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Abstract

Private Military Companies (PMCs) have increased significantly since the end of the Cold
War, primarily hailing from the Western countries and South Africa, and notably employed in
the War on Terror. In recent years, the Russian group generically known as ‘Wagner PMC’
has been deployed in Ukraine, the Middle East and Africa. While often referred to as Russian
‘proxies’, the Wagner group has not previously been analysed through the lens of proxy
theory, and academics are divided on whether PMCs may be considered proxies at all.

Russia’s intervention in the Central African Republic through Wagner provides an important
case to study this new development. Employing a theoretical framework combining elements
from both proxy and PMC literature, this thesis contributes to both fields by suggesting key
analytical elements through which a PMC may be considered a proxy and explains how this
alters the dynamics between the intervener and its proxy. Moreover, this permits a novel
analysis of Russian strategies to expand its influence in Africa, suggesting that intervention
through Wagner may serve as a model for interventions in other weak countries requiring
security support.

Keywords: Wagner, Wagner PMC, Proxy war, Private Military Company, Mercenaries,
Indirect intervention, Central African Republic, Russia
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l. Introduction

A. Background and research problem

The employment of Private Military Companies (PMCs) has increased significantly since the
end of the Cold War, providing a rise in manpower, and further yet with the onset of
international issues such as the war on terror, long-term deployments to Iran and Afghanistan,
or piracy. These companies have primarily been based in the United States, the United
Kingdom, France, and South Africa, and been employed across the globe. A new
development is the rise of Russian PMCs, most notably the group generically referred to as

‘Wagner PMC’ in both official documentation, research, and the media.

Allegedly active in Ukraine, Syria, and across the African continent, Russia increasingly
employs PMCs for this past decade. (Sukhankin, 2019; Marten, 2019) However, official
denials of their existence, their lack of a legal presence, as well as official acts to further
increase their secrecy renders much of our collective understanding of their existence and
functioning limited. Researchers or institutions frequently make references to media reports,
oral testimony, or leaks with little hard data to come by. (see e.g. Sukhankin, 2018; HRC,
2021-2; Fraioli, 2020) The ongoing Russian intervention in the Central African Republic’s
civil war, by the use of the so-called Wagner group, presents an important opportunity to
study this.

In parallel, their opacity — rather than openly registered defensive or logistic contractors —
differs greatly from the contractors hired by states directly engaged in warfare, or cold war
mercenaries as soldiers of fortune during the cold war, on which much of the PMC literature
is based. (see Spearin, 2017, Singer, 2008) This new development remains understudied

within PMC theory, despite its apparent increase and appeal.

Literature on proxy war may complement our understanding of this phenomenon, as it offers a
theoretical framework though which PMCs may be considered the proxy of their home state,
and potentially deployed for reasons similar to the support of proxies. This literature,

however, has largely focused on the use of non-state actors as proxies, or Cold War conflicts.

The merging of literature on PMCs and proxy warfare has been alluded to (see Mumford,



2013) but not yet widely adopted. This may in part be due to the divergence among PMCs,
where most are legitimate and legally registered businesses, rendering application of proxy
theories — centered around indirect interventions, often in a clandestine manner — difficult.
(see Spearin, 2017)

The main purpose of this study is to examine whether the Russian intervention in CAR can be
considered a proxy war, and why it intervenes in this manner. In doing so, it contributes to
both PMC and proxy war theory, seeking to rectify the disconnect between the two fields. It
does so by categorizing the PMC ecosystem, placing Wagner within it, and analyzing the
conflict, and Wagner’s role in it, in a theoretical framework based primarily on proxy war

literature.

B. Aim and research questions

| posit that the employment of PMCs in order to intervene in a foreign conflict, may be
considered as warfare by proxy, and that the dynamics of such interventions can be explained
through the theoretical frameworks of the literature on proxy warfare. The case of Russian

PMCs in the Central African Republic will be studied to test this assertion.

Of interest is thus not only whether existing theoretical frameworks can adequately explain
the use of mercenaries as proxies, but in which ways it cannot and how this relatively new
form of intervention affects the triadic nature of indirect interventions and the dynamics
between the proxy, its supporter and ultimate target for military action. As few cases of
intervention by PMC has been studied in the literature, it will be complemented with, and
relies heavily on, literature on mercenaries and private military companies. This will permit
situating these Russian PMCs within a larger ecosystem of military firms, discussing them in

relation to other such corporations.

The thesis will therefore need to discuss the concept of proxies and proxy wars and seek to
clarify the role of Russian PMCs in the conflict in the Central African Republic and discuss in
which ways they can be considered proxies, by focusing on the factors which theory employs
to distinguish proxy war from other interventions, notably through the nature of the

intervention, the relationship between actors as well as the motives of the intervening state.



More broadly, this thesis seeks to fill the gap in research between PMC theory and proxy war
theory, permitting a theoretical and analytical treatment of PMCs as they are increasingly
being employed, notably by Russia. Moreover, this permits a novel analysis of Russia’s

strategy to gain influence in Africa.

As both proxy wars and the deployment of PMCs will likely become more common, the
examination of PMCs potential role in proxy warfare is likely to increase in relevance. The
existence of an ongoing conflict, wherein a major power has intervened through PMCs,
provides an important possibility to examine this. Yet significant disagreements exist within
academia on whether PMCs may be considered proxies.

In which possible ways can the intervention into a foreign conflict by the use of private

military companies be considered warfare by proxy?

Moreover, research on why proxies are used, complemented with elements from PMC theory,

will be employed to specifically answer why PMCs are deployed in conflicts.

What advantages and risks may interventions through private military companies have vis-a-

vis other proxies?

Based on the above research questions, and in order to situate the paper in a broader context,
the paper will also seek to understand how the deployment of PMCs may be part of a broader

strategy to gain influence.

C. Disposition

Chapter Il explores academic literature on Private Military Companies, notably how they are
distinguished from other actors, and exploring the broad, polymorphous PMC ecosystem.
This is followed by a discussion on the literature of proxy warfare, fleshing out the state of the
field and the core concepts of proxy wars. Notably, the view on whether PMCs may be

considered proxies at all is explored. This is followed by chapter Ill, in which a theoretical



framework is developed combining elements from both PMC and proxy theory, with the goal
of providing a more systematic analysis of the issue. In the ensuing section, the thesis’
research design and collection of material is detailed. This is followed by a methodological

discussion on the merits of interview data and methods for its analysis.

This is followed by the analysis in chapter V, separated into four sections to permit a separate
analysis of each dyadic relationship. The first is between Russia and the Central African
Government, providing context for the intervention. This is followed by the relationship
between Russia and Wagner, largely from a Principal-Agent perspective, as well as Wagner
and the rebel groups, focusing on the former’s role in the battlefield. Finally, Russia’s

relations to the targets are discussed to explore the reasons for Russia’s intervention.

Chapter VI presents a discussion on the merits of intervention through PMC, rather than other
proxies, as well as the implications this case has for proxy and PMC theory, as well as the
merging of the two. Moreover, it discusses some of the thesis’ limitations. In the final section,

the thesis’ conclusions are presented.



1. Previous research

A.  Study of PMCs

In conjunction with, and as a biproduct of, decreasing military personnel worldwide, as well
as increased demand from state collapse and instability, PMCs have increased in both number
and personnel dramatically, permitted by low entry-barriers and cheap supply of personnel.
Often, these are traditional contractors and oriented towards the defensive, logistics, or
labour-intensive roles. (Spearin, 2017, p. 4-6; Singer, 2008, p. 49-50; p. 73-74) Despite their
increased prominence, academic study of PMCs has long been relatively limited. In recent
years, it has largely been centered around their growing utility in America’s protracted wars in
Irag and Afghanistan, or as contractors for UN Peace Support Operations. (see Singer, 2008;
Petersohn, 2013, 2017; O’Brien, 2012, p. 110)

Previously, it had largely centered around the employment of PMCs — generally referred to as
mercenary companies — in the period of decolonization, often focusing on Africa, or post-cold
war conflicts involving PMCs such as in Sierra Leone or Angolal. (Spearin, 2017; Singer,
2008; Grundy, 1968) Other researchers focus on more narrow issues, such as quantitative
assessments of their effect on conflict severity (Petersohn, 2017) and their efficacy

(Petersohn, 2013), or examined their support to conventional troops. (Cusumano, 2018)

From mercenaries to PMCs

Moreover, the terminology employed is not without controversy. The term mercenary is
largely negatively connotated, eschewed as normative by some (Ostensen, Bukkvoll, p. 8;
Singer, 2008, p. 42-43), but employed interchangeably with the term PMC by others. (see e.g.
O’Brien, 2012; Groh, 2019, p. 28, Varin, 2015) The term is employed in international law,
such as in the United Nations Mercenary Convention, but therein primarily concerns
individual persons engaging in combat on behalf of a state, and within a state, to which said
person is not a national, along with other “vague yet restrictive” criteria. (Singer, 2008, p.

238; OHCHR, 1989) In practice, international law has become virtually inapplicable to PMCs

! Though the conflict predated the end of the cold war, the intervention of PMC Executive Outcomes started in
1992



and the restrictive requirements within it mean that few if any actors meet these criteria to be
considered mercenaries, let alone face legal consequences. As such, it offers a poor starting
point for defining mercenaries, let alone understand their modern itineration as PMCs.
Moreover, its focus on the individual rather than the company is problematic, as mercenaries
and contractors have operated under organized forms since the early modern era. (Singer,
2008, p. 23-33)

Singer, however, argues for a clear distinction between PMCs (referred to as Private Military
Firms) and historical mercenaries or soldiers of fortune, notably on their efficiency — the
extent to which they are trained, organized, are trustworthy and capable of conducting
complex operations — as well as their corporate structure as legally registered and regulated
corporations. Moreover, and in line with international law, he argues that the focus on the
company’s profit, rather than the freelancing individual’s, distinguishes them further. (Singer,
2008, p. 44-47)

Their role within operations is another key element in legitimizing the industry. Spearin
argues that this differentiation based on corporatization is key within the industry, seeking to
legitimize itself through open, corporate structures. Moreover, they seek to limit their
engagement in offensive operations — said to be viewed as the domain of ‘mercenaries’ — to
further minimize backlash against them. (Spearin, 2017, p. 102-103) Indeed, both Executive
Outcomes and Sandline’s offensive operations in the 1990’s “triggered hostile reactions” both
where they operated, as well as in their home states. (Tonkin, 2011, p. 17) In a similar vein,
Le Pautremat focuses on the distinction stemming from legal legitimacy. (2019, p. 75-78)
This argument has been echoed in contemporary commentary, with Nathaniel Reynolds of the
Carnegie institute referring to the “false perception” of Wagner as a PMC, notably as it is not

legally registered and offering services on a global market. (Reynolds, 2019)

But both Singer and Spearin focus largely on firms openly registered and indeed often openly
advertising their services, perhaps not surprising considering that such firms have dominated
the private military ecosystem from the 90°s and throughout the War on Terror. Definitions
based on these firms may not be fully generalizable as PMCs are “ambiguous and
polymorphous entities”, (Carmola, 2010, p. 9), and struggle in reflecting the “blurry” nature
of PMCs. (Ostensen, Bukkvoll, 2018, p. 8)



Researchers have seeked to distinguish PMCs further, as the term is generally applied to both
contractors operating with logistics or construction for military purposes, to armed defense
and offensive operations. (see Singer, 2008, p. 47) This highlights the difficulty in discussing

PMCs, as these actors vary widely both in their capabilities and their actual functions.

And yet Singer is correct in bringing up the difference in professionalism between PMCs and
traditional mercenaries, particularly in relation to states which do not maintain (or indeed,
never have) sovereignty over their territory and borders, and whose military is incapable of
enforcing sovereignty or guaranteeing the security of its citizens. (see Singer, 2008, p. 56-57)
This employment, however, generally focuses on PMCs offensive capabilities, such as in sub-
Saharan Africa, rather than their ability to support with logistics or construction, such as in

Afghanistan or Irag wars.

Separating Military Contractors and Military Companies

This merits a distinction between types of PMCs as researchers vary in how they
conceptualize PMCs (sometimes denoted Private Military and Security Company, or Private
Military Firm). Singer (2008, p. 89-91) criticizes labeling of firms as either “passive” or
“active” based on whether they engage in static defense or seize and hold territory. This is
based notably on a firm’s ability to engage in either type of operation, depending on the
client’s wishes. Indeed, PMCs in the 21% century have been employed in UN Peace Support
Operations, security sector reform, counterterrorism, combatting criminality, as well as
“professionalization and security cooperation initiatives, across the spectrum of operations,

including in front-line activities”. (O’Brien, 2012, p. 110)

Moreover, it misses that firms simply have different capabilities. Instead, he suggests a rough
categorization as support services, consultants, and armed combat and security services,
denoting those engaging in armed security services Military Provider Firms. Whether they act
as advisors or in front-line combat operations is said to be further complicated by industry

secrecy, wary of negative press and regulations. (Singer, 2010, p. 93)

This third category, PMCs as armed combat and security services, merits further analysis.

Indeed, these include a wide variety of companies offering different services, analytically



distinct from one another. Ulrich Petersohn operationalizes categories of PMC services
differently depending on how they were employed, separating static security from direct
combat. (Petersohn, 2017, p. 1058). Others note the differences between Western and local
PMCs, such as in Afghanistan, where they are described as corporatized militias, (Cusumano,
2018, p. 111-112) or Iraq, where their lacking professionalism is argued to lead to higher use
of aggression. (Petersohn, 2013, p. 480-482) Indeed, corporatizing mercenaries need not
necessarily make them uniform to e.g. western, well-organized PMCs. It is thus merited to
examine the differences among PMCs offering armed or combat services based on their actual

role.

Singer describes PMCs as an industry with low entry barriers, and skilled personnel generally
previously trained by state institutions. (Singer, 2010, p. 75) Spearin agrees that PMCs are
generally labor-based and oriented towards the defensive, as static security or support
contractors. Though this has been common, it is not uniform across the industry. Indeed,
employing the constitutive norm of conventional forces, he investigates the extent to which
this norm affects the private military industry, meaning to what extent they are increasingly
taking on the model of conventional forces with land, sea and air divisions permitting

offensive operations. (Spearin, 2017, p. 6-7)

This need not imply that states are being supplanted by PMCs. Rather, leading authors such as
Spearin (2017, p.12) and Dunigan (2011, p. 35) accentuate the state’s prominence in its
cooperation with PMCs. But modern employment of PMCs has generally been considered
when the conflict in question is of “peripheral interest” to the employer state, where the will
to engage with conventional forces is low. (Singer, 2008, p. 43) There are, furthermore, cases
where PMCs have indeed supplanted the state’s military role. Spearin notes South-African
PMC Executive Outcomes’ employment in Angola and Sierra Leone, in a clearly offensive
role including air power, but contrasts this with the development of the industry since, into a
more defensive and reactive role. This distinction rests on the concept of seizing and holding

objectives through the use of land forces. (Spearin, 2017, p. 90-98)

Spearin further elaborates on this development as states, mostly western, and international
organizations agreed in the 2000’s on a non-binding document stating that PMC services and
equipment were to be used in defensive roles as “good practice”. (Spearin, p. 99-100; p. 180-

181) Such has been the common employment of PMCs by UN Peace Support Operations, or



throughout the wars in Irag and Afghanistan. Kimberley Marten, however, notes that the
Russian government has to a large extent employed PMCs, among them the so-called Wagner
Group, which do not fit neatly into any conventional — largely Western — norms and labels.

In sum, the development of PMCs since the 1990’s is neither linear nor uniform. Their role
and character varies according to their own capabilities, the needs of their employer, and their
home state. Much of the theory on PMCs need therefore not be applicable to all companies
known as PMCs, not least as the industry continues to develop in new ways, and states
employ PMCs in new roles. Conceptually, it is thus important to separate those companies
acting in the front-line, in offensive roles, from other static armed services providers, whilst

maintaining a flexible view of what exactly characterizes a PMC.

Wagner PMC

Few groups illustrate this diversity better than Wagner. Indeed, its opaque structure, as well as
a lack of a “uniform trajectory” suggests it differs significantly from Western PMCs.
(Sukhankin, 2019, p. 183) Wagner’s potential for offensive action, akin to Singer’s military
provider firm concept, is not, however, argued to separate it from Western PMCs. More
generally, the concept of Western PMCs not engaging in actions traditionally reserved for
conventional forces is largely incorrect, despite existing norms. This can be seen from the
employment of DynCorps in Colombia, the group formerly known as Blackwater in Iraq or
the activities of Executive Outcomes. Yet it remains clear that such firms wish to keep
offensive activities outside of public view and scrutiny to maintain legitimacy. (Spearin, 2017,
p. 102; Tonkin, 2011, p. 17)

Moreover, the group commonly known as Wagner PMC is particularly understudied, notably
due to its relative youth. Indeed, the extent to which they are being employed has only been
evident in these past few years. Though Russian PMCs have been granted attention in the past
—such as the Moran group and its Slavonic Corps, predecessor to Wagner — Wagner is a

relatively new phenomenon. (Bonnier, Hedenskog, 2020; Sukhankin, 2019)

Some of the most important research on the group has focused on Wagner’s structure and
actions in Ukraine as well as the Middle East and North Africa, (Sukhankin, 2018; 2019) with
activities in Africa, including in the Central African Republic, receiving some but limited



academic attention. (Matusevich, 2019; Marten, 2019) Existing research moreover relies
heavily on open sources online, such as reports from Russian and Western news
organizations, oral testimony from field reporters, leaks and unverified reports. As Marten
notes, finding reliable information on the group — or indeed any Russian PMC — is
challenging due to opaque structures, threats to and murder of Russian journalists,
disinformation as well as “prominent individuals involved with them having been caught in

direct lies”. (2019, p. 189)

Though the above researchers seldom employ proxy war theory to any large extent, several of
them use terminology reminiscent of it. Sukhankin, for instance, refers to the Russian PMCs
as “proxy forces” (2018, p. 300), notably discussing the ease with which they can be
deployed, self-financed, and require little state support whilst providing its employer — the
state — with plausible deniability. Likewise, Marten employs the term proxy, and discusses the
state’s ability to exert control of PMCs, minimize costs and maintain plausible deniability, yet
without delving further into proxy war theory. Both, moreover, note the advantages of not
risking conventional troop’s lives in combat operations, an advantage oft cited in proxy
literature. (Marten, 2019, p. 198; Sukhankin, 2019, p. 13) As terminology commonly used in
proxy war theory is employed, it is merited to look more closely at this body of literature.

B. The debate on proxy warfare

Proxy war has long been relatively understudied and under-conceptualized. Nonetheless,
several works from the past decade have brought the field forward and form the backbone of
this section. Notably, Hugues, Mumford and Grohl centered their works on case studies,
mostly 20" century conflicts, seeking to develop ‘big-picture’-theories. Despite agreeing on
the broader strokes of proxy wars, however, differences remain regarding certain elements,
the actors within a proxy war and their relationships to each other. This section will present
both the core aspects of theory which the ‘big-picture’ literature generally agrees upon as a
basis for defining proxy warfare, as well as certain key differences. This is further
complemented by recent research and criticism of the theoretical body, further developing

certain components of proxy wars.
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As an analytical concept, ‘proxy wars’, or indirect interventions in general, were often
peripheral to the study of warfare, focused on intra- or interstate conflicts. Moreover, when it
was studied, it was often as part of Cold War historiography; post-Cold War research
generally put proxy wars aside, focusing on direct interventions, often with humanitarian
motives. (Mumford, 2013, p. 2-5) According to Tyrone Groh, the term proxy war is generally
“overused and underspecified”. (2019, p. 27) Difficulties in clearly establishing what
constitutes a proxy war has moreover lead to it becoming a “dirty word” in international
politics, discarded as not analytically useful or provided with theoretical alternatives. (Rauta,
2021-1, p. 2) Beyond academia, Amos Fox argued that the United States military “lacked a
coherent theory” to support proxy war. (Fox, 2019, p. 44) Further, the term proxy war is often
employed in a normative sense, such as when one political entity wishes to describe the
intervention of another as illegitimate or employed whenever a third party is present. Often,
an intervention can be characterized as a proxy intervention by states, or an intervener may
deny or affirm that it employs a proxy. Conceptually, this employment of the term need be
separated from its empirical usage. (see Mumford, 2013, p. 16; Stark, 23/09/2021)

Yet its empirical employment is not always clear. Vladimir Rauta, describing a typology of
hybrid warfare and distinguishing between actors, rather than forms of war, separated proxies
from surrogates, noting that proxies were delegatory — rather than supplementary — and the
principal’s intervention being indirect. (Rauta, 2020, p. 874) This clarifying typology is in line
with authors such as Mumford, Groh, and Hughes, who all insist on the indirect nature of the
intervention as being paramount. Notably, this prevents analytical confusion and separates
proxy wars from other interventions, such as covert action.? (Mumford, 2013, p. 11; p. 23-26;
Groh, 2019, p. 27)

This delegatory component of proxy conflicts — one actor delegating combat operations to
another — requires additional fleshing out. In and of itself, such a relationship is not sufficient
to denote a proxy war, which the literature generally disentangles from other sorts of indirect
interventions. Rickly & Krieg present surrogate warfare as a similar term describing a
strategic relationship encompassing a state’s employment of state or non-state actors to
externalize the costs of war, either by replacing or supplementing forces. In this view, the use

of proxies merely falls under surrogate warfare as an umbrella term. (2018, p. 115) Though

2 Though this criterion is eschewed by San-Akca (2016, p. 8-9), her research focuses more broadly on relations
between rebel groups and their state supporters, rather than proxy wars per se.

11



externalizing costs may be one reason for the employment of proxies, literature on proxy wars
distinguishes these conflicts based on certain analytically distinct aspects centered around
relationships between actors involved. It is herein that proxy theory centered around

Principal-Agent relationships is most valuable.

Yet attempted definitions of proxy wars, or proxies, reveals remaining key differences
between ‘big-picture’ authors. Mumford presents proxy wars as the “indirect engagement in a
conflict by third parties wishing to influence its strategic outcome”, (2013, p. 11) retaining
emphasis on the intervener’s motivations. Groh, on the other hand, defines it as “directing the
use of force [...] to indirectly influence political affairs in the target state”. Sharing focus on
the intervener’s motivation, Groh’s definition nevertheless reveals his focus on the
intervening party directing use of force, thus requiring a degree of subservience between the
intervener and receiver of support. (Groh, 2019, p. 28-29) Hughes meanwhile merely requires
a proxy to be a “paramilitary group receiving direct assistance from an external power”
(Hughes, 2014, p. 11-12), arguing that the intervener may seek to control its proxy, though

this is not necessary.

Significant research has in turn studied this relationship, notably focusing on the principal and
its proxy. This research complicates the ‘big picture’-theory, revealing significant
complexities within relationships. Indeed, though the proxy’s subservience is a key
component of the theory, research reveals that that proxies both seek to and often succeed in

achieving a degree of autonomy. (Salehyan, 2010; San-Akca, 2016)

Recent criticism of existing proxy war theory

In his summary of early proxy war research, Rauta argues that the field has come to
agreement on several key points, notably the existence of an “essentially relational interaction
between parties”, without going into excessive detail on the nature of the interaction. (Rauta,
2021-2, p. 114) Moreover, a triadic view of warfare — including a principal, proxy and
common target — may mask the complexity of an individual conflict, which may include a
number of internal parties to the conflict, as well as several state supporters. This is
particularly important as conflict evermore seldom departs from its previously dyadic
structure — one actor combatting another — to “multiple strategic, operational and tactical

arrangements of either formal or informal character on both sides”. (Rauta, 2020, p. 873) In
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her study of post-1945 conflicts involving rebel support, San-Akca further argues that dyadic
analysis of actors in a conflict — supporter and rebel, or rebel and target — risks “[missing] the
big picture” (2016, p. 17), needing to be complemented by the inclusion of supporter and

target relations.

The literature moreover struggles with which actors can be considered proxies, with some
applying an orthodox view of states as principals and non-state actors as proxies. Whilst
Mumford and Hughes both state that PMCs, for instance, may be proxies, others reject this.
Likewise, though Hughes requires the target to be a state, he refutes that a state may be a
proxy. (Hughes, p. 12-13) Groh similarly employs a definition of proxies as an “indigenous
force” and preferably a non-state actor due to difficulties in ascribing subservience of one
state to another, thereby rendering a principal-agent relationship difficult to establish. (2019,
p. 27) This illustrates the difficulty in applying a triadic framework in practice, not least as
empirical material is often scarce in the context of proxy warfare, due to its covert nature. (see
Hughes, 2014, p. 19)

This view has recently been challenged, however, with cases of non-state actors sponsoring
non-state proxies. (Moghadam & Wyss, 2020, p. 121-122) Mumford argues that the key to a
proxy war is that an actor be supported in combat for the purpose of reaching a particular
goal. Through this view, it is even argued that the USSR may be considered an American
proxy prior to the latter’s entry into WWII. (2013, p. 33) Whilst Mumford’s broad scope is
helpful when applying proxy theories on new developments, his exclusion of the subservience
criteria significantly alters the dynamics between principal and proxy to the detriment of the

literature’s utility.

Indeed, Groh underlines that the primary mechanism to separate proxy wars from other types
of indirect interventions — such as donated assistance — is the subservient nature of the
relationship between the proxy and its principal. (Groh, 2019, p. 37) As such, though this
thesis eschews orthodox assumptions regarding what type of actor may be within a proxy war

triad, it maintains this key relational aspect of subservience.

This is not to say that proxies do not retain agency. Indeed, Groh notes that another key
element of proxy war is the potential self-interest of the proxy, which may be at odds with its
principal. Indeed, criticism has been raised on the grounds that research has often suffered

13



from a state-centric bias. Focusing additionally on the proxy itself, Salehyan discusses the
dynamics between rebel groups and their supporters in terms of agency slack, wherein a rebel
group acts contrary to the wishes of its principal, and adverse selection, meaning the effect of
principals having limited knowledge of the rebels they support. (Salehyan, 2010, p. 495)
Likewise, San-Akca (2016) developed selection models for states and rebel groups,

underlining the agency of both.

Though sharing a triadic view of conflict, San-Akca criticizes proxy theory grounded in
Principal-Agent framework, arguing that the simplification of PAT — though analytically
useful — overlooks both the agency of the proxies as well as other actors present, and criticizes
traditional paradigms of international relations for being too state centric. (2016, p. 6; p. 14-
18) Though her work is not focused on proxy wars per se, and deviating from some common
core assumptions, her contributions shed important light on the relationships present in post-
World War 1l conflicts between armed groups and their state supporters, notably by
accentuating the autonomous nature of rebels even as they receive state support. Moreover,
she argues that models require more complexity in order to account for the (San Akca, 2016,
p. 10)

In sum, three core components thus differentiate proxy warfare from other forms of
intervention, or proxies from other types of third parties: the intervention being indirect, the
triadic relationship and subservient and supporting relationship between principal and proxy.
But this also reveals some of the difficulties in studying proxy wars in practice: the
complexity of conflicts may make simplistic models misleading, the theoretical body is

contradictory, and empirical data is often scarce.

C. The PMC-Proxy debate

An additional debate, active in both the proxy and PMC academic communities, has regarded
whether PMCs (or mercenaries, depending on the author’s preferred terminology) can be
employed as proxies. In other words, can the deployment of private military troops be
considered a form of proxy war? As with the overall literature on PMCs, it has largely been

colored by either Cold War cases or War on Terror-era PMC employment.
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There are some exceptions. Singer discusses the employment of PMCs as a potential “proxy”
(2008, p. 209), noting the recent employment of US firm DynCorp in Colombia, and the risk
of “proxyization” (2008, p. 189) of war. However, Singer’s employment of the term is

generally disconnected from the current academic understanding of proxy warfare, which his
work predates, and is thus poorly connected to many essential components of proxy war, and

thus limits further discussion.

Though Groh defines proxies as “politically motivated, local actors”, (2019, p. 29) obviously
potentially PMCs which are neither local, nor necessarily politically motivated. Groh argues
that the financial incentives alters the principal-agent relationship employed to analyze proxy
wars, yielding a “similar, yet separate phenomenon”. Moreover, PMCs are said to lack the
agency of other proxies. Their inclusion as proxies would thus open the door for even
“inanimate objects” such as car bombs considered proxies. (2019, p. 28-29) Hughes, in turn,
primarily views mercenaries as one of the means through which a principal may seek to

support its actual proxy. (2014, p. 19)

Others are more open to the suggestion. As states may be more attracted to the employment of
proxies, the employment of PMCs — even in more offensive roles — may prove to be attractive
enough to trump worries of its effect on legitimacy. Mumford (2013) and Spearin (2017, p.
206) note that states are likely to be more attracted to the employment of PMCs as proxies —
including in offensive roles — despite worries of legitimacy, not least against a backdrop of
unpopular and long wars. Yet Spearin maintains that the linkages between the state and the
PMC proxy means deniability is difficult to achieve, and that the deaths of PMC personnel,
though less substantial, are still important enough to generate public interest, and indeed
mourning. (Spearin, 2017, p. 206-207) Moreover, Mumford’s broad definition of proxies,
excluding the necessity of e.g. a subservient relationship, renders his inclusion of PMCs

unsurprising.

Part of the discrepancy between researchers’ views on which actors may be considered as
proxies ultimately lies in varying views of both what a PMC is, as well as what a proxy is, or
their focus on different analytical components. In sum, though proxy war theory has made
significant advancements in the past decade, significant disagreements remain as to what
precisely constitutes a proxy war beyond the relational element, and within it theorists
disagree on what types of actors may be included in it. In parallel, PMC-theory is largely
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influenced by Western or UN employment of relatively open and legally registered PMCs,
used in conjunction with peace support operations or direct interventions, differing
significantly from the Wagner group. This renders it difficult to marry both theoretical strands

and discuss the possibility of PMCs as proxies.

A similar debate has previously concerned whether terrorist organizations may be considered
proxies, in which Jeffrey Bale argued was due to a failure to make “a crucial analytical
distinction” between different types of terrorist organizations, notably as it relates to their
agency and independence. (2012, p. 6) In the following sections, both the diversions among

PMCs and the constitutive elements of proxies (and proxy wars) will be clarified.
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1. Theoretical framework

The previous section served two purposes: presenting the body of literature on both PMCs
and proxy wars, and revealing some of their shortcomings. For PMC-theory, this largely
stems from its focus on Cold War or War on Terror-era groups, limiting its applicability to
new iterations of the phenomenon. Proxy war theory’s shortcomings largely stems from the
use of alternative terminologies, disagreements on core issues and theoretical scopes which

risk giving a misguided analysis.

The purpose of this section is to rectify these issues. A theoretical framework is developed by
which the conflict is presented as triadic, including the principal, its proxy and targets,
complemented with the presence of the Central African government as an auxiliary party.
This thereafter permits studying the relationships between the triadic actors and the auxiliary
in a dyadic manner. It is within these dyads that proxy war theory and PMC theory is merged,
permitting a cross-disciplinary treatment of the conflict and a theoretical framework through
which a PMCs potential role as a proxy may be assessed. Moreover, this is a novel framework

not previously employed.

The design of the theoretical framework is two-fold. Firstly, it establishes a triadic view of the
conflict, modified to take into account the presence of the Central African government.
Secondly, it employs a mixture of proxy war and PMC theory to permit a dyadic analysis of
the individual relationships. The framework is thus broadened, considering both the conflict
as a whole, but also breaking it down into constituent parts. To avoid missing the ‘big picture’
through dyadic analyses, as San-Akca criticized principal-agent theory of (2016, p. X), the
framework is not limited to merely the proxy and its principal.

A. Triadic nature of proxy warfare

The triadic view of proxy warfare generally employed in the theory forms the basis for
understanding the dynamic within the Central African conflict. As seen above, various terms
are employed to describe both private military actors and the actors involved within proxy

wars. Mumford (2013), for instance, refers to the actor supporting a proxy as its ‘benefactor’,
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while Groh employs the terms ‘principal’ or ‘intervener’, and Hughes employs the term
‘sponsor’. The role remains the same, i.e. the actor who intervenes indirectly and supports —
and except for Mumford, controls — the actor directly engaged in combat. Here as well,
various terms are employed, be it ‘proxy’ or ‘agent’, ‘surrogate’ or ‘auxiliary’, depending on
the theoretical scope and preference of the authors. The ultimate object of the fighting,
however, is almost always termed ‘target’, in the sense that it is the target of the principal. In
this view, the proxy is merely a means to the principal’s end, illustrated below. To avoid
confusion, this thesis will continuously refer to the intervener (Russia) as the principal,
Wagner as the proxy and the armed rebel groups they are fighting as the targets, as shown

below.

Principal/Russia Proxy/Wagner Target/Rebels

_—

Of note is that both the principal and the proxy share the same target, meaning that the
ultimate objective of the principal is combat against the target. To achieve this, it seeks to
direct the use of force of the proxy, implying a degree of control over it, deviating from
Mumford’s wide conceptualization. Yet this model does not assume that the principal is in
complete control over operations. Indeed, research shows that agency slack, meaning the
limitations of principal control over its proxy, is a common and recurring problem within

proxy interventions.

Taking note of San-Akca’s criticism of heavy reliance on Principal-Agent theory, however,
and recognizing that the target in this case is a non-state actor, the scope of the actors will be
broadened. Just as dyadic analysis has been criticized for failing to consider the relationship
between the rebel’s supporter and the target state, or that several rebel groups may be active,
the triadic view of states may likewise be problematic. This research often considers the target
to be a state, and the proxy being a rebel. In the case of the Central African conflict, the target
is instead a series of armed groups principally fighting the Central African government. As
such, we are dealing with a case wherein the target is a non-state actor. The framework is thus
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adapted to take into account the presence of a host state, on whose territory the proxy acts.
Distinguishing the model from other analyses wherein the proxy is a rebel group or foreign

state, the principal is moreover recognized as the home state of the proxy.

Principal/Russia Proxy/Wagner Target/Rebels

Host/CAR

Yet this framework remains difficult to apply in a setting with various actors, each with
complex relationships between them, interrelate. Moreover, the absence of a coherent and
clearly structured proxy theory means there is no single model to apply. Each dyad within the
framework is thus studied separately, with the exception of the host state and the rebels, as
this conflict had started prior to the intervention. This has several advantages. Though there
are a significant number of elements to proxy theory, many of these only concern one actor or
one dyad. Dividing these dyads beforehand allows the analysis to separate core components
of proxy warfare to one single relationship, such as subservience or agency slack, relating

only to principal and proxy.

The first is between Russia and the Central African Government, providing context for the
intervention. This is followed by the relationship between Russia and Wagner, largely from a
Principal-Agent perspective, permitting the exploration of dynamics between the two actors,
as well as its effect on plausible deniability. The relationship between Wagner and the rebel

groups, focusing on the former’s role in the battlefield, allows the analysis to establish which

19



category of PMC they fall into. Finally, Russia’s relations to the targets are discussed to

explore the reasons for Russia’s intervention.

Though San-Akca warns of the limitations of dyadic analysis, this is mostly in relation to
Principal-Agent analyses eschewing other actors. When fully considering all actors, a more
full analysis of the conflict is possible. Moreover, a specific analysis of the proxy’s relation to
both the principal and the target sheds light on specific components of the relationship typical

for PMCs, specifically.

B. PMCs as proxies

The categories of PMCs generally employed in the literature, and detailed in the previous
section, have great analytical value and effectively permit empirical differing between
consultancy services, support services and armed security services. (see Singer, 2010, p. 93)
Yet this does not fully account for how PMCs falling within the armed security services
category differ from one another.

Though Singer argues convincingly regarding the misleading nature of active/passive, or
offensive/defensive differentiation, this view stems largely from his aim to separate firms as a
whole within the industry. As PMCs may retain unused capabilities, or engage in differing
kinds of operations depending on the customer’s wishes, it is preferable to distinguish based
on activity in the field in a particular engagement. Indeed, his tip-of-the-spear typology does
differentiate firms based on their role in the field. (2010, p. 93)

Spearin’s employment of the constitutive norm of conventional forces may allow us to
differentiate further, focusing on the extent to which private military forces increasingly
resemble state militaries and may through this engage in offensive operations in their stead.
(Spearin, 2017, p. 90-98) We may thus examine whether certain PMCs as playing the same
role as state or non-state proxies, such as armed rebel groups. As such, the main factor to
evaluate how Wagner PMC may differentiate from other groups in the degree to which they
resemble and are employed as conventional military forces in the field. This is operationalized

by examining their role in seizing and holding objectives in the conflict.
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The Wagner group’s corporate structure will likewise be assessed. As this structure is
notoriously, and intentionally, opaque, it will be assessed based on both Russia’s legal
system, interview data and available written material. This allows the framework to retain
consistency with the PMC literature, in which legal legitimacy and corporate structure of
companies is argued to be a key component of PMCs. Moreover, this aspect of PMCs permits
a better understanding of the relationship between the PMC and its principal, or employer.
Through this, a degree of subservience and asymmetry in the relationship between proxy and

principal may be inferred.

C. Effect on relational dynamics

The literature discusses several advantages of proxy interventions compared to intervening
directly. Among these is the reduced dependence on the domestic populace, thereby limiting
the internal pressures on policymakers as no or fewer troops are sent to combat. (San-Akca,
2016, p. 29) Indeed, Hughes underlines the role of casualty sensitivity when deciding to
employ proxies. Whether this point holds true for mercenaries , citizens of the principal state,
is unclear, however. Though Singer (2008, p. 209) notes that mercenaries’ death require no

official response, and few if any reactions, Spearin (p. 206-207) refutes this.

Moreover, Mumford (2013, p. 41-43) argues that proxy wars, through their covert and indirect
nature, increase the principal’s plausible deniability, thereby minimizing the risk for
international repercussions and potential conflict escalations. In line with this, Groh (2019, p.
97; p. 111) argues that plausible deniability of proxy interventions may limit the international
response, though unexpected behaviors — such as atrocities committed by proxies — may
diminish this effect.

The general reasons for utilizing proxies, however, will be given limited attention in this
thesis. Of greater interest is how intervening through a PMC changes these dynamics and

offers either new advantages or disadvantages.

This thesis employs the notion of subservience of the proxy to the principal as a key element

of proxy theory, though this relationship need be nuanced. Indeed, as Groh states, the partners
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employed as proxies are “self-interested”. (2019, p. 201) Noting the economic self-interest of
PMCs — or indeed any company — this factor need be taken into account.

Moreover, the relationship between a Private Military Company and its principal is
asymmetric to the advantage of the principal. Indeed, it remains subject to its home state laws
so long as it is based there. (Tonkin, 2011) Due to this, it is assumed that it cannot freely
select a principal, as a rebel group might. (see San-Akca, 2016) In addition, it offers an
important degree of control over the proxy, and potentially reduces the risk for adverse
selection. (see Salehyan, 2010) The subservience factor will, however, not be considered
dichotomous, but rather discussed based on the principal’s degree of control and the proxy’s
potential for agency. It is therefore not assumed that the principal — in this case the PMCs
home state — is able to avoid agency slack or adverse selection, though this likely changes the

dynamic between the two actors.

Yet the above theoretical framework only serves to explain why states engage in warfare by
proxy, and thus may only reveal what advantages or disadvantages this has vis-a-vis other
types of proxy interventions, or direct interventions. A remaining question is why Russia
chooses to intervene at all. Regarding the Central African Republic, the intervention is
particularly puzzling as its location is neither strategic — being a landlocked nation — and one
of Africa’s poorest nations. This final aspect of the conflict will be discussed in the final dyad

between the principal and its target, the armed rebel groups.
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V. Research design and methodology

A.  Single-case study

The main purpose of this study is to examine whether the Russian intervention in CAR can be
considered a proxy war, and why it intervenes in this manner. This begs the question what
precisely it is a case of, and to what extent generalizability is possible. In other words, what
does the case tell us of related cases. Single-case studies have often been criticized for
constituting a single observation, or not having variance on the dependent variable (e.g. over
time), problems of representativeness and difficulty in generalizing from them, or their

inability to evaluate the strength of variables through comparison.

Though these criticisms are often valid, single-case studies permit either the development or
testing of theory granted that a case is e.g. crucial, deviant, or most or least likely. (see
George, Bennet, 2005, p. 32-33) With this said, it cannot entirely “overcome the inherent
unreliability of generalizing from small-N samples”, leading to a problem of

representativeness. (Seawright, Gerring, 2008, p. 295)

However, case studies allow for greater construct validity, or measuring the indicators “best
representing the theoretical scope we intend to measure”. This is particularly important when
dealing with topics which are difficult to operationalize and measure. Moreover, a significant
strength of case studies lies in their ability to identifying new variables and explaining

complex relations. (see George, Bennet, 2007, p. 34)

This allows for a single case study to make direct contributions to theory, rather than
generalize to all cases of proxy wars, or employment of PMCs. The ambition of the thesis is
thus primarily theory developing, seeking to shed new light on the field of indirect
interventions — including proxy wars — by studying a new type of case, deviating from those

cases on which the theory is based.
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B. Material

Empirical material is scarce, in part due to secrecy and hostility towards e.g. reporters,
requiring the conduction of interviews to gather additional empirical material. The subjects of
these interviews are officials who have been, or are, present in the Central African Republic
during the time Wagner has operated in the country and thus have the possibility to share

information pertaining the case.

Semi-structured interviews offers a middle-ground between standardized surveys, used often
in quantitative research and for hypothesis testing, and interpretive methods where the subject
largely “directs the course of the interview”, often ill-applicable for e.g. hypothesis testing.
(Leech et al, 2013, p. 210) This middle ground, which can range from one end of the scale to
the other, is often used when informants are in positions of power and hold expert information
on a particular topic. It is particularly useful when information is not available through public
records. (Leech et al, 2013, p. 210-211) These types of interviews are often employed when a
field is poorly researched. As both the Central African Republic as a country, and the use of
PMCs within it, is understudied, it is appropriate to employ this manner of interview.
Moreover, ensuring the informant can speak freely may permit the discovery of previously
unknown factors which the interviewer may not have known to ask for. (Esaiasson et al, 2012,
p. 253)

The scientific employment of interviews as a method requires the questions to be both
systematic and methodologically justified. As such, the questionnaire, included in the
appendix, was designed to maximize information on topics of interest, based on the
theoretical framework. Yet asking leading questions, though making it easier to connect
responses to the theoretical framework, risk diminishing the validity of the study. The
questions have therefore been formulated in a manner ensuring that they are open-ended —
permitting the interviewees to respond broadly and without being led on — as well as some
Grand-Tour types of questions, to permit the interviewee to “verbally walk the interviewer

through an area in which they are experts”. (Leech et al, 2013, p. 216-217)

The empirical material gathered from interviews provides the thesis with the bulk of its
material, but this will be complemented with other sources when these are available, for
instance pertaining to the legality of Russian PMCs, their financial structures and activities in
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CAR. Complementary material is important to both corroborate interview data, and because
the interviewees may not have been willing or able to share some information. Finally, the
low number of interviewees willing to participate on the record further increased the

importance of additional material.

Such material, however, is hard to come by. An additional advantage of interviews is the
possibility of studying ongoing conflicts. Generally mired in secrecy, in-depth study of
conflicts is often conducted years, if not decades, after the conflict has ended, once heavy
restrictions on secrecy has been lifted, or significantly updated.® Though much information
will still be unattainable when researching this issue, interviews permit the exploration of
issues when written material in the form of reports, official documentation or significant

academic research is lacking.

An additional problem is the risk that the interviewee does not feel he or she can respond to
the questions, or that doing so may have a negative impact for them. This may be exasperated
by the potentially sensitive nature of the topic, and the fact that interviews were conducted
digitally. For this reason, informants were permitted to choose the software employed, and
though transcription requires that interviews be recorded, they were informed that all
recordings could be deleted once the transcription was complete.

C. Method

A common method for the analysis of interview material as well as other written sources is a
qualitative content analysis through a method of coding. This can be employed to e.g. code
responses into yes/no categories. This is done for two reasons: to make possible the analysis
of large number of interviews, as well as to ensure adequate and replicable analysis of the
transcripts. (see Leech et al, 2013, p. 222) However, given the small number of interviews
conducted, such analysis is not possible. This thesis instead employs a thematic content
analysis method centered around the analytical components detailed in the theoretical
framework. This thematic empirical method is particularly useful in the context of proxy
warfare, containing various relationships and complex theoretical elements. (Hughes, 2014, p.

3 For examples, see Austin Carson’s account of the Korean War in Secret Wars, or Graham Allisson’s revised
edition of Essence of Decision.
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17) The sorting of the empirical material thus matched the variety of issues of concern when
studying a PMC as a proxy: its role in the field, its relationship to the principal as well as the
dynamic between the latter and the host state or international community. The themes thus

follow the dyadic relationships described in the theoretical framework. In order to permit the
exploration of factors previously unaccounted for, additional information gained through the

interviews is sorted separately.

Moreover, the goal of the material-collection was not merely to gather background
information, but actually employ the interviews as material generated by experts with inside-
knowledge of the issue. All interviews are transcribed, and it is these transcriptions which
form the bulk of the material employed. These transcriptions both increase the transparency of

the research process, and also to permit reliable analysis. (see Bleich, Pekkanen, 2013, p. 93)

The interviewees are in turn considered experts and their information thus considered
empirically viable material. However, the risk remains that an individual is mistaken, is
unable or unwilling to answer a question, or may be deliberatively or unintentionally
misleading the author. As such, a key question asked throughout the analytical process is
“what information can this expert provide me with”, seeking to weed out guesses and

speculation. Moreover, the biases of individual informants need be taken into account.

D. Interviewee selection and bias

The employment of non-random, purposive sampling of interviewees has advantages but
likewise increases the risk of biases. On the one hand, purposive sampling allows for the
selection from a pool of potential interviewees with varying backgrounds in the field
generating interviewees which are “loosely representative of a population”. (Lynch, 2013, p.
41) For this thesis, first-hand professional field experience from the conflict in the Central
African Republic was required, and only those individuals were considered for an interview.
This is employed in conjunction with snow-ball sampling, permitting the selection of
interviewees on the basis of previous recommendations. This is particularly useful when the
unit of analysis is the issue itself, and not the informants, as is the case with this thesis. (see
Leech et al, 2013, p. 214)
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On the other hand, the risk of bias is potentially aggravated by the sensitive nature of the
topic, leading some potential interviewees to not participate. This was moreover an ethical
issue, where some interviewees were not sought if contact could not be facilitated safely, and
the author never insisted on an interview if turned down. This creates a non-response bias as
individuals in certain positions are withheld from the interview pool, thus diminishing the
overall representativeness of the population interviewed vis-a-vis the population with expert
knowledge of the field. These non-responders included active duty military officers, Central

African government officials, and local members of the civil society.

Members of those groups may may have provided the study with additional information, or
information contrary to that of other informants. This creates a reliability issue, as inferences
from conducted interviews risk being inaccurate. (see Bleich, Pekkanen, 2013, p. 86-87)
Furthermore, the snowballing technique employed generates the risk that interviewees are all
a set of interlinked respondents, “seeing the world through the same lens”. (Bleich, Pekkanen,
2013, p. 87) Though a degree of saturation was reached, with informants independently
providing the same information, the homogeneity of informants limits the extent to which

saturation can be considered indicative of a high-enough number of informants.

Indeed, all informants were of a European background, working for either the European
Union or the United Nations’ peacekeeping operation MINUSCA. Their experience ranged
from several years to decades, working in the field and at headquarter level, in issues such as
defense, security sector reform, and foreign and security politics. Though the interviewees
were thus experienced and able to provide the author with expert information, this presents
the risk of a potential bias against Russia and for actors traditionally present, such as France
or the interviewee’s employer’s (United Nations, European Union). Yet it should be noted
that interviewees spoke openly and frankly about the failures of the international community
(Interviewees 1, 2, 4), France’s history of colonialism and employment of mercenaries
(Interviewees 1, 2) and the necessity of Russian intervention from the Central African point of

view. (Interviewee 4)
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V. Analysis

The purpose of this section is to employ the theoretical framework to analyze the relationships
between the parties in the conflict. The structure of the analysis follows the dyadic
relationships developed in the theoretical framework, whose dynamics are in turn studied

based on elements from both PMC and proxy theory.

A. The Principal and the Host State

The conflict in the Central African Republic reignited in 2012 as primarily government
forces, rebel groups such as Séléka and Anti-Balaka forces (groupings largely drawn out of
religious, ethnic and cultural divisions) engaged in a power-struggle following the collapse of
the 2007 peace agreement. The conflict has stabilized and reignited several times since 2012,
and rebel groups have in turn disbanded, new ones formed, with varying alliances developing,
often ad-hoc. Throughout this period, the government has never achieved full control of the
country, despite an early transition of power. Violence reached a peak in 2013 and in 2018-19
escalated once more, despite the presence of a UN peacekeeping operation, the
Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in the Central African Republic
(MINUSCA). (UCDP, 2020)

The Central African Republic has been mired in internal conflicts, and found itself at the
crossroads of regional conflict, ever since its independence in 1960. The country has known
but one peaceful transfer of power in 1993, and otherwise seen power change hands on the
basis of coups d’états or rebellions, as well as various interventions by the former colonial
master France. The Central African state was, as an institution, largely centered around
Bangui, with limited presence in the hinterlands. The country has found itself in a more or
less continuous cycle of rebellions since the coup of 2003, from which it has not yet emerged.
(Lombard, 2012, p. 191) (Carayannis, Lombard, 2015, p. 4-5)

Though the current international peacekeeping mission, MINUSCA, deployed in 2014, the
country had prior to this known interventions, as well as peacebuilding, peacekeeping and
political missions, for the past twenty years. Tatiana Carayannis and Louisa Lombard (2015,

p. 1-3, p. 5) argue that these various missions have failed to bring stability to the country, in
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part due to their inabilities to address the underlying causes of conflict, centered around
geographical, ethnoreligious conflict or the role of transnational armed groups. This
combination of limited French appetite for engagement, and inability of the international

community to end the conflicts, provided an opening for other actors.

In parallel, Russian presence in Africa declined dramatically since the fall of the Soviet
Union, as evidenced by the closing of embassies, consulates and bilateral cooperation
programs in the country. In recent years, partially as a response to Western sanctions, Russia
has aimed to increase its influence on the continent. Russian economic influence in Africa is
limited, however, both as an actor on the continent and as a market for African exports.
Though Russia maintains significant arms sales to the continent, these are disproportionately
going to Algeria, and former clients employing Russian arms now frequently procure them
from elsewhere. (Marten, 2019, pp. 155; 158) Overall, the Russian strategy to gain influence
is largely based on cultivating patronage relationships with the elites, but significantly
hampered by its economic weakness or the ousting of said elites. The ideological influence
which socialism provided has largely dissipated, as few will now view Russia as an economic
model, particularly in competition with China, the European Union, or the USA. (Marten,
2019, pp. 157-161)

During the cold war, both Russia’s ideological influence, relative economic and military
power, as well as support by other socialist states permitted both greater influence and a
greater degree of intervention, including by proxy, notably in Angola. With the fall of the
Soviet Union, Russian influence in Africa largely collapsed. Though trade rose ten-fold from
1994-2008, this was from miniscule starting point. (Giles, 2013, p. 28) Moreover, relations
have largely been focused on countries with whom the USSR enjoyed economic partnerships
and bilateral relations, notably Nigeria, Northern and Southern Africa. But even in countries
with particularly close partnerships, such as Angola, Russia is not in the top five exporters or
importers. (Giles, 2013, p. 15; p. 22) This difficulty in establishing close relationships with
former partners moreover illustrates the challenges for Russia to establish herself in countries
without historical connections. Indeed, Soviet diplomatic presence in Bangui largely ended
already in the late 1970’s, following the fall of Central African emperor Jean-Bedel Bokassa.
(Dukhan, 2020, p. 1)
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In general, Russian economic interests in Africa have explicitly been centered around the
exploration and exploitation of natural resources — rather than trade — particularly gas and oil,
as well as the “extraction of ferrous and non-ferrous metals [and] diamonds”, (Giles, 2013, p.
14-16) These resources remain abundant in the Central African Republic, largely through
small to medium scale semi-artisanal mining operations, (IP1S, 2019) providing a potential

indication of Russia’s interest in the country.

It was in this context that Russia increased its partnership with the Central African
government, in various ways. In December 2018, Central African president Touadéra ratified
an agreement on military cooperation with Russia, including training of the FACA — the
country’s armed forces — as well as material support and military intelligence. Moreover,
Russia played a role as a facilitator for the 2019 peace negotiations in Omar al-Bashir’s
Sudan, between the government and fourteen armed rebel groups. (Radio Ndeke Luka, 2018-
12-14; Dukhan, 2020, p. 3) Russia has further strengthened its diplomatic presence in Bangui
and maintains a military contribution to MINUSCA of fifteen staff officers. (MINUSCA,
2021) Notably, president Touadéra has even hired a Russian national, Valery Zakharov, as his
national security advisor. In discussions with interviewees, both Zakharov’s prominent role in
Touadéra’s administration and the recent state visit to the Kremlin were seen as indicative of

strong bilateral relations.

Russia had covertly deployed troops from the Wagner group, likely as early as January of
2018. (Dukhan, 2020, p. 4; Marten, 2019, p. 182) With the increase in violence in conjunction
with the 2020 elections, these troops took on a more direct role in securing Touadéra’s
regime. One interviewee described this support as Russia saving the regime from its downfall,
and underlined that the president had requested support from all partners, but received it only

from Russia. (Interviewee 4)

Through this, Russia has successfully established itself as a key partner of the Touadéra
regime, allowing it to regain control of lost territory as well as repulsed a January 2021 attack
against the capital of Bangui. Officially, however, the Russian presence is categorically
denied. In a September interview with Jeune Afrique, president Touadéra denied any relation
to a “company called Wagner” as well as any knowledge of its alleged financier Yevegheny
Prigozhin. Underlining the relations to Russia, he claimed these were necessary for the
security of the state, notably due to lacking EU-support and the need for training in the use of
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imported Russian arms. (Jeune Afrique, October 2021) The presence of Wagner remains,
however, an open secret. Indeed, despite presidential denials, Wagner has participated in
military parades and is routinely seen across town. (Interviewees, 1-4) This confusing
dynamic where the Wagnerian presence is both denied and lauded illustrates the role of
propaganda and disinformation in both party’s maintenance of plausible deniability. More
recently, a statue of a Wagner “martyr” has been commissioned in the capital, prompting one
interviewee to ask “how do you build a statue to someone who does not exist?” (Interviewee

4)

Moreover, all informants underlined that the intervention was conducted both legally — in
Central African law — and at the behest of the Touadéra government. Indeed, the latter
remains unable to assume its own security, despite the presence of MINUSCA. Despite vast
reserves of gold, uranium, petrol and diamonds, the export of these resources accounts for
only 15% of the country’s GDP. According to the national defense plan, access to these is
meant to be secured by the Central African Armed Forces (FACA, Forces Armees de la
Républigue Centrafricaine) along with pastoral routes. (Plan National de Défense, p. 13-15)
Yet the country lacks a functioning military organization, including training, barracks and
arms, and suffers from a depleted and undermanned interior security sector. (Plan National de
Défense, p. 18) (Stratégie Nationale pour la réforme du secteur de sécurité, p. 8-12) In effect,

the state lacks a monopoly on violence.

In sum, the relationship between the Central African government and Russia is one of mutual
benefits, with Russia regaining a foothold in Africa in exchange for providing mercenary
troops, and the Touadéra regime securing its hold on power and increasing its control over the
territory in exchange for hosting said mercenaries. To further understand this element of the

relationship, the following sections will look more closely at the Wagner group particularly.

B.  The Principal and the Proxy

Control and agency

The proxy in this case is the group generically referred to as ‘Wagner PMC’ or ‘ChVK

Wagner’. Of note is that Wagner is not a legal entity, nor — as far as official records show —
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registered in Russia, and often used generically. (Foreign Policy, 2021) Yet this is not to say
that no corporate structure exists. Instead, Wagner’s leadership — notably through its alleged
financier Yevgeny Prigozhin — establishes a local PMC wherever it needs to operate. For this
intervention, Sewa security services was registered by a Russian citizen as the local front
through which Wagner troops operate. (FOI, Bonnier, 2020, p. 52-53; HRC, 2021-1)

Indeed, one expert interviewed reported that all Russian PMCs in the country were formally
hired by Sewa Security Services, in turn working with the Prigozhin-owned Lobaye Invest
mining company, likewise registered in CAR. (U.S. Treasury, 2020; Interviewee 1) Though
this structure remains fully legal where it operates, all PMCs are illegal in Russia. Though this
law is only applied on an ad-hoc basis, it grants Russia a way of plausibly denying that such
companies even exist. (Marten, 2019, p.181; HRC, 2021-2; Sukhankin, 2019, p. 304)
Moreover, it permits the sanctioning of any PMC which may deviate from the interests of

Russia.

But what agency, or deviating interests, does Wagner have? The United Kingdom has
previously asserted that Wagner is “a driver of conflict [...] for its own interest”, suggesting
that it acts upon its financial incentive to prolong the conflict in order to maximize capacity to
loot. (Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office, 2021) Yet those financial incentives
are seemingly less clear than the client-customer relationship suggested by Groh. (2019, p.
28-29) Russian support to Wagner has largely been reported to be in the form of training
grounds and equipment at home. A PMC, as a private company, is expected to receive
financial compensation from its host state. Yet the International Crisis Group reports that no

such payments are visible in its state budget, and its financing remains unclear. (ICG, 2021)

Indeed, the interviews conducted revealed several venues for Wagner to increase its profits.
Chief among these was the exploitation of natural resources, argued by interviewees to be a
method of auto-financing of operations rather than profits for the principal. Moreover,
Wagner was alleged to have been granted authorization to collect duties on imports
(ostensibly through a support mission to government border authorities) as well as being
granted “thousands of hectars of forests”. (Interviewee 2) Beyond ensuring that Russia need
not financially compensate Wagner, this may suggest that it is in Wagner’s interest to prolong
the conflict, despite this not being in line with the principal’s interests of strengthening

bilateral relations.
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Yet one may question the assertion that Wagner intends on being a driver of conflict in the
Central African case. This assumes that they have the capability of either bringing an end to
the conflict, or that their absence would end it. As was attested by the French efforts during
Sangaris, operating in CAR presents a number of challenges even for a well-equipped and
motivated actor. The significant size and low population density of the country, as well as its
poor infrastructure, renders operations difficult. At the operational level, the French could
“clear” but unable to “hold” nor “build”, re-employing terminology from the American COIN

strategy in Iraq. (Hémez, 2016)

Indeed the combined 20 000 strong MINUSCA and FACA forces have failed to bring an end
to the conflict nor secure significant portions of the country. (Interviewees 1, 2) Indeed, as
one expert from MINUSCA put it, there is no military solution to the conflict due to the
significant size of the country and the low level of state capability. But even if they were not
needed, several interviewees expressed worry that the Touadéra government could not expel

Wagner even if he wished to. (Interviewees 1, 2, 3)

Moreover, the presence of Valery Zakharov, embedded as a national security advisor to the
president, presents an additional source of information for the Kremlin regarding Wagner’s
activities. Should the proxy be deemed to step out of line, control measures domestically — the
threat of criminal charges for mercenary activities — present a strong option for regaining

control.

Plausible deniability

Yet Russia’s role as host state, its ability to both significantly support as well as direct
Wagner, may suggest that plausible deniability is significantly decreased. It may be further
hampered by the fact that most Wagnerian troops are Russian nationals, which moreover
gives the risk of domestic blowback* from high casualties, a primary reason for intervening
indirectly. Should these elements not be maintained, it would show a dynamic between
principal and proxy diverging significantly from that of other indirect interventions. Though

Hughes (2019, p. 29) suggested that the financial incentives of PMCs were key in

4 Defined by Mumford as “unintended consequences of foreign policy actions” (2013, p. 108)
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fundamentally altering the relationship between principal and proxy — without detailing how —
| would argue that it is this point which most of all suggest different dynamics may be at play,

diminishing the utility of proxy theory.

Operationalizing plausible deniability is difficult, but as a proxy we may look at how Russia’s
adversaries have reacted. The UN Working Group on mercenaries has repeatedly reported on
grave Human Rights violations including summary executions, torture and rape (OHCHR,
2021-2). Following a formal letter of inquiry from the working group on mercenaries, the
permanent mission of Russia categorically denied the existence of any armed PMCs
participating in combat operations, preferring instead to unarmed instructors, and furthermore
denied the registration of either Wagner PMC or Sewa Security Services, moreover citing the
illegality of PMCs in Russian law. (HRC, 2021-2, p. 2)

A plausible drawback of mercenary troops, however, is their tendency to conduct grave
human rights violations, creating a strong anti-mercenary norm, notably in Africa, including
in the more polished label of PMC. (Varin, 2015, p. 86-87, p. 118-119) Indeed, as pressure
mounted, the Central African government was forced to recognize that, besides rebels and its
own forces, “Russian instructors” had committed human rights violations. (Le Monde, 2021)
Moreover, it was on this basis that the European Union sanctioned leading elements from the
Wagner group, including under the regime targeting human rights abuses. Moreover, the
group as a whole was subjected to sanctions due to its responsibility for “serious human rights
abuses in [...] The Central African Republic, [...] which includes torture and extrajudicial,
summary, or arbitrary executions and killings”. (CIR 2021/2026) The increased publicity
generated by atrocities seemingly weakens the degree to which plausible deniability is

achieved.

Yet it should be noted that the sanctions were adopted under existing regimes and only
concerned a handful of leading individuals. It included no officials or general sanctions
against the Russian state. This suggests a relatively weak response on the part of the EU,
indicating that deniability efforts have to some extent been successful. This is likely
strengthened further by the ‘fog of war’-effect, as proving attributability to a state is
notoriously difficult in regards to PMCs. (Tonkin, 2011, p. 55; p. 99; p. 122)
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When it comes to domestic response to Wagnerian casualties, the Russian populace has
shown a surprising indifference to Wagnerian casualties, argued to be caused by the
unwillingness to see direct interventions, and attitude that “these people are paid”.
(Sukhankin, 2019, p. 13) One further explanation for this is that Wagner has increasingly
recruited locally in its varied theaters of operations. Several interviewees commented that the
troops present in CAR were clearly not Russian, describing their appearance as Middle
Eastern or sub-Saharan African. (Interviewees 1; 2) These are believed to be recruited locally
from Libya, Sudan or Syria during previous operations there. Diluting the corps of Russian
nationals in this manner likely contributes further to a diminishing domestic response to

casualties.

Moreover, all interviewees described significant disinformation and propaganda campaigns
on the part of Russia, paradoxically spreading the competing images of Russia as a benign
partner, whilst also actively advertising Wagner. Interviewees presented Central African
newspapers as easily bought, where a handful of euros could guarantee a message being
passed on the radio or a newspaper article published. These would alternate between praising
Russia, as well as heavily criticizing France or the United Nations. This capitalizes on the
exasperation felt by many civilians at the international community’s inability to bring lasting

peace, instead showing Russia as a credible alternative.

Paradoxically, they simultaneously spread pro-Wagner propaganda, explicitly acknowledging
both its presence and activities. This is most notably in the form of films The Tourist, and its
upcoming sequel, telling the story of a Russian mercenary working in the Central African
Republic (though alleged atrocities are not included). Moreover, T-shirts with the message
“Je suis Wagner” have been distributed to civilians. This dual approach seemingly has little
discernible effect on the international response, however, and signals that Russia is confident

it may employ Wagner without worry.

C. The Proxy and the Target

This section employs Spearin’s conventional forces norm to assess the degree to which
Wagner fall into the offensive category of armed PMCs. Of note is that both Wagner’s

capabilities and role in the field have previously been studied by Sergei Sukhanski, who
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described Wagner’s development in “chapters”, ranging from the its predecessor the Slavonic
Corps, to engagements in Ukraine, and later Syria. Throughout this period, its operational role
developed from reconnaissance and intelligence to major combat operations with significant
casualties. In this period, it moreover proved its “high level of operative skills” (2019, p. 9),
focusing on seizing and expanding control over territory. In parallel, it was increasingly

modeled after the Russian army and trained like it. (Sukhanski, 2019, p. 6-9)

As Wagner established itself in the Central African Republic, its mission was primarily
focused on training the government’s armed forces. Indeed, in this period, the international
community even briefly considered some sort of exchange of information, intelligence and
coordination with the Wagner group, according to one interviewee from MINUSCA who
argued that “we are all here in support of the legitimate [Touadéra] government™®. This idea,
said to be born out of pragmatism, was quickly abandoned as it became increasingly unclear
what purpose their role in the conflict would be, what their chain of command looked like,
and lack of clarity from the Central African government.® (Interviewee 1) Despite this, the
Wagner troops maintained a significant presence and continued training both the armed forces

and the presidential guard.

As tensions and violence increased in the country in conjunction with the 2020 elections, the
role of Wagner developed into one more akin to a conventional military force. One informant
argued that president Touadéra was facing a “very imminent fall” and that Russia was the
only actor ready to intervene in combat operations and repel rebel groups. (Interviewee 4)
Indeed, the FACA were described at this point a wholly inadequate force despite having

received both training and armaments. (Interviewees 1, 3)

Moreover, experts described Antonov cargo planes regularly supplying Wagner with vehicles
and armaments to bases near the capital, whilst other equipment, including armored vehicles,
was taken from American donations. (Interviewees 1, 3, 4) Though official (and internal) UN
estimates of their numbers vary significantly over time, between 500 and 3000, the upper
boundary of which would constitute almost one third of all FACA troops. (Interviewees 1, 2,

3) In January of 2020, the rebel attack on the capital, repulsed with aid from Wagner, served

5 Translated from French: « On est tous la en soutien du pouvoir légitime. »
& Note that this point is contradicted by the UN Working Group on Mercenaries, which reported that some
coordination and Wagner use of UN facilities has occured. (OHCHR, 2021-1)
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to legitimize Wagnerian use of force, and gain additional reinforcements, allowing them to

take on a greater role. As one expert put it:

“[Wagner] leads the fight. Sure, officially, it’s in support of the armed forces, but, as we saw
in January of this year, the FACA'’s operational value is null, or nearly. This is what lead to
the reinforcement of Wagner, and they have taken over operations, and they lead the fight

against the armed groups.” (Interviewee 2)

Indeed, experts were in agreement that with an essentially unoperational FACA, it is Wagner
which actively seizes new territory, though this may sometimes be done with FACA support
troops. This is in line with Sukhanski’s descriptions of Wagner in Syria, and a far cry from a

PMC limited to consultancy, training, or even armed defense.

D. The Principal and the Target

This moreover begs the question of why the principal is targeting rebel groups, connected to
why it intervenes at all. This is important as the theoretical framework employed requires the
target to shared by both principal and proxy. For much of proxy war literature, the
motivations are previously known or assumed, often placed in the convenient scope of Cold
War politics (e.g. Hughes, 2014) or existing conflicts, such as support to Palestinian groups
fighting Israel. (San-Akca, 2016, p. 72-73) The Central African conflict presents a particular
challenge as there are competing theories regarding Russia’s strategy. Moreover, as one

expert argued, there are limited evident “geostrategic interests” (Interviewee 1) to the country.

Some argue that there is no clear motive for the principal to target rebel groups per se. In
essence, beyond the targets being in the way of Wagner’s extraction of natural resources,
there is no clear motive for Russia. Rather, it is being done as a service to the Central African
government in order to gain increased influence more broadly. There is some speculation that
the purpose of this is to gain access to resources, arguments which are strengthened by leaked
contracts wherein the Central African government has granted mining rights to a company
connected to Wagner’s patron Yevgeny Prigozhin. (CNN, 2020) Interviewees differed on the
plausibility of such explanations. Whilst some noted the abundance of minerals as a clear

possible incentive (Interviewees 1; 3), others argued against it on the basis of Russia already
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having secured significant access domestically and abroad, and the nearly non-existing
Central African infrastructure significantly reducing the profitability of the country’s mining

sector. (Interviewees 2; 4)

Other commentators argue that that the Central African Republic is by itself of limited
interest, but in its weakened state it presents Russia with an opportunity to increase its
presence on the African continent, and potentially expand from there in the context of a “new
Cold War”. (Matusevich, 2019, p. 35-36) Indeed, several interviewees suggested that the
intervention in Central Africa may be a pilot for a model which can be exported to other
countries. Indeed, the recent development whereby Wagner may deploy (or may already have
deployed) to Mali strengthens this suggestion. (France Diplomatie, 2021)

The American commander of AFRICOM has previously argued that Russia is using a strategy
of arms distribution, military advisors and private military companies as a means of
strengthening relationships and acquiring rights to natural resources, arguing that this may
prove to be a model employed elsewhere in the region. (Waldhauser, 2019, p. 9; 32-33) A
report from FOI has elaborated this suggesting a Russian two-track approach to bilateral
relations in Africa, involving the blend of overt partnerships — such as economic or security
partnerships — and covert military interventions. Open military interventions have largely
been limited, and though Russia has contributed to a great many UN peacekeeping missions,
her contribution in terms of personnel is generally very limited. (Giles, 2013, p. 13-14; FOI,
2020)

These competing explanations, however, all suggest that Russia has little reason to be in
conflict with the rebel groups, specifically. Indeed, one expert suggested that rebels and
Wagner are suspected of making deals and temporary ceasefires with each other when
mutually beneficial. (Interviewee 1) In addition, the precarious situation that the Car
government finds itself in means it now relies on Russia for its security, and may be unable to
expel Wagner from its territory even if it wanted to. As one expert said, “Touadéra has

become the hostage of the Wagner group”. (Interviewee 3)

Indeed, irrespective of the reasons for why Russia seeks to strengthen relations with the
Central African Republic, it shows the rebel groups as targets merely due to their rebel status
and conflict with the government. Despite the limited infrastructure of the country, and the
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fact that natural resources are seemingly only exploited by the proxy, Russia may well act in
an opportunistic manner, strengthening relations with a government at its weakest point for
future exploitation rights. But the apparent indifference to the armed groups themselves
likewise gives credence to the theory that Russia is seeking to develop a model for future
operations, rescuing weakened regimes in exchange for influence. Indeed, Touadéra’s
significant reliance on the Russian regime has moreover been achieved without risking
Russian troops. Indeed, the USSR, and later Russia, has previously learned from its own
costly engagements (see Bennet, 1999), and has likely learnt from the American experience of
protracted wars in the wake of the War on Terror. (see Mumford, 2013, p. 102) The Central
African experience shows, thus far, that combating a weak state’s enemy’s for them can be

achieved without any direct interventions, with similar benefits.
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VI. Discussion

A. PMCs as proxies

Existing literature is generally conflicting on PMCs roles as potential proxies and has
furthermore had difficulty in treating it systematically. As discussed in section I, authors cite
various reasons for either including or excluding PMCs from proxy theory, but with little
systematic treatment of the issue, often discussed en passant. The model employed in the
analysis permits a systematic treatment of conflicts wherein the intervening party employs
PMCs precisely by marrying the two theoretical fields. Whilst the broader strokes of proxy
theories is employed as a framework, the individual components of the dyadic relationships
between actors would not be possible without thorough employment of PMC theory and

disaggregating the various actors and their relationship from the whole.

Notably, key to establishing the conflict as a proxy intervention is showing that the PMC in
question is both directed by its principal and engages in offensive actions, seizing territory
from the enemy. This differs sharply from common best-practices employment of PMCs,
where they are generally auxiliary, defensive forces to a client state which has already
intervened directly. Moreover, it demonstrates that a principal-agent type relationship exists

between Russia and Wagner, which goes beyond merely receiving financial renumeration.

In addition, PMCs present several advantages to states seeking to intervene through proxies,
which are poorly understood through proxy theory alone, and where a single theoretical scope
may be misleading. Through a combination of official denials, disinformation and a genuine
overt presence in the country, plausible deniability is maintained, and international backlash
limited to the sanctioning of a handful of individuals. Moreover, it offers the intervening state
knowledge of the proxy’s capabilities ex ante, as well as a significant — though not total —
degree of control over its proxy. Support to the proxy can likewise be done covertly and on
the home territory, whilst financing of operations is achieved through exploitation of natural

resources or payment by the host state.

A plausible counterpoint is that Russia’s dual role as principal and home state both diminishes

plausible deniability and presents risk for domestic backlash as troops — largely Russian
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nationals — die or are injured in combat. Yet the analysis shows significant indifference on the
part of the Russian population to the deaths of Wagner mercenaries. Moreover, the efficient
use of disinformation on a large scale contributes significantly to maintaining plausible

deniability.

This type of model could be fruitful to analyse other forms of hybrid warfare, indirect
interventions or proxy wars. Moreover, the possibility of non-state actors employing proxies —
such as Hezbollah (see Moghadam & Wyss, 2020, 152-153) — further accentuates the need for
new frameworks to analyse this new development. Moreover, the combination of Wagner’s
apparent legal status, corporate structure and offensive role significantly challenges Western
views of the group as an oddity and not fitting the label of PMCs. The role of Wagner as both
a PMC and Russian proxy force implies that other states may employ similar strategies
elsewhere. Indeed, the American “outsourcing of war” through DynCorp in Colombia
(Singer, 2008, p. 208) was both offensive and without a direct military intervention, serving

as a reminder that Western states are not necessarily averse to the idea.

B. Implications for theory

Proxy theory, notably that which focuses on the principal-agent relationship, grants important
insights into the dynamics at play as proxies and their supporters may have diverging
interests. This section was significantly assisted by PMC theory, which helped explain how
this dynamic is altered when the proxy is a PMC. Yet in order to conduct a full analysis of a
conflict, expanding this analysis to separately treat the principal’s relationship to the target, as
well as the host state, permits a better understanding of the conflict as a whole. This is notably
important when the reasons for the intervention are not previously known. Moreover, the
analysis of the PMCs relation to the target permitted the thesis to clearly establish its role in
the conflict. The division of PMCs into categories based on their function serves the analysis
well, permitting differentiation not merely based on capabilities but on actual employment,

and is key in assessing Wagner as a proxy force.

Moreover, the empirical material collected — notably that of interviews — indicated an
important hybrid component of the intervention, namely that of disinformation. This is a

component often eschewed from proxy theory and would indeed have been missing from this
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thesis had its scope been limited to the relationship between the principal and its PMC proxy.
Future research on proxy warfare ought to consider how principals can support their proxies —
and their ultimate aims — by the use of disinformation, rather than limiting such support to
safe haven, funds, armaments and other material support. Its capacity to increase plausible
deniability and limit the potential for international backlash and escalation warrants further

study and possible inclusion in the literature.

The theoretical body on PMCs focuses heavily on post-Cold War or War on Terror era PMCs.
Recent developments suggest that the field requires nuancing. Indeed, Spearin (2018, p. 68)
has reacted to the Russian employment of Wagner by calling for stronger normative assertions
by NATO regarding PMC’s possible combat roles, excluding any offensive actions or
deploying PMCs to change the status quo in a conflict. Such assertions naturally require
frameworks for adequately assessing categories of PMCs and differing them from one

another.

Previous theorists have argued that this differentiation is best served by looking at the degree
of corporatization. Yet this may be misleading, and the reasoning risks become circular, not
least when it is employed to distinguish modern PMCs from allegedly different mercenary
companies. Even early modern mercenaries were often structured as corporations — or
companies — of their time, as evidenced by the White Company which were “corporate in
structure” and whose captain acted “in a manner similar to a modern CEO”. (Varin, 2015, p.
15)

Likewise, the distinction pertaining to their legal status and relatively open activities seems
ambiguous in view of the Russian PMCs in CAR, as Russian law prohibits their activities,
they are unregistered at corporate level, and their presence in the field is categorically denied
by their home state. Indeed, Russia herself underlines the illegality of PMCs when faced with
accusations relating to Wagner. (HRC, 2021-2) Despite this, Wagner operates legally and
openly in the theater where it is deployed, as evidenced by its Central African iteration as
Sewa Security Services. Several interviewees underlined that this set-up was moreover legal
in Central Africa and conducted with the consent of the local government. A model based on
the best practices of Western PMCs thus becomes circular, separating PMCs from other types

of military (and mercenary) firms solely on the basis that they are Western.
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This is moreover of relevance to the legal literature, as the combination of opaque Russian
PMCs sprouting up in new theaters under a new name makes it challenging to fit them into
legal conceptualizations. Notably, it becomes difficult to establish which country is the host
state when it uses local subsidiaries whose connection to the non-registered parent company
cannot be clearly established. This becomes particularly alarming as one considers the
difficulties in prosecuting even traditional mercenary activities. (Singer, 2008, p. 238) As
these PMCs may become more common, it would be worthwhile for academics to widen their

view of what constitutes a PMC, based on these newer trends.

C. Limitations

Though the theoretical framework of this thesis permits an analysis of the intervention itself
as well as the benefits of employing proxies, it is not an adequate framework to explain why
Russia seeks to intervene at all, presenting challenges for those cases in which the motivations
of the conflict are not previously known. The case of the Central African Republic,
meanwhile, presents different competing theories: struggle for resources, establishing a
foothold in Africa, or piloting a model for future interventions. The framework applied cannot
disprove any of these assertions, nor suggest one, or a particular combination, as more
plausible than the others, though the analysis and research process shed light on several
relevant factors. Key among these is the heavy reliance of the Touadéra regime on a
continued Russian presence, underlining the intervention’s overall goal of increasing Russian

influence.

In addition, the collection of material on an ongoing conflict is particularly problematic. Few
open sources are available, requiring the conduction of interviews in a difficult context. These
provided invaluable material to better understand the reality in the field, particularly as they
had knowledge of and referenced internal (uncirculated or confidential) reports and personal
observations (such as troop movements, cargo flights or newly established bases). Moreover,
the degree to which interviewees provided similar information suggested a strong saturation,
further strengthens the validity of the collected material. A significant weakness, however,
lies in the interviewees’ similar backgrounds as Western employees of either the European

Union or the United Nations. A general atmosphere described by one interviewee as
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“paranoid”, contributed to the difficulty in interviewing elements from civil society as well as

the Central African government.
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VII. Conclusion

Whether the deployment of PMCs into conflicts may be considered a form of proxy warfare,
and how one might assess this, was one of the starting points of this thesis. A significant
challenge has been the lack of coherence and unanimity between scholars on proxy
interventions, as well as a general disconnect between proxy and PMC fields. Through the
creation of a framework which merges elements from both theoretical bodies, an analysis is
permitted which shows the battlefield role of the PMC — presented as its relationship to the
target — as well as an asymmetric and subservient relationship between the PMC proxy and its
principal. Together with the indirect nature of the intervention, this permits the conclusion
that the intervention in the Central African civil war may be considered an intervention by
proxy. It further implies that other PMC interventions may be considered forms of proxy war,

while likewise providing a framework to refute it in other cases.

Whilst centered around proxy theory, elements from PMC theory further complemented this
analysis well, allowing for a specific analysis of the Wagner group’s role in operations as well
as a stronger analysis of the degree of control the principal exerts over its proxy, as well as
Wagner’s own agency. This was particularly interesting as it revealed how principal-agent

dynamics common to proxy theory were altered, not least to the principal’s advantage.

Indeed, the framework provides a two-fold explanation as to why Russia employs Wagner.
The first concerns the advantage of employing a proxy rather than intervene directly.
Employing a proxy force covertly, whilst maintaining an overt security partnership, has
allowed Russia to engage in risk full operations in difficult territory at low cost and with
limited international backlash. Indeed, it has permitted Russia to gain a strong foothold on the

African continent despite its limited economic influence and lack of historical ties.

The second concerns the advantages of PMCs vis-a-vis other proxies. The analysis shows that
the principal maintains significant control over the proxy and has advance knowledge of its
capabilities, limiting problems of adverse selections and agency slack. This is moreover
corroborated by the empirical material underlining their efficacy in combat, as well as the

various measures of control put in place.
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As proxy warfare may become a more attractive option in the future, these results further
strengthen arguments regarding the possible inclusion of other actors as proxies and the
importance of merging different theoretical fields and embrace complex relationships. (see
Mumford, 2021, p. 8; Karlén, Rauta, 2021, p. 11-12) Though the global increase in PMCs
make these companies likely proxies, other actors, such as terrorist organizations, may be
analyzed in a similar manner. Yet it is notable that this body of literature has lacked in
nuance, not yet incorporating the evolving nature of mercenary companies, and based heavily

on Western PMCs used in an auxiliary fashion, in conjunction with direct interventions.

The nature of the case studied presented a particular challenge as the targets were non-state
actors within a civil war. The analysis thus required the inclusion of the host state,
complicating the triadic model with help from the legal literature, and requiring an additional
dyadic relationship to be studied. Moreover, it differs significantly from other proxy wars
studied. Yet attempts by the Malian transitional (military) government to invite Wagner onto
its territory to participate in its ingoing conflict (France Diplomatie, 2021) shows the

relevance of a broadened framework including this auxiliary actor.
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Appendix — Interview material

Basic

Interview questionnaire

Have you read and understood the consent form? Do you have any questions, or need
for clarification? Do you consent to participating in the interview?
How long have you been working in or with the Central African Republic?

Can you describe your role? What motivated you to work in or with CAR?

On PMCs

There are significant reports of Russian Private Military Companies in CAR. How
would you describe them? How significant is their presence, inside and outside of the
capital?

What is your view of their role in the ongoing conflict?

In your view, who controls them? Do they seem to act in a manner independent from
FACA or MINUSCA?

Do they seem disciplined? Are their actions predictable?

Regarding CAR and Russia

What is your view of the government’s position and capabilities on her own territory?
What are her strengths and limitations, in your view?

How is the presence of Private Military Companies received by the local government,
and the international community? Do you think there might be a pushback from the
government of CAR or the international community, if Private Military Companies
continue to operate?

How would you estimate the incentives for Russia to engage CAR?

What is your view of the relationship between the Russian government and

government of CAR?

Final question

Is there anything else you would like to bring up, or clarify?

Is there anyone else | should speak to?
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Consent to participate in research

Study title: Overt Partnership, Covert Intervention: Russian use of mercenaries in the Central
African Republic

Researcher: Benjamin Hemche Billberg

Institution: Swedish Defense University

This is a consent form for research participation. It contains information about this study
and what to expect if you decide to participate. Please consider the information carefully. Feel
free to ask questions before making your decision whether or not to participate.

Purpose: To gather empirical material on the employment of Russian Private Military
Companies (PMC) in the Central African Republic, as data collection for a Master’s thesis.
This concerns their presence and activities inside and outside of the capital which you may
have knowledge of. It will also include questions regarding the Central African Republic’s
government, its capabilities as well as relations to other bi- or multilateral actors.

Confidentiality: Participation in the study is anonymous. Each participant will be referred to
according to their function (e.g. “employee of MINUSCA”). The interview will be recorded
to permit transcription. Following the transcription, the recording may be deleted if requested.
The transcription will not include personal information such as names, and will be stored on a
hard drive, separate from information that could identify you.

The transcription may be reviewed by supervisors and examiners from the Swedish Defense
University.

Participant rights: Your participation is voluntary. You may refuse to participate in the
study. You may also refuse to answer any questions, or elaborate on any issue, if you do
decide to participate in the study. You may withdraw from the study at any time until
submission of the thesis, without consequences. The material will then be deleted.

Verbal consent: At the beginning of the interview, after verifying that the above information
has been transmitted and understood, you will be asked to verbally confirm that you consent
to participating in the study.

Contacts and questions: For questions or concerns about this study, please contact author
Benjamin Hemche Billberg at benjamin.hemche@gmail.com.
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