national security requirements and the restoration of sovereignty over political
decision-making. This shift has been reflected in growing levels of cooperation with
Russia, both at the security and political levels, alongside a redefinition of relations with
France. This has created a process of strategic realignment within the state and reshaped

the contours of international competition across the entire Sahel region [68].

This shift is not limited to a change in Burkina Faso’s foreign policy orientation;
rather, it reflects a broader pattern of transformations within the international system, in
which traditional forms of influence are declining in favor of new configurations based on
diversified partnerships and intensified competition among global powers for influence in
developing states. Accordingly, examining the drivers of Russian—Burkinabe
rapprochement and the transformations of French influence is significant not only because
of the specificity of the Burkinabe case itself, but also because it provides an analytical
framework for understanding the reconfiguration of power balances in Africa, as well as
the extent to which domestic dynamics in transitional states shape the restructuring of
international relations [69]. Our investigation, through text, asserts that Russia consolidated
its presence through private military companies. Still, unfortunately, sources provide little
empirical detail on the scale, operations, or local perceptions of these actors. This weakens

the explanatory power compared to the rich documentation of French failures.

Building on this, the present study aims to analyze the political, security, and

economic factors that have contributed to Burkina Faso’s shift from a traditional
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partnership model with France toward a new trajectory of rapprochement with Russia. It
also examines the implications of this transformation for the structure of international
influence in the Sahel region and for the future of great-power competition in West Africa.
To achieve this, the study employs approaches from international relations, geopolitics,
and foreign policy analysis, enabling a scientific explanation of ongoing transformations

beyond conventional descriptive frameworks [70].

7. CONCLUSION

This article analyzed historical and contemporary academic and grey literature to
establish the nature of Russia-Burkina Faso military cooperation, and how the country is
responding to this nascent partnership with Russia. While military cooperation between
Russia, on the one hand, is still evolving, it is concluded that as their relationship
strengthens, it weakens the relationship between the USA-led Western allies in West
Africa and Burkina Faso. Hence, it is too early to draw concrete conclusions; Russia’s
military cooperation with the two countries is currently at its highest level. It may
significantly shape the responses of other bordering countries in the future, especially if the
cooperation is broadened to include sectors beyond security. The article asserts that while
Russia has demonstrated enthusiasm to cooperate with Burkina Faso, especially to enhance
its military capabilities and eradicate terrorism, terrorists continue to cause insecurity,

indicating those efforts are yet to bear tangible fruit.

The French Republic has suffered a political backlash in the region after she was
accused of maintaining an exploitative colonial legacy; Russia may endure similar
consequences if its cooperation with Burkina Faso fails to capture the on-the-ground
African realities, expectations, and aspirations. Unlike the colonial top-down approach
adopted by the French Republic, albeit rejected, Russia must instead adopt bottom-up,
consultative policies and measures that will entrench a sense of sovereignty and belonging
among Burkinabes and Nigeriens. In that case, Russia will be seen as a dependable partner,

and not one imposing its interests on Africa.

Although Russia may not have invested vast resources in Africa as the USA, China,
and others have, it concludes that the African continent needs and appreciates constructive

partnership, not aid that perpetuates inequality and entrenches dependency. The donor-
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recipient model adopted by the West has not only failed in Africa but is demeaning and
assumes that Africa has no agency, which is misleading and inaccurate. The article argues
that the preference for Russia in the Sahel is premised on the fact that it will not impose the

“big brother” attitude often associated with Western hegemony.
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