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Preface

Donald Rothchild

We dedicate this fourth edition of Africa in World Politics to the memory of
Donald Rothchild, who passed away on January 30, 2007. Conceiving and
working together on the various editions of this book greatly deepened our
professional collaboration and close friendship of more than forty years. He
lived long enough for us to plan this edition together and to contribute his
own chapter.

Donald Rothchild was one of the foremost scholars of African interna-
tional relations. He was the author or editor of more than two dozen books
and over seventy articles during a career spanning almost fifty years. He wrote
perceptibly and with unfailingly exhaustive scholarship on a range of African
international relationships, including conflict mediation, international politi-
cal economy, U.S. foreign policy toward Africa, ethnic politics, international
regimes, international security, and Africa’s place in contemporary world pol-
itics. A scholar of great breadth, he also wrote insightfully in the area of com-
parative politics and produced important work on Ghana, civil society,
Afro-Marxist regimes, state-society relations, and other topics.

Rothchild was much honored for his high quality and pathbreaking schol-
arship. A professor of political science at the University of California at Davis
from 1965 until his death, he was awarded a University of California system
Distinguished Professorship in 2003. He received fellowships and awards from
the Ford Foundation, the Rockefeller Foundation, and the U.S. Institute of
Peace. Rothchild’s reputation for quality scholarship won him an international
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reputation. He taught for a time in four different African universities, in
Ghana, Zambia, Uganda, and Kenya, and was twice elected to the presidency of
an International Political Science Association research committee.

Donald Rothchild’s stature as a scholar of international relations, with a
particular emphasis on Africa, led him to be in great demand as a consultant.
He served on numerous editorial boards, including the advisory board to
Lynne Rienner Publishers and the Western Political Quarterly. But this was
only the tip of the iceberg. He was constantly in demand for panels at African
Studies Association conventions as well as meetings of the International Stud-
ies Association and the American Political Science Association, and he was in-
strumental in the formation of the African Politics Conference Group.

Rothchild was a Phi Beta Kappa graduate of Kenyon College and went on
to receive his MA from the University of California–Berkeley and his PhD
from Johns Hopkins University. Before coming to Davis, Professor Rothchild
taught at Colby College. He met Edith, his wife of over fifty years, during his
two years of military service. In addition to Edith, he is survived by two sons,
Derek of Hermosa Beach, California, and Maynard of San Marino, California,
and five grandchildren.

Don Rothchild was our wonderful colleague, collaborator, and great
friend, as he was for legions of academics in political science and other fields
and in many countries. He exemplified the academic community at its very
best. With Don, scholarship and friendship were always seamlessly joined. He
was unfailingly generous and unselfish in encouraging the academic pursuits
of countless students, colleagues, and collaborators, who today support and
build the study of international relations.

For all of us, he will remain a model and an inspiration.

John W. Harbeson
City University of New York

xvi Preface
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1

Intimations of an 
African Renaissance
Recent Progress, Long-Term Challenges

John W. Harbeson

Sub-Saharan Africa has shown clear signs that it may emerge from its long
night of chronic marginalization in world politics at the beginning of its
second half-century of independence. Indications of the beginnings of real
domestic economic and political progress combined with new sub-Saharan
African prominence on the world stage have cast in sharp relief both the
 potential benefits and the costs of the continent’s possibly diminished mar-
ginalization and the profound long-term challenges to sustainable and sig-
nificant progress that continue to confront it. This book examines the many
dimensions and issues presented by these encouraging developments and
the persistent omnipresent shadows cast over them. These shadows include
the legacies rooted in the continent’s colonial and postcolonial past and the
ever-present hurdles to an enduring political and economic renaissance that
remain.

Not for the first time have prospects for an African political and economic
renaissance emerged only ultimately to be proven illusory wholly or in part.
The mid-twentieth-century independence of nearly fifty African countries
from colonial rule and exploitation itself created the expectation of a vastly
expanded, culturally diversified global civilization accented by African com-
mitment to nonalignment and self-reliance as between the Cold War alliances.

3
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However, African nonalignment was qualified, at best, during the ongoing
Cold War, and proclaimed self-reliance proved to be illusory, even as develop-
ment progress bogged down and postindependence political institutions
crumbled in a long season of coups and countercoups.

Multilateral commitment to economic growth with equity for poor majori-
ties in African and other developing countries in the 1970s to overcome the
failures of the first development decade foundered on the shoals of a U.S. econ-
omy weakened relative to others and a global economy disarrayed by dimin-
ished U.S. economic leadership, crises induced by the oil cartel, and failures of
development policy design and implementation that led to unsustainable debt
levels in developing countries. The subsequent strategy, led by the World Bank
and the International Monetary Fund to attack the threatening debt crisis
through comprehensive neoliberal reforms, by general agreement, produced, at
best, mixed results for African countries by the close of the twentieth century.
The broken implied promise of enlarged private investment streams, which
were expected to accompany structural adjustment, served only to reinforce
sub- Saharan Africa marginalization and vulnerability in an increasingly global-
ized post–Cold War economy.

The end of the Cold War marked the beginning of new, still uncertain,
and only gradually emerging prospects for an African political and economic
renaissance and for the continent’s participation within the world community
of nations from a more prominent and more secure position. Democracy’s
Third Wave (or “second” independence) has washed widely and deeply over
Afri can shores, leaving only a handful of stubbornly autocratic countries, re-
inforced by international commitment to support anticipated positive inter-
connections between economic and political liberalization. By the beginning
of the twenty-first century, growing international commitment emerged for
new efforts to greatly diminish the economic marginalization of many African
and other developing nations. These initiatives included commitments to ex-
tensive debt forgiveness, broad-gauged assaults on poverty through the United
Nations’ Millennium Development Goals (MDG) project, and at least still
flickering prospects for mutually beneficial trade liberalization from the Doha
and direct European-African talks. By early 2008, multi-year growth rates for a
number of African countries were the best in memory, although data indi-
cated that African countries were behind schedule in meeting MDG goals set
for 2015.

These encouraging manifestations of a significant African political and
economic renaissance must be examined in the context of important emer-
gent trends and developments (outlined below), whose long-term implica-
tions remained in the realm of speculation in early 2008.

4 JOHN W. HARBESON
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STATE WEAKNESS, COLLAPSE, AND RECONSTRUCTION

First and foremost, by the mid-1990s, the campaign to shrink the role of Af -
rican governments in directing and managing their economies in favor of
much greater reliance upon market mechanisms gradually spawned awareness
of the far deeper problem of fundamental state weakness. It became increas-
ingly  apparent that implementation of reduced regime direction of economies
demanded measures to establish stronger, more resilient states. Irony and para-
dox accompanied this realization insofar as it had become conventional to
treat regime and state as synonymous with one another.

Thus, one bitter legacy of the Cold War’s end became the stark reality of col-
lapsed and gravely weakened states wherein effective governance ceased, nearly
vanished, or dissolved in civil war. Somalia remained stateless and in near an-
archy almost two decades after the fall of dictator Siad Barre, although break-
away Somaliland made strides to restore stability in part of the country as it
bid for recognized independence. The states of Liberia, Sierra Leone, and the
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) all but collapsed. Angola and Sudan
remained mired in civil war, and Burundi and Rwanda exploded in genocidal
ethnic civil war that engulfed eastern DRC as well. Côte d’Ivoire descended
into de facto partition and near civil war following the death of its founding
 father, Félix Houphouët-Boigny, after his reign of more than thirty years. Iron-
fisted and brutal resistance to multiparty democracy by the regime of Zim-
babwe’s aging founding ruler, Robert Mugabe, has left that country teetering
on the brink of political and economic collapse. Eritrea became the first new
state to emerge in postindependence Africa, but its long war to gain indepen-
dence from Ethiopia shook the foundations of that ancient polity, which con-
tinued to struggle to define and establish a postimperial state. Many other
African states experienced low-level domestic political violence, often ethni-
cally inspired, and/or chronically weak capacity of ruling regimes to enforce
their writs throughout still colonially defined borders.

Set against these manifestations of state weakness and collapse have been
significant and heartening—if still problematic—examples of state renewal
and successful transformation. South Africa and Namibia have become stable
democratic states even as they labor to overcome the social and economic
consequences of decades of apartheid oppression. Mozambique has made a
stunning, if still incomplete, transition to democratic stateness and marked
economic recovery from a colonial and postcolonial history of bitter and al-
most unending civil war. Angola, too, has begun to recover from the ravages
of unrelieved postindependence civil war. With extensive international assis-
tance, both Sierra Leone and Liberia have begun to rebuild democratic states

Intimations of an African Renaissance 5
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from the ashes of prolonged civil war, while, at the beginning of 2008, de facto
partitioned Côte d’Ivoire was in the early, promising stages of reconciliation
leading to political reunification.

CORRUPTION AND THE QUEST FOR TRANSPARENCY

Directly related to these manifestations of state crisis and renewal have been
persistent and endemic patterns of official corruption chronicled in global
surveys by Transparency International and widely criticized in the literature
on African politics and by the international financial institutions for its debil-
itating effects on both governance and economic reform. Its manifestations
have included outright thefts of staggering proportions, shading into deeper
patterns of neo-patrimonialism, sustained in part by deeply rooted societal
clientelism. Diametrically at variance from politically neutral, rule-bound
governmental administration, these departures from Weberian models of
probity and neutrality have been deeply influenced by what Will Reno in his
chapter terms the pervasive privatization of international relations associated
with the spread of a global market economy.

The privatization of international relations appears to have potentially
profound and long-term implications for sub-Saharan African nations, al-
though the balance of its beneficial and malevolent effects has yet to be clearly
established. On the one hand, there exists, in principle, the possibility that the
privatization of international economic and political relations will result in at
least somewhat greater diffusion of, and convergence on, standards of admin-
istrative behavior that characterize Western models, thereby strengthening
both governance and economic management. On the other hand, there lies
the possibility, contemplated by Reno in “The Privatization of Africa’s Inter-
national Relations,” of increasing the marginalization of the state itself, and
thereby its capacity to restrain as well as to exacerbate corruption, even to the
point where the very Habermasian conception of the public sector dissolves
in a vast global ocean of unaccountable privatized economic relations. Such a
prospect was never envisioned by the international financial institution archi-
tects of structural adjustment, whose conception was of government assumed
at least residually capable of regulating market relationships, albeit not direct-
ing or managing them. In this respect, state strength and regime governance,
though analytically and importantly distinct, merge into one another.

DEMOCRATIZATION AND STATE STRENGTHENING

All but a handful of sub-Saharan African countries have democratized since
1990, at least to the extent of conducting competitive multiparty elections. As

6 JOHN W. HARBESON
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I note in Chapter 5, sub-Saharan African countries as a group have made no-
table strides in the observance of civil and political liberties since 1990, and
most have undertaken constitutional reform to some degree. One heartening
manifestation of the new African constitutionalism has been the insistence by
civil society in several countries that presidents honor, and desist from seeking
to circumvent, two-term limitations on their tenure in office. Indeed, the num-
ber of African countries practicing democracy at or above global standards, as
defined by several dimensions of democratization, has expanded from two
prior to 1990—Mauritius and Botswana—to approximately one-third of all
African countries, as measured by Freedom House, Polity IV, and the World
Bank’s Governance Matters surveys. The Afrobarometer surveys suggest a wide-
spread, if variable, popular preference for democratic government over the
 obvious alternatives, although citizen satisfaction with the efficacy of new dem-
ocratic institutions and practices has appeared to be qualified, at best, in these
surveys.

However, the implications of democratization for the challenge of strength-
ening weak states in sub-Saharan Africa and elsewhere have become a subject
of intense controversy that remains to be explored in the depth commensurate
with its fundamental importance. Issues involving prevalent working defini-
tions of both state and democracy have complicated the issue. On the one
hand, there has been the relatively pessimistic anticipation that autocratic an-
ciens régimes would survive electoral democracy and frustrate broadened de-
mocratization, that democracy would be hybridized with autocracy in forms
termed electoral or competitive authoritarianism.1 But that hypothesis has im-
plicitly hinged on an empirical operationalization that reduces democracy to
elections alone, to the virtual exclusion, inter alia, of civil society as one impor-
tant manifestation of broader processes of democratization. Those broader
processes of democratization have clearly differentiated the continent’s group
of, so far, leading democratizers from other countries on the continent. Aili
Tripp’s chapter in this volume, “In Pursuit of Authority: Civil Society and
Rights-Based Discourses in Africa,” details the broadening rights-based agen-
das of vibrant civil society in many African countries, belying the claims of
civil society’s critics. Those critics inaccurately presume that its defenders rely
upon definitions of civil society that treat it as synonymous with what Western
donors are charged to fund and support rather than grounding it in a broader
understanding of civil society commensurate with realities on the ground in
many countries.

On the other hand, Edward Mansfield and Jack Snyder have prominently
asserted that democratization, implicitly defined to be synonymous with elec-
tions, has proven detrimental to the viability and stability of weak states.2

Their contention that autocratic states must first take on other characteristics

Intimations of an African Renaissance 7
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implicitly associated with democracy, such as the rule of law, acceptance of
civil society, and transparent governance, has been criticized as unrealistic.
But these criticisms have appeared to understate the possibility that demo-
cratic processes, broadly conceived to include these features, may be factors in
the creation of state stability as well as democratization rather than simply
outcomes of state stability. This may indeed be what has begun to occur in
Africa’s more successful democracies to date.

HIV/AIDS: DEVASTATION, 
RESILIENCE, AND COMMITMENT

HIV/AIDS, which burst on the world scene in the 1980s, has devastated sub-
Saharan Africa more than any other world region. Beyond its catastrophic
consequences in purely human terms lie unfolding, profound diminishment
of the very human resources without which no political or economic renais-
sance would be possible. In Chapter 7, “The AIDS Crisis: International Rela-
tions and Governance in Africa,” Alan Whiteside and Anokhi Parikh chronicle
the incidence and consequences of this pandemic. The costs in lives lost, life
expectancies foreshortened, and diminished human resources profoundly
threaten the viability of African societies, economies, and polities in the long
term, although it appears that they have been surprisingly resilient in the
short term. Notwithstanding the significant current mobilization to address
this crisis, the authors decry the absence, to date, of the requisite depth, scope,
and uniformity of commitment, in Africa and worldwide, to arrest the spread
of HIV/AIDS, treat the afflicted, and redouble the search for ultimate cures.

TOWARD STRENGTHENED AFRICAN 
INTERNATIONAL POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC
ORGANIZATION: GROWING PAINS

A key factor in effecting reinforcing state strengthening and democratization
in sub-Saharan Africa has been and continues to be the nature, quality, and ex-
tent of available external support. One important component of that external
involvement is the support of African countries themselves. A singularly en-
couraging development of the new century has been the transformation of the
Organization of African Unity (OAU) into the Africa Union (AU) and the for-
mation by African leaders of a New Partnership for Africa’s Development
(NEPAD), one critically important dimension of which is the creation of the
African Peer Review Mechanism (APRM). Together with older regional initia-
tives emanating from the Southern African Development Community (SADC)

8 JOHN W. HARBESON
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and the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), these
African organizations have represented a new and growing commitment by
African states to assume collective responsibility for the stability and quality of
governance by member states and for their shared relationship with the inter-
national community at large.

As described in Chapter 9, by William Zartman, these organizations reflect
the ever-increasing breadth of African experience and capability in diplomatic
negotiations, which began in earnest at independence itself in the mid- twentieth
century with negotiations on constitutional and other terms for separation from
the retiring colonial powers. Specifically, the APRM institutionalizes the com-
mitment of participating states to conform to “agreed political, economic, and
corporate governance values, codes and standards.” Thus, the APRM serves to
ground NEPAD’s broader objectives, which are (1) to promote accelerated
growth and sustainable development, (2) to eradicate widespread and severe
poverty, and (3) to halt the marginalization of Africa in the globalization process.

These initiatives appear on their face to imply reinforcement of state
strength and transparent governance in both the public and private sectors and
thus would seem likely to diminish rather than deepen marginalization of the
state in the face of greater privatization of international relations. But they are
in their infancy, and what they will become in the future remains entirely to
be seen. The AU has been severely challenged in seeking to address the crises of
Darfur and Somalia, and its commitment of troops has proven manifestly in-
sufficient for these purposes. As of early 2008, Sudan had taken advantage of
the AU’s weakness by relying upon it in such a way as to frustrate the larger UN
peacemaking and humanitarian efforts to resolve the crisis. The AU’s weakness
in Somalia at the time of this writing has left Ethiopian troops exposed as the
dominant force on the ground seeking to install a stable and viable govern-
ment in that country for the first time in nearly two decades. More broadly, the
substantially increased space for free political expression, which has been part
and parcel of sub-Saharan African democratization, has both created opportu-
nities for and served to mandate more purposeful ongoing negotiations within
weak polities on acceptable terms for strengthened states.

NON-AFRICAN EXTERNAL ENGAGEMENT 
IN A TRANSFORMED GLOBAL ORDER: 
ASSISTANCE, NEGOTIATED REFORM, 
AND COMPETITIVE INTERVENTION

Prospects for a sustainable and enduring sub-Saharan African political and
economic renaissance hinge critically upon the degree to which the continent
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diminishes its marginalization as it responds to a moment of markedly more
widespread and intensified external engagement. This expanded external
 engagement has reflected a substantially transformed global order in the
post–Cold War, post–September 11 era. In this new era, sub-Saharan Africa is
confronted with a closely interconnected array of new potential pathways to
enhanced development, but one that also entails corresponding risks of con-
tinued, even deepened, marginalization and economic malaise. A major con-
tribution to this transformed global political and economic order has been
the changing role and posture of the United States. The significance of its po-
sition as the sole superpower in military terms at the end of the Cold War has
been eroded by the expanding multipolarity of the global economic order, the
prominence of issues, particularly in Africa, for which conventional military
power has proven to be inappropriate, and the alienation in a great many
countries as a consequence of the increased propensity of the United States to
act unilaterally on global problems that require multilateral engagement and
cooperation.

Chapter 10, by the late Donald Rothchild, explains that U.S. initiatives to
promote political stability, peace, democracy, and development in Africa have
generally had a low profile, have relied upon soft power, and have often been
effectively conducted through regional or global multilateral coalitions rather
than unilaterally. He finds the explanations for this approach toward Africa in
official perceptions that the credibility of the United States has not been at
stake, that there has been limited public support for more energetic initiatives
to effect political and economic outcomes in the continent, and that there was
limited “usable power” for these objectives—points all dramatized by the
failed humanitarian venture in Somalia in the early 1990s.

Over the past several years, however, a global order in the throes of pro-
found political and economic transformation has been reshaping American
posture toward sub-Saharan Africa. The events of September 11, 2001, and
the growing presence of China have stimulated growing U.S. recognition that
it does indeed have vital interests in the region and therefore a corresponding
need for more direct, unilateral measures to project power and influence
commensurate with them. Its initial efforts to do so have been complicated,
and perhaps significantly compromised, by widespread dismay and opposi-
tion among many nations and peoples, including many in Africa, to what they
view as a misguided, even counterproductive, venture in Iraq. Thus, there
have been misgivings, as well as some acceptance, within Africa for the cre-
ation of a new U.S. African military command. Explained officially as a bring-
ing together of military operations in Africa that were previously spread
among three separate commands, and justified also as a means of supporting
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humanitarian and development assistance, there can be little doubt that a
core objective is to undergird cooperation with African security forces to ad-
vance the U.S. global war on terror.

There is a risk, however, that the new U.S. Africa Command will conflict
with or undermine ongoing nonmilitary U.S. assistance objectives in Africa.
The danger is that African regimes will be encouraged to limit civil liberties by
enacting legislation analogous to the U.S. Patriot Act as counter-terrorism
measures just as those countries have begun to advance democratization
through the expansion of civil and political liberties. Another risk is that
groups opposed to regimes cooperating with AFRICOM will be labeled as ter-
rorists and attacked militarily with AFRICOM support instead of encourag-
ing these regimes to reconcile with opposition groups in the interests of
strengthening weak states.

Chapter 11, by Princeton Lyman, addresses the challenge of achieving a
proper balance—ideally complementarity—between needed enhancement of
security programs and continued measures to encourage improved gover-
nance, relieve poverty, and extend democracy and human rights. “Any crack-
down on terrorist activity,” he observes, “has to be carried out with great
sensitivity to the historic grievances of marginalized groups, the incipient
struggle for human rights, and the relatively weak civilian oversight of the mil-
itary and security institutions.”

China’s ascendancy as a major global economic power has dramatized the
emergence of an increasingly multipolar global economic order, in which In-
dia, Brazil, and other economies have become significantly influential players.
Chapter 13, by Denis Tull, highlights the challenges that China’s rapidly ex-
panding engagement with sub-Saharan Africa poses for the G8 countries as
well as for the continent itself. As it has ever since African countries achieved
independence, China has presented itself, in competition with India, as the
champion of developing countries in their struggle to level the playing field
with industrialized nations. In its current African démarche, however, China
may have presented the continent with a Faustian bargain. Tull details the
ways in which China has projected its own insistence on unfettered state sov-
ereignty, thereby giving aid and comfort to African countries struggling with
a range of Western political and economic conditionalities, including the re-
duction of poverty through the Millennium Development Goals. He warns
that the result may be a reinforcement of elite interests against those of the
poor. He also pinpoints the significant respects in which China is also an eco-
nomic competitor and how it may be serving its own interests at the expense
of those of African countries. In these ways, while appearing to be offering
welcome benefits in the form of infrastructural development and aid with
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fewer strings attached, China may be replicating the same neocolonial prac-
tices against which it has purported to champion African resistance.

China’s contrariness in its expanding engagement with Africa, from the
standpoint of the Paris Club nations, clearly threatens to complicate signifi-
cantly, the realization of their own profoundly evolving post–Cold War rela-
tionships with sub-Saharan Africa. The Paris Club approach to what had been
endemic developmental malaise in sub-Saharan Africa has changed quite dra-
matically from initial single-minded insistence in the 1980s that African
countries adhere to neoliberal structural adjustment medicine as a condition
for economic assistance. They combined this “stick” with what turned out to
be an unrealistic implied “carrot,” a promise to African countries of expanded
private investment as a reward for their adherence to these terms.

Chapter 3, by Thomas Callaghy, authoritatively traces the evolution of Paris
Club approaches toward sub-Saharan Africa, from debt rescheduling to debt
forgiveness, to a new commitment of aid for poverty alleviation. He attributes
this transformation substantially to the emergence of nongovernmental or-
ganizations as players in international economic governance and to Africa’s
newly enhanced geostrategic importance since September 11, 2001. The new
regime of debt forgiveness and the Millennium Development Goals, combined
with continuing insistence on neoliberal political and economic reform, un-
doubtedly reflects a more nuanced sense by the industrialized nations of their
own best interests. But it also reflects their deeply held convictions about what
Africa requires in its own interests and that has come gradually to include the
kinds of economic assistance African countries themselves have long de-
manded in resisting structural adjustment.

The key question, as Callaghy observes, is “whether Africa is ready to take
full advantage of these new opportunities.” He cautions against indulging in
“analytic hurry”—seeing a desired trend as fact before the evidence shows
that it is sustainable—particularly when donors perceive that trend to be vital
to their interests. Prospects for realizing these strategically important out-
comes depend critically upon more than the wisdom, determination and
commitment of African countries to use these new resources wisely. Equally
important will be the degree to which this increased aid for Africa will be ad-
ministered and extended in line with best practices derived from more than
half a century of often unhappy experience with aid packages. Will the aid
promote sustainable, replicable development? Will it duly take into account
the expressed interests and knowledge of the recipient peoples? Will it be free
of inappropriate, unrealistic, debilitating, and unnecessary conditionalities?

Additionally, prospects for realizing the desired outcomes will also depend
upon sustainable commitment by industrialized countries not only to in-
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creased aid but also to terms of trade that are more favorable to African econ-
omies. In this regard, Chapter 12, by Gilbert Khadiagala, sounds a note of
warning and skepticism. The Cotonou Partnership Agreement of 2000 com-
mitted African states to economic partnership agreements (EPAs), which, in
response to World Trade Organization pressure, signal the demise of non -
reciprocal trade agreements calculated to give African countries favored ac-
cess to European markets. But Khadiagala observes that European countries
have used their continuing dominance in relationships with African countries
to secure EPAs “while perennially reneging on G8 aid promises that ultimately
seek to equip African countries to absorb and deal effectively with the EPAs.”

THE STATE: COLONIAL LEGACIES, POSTCOLONIAL
ACCOUNTABILITY, AND RECONSTRUCTION

At the end of the day, whether intimations of an early twenty-first-century
African political and economic renaissance portend real and sustainable devel-
opment hinges, to a very large extent, on what happens to the African state. In
the last decade of the twentieth century and the first of the twenty-first century,
its condition has been more at issue, and demands upon it for per formance and
accountability more extensive and complex, than at any time in the past. How
African states, individually and collectively, respond to increasingly complex
and energetic international engagement with the continent will critically influ-
ence to what extent and in what ways persistent marginalization of the conti-
nent will be significantly and sustainably diminished. To what extent will
diminished marginalization in economic and political terms become commen-
surate with its growing global prominence in cultural and religious terms as ex-
amined in Ali Mazrui’s chapter? At the same time, the measure of African
states’ performance will be their skill in utilizing, mediating, and adapting this
increased and multifaceted international engagement in ways that reflect, en-
hance, and are accountable to the best interests of their citizens—not just rul-
ing elites—as they understand those interests.

Chapter 2, by Crawford Young, documents the authoritarian practices of
the African colonial state and their deep imprint and continuing influence on
postindependence African states. At the moment of African independence,
the insufficiency of coercive colonial-era rule for postindependence develop-
ment was not adequately appreciated; the fragility of postindependence po -
litical institutions and their metastasis into patrimonial rule was neither
foretold nor anticipated. But Young now anticipates that “perhaps nearly five
decades after the great surge to independence in 1960, the colonial shadow
will begin to fade,” at just the moment when reformed states have become
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critical to the broadening and sustaining of tentative, preliminary signs of
true improvement in the human condition in sub-Saharan Africa.

In Chapter 14, Francis Deng asserts that the cascading demands for do-
mestic and external performance and accountability thrust upon the African
state since the end of the Cold War amounted to “a formidable national iden-
tity crisis in which sovereignty is being contested by forces in internal con-
frontation and their external supporters.” The fact that China is offering ways
for African states to circumvent these demands clearly complicates the issue.
Deng has long prescribed, as key to resolving this identity crisis, the concept
of responsible sovereignty in the forms of domestic, regional, and interna-
tional accountability by states for the security and welfare of their citizens.
The chapters of this book underscore the importance and de facto reality of
this fundamental amendment of Westphalian norms, for the extent to which
the premise of noninterference by states in each other’s affairs has been com-
promised by events, especially since the latter years of the twentieth century.

The question of how responsible sovereignty is to be established and real-
ized in practice in the circumstances of sub-Saharan Africa is not susceptible
to easy answers, nor is it readily apparent how the concept addresses what
Deng considers to be the African state’s identity crisis and the factors that
have created it. It is a given that African states have become increasingly ac-
countable to the international financial institutions and private investors for
the quality of their economic management and, more generally, to the inter-
national community for adherence to international human rights and domes-
tic democratic governance. But how are states to balance their accountability
to their citizenries with their accountability to these powerful, if somewhat
diffuse, regional and global actors?

At the core of the African state’s identity crisis is a basic question: When all
is said and done, whose state is it? Deng expresses an underlying paradox suc-
cinctly. He reminds us that “the irony, however, is that the principal modern
agent of Africa’s political and economic development and its interlocutor in
the international arena is the state, itself a creature of foreign intervention.”
In what now has come to be termed sub-Saharan Africa’s first independence,
few, if any, of its peoples had any meaningful opportunities to deliberate on
how, and in what ways, they wished to reconfigure their inherited colonial
governance structures as independent states reflective of their values. Instead,
their leaders negotiated the terms of independence with retiring colonial
powers on their behalf, presumptively representing their interests as the voices
of the nationalist movements.

The confluence of Deng’s injunction that ruling regimes condition their le-
gitimacy on accountability to their citizens for their security and welfare with

14 JOHN W. HARBESON

0813343648 text.qxd:0813343648 text  5/16/08  2:34 PM  Page 14



the arrival of democracy’s Third Wave in Africa has created a dual mandate.
The mandate is that while African regimes must accept responsibility to the
international community for commitments to democratization and human
rights, they must also proactively enable their citizens to participate meaning-
fully in the reforming of the state to which those regimes must also be ac-
countable at the moment of Africa’s “second” independence, as the Third
Wave in Africa has been described. African citizens have long deserved as di-
rect and influential a voice as possible in reforming their states, an opportu-
nity that was generally denied them half a century ago.

Thus, Deng’s injunction implies a kind of “higher law,” an obligation of
regimes to citizens, which can best be made explicit and institutionalized do-
mestically by treating states as differentiated from and superior to regimes.
Implied is a conception of the state in which the Weberian properties of
 monopolies of coercion over compulsory, territorially defined communities
acquire their requisite legitimation to the degree that they become tethered to
overarching, agreed-upon terms for shared membership in a polity, estab-
lished democratically on the basis of as much citizen participation as possible.
Indeed, greater realization of this principle may distinguish the leading
post–Cold War African democratizing states from others.

In this way, democratic participation in the reformation of the state, so
conceived, becomes a key component of state strengthening and a potential
bulwark against state descent into neo-patrimonialism, which was missing in
Africa’s first independence. It may indeed be a necessary foundation for sub-
Saharan African states to meet the long-term challenges presented by escalat-
ing international engagement with the continent and an imperative for
present intimations of an African economic and political renaissance to be-
come durably sustainable.

NOTES

1. Andreas Schedler, ed., Electoral Authoritarianism: The Dynamics of Unfree Com-
petition (Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2006).

2. Edward D. Mansfield and Jack Snyder, Electing to Fight: Why Emerging Democ-
racies Go to War (Cambridge: M.I.T. Press, 2005); Jack L. Snyder, From Voting to Vio-
lence: Democratization and Nationalist Conflict (New York: Norton, 2000).
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2

The Heritage of Colonialism

Crawford Young

Africa, in the rhetorical metaphor of imperial jingoism, was a ripe melon
awaiting carving in the late nineteenth century. Those who scrambled fastest
won the largest slices and the right to consume at their leisure the sweet, suc-
culent flesh. Stragglers snatched only small servings or tasteless portions; Ital-
ians, for example, found only deserts on their plate. In this mad moment of
imperial atavism—in Schumpeterian terms, the objectless disposition to lim-
itless frontier expansion—no one imagined that a system of states was being
created. Colonial rule, assumed by its initiators to be perpetual, later proved
to be a mere interlude in the broader sweep of African history; however, the
steel grid of territorial partition that colonialism imposed appears perma-
nent. Although the patterns of disorder and state collapse that emerged in the
1990s led some to call for a reconsideration of the existing territorial system,
the stubborn resilience of the largely artificial boundaries bequeathed by the
colonial partition remains astonishing.1

Colonial heritage is the necessary point of departure for analysis of African
international relations. The state system—which is, transnational vectors
notwithstanding, the fundamental structural basis of the international
realm—inherits the colonial partition. A few African states have a meaningful
precolonial identity (Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt, Ethiopia, Burundi, Rwanda,
Madagascar, Swaziland, Lesotho, and Botswana), but most are products of the
competitive subordination of Africa—mostly between 1875 and 1900—by
seven European powers (Great Britain, France, Germany, Belgium, Portugal,
Italy, and Spain).
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AFRICAN COLONIAL HERITAGE COMPARED

The colonial system totally transformed the historical political geography
of Africa in a few years’ time, and the depth and intensity of alien penetration of
subordinated societies continues to cast its shadow.2 The comprehensive link-
ages with the metropolitan economies in many instances were difficult to disen-
tangle. In the majority of cases in which decolonization was negotiated, the
colonizer retained some capacity to shape the choice of postcolonial successors
and often—especially in the French case—enjoyed extensive networks of access
and influence long after independence was attained. The cultural and linguistic
impact was pervasive, especially in sub-Saharan Africa, where the language of
the colonizer continues to enjoy official status. Embedded in the institutions of
the new states was the deep imprint of the mentalities and routines of their
colonial predecessors. Overall, colonial legacy cast its shadow over the emergent
African state system to a degree unique among the major world regions.

In Latin America, although colonial administrative subdivisions shaped the
state system, Spain and Portugal swiftly ceased to be major regional players af-
ter Creole elites won independence in the nineteenth century. Great Britain
and, later, the United States were the major external forces impinging upon the
region. In Asia, the first target and long the crown jewel of the colonial enter-
prise, imperial conquest tended to follow the contours of an older state system;
not all Asian states have a historical pedigree (the Philippines, Pakistan, Papua
New Guinea), but a majority do. The circumstances surrounding Asian inde-
pendence, the discontinuities imposed by the Japanese wartime occupation of
Southeast Asia, and the larger scale of most Asian states and the greater auton-
omy of their economies all meant that the demise of the colonial order there
was far more sharp and definitive than was the case in Africa.

Perhaps the closest parallel to Africa in terms of durable and troubled colo-
nial impact on regional international relations is found in the Middle East. The
partition of the Ottoman domains in the Levant between Great Britain and
France and the imperial calculus employed in territorial definitions and struc-
tures of domination left in their wake a series of cancerous conflicts. The du-
plicity of incompatible wartime promises to Arabs and Zionists bore the seeds
of inextricable conflict over whether the Palestine mandate awarded to Great
Britain by the League of Nations would develop as a Jewish homeland or an
Arab state; Great Britain invented Jordan as a territory for its wartime ally
Prince Abdullah; Lebanese borders were drawn so as to maximize the zone of
dominance for Maronite Christians; Sunni Arab nationalism in Syria was
countered by heavy recruitment of minority Alawites for the colonial militia;
and Kurdish state demands were denied so that oil-rich zones could be at-
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tached to the British-Iraqi mandate.3 The unending turbulence in this region
provides daily confirmation of the colonial roots of many intractable contem-
porary conflicts. But even here, colonial penetration of Middle Eastern Arab
societies and economies was much less than was the case in Africa, and the
erstwhile colonial connections weigh less heavily.

In the African instance, the shadow of the colonial past falls upon the con-
temporary state system in several critical features. The sheer number of sover-
eign units and the weakness and vulnerability of many due to their small scale
are the most obvious. At the same time, the struggle for territorial indepen-
dence always had an associated pan-African vision, which became a perma-
nent vector in African international relations. The continuing importance of
former economic and political colonial linkages, most of all for the twenty
states formerly under French rule, significantly shapes regional politics—both
as an active channel of influence and as a negative point of reference. Finally,
and perhaps most important, the bureaucratic authoritarianism, which was
the institutional essence of the colonial state, quickly resurfaced in the guise of
single-party or military regimes, whose failure led to the widespread state cri-
sis by the 1980s.4 In this chapter, I will consider these components of the colo-
nial heritage in turn.

FRAGMENTATION OF AFRICA

The African continent in 1993 (and its offshore islands) contained no fewer
than fifty-three sovereign units (using U.N. membership as the criterion)—
nearly one-third of the world total.5 Although this large number has some ad-
vantages in guaranteeing a voice in international forums where the doctrine
of sovereign equality assures equal voting rights for states large and small, this
is little compensation for the disabilities of being tiny. Sheer economic weak-
ness is one disadvantage. Most African states had a GNP less than the Harvard
University endowment or the profits of a major multinational corporation.
The limits of choice imposed by a narrow national market and circumscribed
agricultural and mineral resource bases rendered most states highly vulnera-
ble to the vagaries of commodity markets and the workings of the global eco-
nomic system. Although some minuscule mercantile states elsewhere have
achieved prosperity—Singapore is an obvious example—and tiny sovereign-
ties perched on vast oil pools may accumulate enormous wealth—Kuwait,
Bahrain, and Qatar are illustrations, now joined by Equatorial Guinea and
São Tomé in Africa, of the microstates among Africa’s fifty-three polities, only
Mauritius, Equatorial Guinea, São Tomé and Príncipe, and to a lesser extent,
Cape Verde, have prospered.
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The full scope of the fragmentation of independent Africa was not apparent
until the virtual eve of independence. Most of the vast sub-Saharan domains
under French domination were joined in two large administrative federations:
Afrique Occidentale Française (AOF) and Afrique Equatoriale Française
(AEF). Political life, however, germinated first at the territorial level; the crucial
1956 Loi-cadre (framework law) located the vital institutions of African politi-
cal autonomy at this echelon. Although some nationalist leaders dreamed of
achieving independence within the broader unit, especially in the AOF, the
wealthier territories (Ivory Coast, Gabon) were opposed to this. In the final
compressed surge to independence, the interaction of divisions among nation-
alist leaders and movements, combined with French interests, resulted in
twelve states of modest size rather than two large ones.6 In the 1950s, Great
Britain did promote federations of its colonial possessions as a formula for
self-government in the West Indies, the United Arab Emirates, and Malaysia, as
well as in east and central Africa, but with indifferent success. In east and cen-
tral Africa, the fatal flaw was linking the project of broader political units to the
entrenchment of special privilege for the European settler communities. Thus
contaminated, the federation idea was bound to fail as a framework for inde-
pendence, although the dream of an East African Federation was revived in the
1960s, and again at the turn of the century.7 In instances in which large territo-
ries had been governed as single entities—Nigeria, Sudan, Congo-Kinshasa—
independence as one polity was possible, although all three countries have, at
times, been beset by separatist pressures.

Once sovereignty gave life to colonial territories as independent nations,
the African state system has proven to be singularly refractory to broader
movements of unification. The 1964 amalgamation of Tanganyika and Zanz-
ibar to form Tanzania and the 1960 unification of British Somaliland and
 Italian-administered Somalia at the moment of independence remain the sole
such cases. The Tanzania union with Zanzibar has been at times questioned,
and in the wake of the collapse of a Somali state in 1991, Somaliland
reemerged, although unrecognized by the international community, as a sep-
arate and functioning unit, in contrast to the prolonged anarchy in the rest of
Somalia.

DREAM OF AFRICAN UNITY

The dream of a broader African unity persists, first nurtured by intellectuals of
the diaspora and expressed through a series of pan-African conferences begin-
ning in 1900, then embraced by the radical wing of African nationalism in the
1950s, above all, by Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana. The Organization of African
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Unity (OAU) was created in 1963 to embody this dream, but even its charter
demonstrated its contradictions. The OAU was structured as a cartel of states
whose territorial integrity was a foundational principle. Rather than tran-
scending the state system, the OAU consolidated it. Although the vocation of
African unity was reaffirmed with the 2002 official launch of the African
Union to replace an OAU deemed moribund, the ascendancy of states remains.

The urgency of regional and ultimately continental unification is nonethe-
less repeatedly endorsed in solemn documents. Innumerable regional integra-
tion schemes have been launched, of which the most important are the Union
du Maghreb Arabe, the Economic Community of West African States, the
Southern African Development Community, and the various customs and
monetary unions of the francophonic West African states. But the goal of ef-
fective integration remains elusive; the impact of the colonial partition re-
mains an enduring obstacle.

The colonial origins of most African states weighed heavily upon the con-
sciousness of postindependence rulers. Initially, the fundamental illegitimacy
of the boundaries was a central tenet of pan-African nationalism; the 1945
Manchester Pan-African Congress excoriated “the artificial divisions and terri-
torial boundaries created by the Imperialist Powers.” As late as 1958, the Accra
All-African Peoples’ Conference denounced “artificial frontiers drawn by the
imperialist Powers to divide the peoples of Africa” and called for “the abolition
or adjustment of such frontiers at an early date.”8 But once African normative
doctrine was enunciated by the states rather than by nationalist movements,
the tone changed, and the sanctity of colonial partition frontiers was asserted.
The consensus of the first assembly of African independent states—also in Ac-
cra in 1958—was expressed by Nkrumah, the leading apostle of African unifi-
cation: “Our conference came to the conclusion that in the interests of that
Peace which is so essential, we should respect the independence, sovereignty
and territorial integrity of one another.”9

The OAU Charter made reference to territorial integrity no less than three
times; at the Cairo OAU summit in 1964, the assembled heads of state made
the commitment even more emphatic by a solemn pledge to actively uphold
existing borders, a level of responsibility that goes significantly further than
the mere passive recognition of the inviolability of frontiers.10 Although a cer-
tain number of boundary disputes have arisen in independent Africa, the
principle of the sanctity of colonial partition boundaries—the juridical con-
cept of uti possidetis—remains a cornerstone of a solidifying African regional
international law.11 Most of the disputes have been resolved by negotiation,
applying the colonial treaties as the point of juridical reference.12 The endur-
ing fear of the fragility of the African state system paradoxically endows the
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artificial, colonially imposed boundaries with astonishing durability. The one
apparent exception—the independence of Eritrea from Ethiopia in 1993—
can be said to prove the point. Eritrean nationalists grounded their claim to
self-determination in the argument that Eritrea, as a former Italian colonial
territory, should have had the opportunity for independence like all other for-
mer colonies, rather than being forcibly joined (in the Eritrean view) to Ethi-
opia by the international community. The same argument is advanced by the
Western Saharan independence movement to contest Moroccan annexation
justified by precolonial historic claims.

The colonial system profoundly reordered economic as well as political
space. During their seventy-five years of uncurbed sovereignty, colonial pow-
ers viewed their African domains as veritable chasses gardées (private pre-
serves). Metropolitan capital enjoyed privileged access; to varying degrees,
other foreign investment was viewed with reserve or even hostility (especially
by the Portuguese until the final colonial years). The security logic of the colo-
nial state joined the metropolitan conviction that the occupant was entitled to
exclusive economic benefits in return for the “sacrifice” of supplying gover-
nance services to foster trade and investment linkages, which tied African ter-
ritories to metropolitan economies as subordinated appendages. Territorial
infrastructures, particularly the communications systems, were shaped by the
vision of imperial integration; road networks ran from the centers of produc-
tion to the ports and colonial capitals. Although over time a shrinkage of the
once-exclusive economic ties with the erstwhile colonizers has occurred, these
bonds were so pervasive that they have been difficult to disentangle. It is no
accident that regional economic integration schemes joining states once under
different colonial jurisdictions have had only limited success; the most re-
silient mechanism of regional economic cooperation has been the Commu-
nauté Financière Africaine “CFA” franc zone, a product of the economic space
defined by the former French empire in sub-Saharan Africa.

INFLUENCE OF FORMER COLONIZERS

The colonial occupation of Africa, which occurred relatively late in the global
history of imperial expansion, was comparatively dense and thorough. The mul-
tiplex apparatus of domination, which was constructed to assure the “effective
occupation” stipulated by the 1884–1885 Berlin Conference as a condition for
the security of the proprietary title and to extract from the impoverished sub-
jects the labor service and fiscal tribute to make alien hegemony self-financing,
as metropolitan finance ministries required, was unlikely to dissolve instantly
once the occupying country’s flag was lowered on independence day. Over time,
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the many linkages—both manifest and submerged—binding the decolonized
state to the former metropole have slowly eroded. They were a central dimen-
sion in the international relations of new states, especially in the early years of
independence. Even five decades later, especially in the case of France, colonial
connections still play a role.

Several factors influence the importance of ties with former colonizers. In
those cases in which independence was won through armed liberation strug-
gles rather than bargaining, the power transfer brought initial rupture (Algeria,
Guinea-Bissau, Mozambique, Angola). In some other cases (Guinea, Congo-
Kinshasa), the circumstances of independence brought immediate crisis and
discontinuity in relationships; even though relations were ultimately restored,
the degree of intimacy between the two countries could never be the same.13

Generally, the smaller erstwhile colonial powers played a less visible role than
did the two major imperial occupants, Great Britain and France.

Italy was largely eliminated by being on the losing side in World War II. Al-
though it regained a ten-year trust territory mission in Somalia in 1950, Rome
was never permitted to return to Libya and Eritrea and quickly ceased to be a
factor in either territory. Spain was the last country to enter the colonial
scramble, and it had only a superficial hold on its territories in northwest
Africa (former Spanish Morocco, Ifni, Western Sahara, Equatorial Guinea). Its
minor interests were swallowed up in postcolonial turmoil in its erstwhile do-
mains (the Moroccan annexation of Western Sahara, the Macías Nguema
capricious tyranny in Equatorial Guinea from its independence in 1968 until
1979). Emblematic of Spain’s elimination from Africa was the affiliation of
Equatorial Guinea with the French-tied CFA franc zone after Macías Nguema
was overthrown in 1979.14

Belgium retained an important and uninterrupted role in its small former
colonies of Rwanda and Burundi, but its economic interests in these states were
not large. In Congo-Kinshasa, where the financial stake was considerable, rela-
tionships were punctuated with repeated crises.15 The sudden and aborted
power transfer left inextricably contentious disputes over the succession to the
extensive colonial state holdings in a wide array of colonial corporations. These
disputes were seemingly resolved several times, only to reemerge in new forms
of contention.16

In the Portuguese case, an imperial mythology of the global Lusotropical
multiracial community was a keystone of the corporatist authoritarianism
of the Salazar-Caetano Estado Novo. However, the utter discrediting of this
regime by its ruinous and unending colonial wars in Africa from 1961 to 1974
brought it repudiation.17 More broadly, in the postcolonial era, a common ele-
ment for the minor participants in the African partition was an abandonment
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of earlier notions that overseas proprietary domains validated national claims
to standing and respect in the international arena.

Particularly intriguing has been the relative effacement over time of Great
Britain on the African scene. Great Britain has long seen itself as a great power,
although the resources to support such a claim silently ebbed away because of
imperial overreach, according to one influential analysis.18 In the 1950s, as the
era of decolonization opened for Africa, conventional wisdom held that Great
Britain was the most likely of the colonizers to maintain a permanent role in its
vast colonial estates because of the flexible framework for evolution supplied
by the British Commonwealth. This illusion proved to be based upon false in-
ferences deduced from the older constellation of self- governing dominions,
which had remained closely bound in imperial security relationships with
London. Many thought the Commonwealth could preserve a British-ordered
global ensemble beyond the formal grant of sovereignty in Asia and Africa.
The illusion of permanence in which British imperialism so long basked dis -
sipated slowly.19 The doctrine enunciated at the 1926 Imperial Conference
still dominated official thinking as the African hour of self- government ap-
proached. This document perceived the future as incorporating “autonomous
communities within the British Empire, equal in status, in no way subordinate
one to another in any aspect of their domestic or external affairs, though
united by a common allegiance to the Crown and freely associated as members
of the British Commonwealth of Nations.”20 As one of its commentators then
wrote: “The British Empire is a strange complex. It is a heterogeneous collec-
tion of separate entities, and yet it is a political unit. It is wholly unprece-
dented; it has no written constitution; it is of quite recent growth; and its
development has been amazingly rapid.”21 Membership is even open to coun-
tries never under British rule such as Mozambique, which joined in 1995.

These lyrical notions of a global commonwealth operating in a loose way
as a political unit in world affairs so that Great Britain’s claim to major power
status might survive the decolonization of the empire eroded slowly. India’s
independence in 1947 was a crucial turning point; the true jewel in the im -
perial crown, its metamorphosis from the pivot of empire security to a self-
 assertive “neutralist” Asian power should have ended the illusion that an
enlarged commonwealth could remain in any sense a “political unit.” Yet
when African members of the Commonwealth began joining with Ghanaian
independence in 1957, some of the old mystique still persisted.

For most former British territories, joining the Commonwealth formed
part of the rite de passage of independence; only Egypt and Sudan declined to
enter its ranks.22 Paradoxically, as Commonwealth membership became nu-
merically dominated by Asian, African, and Caribbean states, it ceased to serve
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as a loose-knit, worldwide, British-inspired combine, and its meetings became
occasions for heated attacks on British policy in Rhodesia and South Africa.
Instead of the ingenious instrument for the subtle nurture of British global in-
fluence imagined by its designers, the Commonwealth thus seemed by the
1970s a funnel for unwelcome pressures upon British diplomacy. Even impe-
rial nostalgia could not stave off recognition of these facts; waning British in-
terest removed the Commonwealth’s energizing center. In the words of one
influential study, “The Commonwealth has survived only in [a] very attenu-
ated form . . . [it is] still a useful argumentative forum for its governments, of-
fering a place for small states to be heard, extending benefits (albeit on a
modest scale) to its members, and providing opportunities for discussion of
problems of common interest.”23 This adjustment in the British images of the
Commonwealth goes hand in hand with the gradual reduction of London’s
self-perception—from global hegemon to middle-sized European power.

The diminishing mystique of the Commonwealth as the vessel for a global
British role helps to explain the relative effacement of Great Britain on the
African scene. In the first years of African independence, British disposition for
intervention was still visible. In the army mutinies that swept Uganda, Kenya,
and Tanganyika in 1964, British troops intervened to check the mutineers, at
the request of the embattled regimes. In Nigeria, Great Britain initially had a
defense agreement; however, this was annulled in 1962 due to Nigerian nation-
alist pressure. In a number of cases, national armies remained under British
command for a few years after independence; in 1964, the British commander
of the Nigerian army refused the solicitation of some Nigerian leaders to inter-
vene after scandal-ridden national elections brought the country to the brink
of disintegration. Security assistance and economic aid in modest quantities
continue, and in a few cases—most notably Kenya—influence remains signifi-
cant. But since 1970, the relatively subdued role of Britain, if set against the ex-
pectations of 1960, is what stands out. One striking recent exception was the
energetic British military intervention under a UN cover in 1999–2000 in
Sierra Leone, which put a final end to the macabre atrocities of the rebel Revo-
lutionary United Front of Foday Sankoh.

THE FRENCH CONNECTION

The case of France, which has played a pervasive role in the seventeen sub-
 Saharan states formerly under its rule, is completely different from that of Great
Britain. The political, cultural, economic, and military connection Paris has
maintained with the erstwhile bloc africain de l’empire has been frequently tute-
lary, often intrusive, and sometimes overtly interventionist. The intimacy and
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durability of these linkages are as surprising as the eclipse of the United King-
dom. When African independence loomed on the horizon, France still suffered
from its World War II humiliation and bitter internal divisions. The country
was weakened by the chronic instability of the Fourth Republic, with one-third
of its electorate aligned with the antiregime Stalinist French Communist party
and its army locked in unending and unwinnable colonial wars—first in
 Indochina, then in Algeria. France Against Itself was the title of the most influen-
tial portrait of the epoch.24 Few anticipated the recapture of its European status
and sub-Saharan role as regional hegemon under the Fifth Republic.

In grasping the pervasive African role of the resurrected postcolonial France,
one needs first to draw a sharp distinction between the Maghreb and sub-
 Saharan Africa, which is sometimes overlooked in the fascination with the
French connection. In reality, French influence was shattered in what had been
the most important parts of the former empire—North Africa and Indochina.
In terms of the size of the economic stake, AOF (French West Africa federation)
and especially AEF (French Equatorial Africa federation) were far behind the
core regions of the imperial era. Psychologically, the heart of overseas France
was Algeria, whose northern portions were considered to be full French depart-
ments. The savagery of the eight-year war for Algerian independence, especially
the self-destructive fury of its final phases, compelled the  exodus of most of the
one million French settlers and the abandonment of much of their strangle-
hold on the Algerian economy.25 The independent Algerian state pursued a
consistently radical anti-imperial foreign policy until the 1990s, rendered fi-
nancially possible by its relatively ample oil and natural gas revenues. Although
Tunisia and Morocco were less assertive in international politics and leaned to
Western positions in their nonalignment, neither accepted the degree of French
tutelage that was common in sub-Saharan Africa.

Several factors explain the comprehensive nature of the French relation-
ship with sub-Saharan states formerly under its domination.26 The terminal
colonial effort in this zone to construct an elusive “federalism” as permanent
institutional bonding, although failing in its manifest goal of defining politi-
cal status short of independence, had important consequences. The represen-
tation accorded emergent African leaders in the Fourth and (briefly) the Fifth
Republics in French institutions, especially the Parliament, but also the cabi-
net of ministers, drew much of the sub-Saharan independence generation
into the heart of French political processes. In the Algerian instance, Paris rep-
resentation was dominated by settler interests and a small number of collabo-
rating Algerians; Tunisia and Morocco, which had a different international
legal status, were not given parliamentary seats.

Sub-Saharan Africans elected to French Parliament were far more represen-
tative of emergent political forces than the few Algerians who served in the
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Paris Legislative Assembly. As early as the 1946 constitutional deliberations,
Léopold Senghor of Senegal played an influential role. By the late Fourth Re-
public, African leaders held ministerial positions as well (for example, future
presidents Félix Houphouët-Boigny of Ivory Coast, Modibo Keita of Mali).
Until literally the eve of independence, the “federal” formula the Fifth Republic
Constitution sought to institutionalize had the assent of most of the current
francophone African political class, with the exception of the more radical
 intelligentsia—especially the students. The referendum approving the Fifth Re-
public Constitution in 1958, which proposed keeping the French-ruled sub-
 Saharan territories within a French sovereign framework, drew large, usually
overwhelming majorities in all territories except Guinea, reflecting the strong
wishes of the African leadership for its approval. Jarring as his words now
sound, Houphouët-Boigny spoke for a political generation in his often-quoted
1956 statement: “To the mystique of independence we oppose the reality of fra-
ternity.” The degree of incorporation of the sub-Saharan African political elite
into the French political world in the 1940s and 1950s has no parallel, and it left
a lasting imprint on the texture of postcolonial relationships.27 Successive
French presidents from Charles de Gaulle to Jacques Chirac brought to office
long-standing intimate ties with many sub-Saharan political leaders.

The original Fifth Republic concept of sub-Saharan territorial autonomy
with an array of core sovereign functions (defense, money, and justice, for ex-
ample) vested in the France-centered French community swiftly vanished.28 In
its place emerged an array of devices giving institutional expression to inti-
macy. Some form of defense accord was negotiated with fourteen sub- Saharan
ex-colonies;29 French troops were permanently garrisoned in Djibouti, the
Central African Republic, Gabon, the Ivory Coast, and Senegal; and a reserve
intervention force earmarked for swift African deployment was held in readi-
ness in France. Except for Guinea, Mali, Mauritania, and Madagascar, all these
ex-colonies remained within a French currency zone (and Guinea and Mali
eventually sought reentry).

By the 1970s, Franco-African summit conferences became a regular and lav-
ish part of the diplomatic landscape; often these attracted more heads of state
than the OAU or AU summits. Francophonie as a cultural instrument finds ex-
pression in the French educational systems and linguistic policies; the nurture
of the French language enjoys a priority in French diplomacy that is unique
among former colonizers. In the Maghreb, francophonie competes with the ac-
tive policies of affirmation of the Arab language and culture; in sub-Saharan
Africa (excepting Madagascar and Mauritania), retention of French as the pri-
mary state vehicle has been internalized as a political value by most of the state
class.30 Even a populist socialist leader such as Alphonse Massemba-Débat of
Congo-Brazzaville exclaimed in the late 1960s that the Congolese and the
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French were “Siamese twins,” separable only by surgery.31 Senghor, who was
the most intellectually brilliant member of the independence political genera-
tion, summed up the pervasive relationship as francité (Frenchness, France-
hood).32 His induction into the Académie Française was, in his own eyes, a
crowning achievement in a splendid career. A neologism such as francité has
plausible resonance in the Franco-African case, but its analogues would be pre-
posterous in characterizing any other postcolonial ties.

A singular form of tutelary, or dependent, linkages results from this broad
set of connections, not all of which are well captured in the visible aspect of
politics or in the asymmetrical core-periphery economic flows to which “de-
pendency theory” draws attention. The francophonic African community
counts upon the senior French partner to defend its interests within the Euro-
pean Union and among the international financial institutions, both public
and private. Priority access to French aid is assumed, including periodic bud-
getary bailouts for the more impoverished states.33 French willingness to oc-
casionally intervene militarily to protect clients is of crucial importance;
between 1963 and 1983, Guy Martin tallies twenty instances of such interven-
tion.34 As then President Valéry Giscard d’Estaing stated, “We have intervened
in Africa whenever an unacceptable situation had to be remedied.”35 Perhaps
even more critical to the nurture of tutelary standing are French security serv-
ices of a more clandestine nature. French intelligence services provide invalu-
able protection to rulers by their capacity to monitor and penetrate
opposition groups and to foil potential conspiracies by providing early warn-
ing to incumbents. These security operations have always enjoyed high-level
attention in Paris through such presidential advisers as the late éminence grise
Jacques Foccart. François Mitterrand as president had entrusted these func-
tions to his son, Jean-Christophe Mitterrand.

In the early years of the twenty-first century, there are signs that the silken
threads binding francophonic Africa to France are fraying. France made no
move to prevent the overthrow of Hissène Habré by armed insurgents enjoy-
ing Libyan support in Chad at the end of 1990, although French troops in
Chad could easily have prevented the takeover. Nor did France lift a finger to
avert the overthrow of Ivory Coast ruler Henri Bédié in December 1999 when
he was forced out by a military coup. Supporting the CFA franc zone is more
expensive and less profitable than it once was, and France engineered a large
devaluation in 1994, in the face of heated opposition by a number of African
clients. Pessimism has spread concerning Africa’s infirm economic and politi-
cal condition. Protection of friendly incumbents appears to have lost some of
its attraction, as in early 1990, France softened its long-held view that single-
party rule, with its corollary of life presidency, was the most “realistic” politi-
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cal formula for Africa. But the closely woven fabric of the French connection
is too sturdy to quickly unravel, and France was more ambivalent toward de-
mocratization than the other former colonial powers.

STRUGGLE TO ELIMINATE COLONIAL INFLUENCE

The importance of the colonial past in shaping contemporary African inter-
national relations is thus beyond dispute. At the same time, the colonial sys-
tem serves—paradoxically—as a negative point of reference for the African
concert of nations. The legitimacy of the first generation of African regimes
was rooted in the regimes’ achievement—by conquest or negotiation—of in-
dependence. The two transcendent unifying principles of the pan-African
movement from its inception have been opposition to both colonialism and
racism, evils that were joined on the African continent. The independent
states that assembled to create the OAU in 1963 were divided on many ques-
tions of ideology and interpretation of nonalignment; all could rally behind
the combat to complete the liberation of Africa from colonial occupation and
regimes of white racial domination. The elemental notion of African solidar-
ity arose out of the shared experience of racial oppression, a point made ex-
plicit by W. E. B. Dubois many years ago.

There is slowly arising not only a curiously strong brotherhood of Negro blood

throughout the world, but the common cause of the darker races against the in-

tolerable assumption and insults of Europeans has already found expression.

Most of humanity are people of color. A belief in humanity means a belief in

[people of color]. The future world will in all reasonable possibility be what col-

ored men make of it.36

Nearly five decades later, Julius Nyerere translated these thoughts into African
nationalist language: “Africans all over the continent, without a word being
spoken, either from one individual to another, or from one African country to
another, looked at the European, looked at one another, and knew that in rela-
tion to the European they were one.”37

Indeed, at the moment of the OAU’s creation, many of the most arduous in-
dependence struggles still lay ahead, such as those in the Portuguese territories,
Zimbabwe, and Namibia, as well as the mortal combat with apartheid in South
Africa. The OAU had a mediocre record in coping with conflicts within Africa
(Somalia, Liberia, Eritrea, Western Sahara, the Nigerian civil war, the Congo re-
bellions, and Chad-Libya, for example). However, its anticolonial role has been
important in providing a continental focus for African liberation diplomacy.
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Within their own territorial domain, independent states faced a compul-
sion to demarcate themselves from their colonial past, to render visible the
new status. The superficial symbolic accoutrements of independence—flags
and postage stamps—might serve for a time. Africanization of the state appa-
ratus might help as well, although over time, the perception could arise that
the real benefits of this change accrued above all to state personnel.

The imperative of demarcation eventually spread to the economic realm.
In the 1970s, a wave of seizures of foreign assets with potent colonial conno -
tations swept through Africa: Idi Amin’s “economic war” against the Asian
community in 1972, Mobutu Sese Seko’s “Zairianization” (Congolization)
and “radicalization” campaigns of 1973 and 1974, Tanzania’s socialization
measures after the 1967 Arusha Declaration, the 1972 and 1976 Nigerian
 “indigenization decrees,” the copper mine nationalizations in Zambia and
Congo-Kinshasa, and parallel measures in many other countries. Measures of
expropriation of foreign assets almost exclusively affected holdings associated
with the colonial past. This partly reflected a distinction often made between
postindependence investments, which involved contractual commitments
(presumably) freely made by the African state, and those made under alien
sovereignty, which lacked moral standing (and doubtless had been well
amortized). More important, moves to indigenize the economy reflected
pressures to move beyond purely political independence, which would be de-
natured if all the structures of economic subordination remained intact. By
the 1980s, this surge of economic demarcation had run its course; the deep-
ening economic crisis and heightened vulnerability to external pressures
made such measures unfeasible. In addition, the measures were frequently
discredited by the chaotic improvisation of their implementation and conse-
quent dislocations (Congo-Kinshasa, Uganda) or by the perception that only
narrow politico-mercantile classes had benefited (Nigeria).38

The compulsion for demarcation from the colonial past was driven by psy-
chological as well as political and economic factors. Particularly in sub-
 Saharan Africa, the colonial era brought a broad-front assault upon African
culture that was far more comprehensive than similar experiences in the Mid-
dle East and Asia. The “colonial situation,” to borrow Georges Balandier’s
evocative concept,39 was saturated with racism. African culture was, for the
most part, regarded as having little value, and its religious aspect—outside the
zones in which Islam was well implanted—was subject to uprooting through
intensive Christian evangelical efforts, which were often state-supported. Eu-
ropean languages supplanted indigenous ones for most state purposes; for the
colonial subject, social mobility required mastering the idiom of the colo-
nizer. In innumerable ways, colonial subjugation in Africa brought not only
political oppression and economic exploitation but also profound psycholog-
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ical humiliation. In the nationalist response to colonialism, psychological
themes are prevalent to a degree unique in Third World anti-imperialist
thought. Frantz Fanon, the Martinique psychiatrist who supplied so powerful
a voice to the Algerian revolution, was only the most eloquent such
spokesman.40 Such doctrines as négritude and “African personality” were cen-
tral components in nationalist thought, asserting the authenticity and value
of African culture. This dimension of African nationalism gave a special emo-
tional edge to the postcolonial quest for demarcation, as well as to the fervor
of African state reaction to racism and colonialism.

Colonial heritage as a negative point of reference also influenced the con-
tours of Cold War intrusion into Africa. The United States and the Soviet
Union both represented themselves as alternatives to exclusive reliance of
African nations upon the erstwhile colonizers for succor and support, as has
China more recently. Particularly in the early phases of independence, visible
Soviet linkages served as a badge of demarcation. The extravagant fears of all
colonizers—and of the West generally—regarding “Communist penetration”
of Africa enhanced the value of Soviet relations, even if Soviet economic assis-
tance was minimal. For those states that wanted (or felt compelled to under-
take) a more comprehensive break with the Western colonial system, for a
short period in the early 1960s and again in the 1970s, the Soviet bloc ap-
peared to offer an alternative. The bargain proved to be rather fruitless, how-
ever, as the Soviet Union began to disengage from Africa in the early 1980s.41

AUTHORITARIAN LEGACY OF THE COLONIAL STATE

Finally, the defining attribute of the colonial state in Africa until its final years
was the monopoly of central authority enjoyed by its almost entirely Euro-
pean top administration. The structures of a postindependence polity were
grafted onto the robust trunk of colonial autocracy, which proved a much
more enduring legacy than the hastily created and weakly rooted democratic
institutions normally assembled at the final hour before independence. The
command habits and authoritarian routines of the colonial state were in most
countries soon reproduced in single-party or military-political monopolies.

In the final colonial years after World War II, the superstructure of im -
perial rule had become well professionalized, its European cadres trained in
specialized institutes, and its African chiefly intermediaries now requiring lit-
eracy and competence as well as customary qualifications. The imperial ad-
ministration enjoyed exceptional insulation from an emergent African civil
society denied organizational scope till the eve of independence by repressive
colonial legislation. The African colonial state was a pure model of bureau-
cratic authoritarianism.
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Swelling postwar colonial revenues fueled by the global commodity boom,
and for the first time significant metropolitan public investment, yielded rapid
expansion of state services and social infrastructure in the final colonial de-
cade. Though some authors, notably Jeffrey Herbst, argue that the colonial
state was weak,42 in my reading, in the form bequeathed to the African inde-
pendence elite generation, the late colonial state was a robust and effective
hegemonic apparatus habituated to a command relationship with its subject
population. The African state weakness stressed in the introductory chapter is
rather a product of political itineraries since 1960 than an immediate conse-
quence of colonial legacy.43

Postcolonial rulers, inspired by a vision of high modernity to be swiftly real-
ized, sought a rapid expansion in the mission and scope of the state.44 African
independence coincided with a moment of peak confidence in state-led devel-
opment; the example of apparent centrally planned transformation of the So-
viet Union and China stood as potent models. To release the developmental
state from the constraints of democratic process, the fragile representative in-
stitutions belatedly created by the withdrawing colonizer for the transition to
independence were set aside in favor of single parties or, when these lost public
favor, military regimes restoring the colonial legacy of authoritarian rule.

However, effective centralization and monopolization of power and political
space did not suffice to ensure the unhindered hegemony of the postcolonial
state, which could never match the autonomy from society enjoyed by the im-
perial bureaucracy. The command state could not operate on the basis of
 impersonal authority and coercive force alone; indispensable were supplemen-
tary mechanisms translating state rule into personalized linkages with key inter-
mediaries and their ramifying networks of clientele. By subtle metamorphosis
the bureaucratic authoritarianism of the colonial state legacy became the patri-
monial autocracy almost everywhere ascendent by the 1970s. As numerous
works attest,45 this pathway led to the economic and political bankruptcy af-
flicting most states by the calamitous 1980s, and the battered, delegitimated—
and weak—state which faced the democracy moment of 1990, a tale beyond the
scope of this chapter.

Thus, in various ways, the colonial heritage intrudes into postindepen-
dence African international relations. Perhaps nearly five decades after the
great surge to independence in 1960, the colonial shadow will begin to fade.
Important new trends that may tug colonial legacy further into the back-
ground will have a critical impact as the new century unfolds.46 The end of
the Cold War has already had a profound influence. The depth of the eco-
nomic crisis and a widening consensus that regional integration that bridges
the old colonial divisions is indispensable to overcoming them, which may
lead to innovations in the state system that will begin to transcend the colo-
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nial partition. For the first forty-odd years of African independence, however,
colonial heritage has powerfully shaped the African international system.
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3

Africa and the World 
Political Economy
Still Caught Between a 
Rock and a Hard Place?

Thomas M. Callaghy

MARGINALIZATION AND DEPENDENCE

Since the late nineteenth century, Africa’s political economy has left it marginal-
ized and highly dependent on outside actors and forces. There are, however,
modest indications that this may be changing due to four major structural
changes: (1) the basic health of the world economy in the mid- and late 2000s,
especially high commodity prices, (2) the rise of China as a major economic
and political power—possibly the single most important event of the past thirty
years, (3) the rise of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) as key players in
international economic governance, which has led to major debt reduction and
increased aid, and (4) the new post–September 11 international context, which
has increased Africa’s geostrategic importance. The question remains whether
Africa is ready to take full productive advantage of these new opportunities.1

Increased Marginalization: “Post-neocolonialism”

From the mid-1980s to the late 1990s, the marginalization of most countries
in sub-Saharan Africa actually increased. The decline was twofold—economic
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and politico-strategic—and both aspects were tightly linked. The first, pri -
mar ily economic, aspect was that Africa was no longer very important to the
 major actors in the world economy (equity investors, multinational corpora-
tions, and international banks). The second aspect of Africa’s marginalization
was that with the end of the Cold War, African countries had less politico-
strategic importance for the major world powers. Africa generated a declining
share of world output, and the main commodities it produced were becoming
less important or being more effectively produced by other developing coun-
tries. Trade was declining; few wanted to lend, especially in the private sector,
and an even smaller number wanted to invest, except in narrowly defined
mineral enclave sectors.

Africa’s per capita income levels and growth rates declined after the first oil
crisis in 1973, while its percentage of worldwide official development assis-
tance rose from 17 percent in 1970 to about 38 percent in 1991. After 1970,
nominal gross domestic product (GDP) for sub-Saharan African countries
rose more slowly than that of other developing countries, while real GDP
growth rates dropped dramatically.

Other developing countries performed better in spite of the poor world
economic climate, especially in the 1980s. Cross-regional comparisons were
quite revealing. For the period 1982–1992, average GDP growth for Africa was
2.0 percent; for South Asia, the most comparable region, it was 5.2 percent,
while the East Asian rate was 8.0 percent. The rate for all developing countries
was 2.7 percent. The GDP per capita rates were even more revealing: Africa,
–1.1 percent; South Asia, 2.9 percent; and East Asia, 6.4 percent. At these rates
of per capita GDP growth, it would be forty years before Africa got back to
mid-1970s levels. The World Bank’s baseline projections for Africa in the
1990s were more optimistic, but, as we shall see, its projections for the 1990s
met with very mixed results.

In addition, African export levels stayed relatively flat or, actually declined
after 1970, while those of other developing countries rose significantly. For
example, the continent’s share of developing country agricultural primary
product and food exports declined from 17 percent to 8 percent between 1970
and 1990, while South and East Asian exports grew rapidly. If the 1970 share
had been maintained, export earnings in the early 1990s would have been sig-
nificantly higher. Average annual growth rates for all exports fared poorly.

Africa’s marginalization became even more obvious when its performance
was compared with that of other low-income countries. This was particularly
true in regard to South Asia, with which Africa has the most in common.
South Asia is composed of Bangladesh, Bhutan, Burma, India, Maldives,
Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. The difference in per capita GDP growth be-
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tween the two regions was striking: Africa’s declined dramatically, while that
of South Asia rose slowly but steadily. Moreover, Africa’s population growth
rate continued to climb, while that of South Asia began to decline.

The most startling differences between the two regions related to the level
and quality of investment. Africa’s investment as a percentage of GDP declined
in the 1980s, while that of South Asia continued to increase, despite the diffi-
cult economic conditions of the decade. South Asia followed better economic
policies and, above all, provided a much more propitious socio economic and
politico-administrative context for investment. This was most vividly mani-
fested in the comparative rates of return on investment: Africa’s fell from 30.7
percent in the 1960s to just 2.5 percent in the 1980s, while South Asia’s in-
creased slowly but steadily, if only marginally, from 21.3 percent to 22.4 per-
cent in the same period.

Given this dismal economic performance, both substantively and compara-
tively, it was not surprising that world business leaders took an increasingly jaun-
diced view of Africa. As one business executive expressed it to me in 1990, “Who
cares about Africa; it is not important to us; leave it to the IMF and the World
Bank.”2 Some observers referred to this phenomenon as post- neocolonialism. For
the most dynamic actors in a rapidly changing world economy, even a neocolo-
nial Africa was not of much interest, especially after the amazing changes
wrought in Asia and Eastern Europe in the late 1980s and early 1990s. According
to this viewpoint, the African crisis really should be left to the international fi-
nancial institutions as a salvage operation, and if that effort worked, fine; if not,
so be it. The world economy would hardly notice.

Thus, Africa increasingly imposed enormous difficulties for potential in-
ternational investors, including political arbitrariness, spreading civil war and
other forms of strife, and administrative, infrastructural, and economic ineffi-
ciency. Foreign capital had considerable ability to select the type of state with
which it cooperated, and therefore it was doubtful that Africa would play any
significant role in the ongoing shifts in the patterns of production in the in-
ternational division of labor, especially after the international economic crisis
that began in Asia in 1997 and spread to Russia and parts of Latin America.
For most external business people, Africa had become a voracious sinkhole
that swallowed their money with little or no long-run return. Two arresting
facts further underscored Africa’s marginalization by the early 1990s: (1) the
amount of external financing done in 1991 through bonds for East Asia was
$2.4 billion, and for South Asia $1.9 billion, while it was zero for Africa; and
(2) flight capital at the end of 1990 as a percentage of GDP was 14.9 percent
for South Asia, 18.9 percent for East Asia, 27.8 percent for developing Europe
and Central Asia, while it was 80.3 percent for Africa.
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From this perspective, the laments of international organizations and de-
velopment economists about the intractable underdevelopment of Africa
were not a conspiratorial attempt to conceal the pillage of Africa, but rather a
reflection of the fact (although they would not put it this way) that Africa,
from the point of view of major private economic actors, was an underex-
ploited continent with weak states and weak markets.

The second aspect of Africa’s marginalization was politico-strategic and en-
tailed negative economic consequences as well. Africa had become of much
less interest to the major world powers after the end of the Cold War. As one
senior African diplomat put it, “We are an old tattered lady. People are tired of
Africa. So many countries, so many wars.”3 The rise of warlords in regional and
civil wars similar to those in nineteenth-century Africa challenged the very no-
tion of the nation-state borrowed at the time of independence in the 1960s.

At the same time, however, the dramatic changes of 1989, Africa’s politico-
strategic marginalization, and the search for a new foreign policy rationale by
Western industrial democracies in the early 1990s meant that economic con-
ditionality was joined by forms of political conditionality, under the assump-
tion that economic and political liberalization must go hand in hand. Hence,
along with economic marginalization, Africa was becoming more dependent
on often quite intrusive external actors.

Increased Involvement: The New Neocolonialism

In the 1980s, Africa became more tightly linked to the world economy in two
major ways: (1) an extreme dependence on external public actors, particularly
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, in the determi-
nation of African economic policy, and (2) the liberal or neoclassical thrust of
this economic policy conditionality, which tried to push the continent toward
more integration with the world economy. Both of these aspects were linked
directly to Africa’s debt crisis.

In 1974, total African debt was about $14.8 billion; by 1992, $150 billion,
amounting to more than 100 percent of Africa’s total GNP. South Asia’s per-
centage debt was only 36.3 and East Asia’s 27.9. Much of Africa’s debt was
owed to international financial institutions (IFIs), especially the IMF and the
World Bank, and resulted largely from the borrowing associated with exter-
nally sponsored economic reform programs, usually referred to as structural
adjustment. In 1980, IFI debt equaled 19 percent of the total; by 1992, it ac-
counted for 28 percent, and by 1998, it reached 32 percent. Until 1996, this
debt could not be formally rescheduled or diminished, and significant arrears
accumulated, with the result that some countries were cut off from IMF and
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World Bank assistance. Much of the rest of Africa’s debt was bilateral or gov-
ernment-guaranteed private medium- and long-term debt, and thus was
rescheduled by Western governments through the Paris Club, not by private
banks, as was the case in Latin America and Asia. A key norm of the debt
regime was that countries could not obtain Paris Club rescheduling relief
without being in the good graces of the IMF and the World Bank.

This difficult external debt burden and the resulting desperate need for for-
eign exchange made African countries very dependent on a variety of external
actors, all of whom used their leverage to “encourage” economic liberalization.
This process, which some have referred to as the new neocolonialism, meant
 intense dependence on the IMF, the World Bank, and major Western countries
for the design of economic reform packages and the resources needed to imple-
ment them. This leverage was converted into economic policy conditionality—
specific economic policy changes in return for borrowed resources. The
primary thrust of these economic reform efforts was to try to integrate African
economies more fully into the world economy by resurrecting the primary-
product export economies that existed at the time of independence and making
them work properly this time by creating a more “liberal” political economy.

One good indicator of this increased international involvement was the
number of African countries with ongoing relationships with the IMF and
the World Bank. Between 1970 and 1978, African countries accounted for 3
percent of total assistance from IMF-approved economic reform programs.
Their share of the total number of IMF programs for this period was 17 per-
cent; by the end of 1979, it rose to 55 percent. In 1978, only two African coun-
tries had agreements with the IMF; in March 1990, twenty-eight African
countries had agreements with the IMF (constituting 60 percent of all agree-
ments). Despite the large number of new members from Eastern Europe and
the former Soviet Union, African countries still accounted for 38 percent of
the agreements in September 1993. By February 1999, 41 percent of the agree-
ments were with African countries, despite an increased number of programs
due to the Asia crisis. Most of these countries also had agreements with the
World Bank. Lastly, African countries had the highest number of repeat pro-
grams of any region of the world.

In sum, Africa’s dismal situation was not caused predominantly by its rela-
tionship with the world economy or with dominant countries or actors in
the international state system. Clearly, however, what happened to Africa was
the combined result of the effects of world market forces, the international state
system and its international financial institutions, African socio economic
structures, and the nature and performance of African state structures. Africa
had always been relatively marginal in the world economy. In many respects,
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Africa was lost between state and market. It wandered between an ineffective,
sometimes collapsing state and weak markets, both domestic and interna-
tional, and the latter were increasingly indifferent.

THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF ATTEMPTED 
ECONOMIC REFORM IN THE 1980s AND 1990s

By the early 1980s, the key question was not whether Africa had a serious eco-
nomic crisis, but what to do about it. Avoiding the problem and policy drift
were common reactions despite external warnings and pressure. Much of the
African response was to rail against the prescriptions of external actors. For
those governments that did decide—out of conviction or a desperate need
for foreign exchange and debt rescheduling—to attack the problem, the
dilemmas were enormous, the risks great, and the uncertainties pervasive.
Throughout the 1980s and early 1990s, economic reform did take place in
Africa in large and small ways. Many countries went through the motions or
at least appeared to do so, resulting in a series of small reforms. Few cases
of large reform—that is, multisector and sustained over time—appeared,
 however.

Ghana and Uganda were the only clear-cut examples, and they illustrated
the enormous difficulties. Dr. Kwesi Botchwey, Ghana’s longtime finance min-
ister, portrayed them vividly:

We were faced with two options, which we debated very fiercely before we fi-

nally chose this path. I know because I participated very actively in these

 debates. Two choices: We had to maneuver our way around the naiveties of left-

ism, which has a sort of disdain for any talk of financial discipline, which seek

refuge in some vague concept of structuralism in which everything doable is

possible . . . . Moreover, [we had to find a way between] this naiveté and the

crudities and rigidities and dogma of monetarism, which behaves as if once you

set the monetary incentives everybody will do the right thing and the market

will be perfect.4

As the Rawlings regime in Ghana and the Museveni regime in Uganda dis-
covered, neither position is fully correct: Everything is not possible, and policy
incentives do not ensure that markets will work well. In addition, a revenue
imperative exists no matter what path is chosen. Resources have to come from
somewhere. A quite rare conjuncture of factors allowed the economic reform
in Ghana and Uganda to be sustained, and their success at large reform—
which is still fragile—was rare on the continent.
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Economic Reform and the Implicit Bargain

Africans had long maintained that substantial resource flows and debt relief
were required for sustained reform. One of the lessons of Ghana and Uganda
was that they were certainly necessary but not sufficient conditions for resur-
recting Africa’s economy. By the early 1990s, external actors began to realize
that increased resource flows and debt relief were going to be required for
Africa. This realization began to sink in as the enormous obstacles to reform
and the possibility of widespread failure became increasingly apparent.

A larger problem existed, however, that was directly linked to Africa’s in-
creasing marginalization from the world economy. An implicit bargain was
struck between the IFIs and the major Western countries, on the one hand,
and African countries, on the other. The provisions of the bargain were that if
African countries successfully reformed their economies in a neo-orthodox
direction with the help and direction of the IMF and the World Bank, new in-
ternational private bank and bond lending and equity and direct foreign in-
vestment would be available to underpin and sustain the reform efforts.

By the early 1990s, this implicit bargain was very far from being upheld. It
was not really the fault of the IMF and the World Bank, both of which worked
to increase voluntary lending and direct foreign investment, or of reforming
African governments. It was a legacy of Africa’s thirty-year history of dismal
economic performance, a track record that banks and investors did not forget
easily. More importantly, structural shifts in the world economy and state sys-
tem made other areas of the world more attractive to investors. Even if the
African end of the bargain were fulfilled, and it rarely was, the bargain would
hold only if other areas of the world did not provide better opportunities. The
“flight to safety” that followed the onset of the Asia crisis in 1997 demon-
strated that, under conditions of uncertainty and shattered expectations, cap-
ital would return to the heartland of the world economy and not go to
marginalized areas such as Africa except for oil and some minerals.

Structural adjustment was an enormously difficult and politically sensitive
task in Africa, especially as the benefits were often uncertain and came quite
far down the road. Reform was often complicated by other factors, such as
drought, famine, civil and regional wars, political destabilization, weakening
states, and AIDS.

A link clearly existed between debt and structural adjustment in Africa, but
it was not predominantly a causal one. The need for structural adjustment
long predated the debt crisis despite the views of many Africans. The debt cri-
sis merely brought the structural adjustment crisis to a head. Even if the debt
crisis had miraculously been solved, the structural adjustment crisis would
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have remained. The case of Nigeria showed that massive amounts of new re-
sources could intensify rather than ameliorate economic decline.

For Africa, the task of confronting this decline was enormous, much more
so than for any other region of the world with the possible exception of Cen-
tral Asia. External actors learned that Africa was a special case; it had not re-
sponded as neoclassical theory predicted it should. The World Bank observed
that:

The supply response to adjustment lending in low-income countries, especially

in SSA [sub-Saharan Africa], has been slow because of the legacy of deep-seated

structural problems. Inadequate infrastructure, poorly developed markets,

rudimentary industrial sectors, and severe institutional and managerial weak-

nesses in the public and the private sectors have proved unexpectedly serious as

constraints to better performance—especially in the poorer countries of SSA.

Greater recognition thus needs to be given to the time and attention needed for

structural changes, especially institutional reforms and their effects.5

Note the revealing use of unexpectedly: It indicates a changed perception—
that Africa was a particularly difficult case. It was not just a case of reordering
policies, but rather one of constructing a whole new context—what the World
Bank called an “enabling environment.”

In a sense, both the structuralist and neoliberal sides were correct: As the
structuralists maintained, there were enormous economic and social struc-
ture obstacles to development in Africa; and as the adherents of neoliberalism
maintained, the state was also an impediment. Both sets of obstacles inhibit
both import substitution industrialization and export-oriented economic ac-
tivity, public and private. The structuralists were correct that socioeconomic
obstacles prevented neoclassical monoeconomics—the presumption that eco-
nomic processes work the same everywhere—from being fully operative in
Africa, as the World Bank had “unexpectedly” discovered; and the neoliberals
were correct that the nature of the state in Africa made import substitution
industrialization ineffective and wasteful, as many African structuralists still
had not admitted.

Structuralists did have a theory of reform; it was just a weak one, however,
because its primary instrument of reform—the state—was itself terribly in -
effective in Africa. Yet in the course of attempted reform, the external propo-
nents of neoclassical change confronted an orthodox paradox—in order to
implement such reform, they, too, had to use what they perceived to be the ma-
jor obstacle to reform—the African state—as the primary instrument of re-
form. Many people knew what kind of state was needed, but nobody knew how

46 THOMAS M. CALLAGHY

0813343648 text.qxd:0813343648 text  5/16/08  2:34 PM  Page 46



to obtain it. Other than getting the state out of the economy, the neoclassical
strategists did not have a theory of state reform, and they found that getting the
state out of the economy was much more difficult than expected—politically,
administratively, and technically. In addition, the adherents of neo- orthodoxy
learned that their own proclaimed instrument of reform, the market, was also
terribly weak in Africa. Over time, it became clear that nobody understood the
functioning of African economies; even the basic data set for the formal econ-
omy was extremely limited and unreliable, and systematic data on the informal
economy was nearly nonexistent. After forty years of independence, most of
Africa was neither effectively socialist nor capitalist; it was not even compe-
tently statist. Africa was caught between a rock and a hard place.

Doubts and Debates

Despite the learning that occurred by the end of the 1980s—with obstacles to
reform apparent on all sides—the key question remained: What should Africa
do to cope with its devastating economic crisis? The answer of the external ac-
tors, led by the IMF and the World Bank, was to persevere with the neoliberal
thrust of reforms, with modifications to make them work more effectively.
Many Africans remained unconvinced. This fundamental disagreement sim-
mered quietly throughout the 1990s, while the IFIs claimed there was an in-
creasing consensus around a modified neo-orthodox position. What was taken
as consensus by powerful external actors was, in fact, a quiet waiting game gen-
erated by the desperate need of African countries for external resources and the
hope of a major bailout through substantial debt relief, higher export prices,
greatly increased bilateral and multilateral aid, commercial bank lending, or di-
rect foreign investment. Amazingly, by 2007 much of this had taken place.

In the meantime, the debate had flared up again in 1993. This time, the IMF
and the World Bank had to defend themselves on a wider variety of fronts,
most urgently at the annual Fund-Bank meetings. Africa was a major topic of
discussion because, compared to other regions, economic reform was not do-
ing well. The IMF and the World Bank now conceded that reform had been
modest and that it was taking longer than they had expected. They admitted
that in the decade between 1980 and 1990, half of the IMF programs in Africa
had broken down, as had two-thirds of the World Bank structural adjustment
loans. By their own reckoning, only one of twenty-six countries in Africa with
reform efforts in 1990–1991 did well, while the results in fourteen other coun-
tries were only fair. In eleven countries, results were poor to very poor.

One of the major structural changes in the international system was the
emergence of development NGOs, as a policy force to be reckoned with. Oxfam
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issued a stinging attack on structural adjustment entitled Africa Make or Break:
Action for Recovery,6 supported by additional critiques from the Environmental
Defense Fund, Development Gap, Christian Aid, and others. Oxfam declared
bluntly that IMF reform in Africa had failed and that if the Fund did not un-
dergo major reform, it should withdraw from Africa. Legislators in some West-
ern countries also complained about the marginal reform results in Africa,
funded by the taxes of their citizens. At the same time, academics and Asian
governments insisted that there were statist lessons to be learned from the East
Asian experience. Japan held a major conference on Africa in Tokyo in October
1993 in which it pushed these views, while making no new pledges of assistance.
At the same time, it was also clear that African views about structural adjust-
ment had not changed much either. It was still largely seen as an externally im-
posed evil, and many Africans believed that the world should accept an African
alternative and pay for it.

But what was this African alternative? Had it evolved and become more co-
herent, more viable? The answer was no. A viable African alternative to IMF
and World Bank reform did not exist, especially given the weak state capabili-
ties. An East Asian statist option was also clearly not possible. Desires for
transformation do not an alternative make. The Fund/Bank strategy was a
second-best one, but a modified version of it was probably the most viable
option. As Ghana’s Kwesi Botchwey was fond of saying, “Structural adjust-
ment is very painful, but structural maladjustment is much worse.”7 This be-
came very clear with the rising number of flailing and failing states.

The Rise of Political Conditionality: 
Governance and Democracy

Part of the modified version of structural adjustment, based on the poor track
record of the 1980s, was the new notion of good governance. The World Bank’s
emphasis on governance emerged from its learning about the primary impor-
tance of creating a more facilitative sociopolitical context for economic reform
in Africa. Due to the dramatic political changes in the world in 1989–1990 and
the search for a new foreign policy thrust to replace containment (what the
Clinton administration called “enlargement” of the world’s free community of
market democracies), governance was quickly transformed by the major West-
ern industrial democracies into political conditionality focusing on the pro-
motion of democracy and civil society. The convergence of these two policy
thrusts—one largely technocratic from the World Bank, the other distinctly
political from the major powers—posed a real dilemma for African leaders.

But was political conditionality a good idea, especially regarding the pros -
pects for major economic change? The presumption of the mutually reinforc-
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ing character of political and economic reform in Africa relied on an exten-
sion of neoclassical economic logic: economic liberalization creates sustained
growth; growth produces winners as well as losers; winners would organize to
defend their newfound welfare and would create sociopolitical coalitions
to support continued economic reform. This logic, however, did not seem to
hold for much of Africa. Successful economic reform in Africa was rare and
required a special conjuncture of factors. The progress of democratization in
Africa was also very uneven, especially in its relationship to economic reform,
which proved to be far weaker than the advocates of double reform asserted.
Was this version of the “thesis of the perverse effect”8—that political liberal-
ization might not have a positive impact on the chances for sustained eco-
nomic reform—likely to hold across the board for Africa? Not necessarily, but
it was important to assess particular cases carefully. A probabilistic rather
than a deterministic perverse effect was more likely to operate. If not handled
properly, political conditionality linked to democratization might impede
rather than facilitate the productive relinking of Africa to the world economy.
The widespread emergence of what Richard Sklar called “developmental de-
mocracies” was not likely in Africa anytime soon.9

Undue Expectations Yet Again: 
Africa’s “Renaissance” in the Mid-1990s

Nonetheless by early 1998 a new African renaissance was being widely pro-
claimed by the IFIs, one based, however, on relatively narrow data. Key external
actors rushed to proclaim that Africa had turned the corner after only three
years of improved growth, and they projected that it would continue. Undue
bursts of cheerleading that quickly become hollow do not do anybody any good;
this is a lesson that appears very hard for powerful external actors to learn.
Given Africa’s marginalization, it was relatively insulated from the devastating
blows of the Asia crisis, with the exception of South Africa. As one IMF analyst
put it, “Given the rudimentary state of financial markets in most sub-Saharan
African countries and the rather limited amounts of private capital flowing into
them, the financial contagion from the Asia crisis was effectively limited to
South Africa.”10 Many Africans, however, bitterly resented the enormous West-
ern rescue packages for Asia and the preemptory one for Brazil from the IFIs,
given that these countries had been saying they did not have more resources for
Africa. Despite the comparatively modest relative impact of the Asia crisis on
Africa, there was an even more sobering lesson learned from the crisis—the im-
perative to have solid and internationally capable banking sectors. Even if large
private resource flows were to come to Africa, structural impediments such as
extremely weak banking sectors would inhibit the effective use of them.
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DEBT AND NEW GLOBAL ECONOMIC GOVERNANCE: 
THE HIPC INITIATIVE

The Asia crisis was seen by many analysts, including mainstream economists,
as a major challenge to the legitimacy of the IMF and the World Bank. also
 evidenced by quite vigorous public differences between the two. Like the on-
set of the Latin American debt crisis in 1982, the Asia crisis set off a major and
quite varied flurry of proposals for a “new international financial architec-
ture.” Precisely because of its marginality, however, Africa had in fact been
quietly leading the way in the 1990s toward new financial architecture and
broader forms of global economic governance.11

One of the primary results of structural adjustment in Africa was a rising
level of external debt. In 1998, Africa’s long-term debt was $176 billion. Unlike
most other regions of the world, this debt was mostly “official” debt owed to
major Western countries, the International Monetary Fund, and the World
Bank. Africa owed an incredible 76 percent of its debt to bilateral and multi -
lateral creditors (44 percent and 32 percent respectively)—itself a major in -
dicator of marginalization. Since the late 1950s, bilateral debt has been
rescheduled by creditor countries, organized into a mechanism that came to be
known as the Paris Club, while multilateral debt could not be rescheduled. The
Paris Club became the core of the international debt regime for official debt.

Debt rescheduling was one of the easiest and quickest ways to provide badly
needed foreign exchange to countries in economic, social, and political trou-
ble, but Paris Club relief was at the center of a complicated set of nested games.
Rescheduling was possible only if the debtor country had an economic reform
program in good standing with the IMF. In addition, London Club private
bank rescheduling was supposed to come only after Paris Club rescheduling,
and Consultative Group aid coordination was also linked to prior Paris Club
rescheduling.

While Paris Club debt relief was contingent on maintaining an economic
reform program with the IMF, and usually also with the World Bank as well,
the debt owed to these “multilateral” institutions was not reschedulable. This
norm was meant to protect the “preferred creditor” status of these institu-
tions. In short, the international debt regime did not cover multilateral debt.
Given the high dependence of African countries on loans from the IMF and
the World Bank, multilateral debt became an increasingly severe problem over
the 1980s, and a seriously threatening one in the 1990s.

The practices of the debt regime evolved in important ways beginning in
the late 1980s. By the early 1990s, it had become increasingly clear that many of
the poorest states that came before the international regime for official debt re-
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lief had an insolvency rather than a liquidity problem. This was a realization
too long in coming, because the debt did not pose a major short-run threat to
the stability of the world economy. The debt crisis emerged first in Africa, sig-
naled by Zaire’s first rescheduling in 1976, but it went largely unnoticed until
the mid-1980s. By 1996, the IMF and the World Bank had designated forty-
one of their members as “heavily indebted poor countries” (HIPCs) whose
debt was not likely ever to be repaid. The debt of these countries, mostly public
or official rather than private, rose from $55 billion in 1980 to $183 billion
only a decade later and to $215 billion by 1995—more than twice their export
earnings. Of these forty-one countries, thirty-three were sub-Saharan African
countries. Most of the HIPCs had high levels of poverty and limited domestic
resources, and, in effect, came close to constituting an international underclass
of states on the margins of the globalizing world economy. All but six fell into
the United Nations Development Program’s lowest human development cate-
gory. According to development NGOs, these countries have been locked in a
vicious circle of economic and social decline.

Although important, the Group of Eight (G8) governments, including the
United States, were not the main driving force of change in the debt regime. It
was necessary to look elsewhere to explain the nature and process of this evo-
lution, especially to advocacy and development NGOs. At the core of the
 evolution of the debt regime was the broadening of the processes of interna-
tional economic governance, especially the role of new actors and ideas and
the institutional contexts that supported them. The emergence of the Heavily
Indebted Poor Country Debt Initiative (HIPC) in 1996 brought striking and
important, but ultimately limited, change to the debt regime for a specifically
designated group of countries that for the first time had more uniform rules
developed for them. The striking innovations included the partial treatment
of multilateral debt, developing the notion of debt sustainability, focusing
debt relief on poverty reduction after the revision of the program in 1999 un-
der NGO pressure, and, in the process, quietly shifting the center of gravity of
the debt regime from the Paris Club of bilateral creditors to the IMF and the
World Bank, institutions that were now more open and accountable than in
the past. As we shall see, the later emergence of the Multilateral Debt Relief
Initiative (MDRI) in 2005 became another major step in this attempt to make
debt relief more effective, under the widely held view that more debt relief
was a good idea.

These changes in the debt regime were brought about by a confluence of
factors: (1) slow and uneven learning by bilateral and multilateral creditors
about the existence of a group of countries that were not benefiting much
from structural adjustment, while greatly increasing their debt loads; (2) the
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growing pressure, influence, and effectiveness of a new set of actors in inter-
national economic governance—networks of NGOs (including Jubilee 2000,
Jubilee USA, Eurodad, and Oxfam) that believed the existing situation was
unjust and untenable and had new ideas and proposals of their own, plus a
social movement to back them up; (3) the influence of a group of economists,
both inside and outside creditor institutions, who provided knowledge, ad-
vice, and technical understanding about this issue; (4) the leadership of a
group of small creditor states and eventually several members of the G8, espe-
cially Britain; (5) leadership at the World Bank that was more open to new
ideas; and (6) eventually tough negotiations among all major creditor coun-
tries, the IMF, the World Bank, and to a lesser extent, some of the major
NGOs. This outcome was not inevitable, however; a change in one or two of
these factors, such as different G8 governments, leadership at the Bank, or the
absence of NGO pressure might have led to a quite different outcome.

The major path of the evolution of the treatment of sovereign debt was
from debt collection, to debt rescheduling, to aid and structural adjustment, to
debt “sustainability,” to small-scale forgiveness and poverty reduction, and fi-
nally, to major debt cancellation for a set of poor countries—what one official
called the slippery slope of debt relief. The original aim of the HIPC initiative
was to provide debt sustainability that would help to remove a major con-
straint on investment and growth and be a spur to further adjustment, in part
by galvanizing increased private external investment. It was not at all clear that
this happened. By the time the “enhanced” HIPC initiative emerged in 1999,
the focus had shifted quite exclusively to poverty reduction. By 2005, the em-
phasis had shifted to nearly complete cancellation of debt owed to the IMF, the
World Bank, and the African Development Bank (AfDB). On the donor side,
the hope was that this expanding debt relief process would strengthen the le-
gitimacy and “ownership” of structural adjustment programs without cutting
the heart out of them. It soon became clear that this would be difficult to ac-
complish. The complex Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP) process that
emerged out of the enhanced HIPC initiative required each debtor country to
put together a plan based on consultation with domestic civil society, business,
and the legislature for fighting poverty using funds derived from debt relief
and other sources.

HIPC was not a magic bullet; it was important for a number of countries
but very far from turning Africa and other poor countries around, far from
making a major dent in Africa’s structural dilemma. In this context, it was not
clear that an exclusive focus on poverty is the correct approach. By enhanced
HIPC in 1999, there was a clear sense that the process had acquired multiple
objectives but still had only one instrument. The objectives included debt sus-
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tainability, regularization of relations with creditors, poverty reduction, and
growth. There was also an increasing perception that debt relief was but one
part in a much larger picture, one that needed to be dealt with for real debt
sustainability to be achieved. But an even larger question remained: Was it
possible, as the new Bush administration came to power in 2001, especially
 after the tragedy of September 11, to go beyond enhanced HIPC?

FROM HIPC TO MDRI: 
THE GEOPOLITICS OF DEBT RELIEF

The Bush administration came to power with a policy of “drop the debt and
stop the debt” (i.e., write off the debt and substitute grants for loans. It was not
enthralled by HIPC, for both ideological and practical reasons, including
moral hazard, and spent much of its first three years pursuing two policy tracks
simultaneously: (1) containing the cost of HIPC as well as any new incremen-
tal policy innovation—its feeble version of “drop the debt,” and (2) pushing a
proposal to significantly increase the ratio of grants to loans—the “stop the
debt” part. The first track eventually encountered serious geostrategic issues
and intense G8 politics over a concept that the Bush administration had openly
scorned—“odious debt.”

NGO coalitions were working toward much more dramatic change in the
strategic relationship between Africa and powerful external actors. With great
consistency, they maintained their demand for full debt cancellation and an
end to structural adjustment, while arguing for substantial increases in aid, es-
pecially grants, to meet the Millennium Development Goals. They linked
these issues to AIDS, the larger African health crisis, increased war and violent
conflict, declining state services and infrastructure, and unfair trade practices
by the industrial democracies. Oxfam even charged that the G8 was content to
have debt remain the focus of debate in order to keep systematic attention
away from major trade reform. September 11 and its aftermath stalled efforts
for greater debt relief, but by early 2004, major pressure for additional debt re-
lief had been recreated as HIPC was scheduled to expire at the end of the year.
This pressure came from NGOs and African governments, as well as a number
of smaller European governments, but also from some parts of the World
Bank and a couple of major states. Gordon Brown, then British Chancellor of
the Exchequer, announced in April 2004, “There is now a window of opportu-
nity to make progress on this issue, and I’m hopeful that when we meet at the
annual meetings we’ll have made the most of this opportunity.”12 Brown be-
lieved this opportunity existed because the Bush administration, in its efforts
to get major debt relief for Iraq, appeared to be softening its position on HIPC
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reform and debt relief in general. Others were less optimistic, but then geo -
politics kicked in.

Not long after the U.S. invasion of Iraq, the Bush administration realized
that despite having the world’s second largest oil reserves, Iraq needed major
relief on its roughly $120 billion external debt. The administration argued
that Iraq deserved a 90–95 percent reduction of its $40 billion Paris Club
debt, relief for which it was not qualified under existing Paris Club rules, de-
spite earlier rule-breaking deals for Poland, Egypt, and Russia. Former Secre-
tary of Treasury and Secretary of State James A. Baker became a special envoy
whose task was to travel the world to persuade countries to at least join a fi-
nancial “coalition of the willing.” Holding a relatively small proportion of
Iraq’s debt, all of a sudden the United States did not hesitate to characterize
Saddam Hussein’s borrowings as “odious debt.”

Canada supported the American demand for 90–95 percent debt relief, as
did Britain, but major G8 opposition emerged from France, Germany, Japan,
and Russia. President Chirac of France asserted that Iraq should not get a bet-
ter deal than the world’s heavily indebted poor countries, making it clear that
little progress would be made on Iraq until more was done for these coun-
tries. He insisted that Iraq should get no more than a 50 percent reduction, a
position supported by much of the rest of the G8. At the Sea Island, Georgia,
G8 meeting in June 2004, President Bush presented a stunning proposal to
cancel all the multilateral debt that HIPC countries owed to the IMF, World
Bank, and AfDB. The tacit quid pro quo would be support by the other credi-
tors for the American position on the Iraqi debt. The proposal was presented
as an example of “compassionate conservatism” in the larger context of the
Millennium Development Goals. Under Secretary of the Treasury for Interna-
tional Affairs, John Taylor said, “We need to complete the ‘drop and stop the
debt’ vision put forth by President Bush at the start of his administration” by
focusing more on debt reduction.13

The British had a similar proposal, which Gordon Brown had formulated
prior to the 2004 G8 meeting. They took the additionality (debt relief should
not come out of existing aid resources) issue very seriously by offering to
cover 10 percent ($180 million) of the tab to the World Bank and the AfDB,
while insisting that the IMF portion be financed using its gold reserves. The
United States rejected these positions and remained silent about how to fi-
nance its own debt relief proposal. Any decision was put off until the annual
IMF/World Bank meetings in Washington in early October 2004.

At the annual meetings, HIPC was extended for the third time, to the end
of 2006, to allow eleven more African HIPC countries, all with serious conflict
and/or arrears problems, to enter the process. The Bush administration was
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desperate to get a deal on the Iraqi debt, but it wanted a deal on the cheap,
while swallowing its often-voiced concerns about moral hazard—the worry
that debt relief would only encourage more borrowing because of the debtor’s
assumption that more debt relief would be forthcoming. Facing an enormous
budget deficit and a huge, growing cost of the Iraq war, the United States, un-
like the British, wanted the World Bank and the IMF to finance this major
new debt relief out of their own resources.

Many observers saw the U.S. proposal for what it was—a geopolitical ploy.
As one European diplomat put it, “When the United States asked us for so
much debt relief for Iraq, we said the answer was to also relieve the debt of the
poorest nations. Now the Americans are trying to come along with debt relief
for the poor but we are afraid they will dry up the money . . . that these poor
countries deserve.”14 Intense discussions at the Fund-Bank meetings failed to
reach an agreement, bogging down in quarrels about how to finance any new
multilateral debt relief. It was only agreed that the G8 would report on its dis-
cussions by the end of the year.

The British were scheduled to take over the presidency of the G8 in 2005,
and Gordon Brown was committed to having Britain lead the G8 into major
new debt relief by the next summit in Scotland, although the details of his plan
were not yet public. Most observers viewed the British proposal as more re-
sponsible and remained critical of the American position. Many of these
NGOs supported major debt relief for Iraq because of the obvious “odious
debt” precedent that it would set, at least in their eyes, and one pushed by the
world’s major power out of geopolitical desperation. The United Nations
joined the chorus, with various agencies calling for full multilateral debt relief
for poor countries—including the Secretary General, UNCTAD, and  UNAIDS,
among others.

After President Bush was reelected in November 2004, the United States re-
doubled its efforts to get major debt relief for Iraq while remaining silent on
its surprising and unexpected June Sea Island debt cancellation proposal. A
compromise Paris Club deal was reached on November 21 that would cancel
80 percent of Iraq’s debt in three stages over four years if it lived up to the
standard economic conditions, primarily reestablishing macroeconomic sta-
bility. A number of NGOs noted the rapid movement on debt relief for Iraq
and the slow movement toward more debt reduction for African and other
poor countries. Germany and France wanted some reconciliation with the re-
elected Bush administration that would appear positive and not be military
in nature. Russia, however, remained the last hold out, and it took all-night
negotiations to reach a Paris Club deal for Iraq. The Russians subsequently
made it clear that its support was linked to a “mutual understanding” about
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the handling of Russia’s own debt to the Paris Club and better treatment for
its companies in Iraq. The NGOs, which had previously met with Paris Club
officials to argue for an immediate moratorium on Iraqi debt service, did not
believe the Paris Club agreement went far enough, with some calling it scan-
dalous. In an early December report, Oxfam warned that the “war on terror-
ism” threatened to bring back an era when assistance was determined by
“security considerations rather than developmental need.” Max Lawson, its
chief policy advisor, noted that “debt relief for Iraq shows that rich countries
can find the resources for foreign aid if they need to.”15 As we will see with
Nigeria, geopolitical factors were indeed back.

The Iraq Paris Club deal left the U.S. position on debt relief for Africa up in
the air. The Bush administration remained silent on the issue as it approached
the end of its G8 presidency, leaving the issue to the British instead. Britain was
very anxious for major movement on poor country, especially African, debt,
and development assistance more generally while it led the G8 in 2005. In a
speech to the Council on Foreign Relations in New York, Brown finally made
the details of his proposal public. He identified the countries that would be
 eligible—the fifteen HIPC countries that had completed the full HIPC process,
twelve of them African, and six other low-income countries— Albania, Arme-
nia, Mongolia, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and Vietnam. As usual, however, the devil re-
ally was in the details, especially those concerning financing. The British
proposal was billed as a core part of a new Marshall Plan meant to support the
Millennium Development Goals.

Most of the major NGOs supported the British plan, albeit with some
modification, and spent considerable energy campaigning for it in the lead-
up to the G8 summit in Gleneagles, Scotland, in early July 2005. Major pres-
sure was aimed at the Bush administration to honor its 2004 Sea Island G8
proposal now that it had achieved its desperately sought-after Paris Club deal
for Iraq. This was made all the harder by its stubborn unilateralism in foreign
affairs. In the end, the United States agreed to the creation of the Multilateral
Debt Relief Initiative (MDRI), but only after getting most of its way about fi-
nancing it, which meant that the Bush administration had to put up very little
money.

MDRI is separate from HIPC but linked to it operationally. Under MDRI,
the World Bank’s International Development Association, the IMF, and the
AfDB’s African Development Fund would provide upfront, irrevocable 100
percent debt relief on eligible debts to countries having reached the HIPC
completion point. Although MDRI is an initiative common to the three inter-
national financial institutions, the decision to grant debt relief was ultimately
the separate responsibility of each institution, and the approach of each to
coverage and implementation varied somewhat.
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FIGURE 3.1  Debt burdens before and after HIPC and MDRI debt relief

Source: International Bank for Reconstruction and Development/World Bank, Global Development
Finance 2006: The Development Potential of Surging Capital Flows (Washington, D.C.: World Bank,
June 2006), p. 94.
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NGOs criticized MDRI for applying only to HIPC countries, plus a few
non-HIPCs, rather than to all poor countries; for covering debt only up to the
end of 2004 for the Fund and to the end of 2003 for the Bank; and in addition
to HIPC conditionality, for requiring a “once off ” assessment of economic
performance after having reached the HIPC completion point. In the initial
assessments, Mauritania did not make the list but was added after making re-
quired policy changes. In early September 2006, for example, Malawi reached
its HIPC completion point, receiving $1.1 billion in debt relief from its Paris
Club creditors, the Fund, and the Bank, and an additional $1.4 billion in
MDRI debt relief from the Fund, the Bank, and the AfDB. Assuming no addi-
tional debt accumulation, Malawi now had a much more sustainable debt
service burden of about $5 million a year between 2006 and 2025.

After all this effort, how much debt relief has the HIPC/MDRI process ac-
tually provided for African countries? Figure 3.1 shows the before and after
impact on debt as a percentage of GDP for fourteen of the now eighteen
African countries that had completed the combined HIPC/MDRI process as
of April 2007; the other four are Cameroon, Malawi, São Tomé, and Sierra
Leone. The amount of debt reduction has clearly been substantial. The debt
stock of the thirty countries (twenty-six African) that had either entered or
completed the combined HIPC/MDRI process had been reduced by 85 per-
cent by mid-2007, with more relief to come. The debt stock of these countries
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before HIPC in 1996 was $75 billion; after initial HIPC relief, it dropped to
$38 billion, while HIPC-related Paris Club debt reduction provided another
$3 billion. MDRI debt reduction dropped the total to $11 billion. In other
words, by mid-2007, HIPC had provided $37 billion in relief, and MDRI an-
other $24 billion, for a total of $61 billion. Adding in the $3 billion HIPC-
 related Paris Club relief, the total debt reduction came to $64 billion. MDRI
also brought the AfDB into the multilateral debt reduction process. The insti-
tutional breakdown of MDRI relief for the twenty-two countries (eighteen
African) that had completed the HIPC process and been approved for MDRI
relief by mid-2007 was 75.2 percent from the World Bank, 8.3 percent from
the IMF, and 16.5 percent for the AfDB. By 2006, the debt service-to-exports
ratio for these countries had dropped to 6 percent, close to the average of 5
percent for all of the world’s low-income countries. More HIPC/MDRI debt
relief is likely, however; by mid-2007, eight countries had not yet completed
the HIPC process but would receive MDRI multilateral debt reduction when
they do; seven of them are African—Burundi, Chad, both Congos, Gambia,
Guinea, and Guinea-Bissau. In addition, eight African HIPC countries that
had not yet entered the process—Central African Republic, Comoros, Côte
d’Ivoire, Eritrea, Liberia, Somalia, Sudan, and Togo—would also eventually
get substantial debt reduction. There is some evidence that HIPC countries
that have entered or completed the process increased their poverty reduction
spending on average from 6 percent in 1999, when HIPC was enhanced, to 9.8
percent by 2006. Both the IMF and the World Bank have processes for moni-
toring poverty-related spending after debt relief is granted, although most in-
stitutions and NGOs working on debt agree that these efforts still have a long
way to go.

NEW OPPORTUNITIES AND A 
WINDOW OF OPPORTUNITY

Where then does Africa stand nearly a half century after independence, with
its high levels of marginalization and dependence and weak record of eco-
nomic reform? Are its marginalization and dependence beginning to dimin-
ish in the opening decade of the twenty-first century?

Africa’s Place in the World Economy

The World Bank described 2005, declared by the British as head of the G8 to
be the “Year of Africa,” as part of a move toward a “Decade of Africa,” a switch
“from promises to results.”16 Compared to the 1980s, growth rate of 1.8 per-
cent, with a per capita growth of –1.1 percent, the 1990s brought 2.4 percent
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and 0.2 percent respectively. By contrast, 2000–2004 brought growth rates of
4.0 percent and 1.6 percent. Exports grew at 0.0 percent, 5.0 percent, and 3.7
percent for the three periods respectively. The growth rate for 2005 was 5.3
percent, marking “a sharp departure” from the weak and volatile growth of
the 1980s and 1990s: “2005 was the fifth year in a row that regional growth
was at least 3.5 percent, and ended the first 5-year period since the 1960s that
per capita growth remained positive in every year.”17 Growth rates for 2004,
2005, and 2006 were 5.3 percent, 5.8 percent, and 5.6 percent—three years of
over 5 percent, based on impressive world economic growth (especially high
commodity prices), better African macroeconomic balance, strong aid flows,
increased capital flows, and improved political stability. Yet these rates should
be compared with South Asia rates of 8.0 percent, 8.7 percent, and 8.6 per-
cent, respectively. Variation in growth rates among African countries, how-
ever, is as important as the regional averages. As Table 3.1 shows, the World
Bank designates categories of little growth, slow growth, sustained growth,
and oil-exporting countries.

While this improvement is notable, despite doubts about its sustainability,
one should keep longer-run comparative performance levels in mind. As Fig-
ure 3.3 shows, Africa in 2004 was still 40.4 percent below other low-income
countries in per capita GDP. The key difference is lower productivity growth,
as investment in Africa still yields less that half the return in other developing
regions. Comparative rates of growth in output per worker are also revealing.
For 1990–2003, the rate for Africa was –0.09 percent, 3.10 percent for South
Asia, 3.12 percent for East Asia without China, and 8.51 percent for China. A
similar story holds for growth in total-factor productivity in these years:
Africa, 0.44 percent; South Asia, 1.38 percent; East Asia without China, 0.58
percent; and China, 4.72 percent. The other major factor is the rate of invest-
ment. Africa’s level remains only half the share of GDP of other developing
countries, with African economies obtaining growth only one-third to one-
half that of other regions from this investment. Capital inflows did increase
from $28.9 billion in 2005 to $39.8 billion in 2006, a surge that may well con-
tinue, given the renewed role of geostrategic factors and the stunningly in-
creased presence of China in Africa. At the same time, Africa’s share of net
developing country capital flows remained steady at a low 6.7 percent, which,
however, exceeded bilateral aid grants for the first time since 1999, while net
official lending declined by $1 billion. On the other hand, net equity flows
rose from $7 billion to $31 billion, and net private lending doubled to $10.6
billion. Two-thirds of the net 2006 increase of $2 billion in foreign direct in-
vestment was concentrated in only five countries—Nigeria, Sudan, Angola,
Equatorial Guinea, and South Africa—in short, invested in oil and the sub-
continent’s only industrial economy.
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Swaziland 2.8

Kenya 2.8

Lesotho 2.7

Eritrea 2.2

Comoros 2.0

Seychelles 2.0

Côte d’lvoire 1.5

Burundi 1.2

Sierra Leona 1.1

Central African Republic 0.9

Guinea-Bissau 0.6

Congo, Dem. Rep. 0.0

Zimbabwe –2.4

Namibia 4.0

Zambia 3.6

Guinea 3.6

Niger 3.5

Togo 3.3

Madagascar 3.3

Malawi 3.2

South Africa 3.1

São Tomé Principe 3.1

Mozambique 8.4

Rwanda 7.5

Cape Verde 6.5

Uganda 6.1

Mali 5.7

Botswana 5.7

Ethiopia 5.5

Tanzania 5.4

Mauritius 4.9

Mauritania 4.9

Benin 4.8

Ghana 4.7

Senegal 4.6

Burkina Faso 4.6

Gambia, The 4.5

Cameroon 4.5

Equitorial Guinea 20.9

Angola 7.9

Chad 7.8

Sudan 6.4

Nigeria 4.0

Congo, Rep. 3.5

Gabon 1.7

Source: International Bank for Reconstruction and Development and World Bank, African Development Indicators 2006 (Washington, D.C.: World Bank,
2006), p. 3.

Note: Data on growth rates are not presented for Liberia and Somalia, but they are included in the denominator in the calculation of population shares.

Little or no growth countries
Average: 1.3 percent

20 percent of
African population

Slow growth countries
Average: 3.4 percent

16 percent of population

Sustained growth
countries

Average: 5.5 percent
25 percent of population

Oil-exporting countries
Average: 7.4 percent

29 percent of population

Average annual GDP growth 1996–2005 (%)

TABLE 3.1  Divergent African growth paths
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FIGURE 3.2  Comparative income levels: Africa risks falling behind

Source: World Bank, Global Economic Prospect 2007: Managing the Next Wave of Globalization
(Washington, D.C.: World Bank, December 2006), p. xvii.

FIGURE 3.3  GDP per capita: Sub-Saharan Africa and other regions, 1960–2004

Source: Benno Ndulu, Challenges of African Growth: Opportunities, Constraints, and Strategic Di-
rection (Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 2007), p. 5.

61

Yet bonds remain a key indicator of Africa’s continued marginalization
from the global economy: Gross bond flows to Africa in 2005 were estimated
at $2.3 billion, all of it to South Africa, compared to $5.3 billion for South
Asia, $20.3 billion for East Asia, and $43.0 billion for Latin America. A com-
parable trend holds for private bank lending: Africa, $11.9 billion; South Asia,
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$12.2 billion; East Asia, $34.5; and Latin America, $46.3 billion. In 2006, the
Seychelles became the second African country to issue international bonds
(South Africa was first), although Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, and Zambia, and
possibly even Côte d’Ivoire were expected to do so in 2007. Foreign aid, not
counting debt relief, rose from $7.7 billion in 2002 to $13.2 billion in 2005,
but then fell in 2006, despite the 2005 promise by the G8 in Gleneagles that
they would double their aid to $50 billion by 2010. (As I discuss below, this
pledge was not fulfilled.) They also pledged to provide significant debt relief,
which was achieved, and to open their markets to African products, which has
not occurred, with the Doha trade round essentially dead. A key underlying
factor is the delayed demographic transition in Africa, despite increased
deaths from war and disease. Some studies claim this delayed transition ac-
counts for two-thirds of the difference between Africa and other regions.
Poverty levels remain very high, with one-third of the world’s poor living in
Africa, while life expectancy has declined from 49 to 47 years since 1990. As
Figure 3.3 shows, the projected long-term effect of this is stunning.

Nonetheless, by the late 2000s, African countries had more resources at
their disposal. They had a huge portion, more than $60 billion, of their bilat-
eral and multilateral debt simply written off by the Paris Club, HIPC, and
MDRI, while non-HIPC African countries also received significant debt re-
duction from the Paris Club, including a unique deal giving Nigeria alone $18
billion (and an overall reduction of debt stock of $30 billion), signaling the
return of geostrategic economic logic to Africa. The NGOs continue to cam-
paign for a total debt write-off, which may not be a good thing. When used
properly and in feasible limits, debt can be a major tool of development, and
African states need to learn to manage their debt loads and use these re-
sources productively.

One of the most useful things to come out of the debates about debt has
been the Debt Sustainability Framework developed by the World Bank and
the IMF, which provides a mechanism for managing the risks associated with
additional borrowing. Many fear that African countries will merely start run-
ning up their debt loads again with the expectation that the debt will get
 written off again—a classic example of moral hazard at work. There are indi-
cations that African states are looking for, and finding, places to borrow from
that do not have the conditionality that comes with official creditor and IFI
borrowing.

As part of a large worldwide trend among developing countries, including
some African countries, is the buildup of foreign reserves as a hedge against
external shocks and as a way to avoid having to go to the IMF or the World
Bank. This applies to African oil producers in particular, but not exclusively.
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In 2007, for example, Angola refused to borrow from the IMF because of the
conditionality involved and borrowed instead from China. In 2004–2006, 20
percent of global South-South private lending went to African countries,
three-quarters of which was from Chinese banks and with no conditionality.
Only 6 percent of Africa’s borrowing consisted of North-South private lend-
ing, which is not formally conditioned, though it is carefully assessed for risk.
For African and other countries that want a seal of approval from the IMF
without borrowing from it, the Fund created the Policy Support Instrument
(PSI). The first one was for Nigeria as part of its stunning 2005 Paris Club
deal. Uganda, Cape Verde, Tanzania, and Mozambique have signed up for
PSIs, while Angola refused one. In part, the PSI was designed to facilitate the
turn or return of low-income countries to global private markets for loans,
bonds, equity capital, and foreign direct investment.

As financial globalization accelerates and becomes more complex, however,
with private resources and instruments proliferating at a rapid rate, Africa will
begin to feel more of its effects, both positive and negative. One of the recent
negative ones is that some low-income countries have become targets of “vul-
ture funds,” which buy up distressed sovereign debt sold by creditor states at a
deep discount in secondary markets. Vulture funds then sue the debtor. Virgin
Islands–based Donegal International, for example, partly owned by an Ameri-
can firm, bought debt that Zambia owed to Romania with a face value of $42
million for a mere $3.2 million and then sued Zambia in a London court for
$55 million in full payment plus interest and legal fees, wiping out part of the
debt relief Zambia received from the Paris Club, HIPC, and MDRI. Donegal
sued precisely because it knew Zambia was now in a better position to pay a
court judgment or negotiate a settlement. The London court ruled that Zam-
bia must pay $15.5 million, about a third of its debt relief for 2007. The case re-
mains in litigation, and several donor countries are paying Zambia’s legal fees.
A number of other African countries, including Uganda, which has had to pay
out $30 million to six vulture funds, are waging similar battles. Altogether, a
third of HIPC counties have been sued by more than thirty-eight vulture
funds, and some have settled. Britain’s Gordon Brown called vulture funds
“scandalous” and promised to take action. Major debt relief NGOs, including
Oxfam, Jubilee UK, and TransAfrica Forum, have also taken up the cause,
while the U.S. Congress has held hearings, and the Paris Club pledged to help.
The World Bank extended its Debt Reduction Facility, which has helped poor
countries deal with commercial debt problems. One of its vice presidents
called vulture funds “a threat to debt relief efforts,” admonishing that “their in-
creasing litigation against countries receiving debt relief will penalize some of
the world’s poorest countries.”18
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The Role of the G8 and New Forms of Global Governance

At the British “Year of Africa” G8 meeting in Scotland in 2005, seven of the
eight countries pledged to double aid to Africa by 2010 and to provide major
new debt relief. The latter pledge was kept; the former was not. The difference
this time was that a rare timetable was established, and a panel was appointed
to report on progress. The African Progress Panel—chaired by former UN Sec-
retary General Kofi Annan, made up of prominent private citizens, and paid for
by the Gates Foundation—reported just prior to the 2007 G8 meeting in Ger-
many that the target would not be met by the deadline unless significant addi-
tional efforts were taken. Reports were also issued by Oxfam, OECD, the World
Bank, and Bono’s NGO, Debt AIDS Trade Africa (DATA). Oxfam claimed that
at current trends, the G8 would miss the pledge by $30 billion. The United
States, Britain, and Japan were close to doing their part, while Canada was actu-
ally ahead, but Germany, France, and Italy were seriously behind. Russia did
not join in the 2005 pledge. A high-level World Bank official said, “The record
so far indicates that apart from debt reduction, African countries haven’t real-
ized the benefits promised at the G8 meeting two years ago, during the Year of
Africa.”19 The DATA report claimed that less than half the amount needed to
make good on the promise had been contributed.

All of these groups and some smaller creditor countries pressed Germany
to make good at the 2007 meeting, but all that was achieved was a recommit-
ment to the original promise without any specifics this time. Many NGOs
pushed for additional debt relief, which was not forthcoming; in fact, some
G8 members contended that debt relief should count as fulfilling their 2005
promise, a claim not generally accepted. The differences from the past are the
public deadline, the assessment reports, and the political and social move-
ments behind them. As Bono put it, “I want to grow the social movement. It’s
no coincidence that in the countries where churches and students are out on
the streets—that’s where the numbers are getting better.”20 Billionaire philan-
thropists are also becoming a major source of additional resources for Africa,
with the efforts of people such as Bill and Melinda Gates and Warren Buffet,
who also have ties to Bono’s One Campaign, the Clinton Foundation, older
mainstream foundations, and activist NGOs. Africa is likely to benefit from
these changes in global governance processes.

China’s Resurgence in Africa: 
A Window of Opportunity for Africa

The year 2006 was China’s “Year of Africa.” In November it held a major sum-
mit with African leaders in Beijing, organized by the Forum on China-Africa
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Cooperation, which pledged major new financial and economic support. The
summit was attended by forty-eight African countries, including thirty-five
heads of state. The Chinese promised $36 billion in concessional loans for
2007–2009, plus $2 billion in concessional buyer’s credits. China announced
the establishment of a China-Africa Development Fund, which would pro-
vide $5 billion in capital for Chinese companies operating in Africa; it went
into effect in June 2007 with $1 billion from the Chinese Development Bank.
In reality, the summit was an elaborate public validation of a process that had
begun in the early 1990s, as China reemerged as a major player in Africa,
driven largely, but not exclusively, by its need for resources and markets to fuel
its amazing transformation into an economic superpower in less than thirty
years. China was poised to overtake Germany and become the world’s third-
largest economy, accomplishing one of the most important changes in the in-
ternational political economy since the end of World War II. China’s key
motto had become “business is business, politics is politics,” and the two
should not have to meet. Oil, of course, is at the center of these efforts.21

China’s new role as a source of trade, capital, and investment is largely wel-
comed by African governments because of the absence of IMF-like condition-
ality attached to it, as well as the speed and flexibility of the Chinese. This is in
stark contrast to the operation of the IFIs and the “donors.” As Aboulaye Diop,
Senegal’s finance minister, put it at the 2007 annual meeting of the African De-
velopment Bank, quite unusually held in Shanghai, “The Chinese treat us like
adults.” In the same vein, a leading Angolan economist said of the IFIs and the
donors, “For them we should have ears, but not a mouth.”22 China may well
quickly become a bigger lender to Africa than the World Bank.

China’s trade with Africa, consisting primarily of oil and metals, amounted
to about $12 million a year in the late 1980s, $3 billion in 1995, $10 billion in
2000, $40 billion in 2005, and $55.5 billion by 2006, up 40 percent in a single
year. China is now Africa’s second-largest trading partner, after the United States
($91 billion) and ahead of France ($47 billion); Africa may well become China’s
largest trading partner within five years. This has the potential to reverse the
long-term decline of Africa’s share of world trade, with some estimates predict-
ing that China-Africa trade will rise to $100 billion by 2010. Eighty-five percent
of Africa’s exports to China consist of oil, metals, and agricultural raw mate -
rials, which are sourced primarily from five countries: Angola, Sudan, Nigeria,
Congo-Brazzaville, and Equatorial Guinea. Thirty percent of China’s oil now
comes from Africa, and this figure will rise quickly. Angola overtook Saudi Ara-
bia as the largest supplier of oil to China, and Sudan is now the  second-largest
African supplier, with 65 percent of its oil going to China. In  addition, China is
now exploring in more than seven other African countries. From 2000 to 2004,
China was responsible for 40 percent of the world’s increased  demand for
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oil. The Chinese also import copper from Zambia, copper and cobalt from
 Congo-Kinshasa, uranium from Namibia, manganese from Ghana, bauxite
from Liberia, iron ore from South Africa, and timber from Liberia, Cameroon,
and Congo-Brazzaville. More than 440 African goods can now enter China
duty free.

The summit’s Beijing Action Plan was to double African assistance by
2009, including $36 billion in concessional, nonconditional loans. The core
institution of this effort is China’s new Export-Import Bank, already the
largest such institution in the world, but all of its help is “tied” assistance,
something Western countries have haltingly moved away from. The Export-
Import Bank lent $7 billion between 2004 and 2006 and plans to lend $20 bil-
lion more in 2007–2010. Chinese foreign direct investment in Africa was less
than $5 million in 1995, rose to $1.2 billion by 2000, approached $12 billion
in 2007, and took place in forty-nine African countries, which were also home
to close to 800 aid projects. Most of this investment and assistance was fo-
cused on infrastructure projects, something the IFIs and donors had long ago
moved away from, and was financed by concessional loans to Chinese compa-
nies or African governments. High-level visits by numerous Chinese officials
have become commonplace. President Hu Jintao made an eight-country trip
to Africa in February 2007, his third in recent years. China also canceled some
African debt, $80 million for Sudan alone in February 2007, and total cancel-
lation may eventually approach $26 billion.

China’s “business is business” approach produced charges of supporting
genocidal regimes like Sudan, especially in regard to Darfur, where China has
only been partially and intermittently helpful, and dictatorships presiding
over failing states like Zimbabwe, and of general disregard for good gover-
nance in general. Many Western firms have complained about nimble and
subsidized competition from Chinese companies. Dumping charges have
come from a number of African states, especially regarding textiles shipped to
South Africa, Ghana, and Zambia. In a tactical response, China moved to
limit some textile exports to parts of Africa. The Chinese have also been ac-
cused of exploiting workers in Zambia, Cameroon, and other places. Thabo
Mbeki warned about falling into a “colonial relationship” with China, similar
to that between Africa and Europe, while he bargained aggressively with
China on numerous economic fronts, and South African firms did a booming
business in China. At the same time, African civil society groups complained
about diminished pressure for good governance, fearing that China’s ongoing
surge would facilitate a reconsolidation of older African political patterns, de-
spite some democratic and governance gains.

A major concern of the IFIs and the Western donors has been the effect on
African debt sustainability, given the deep and costly debt reduction many
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African countries have received. A related fear has been that new Fund-Bank
lending or Official Development Assistance (ODA) might be used to repay
Chinese loans, with the World Bank going so far as to charge China with free
riding. The World Bank tried to negotiate these issues with the Chinese, with
little effect except for a World Bank–China cooperation agreement that may
be just a tactical deflecting move by the Chinese. These issues were also raised
in U.S.-China discussions, again to little effect. G8 finance ministers warned
China in May 2007 about undermining debt sustainability efforts in Africa,
specifically mentioning large concessional nonconditional loans to Angola
and Sudan. A senior U.S. Treasury official asserted that “it is crucial that both
borrowers and creditors agree on an approach to debt sustainability that pre-
vents the reemergence of debt distress.”23 In particular, there was substantial
criticism of a huge Chinese loan to Angola, which, along with its huge oil rev-
enues, made it possible for Angola to keep the IMF at bay by refusing even a
PSI agreement; yet there was no criticism of a $200 million loan to Angola by
Standard Charter, Barclays, and the Royal Bank of Scotland or lending to An-
gola by Germany, Brazil, Russia, Portugal, and Israel. Angola was also servic-
ing its Paris Club debt, including clearing $2.3 billion in principal and interest
arrears in early 2007, in order to avoid Paris Club insistence on an IMF agree-
ment. Angola may well end up negotiating a prepayment of all of its remain-
ing Paris Club debt, as Russia and Macedonia have done. The Chinese have
certainly broken, or at least loosened, the hold of the IFI/donor cartel in
Africa, bringing market competition to foreign aid, lending, trade, and invest-
ment. In the long run, this may not be a bad thing for all parties concerned.

The influence of a loose Chinese development model may also be an impor-
tant consequence of China’s new role in Africa. It is characterized by flexibility,
experimentation, pragmatism, selective learning and borrowing based on local
conditions, an export orientation and willingness to engage in globalization,
openness to outside investment, considerable room for markets and entrepre-
neurship, working through existing imperfect institutions while reforming
them, political and macroeconomic stability with a key productive role for the
state, and above all, safeguarding policy space so that a country can make its
own decisions about when and how to do things, including when to borrow
ideas and money from others. It also includes proper sequencing of policies—
easy reforms before hard ones, rural reforms before urban ones, and economic
ones before political ones. African universities are beginning to open up Chi-
nese study programs that will allow a closer examination of this Chinese
“model.” As Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf, a former World Bank official who is the
newly elected president of Liberia, noted, “I expect all of Africa will look at
China’s great transformation, and we’ll see the cooperation that is now going
on and identify new means by which we can support each other.”24 Learning
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on all sides may well be possible; the IFIs and donors may reassess their proce-
dures and conditionality practices, China may learn that some conditionality is
necessary for stable long-term economic relations with Africa, and African
countries may learn to bargain effectively with both sides while defending their
own policy space. However, one should not expect that all of these potentiali-
ties will become full-fledged realities. The Financial Times may have put it best:
“The less China behaves like the west of old and the more Africa behaves like
the China of today, the more likely this relationship is to benefit both sides.”25

A Positive Legacy of Thirty Years of Structural Adjustment

While the track record of structural adjustment in Africa has been meager and
rocky, especially in regard to more difficult structural reforms, significant, if un-
even, learning has taken place regarding the importance of macroeconomic bal-
ance. A key indicator is the level of international reserves. As Figure 3.4 shows,
African reserves have grown 500 percent over the past ten years, from $21 bil-
lion in 1996 to an estimated $131 billion in 2007. Africa’s performance has out-
done the recent developing world average, but as Figure 3.5 indicates, the trend
began in the mid-1980s and accelerated in the mid-1990s. Much of the money
that would have been wasted in the past is now being saved; it seems to be a new
habit bred by long years of structural adjustment and the example of other,
mostly Asian, countries following the Asia crisis of 1997. In addition, it holds
for oil-importing countries as well as oil-exporting ones. Uganda, for example,
had reserves equivalent to the value of six months of exports in 2007.

This policy trend helps to hedge against risk and external vulnerabilities but
also provides some policy space that decreases dependence on the IFIs and
donor countries. Africa’s reserves are growing faster than foreign trade and
have been facilitated by substantial debt reduction, discussed above, as well as
by higher commodity prices and the presence of major new actors like China,
India, South Korea, and Malaysia. In 1998, Zambia’s reserves amounted to less
than 1 percent of its foreign debt, but by 2007, they were the equivalent of 28
percent, a good omen for debt sustainability. With the exception of stunning
disasters like Zimbabwe, whose economy has nearly halved since 1999, as
nearly a quarter of its people have fled to neighboring countries and inflation
has soared to 4,500 percent, African countries have been pursuing better policy
and management of public finances.

CONCLUSION

Given the factors discussed in this chapter, it is clear that Africa really has the
possibility of a second chance, a perhaps short window of opportunity to step
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FIGURE 3.4  Sub-Saharan African international reserves, 1996–2007

Source: “Africa Buys Itself a Bit of Insurance,” The Economist, June 30, 2007, p. 84.

FIGURE 3.5  Sub-Saharan African international reserves, 1985–2006

Source: International Monetary Fund, Regional Economic Outlook: Sub-Saharan Africa (Washing-
ton, D.C.: IMF, April 2007), p. 7
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up and do what needs to be done for its own development. After more than
thirty years of structural adjustment, African leaders, governments, and civil
societies must stand up and prove they can do what is required. They have a
chance to take the responsibility they have so long claimed they want. Not all
of them will or will be able to do so; this is after all not just economics, but
rather political economy, and serious political obstacles remain. Thus, we
should not fall victim to the fault of analytic hurry—seeing a trend we really
want to take place as real before there is hard evidence that it is actually sus-
tainable. But it is a window of opportunity that has not existed for a long
time. The leaders and governments who do stand up deserve all the help the
international community can provide them. So, is Africa still caught between
a rock and a hard place? Given the current conjuncture of forces laid out here,
a possible answer is “not as much as we thought.” Africa’s marginalization and
dependence could at least begin to diminish, but much of it depends on how
Africans respond to their new opportunities. It is not clear whether this latest
bout of optimism may be dashed as quickly as past ones.
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4

Africa and Other Civilizations
Conquest and Counter-Conquest

Ali A. Mazrui

INTRODUCTION: 
CULTURAL RECEPTIVITY

One of the most intriguing aspects of the historical sociology of Africa since
the early twentieth century has been its remarkable cultural receptivity. For ex-
ample, Christianity has spread faster in a single century in Africa than it did in
several centuries in Asia.1 European languages have acquired political legiti-
macy in Africa more completely than they have ever done in formerly colo-
nized Asian countries like India, Indonesia, and Vietnam. Indeed, while nobody
talks about “English-speaking Asian countries” or “Francophone Asia,” African
countries are routinely categorized in terms of which particular European lan-
guage they have adopted as their official medium (Lusophone, English- speaking,
and Francophone African states).

If we examine the preceding millennium, North Africa and much of the
Nile Valley were not only converted to the Muslim religion; millions of the in-
habitants were linguistically transformed into Arabs. Elsewhere in Africa, the
Muslim faith has continued to make new converts in spite of the competitive
impact of Euro-Christian colonial rule following the Berlin conference of
1884–1885.2

Linguistic nationalism in favor of indigenous languages in postcolonial
Africa has been relatively weak. Only a handful of African countries allocate
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much money toward developing African languages for modern needs. On the
other hand, most African governments south of the Sahara give high priority
to the teaching of European languages in African schools.3

No African country has officially allocated a national holiday in honor of
the gods of indigenous religions. All African countries, on the other hand,
have a national holiday either in favor of Christian festivals (especially Christ-
mas) or Muslim festivals (for example, Idd el-Fitr) or both categories of im-
ported festivals. The Semitic religions (Christianity and Islam) are nationally
honored in much of Africa; the indigenous religions are at best ethnic occa-
sions rather than national ones.

TOWARD CONQUERING THE CONQUERORS

Africa’s readiness to welcome new cultures is both its strength and its weak-
ness. There is an African preparedness to learn from others; but there is also
the looming danger of Africa’s dependency and intellectual imitation.

What has so often been overlooked is the third dimension of this equa-
tion. Africa’s cultural receptivity can over time make others dependent on
Africa. There is a cyclic dynamic at play. Those who have culturally con-
quered Africa have, over time, become culturally dependent upon Africa. The
biter has sometimes been bitten; the conqueror has sometimes been counter -
conquered. This chapter is about this boomerang effect in acculturation and
assimilation. Africa has sometimes counterpenetrated the citadels of its own
conquerors.

This process of Africa’s counterpenetration has sometimes been facilitated
by Africa’s political fragmentation in the egalitarian age. The majority of the
members of the nonaligned movement are from Africa. The largest single
group of members of the Organization of the Islamic Conference are African
and also members of the African Union. Much of the agenda of the Com-
monwealth of Nations since the 1960s has been set by its African members—
as they have used the “Britannic” fraternity to help liberate Southern Africa,
dismantle apartheid, and address the challenges of globalization such as the
debt crisis. Although African countries comprise about a third of the Com-
monwealth members, they have been by far the most influential regional
group in shaping its agenda and its decisions. In the 1990s, African influence
was for a while enhanced by the election of the first African Secretary-General
of the Commonwealth, Chief Eleazar Emeka Anyaoku of Nigeria. South
Africa’s readmission under majority rule brought the whole story full circle.
And when Mozambique was admitted in 1995, the Commonwealth ceased to
be an exclusively anglophone club.
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In the United Nations, countries from Africa were also almost a third of the
total global membership until the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia collapsed, and
Czechoslovakia split into separate UN members. Africa’s fragmentation in
an egalitarian age had for a while helped Africa’s voting power in the General
 Assembly. Africa’s percentage of the total membership has declined in the
1990s—closer to a quarter of the membership.4

On the other hand, Africa has had two successive Secretaries-General of
the United Nations—Boutros Boutros-Ghali and Kofi Annan—partly as a re-
sult of the wider rivalries of world politics. On the negative side, the United
States and Great Britain also succeeded in hounding out of power the first
African Director-General of UNESCO, Amadou-Mahtar M’Bow of Senegal.5

Even in this relatively egalitarian age in human history, real power continues
to be decisive—when there is enough at stake to invoke it. In the first half
of this twenty-first century will Africa provide another Director-General of
 UNESCO?

Even Africa’s weakness has—on other occasions—been a source of power.
As we indicated, Africa’s territorial fragmentation has translated into voting
influence even in UNESCO, in spite of what happened to Dr. M’Bow. And the
General Assembly of the United Nations continues to take into account the
liberation and egalitarian concerns of the African group.

Similarly Africa’s cultural receptivity—though often excessive and a cause of
Africa’s intellectual dependency—has sometimes become the basis of Africa’s
counterinfluence on those who have conquered her. This chapter on Africa’s
counterpenetration is illustrative rather than exhaustive. I examine Africa’s re-
lationship with two interrelated civilizations—Arab and Islamic. I then examine
the French connection as an illustration of Africa’s potential in counter -
influencing the Western world. I then examine Africa’s interaction with  India—
with special reference to the legacies of Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru.
I conclude with Africa’s conquest of Africa—the full circle of  autocolonization.

The Arab factor in Africa’s experience is illustrative of the politics of iden-
tity. The Islamic factor is illustrative of the politics of religion. With the French
connection we enter the politics of language. The Afro-Indian interaction is
examined through the politics of liberation. Finally, I examine the future poli-
tics of self-conquest. Let us now turn to the four case studies (Afro-Arab, Afro-
Islamic, Afro-French, Afro-Indian and Afro-African) in greater detail.

AFRICA CONQUERS THE ARABS

In the seventh century CE, parts of Africa were captured by the Arabs in the
name of Islam. Three factors speeded up the Arabization of North Africa and
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the Lower Nile Valley. One factor was indeed Africa’s cultural receptivity—a
remarkable degree of assimilability. The second factor that facilitated Arabiza-
tion was the Arab lineage system, and how it defined the offspring of mixed
marriages. The third factor behind Arabization was the spread of the Arabic
language and its role in defining what constitutes an Arab.

At first glance the story is a clear case of how the Arabs took over large
chunks of Africa. But on closer scrutiny the Afro-Arab saga is a story of both
conquest and counterconquest. It is comparable to the role of the British in
colonizing North America. Much later, imperial Britain was being protected
and led by her former colonies, the United States of America.

But there is one important difference in the case of reciprocal conquest be-
tween the Arabs and the Africans. The actual creation of new Arabs is still con-
tinuing. Let us examine this remarkable process of “Arab-formation” in Africa
across the centuries more closely.

The Arab conquest of North Africa in the seventh and eighth centuries ini-
tiated two processes—Arabization (through language) and Islamization
(through religion). The spread of Arabic as a native language created new Sem-
ites (the Arabs of North Africa). The diffusion of Islam created new mono -
theists, but not necessarily new Semites. The Copts of Egypt are linguistically
Arabized, but they are not, of course, Muslims. On the other hand, the Wolof
and Hausa are preponderantly Islamized—but they are not Arabs.

The process by which the majority of North Africans became Arabized was
partly biological and partly cultural. The biological process involved inter-
marriage and was considerably facilitated by the upward lineage system of the
Arabs. Basically, if the father of a child is an Arab, the child is an Arab, regard-
less of the ethnic or racial origins of the mother. This lineage system could be
described as ascending miscegenation, since the offspring ascends to the status
of the more privileged parent.

This is in sharp contrast to the lineage system of, say, the United States
where the child of a white father and a black mother descends to status of the
less privileged race of that society. Indeed, in a system of descending misce-
genation like that of the United States, it does not matter whether it is the fa-
ther or the mother who is black. An offspring of such racial mixture descends
to black underprivilege. The American system does not therefore co-opt “im-
purities” upward across the racial barrier to high status. It pushes “impuri-
ties” downward into the pool of disadvantage.

It is precisely because the Arabs have the opposite lineage system (ascend-
ing miscegenation) that North Africa was so rapidly transformed into part of
the Arab world (and not merely Muslim world). The Arab lineage system per-
mitted considerable racial cooptation. “Impurities” were admitted to higher
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echelons as new full members—provided the father was an Arab. And so the
range of colors in the Arab world extends from the whites of Syria and Iraq
to the browns of Yemen, from blond-haired Lebanese to the black Arabs of
 Sudan.

Within Africa the valley of the White Nile is a particularly fascinating story
of evolving Arabization. The Egyptians were, of course, not Arabs when the
Muslim conquest occurred in the seventh century CE. The process of Islamiza-
tion in the sense of actual change of religion took place fairly rapidly after the
Arab conquerors had consolidated their hold on the country.

On the other hand, the Arabization of Egypt turned out to be significantly
slower than its Islamization. The Egyptians changed their religious garment
from Christianity to Islam more quickly than they changed their linguistic
garment from ancient Egyptian and ancient Greek to Arabic. And even when
Arabic became the mother tongue of the majority of Egyptians, it took cen-
turies before Egyptians began to call themselves Arabs.

But this is all relative. When one considers the pace of Arabization in the
first millennium of Islam, it was still significantly faster than average in the his-
tory of human acculturation. The number of people in the Middle East who
called themselves “Arabs” expanded dramatically in a relatively short period.
This was partly because of the exuberance of the new religion, partly because
of the rising prestige of the Arabic language, and partly due to the rewards of
belonging to a conquering civilization. Religious, political, and psychological
factors transformed Arabism into an expansionist culture that absorbed the
conquered into the body politic of the conquerors. In the beginning there was
an “island” or a peninsula called “Arabia.” But in time there were far more
Arabs outside Arabia than within. At the end of it all there was an “Arab world.”

Along the valley of the White Nile, Northern Sudan was also gradually
 Islamized—and more recently has been increasingly Arabized. But as the cri-
sis of Darfur has illustrated, many Northern Sudanese may learn the Arabic
language as a second language—and fall short of seeing themselves as Arabs.6

But other Sudanese people who were not originally Arabs have come to see
themselves more and more as Arabs.

The question that arises is whether there is a manifest destiny of the White
Nile—pushing it toward further Arabization. It began with the Egyptians and
their gradual acquisition of an Arab identity. The Northern Sudanese have
been in the process of similar Arabization. Are the Southern Sudanese the
next target of the conquering wave of Arabization within the next hundred to
two hundred years? Will the twin forces of biological mixture (intermarriage
between Northerners and Southerners) and cultural assimilation transform
the Dinkas and Nuers of today into the black Arabs of tomorrow?
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It is not inconceivable, provided the country as a whole holds together. As
racial intermarriage increases, Northern Sudanese will become more black in
color. As acculturation increases in the South, Southerners may become more
Arab. Biological Africanization of the North and cultural Arabization of the
South will reinforce each other and help to forge a more integrated Sudan,
provided peace is restored to the country. Without peace the country will
break up sooner or later.

Southern Sudanese are the only sub-Saharan Africans who are being Ara-
bized faster than they are being Islamized. They are acquiring the Arabic lan-
guage faster than they are acquiring Islam. This is in sharp contrast to the
experience of such sub-Saharan peoples as the Wolof, the Yoruba, the Hausa
or even the Somali—among all of whom the religion of Islam has been more
triumphant than the language of the Arabs. This rapid Arabization of the
Southern Sudanese linguistically has two possible outcomes in the future.
The Southern Sudanese could became Sudan’s equivalent of the Copts of
Egypt—a Christian minority whose mother tongue would then be Arabic. Or,
the Arabization of the Southern Sudanese could be followed by their religious
Islamization—in time making Southern and Northern Sudanese truly inter-
mingled and eventually indistinguishable.

Meanwhile, the Swahili language has been creeping northward toward Juba
from East Africa as surely as Arabic has been creeping southward from the
Mediterranean. The Swahilization of Tanzania, Kenya, Uganda, and eastern
Zaire has been gathering momentum.7 With Arabic coming up the Nile to-
ward Juba and Kiswahili down the same valley, Southern Sudanese will find
themselves caught between the forces of Arabization and the forces of Swa -
hilization. Historically, these two cultures (Arab and Swahili) can so easily re-
inforce each other. It is because of this pattern of trends that the manifest
destiny of the Valley of the White Nile appears to be a slow but definite assim-
ilation into the Arab fold over the next century or two. Ironically, the Arabiza-
tion of Southern Sudan may continue even if the South breaks away and
forms a separate country.

Nevertheless, racial ambivalence will maintain a linkage with Africanity.
Indeed, the Southern Sudanese are bound to be the most negritudist of all
 Sudanese—even if they do become Arabized and do not secede. There is a
precedent of black nationalism even among Northern Sudanese. It is not of-
ten realized how much “negritude” sentiment there is among important sec-
tors of Northern Sudanese opinion. Muhammad al-Mahdi al-Majdhub has
been described as “probably the first Sudanese poet to tap the possibility of
writing poetry in the Arabic language with a consciousness of a profound be-
longing to a ‘Negro’ tradition.”8
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The poet al-Mahdi has indeed affirmed:

In the Negroes I am firmly rooted though the Arabs
may boastfully claim my origin . . . My tradition is:
beads, feathers, and a palm-tree which I embrace,
and the forest is singing around us.9

Muhammad Miftah al-Fayturi is another Arab negritudist. Information
about his ancestry is somewhat contradictory. His father was probably Libyan
and his mother Egyptian but of Southern Sudanese ancestry. In his words:

Do not be a coward
Do not be a coward
say it in the face
of the human race:
My father is of a Negro father,
My mother is a Negro woman,
and I am black.10

In some notes about al-Fayturi’s early poetic experiences, there is the an-
guished cry: “I have unriddled the mystery, the mystery of my tragedy: I am
short, black and ugly.”

Then there are the Arab negritudists who sometimes revel in the fact that
they are racially mixed. They can also be defiant and angrily defensive about
their mixture. Salah A. Ibrahim, in his piece on “The Anger of the Al-Hababy
Sandstorm,” declared:

Liar is he who proclaims:
‘I am the unmixed’. . . Yes, a liar!11

In the Sudan of the future there may be even less room for such “lies” than
there is at present. After all, Arabization is, almost by definition, a process of
creating mixture—and its relentless force along the White Nile is heading
southward toward Juba and beyond.

How has the boomerang effect worked in relation to the Arabization of
Africa? In what sense has there been an Africanization of the Arab world? In
what way has the whole process been cyclic?

It is worth reminding ourselves that the majority of the Arab people are in
Africa. Over 60 percent of the population of the Arab world is now west of the
Red Sea on African soil. The largest Arab country in population is Egypt,
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which in 1989 and 1993 became the presiding country in the Organization of
African Unity, while its president was at the same time seeking a resolution
of the Palestinian-Israeli impasse during both years.

The headquarters of the Arab League is in Africa. From 1979 to 1989 it was
located in Tunis, having previously been in Cairo. In 1990 it was decided to
return the Arab League to Cairo. If the headquarters of the Arab League sym-
bolizes the capital of the entire Arab world, then the capital of the Arabs in the
second half of the twentieth century was located on the African continent.

When the Palestine Liberation Organization and its warriors were expelled
from Lebanon by the Israeli military invasion of 1982, the headquarters of the
Palestinian movement also moved to Africa. Major decisions about the Pales-
tinians, including the declaration of the Palestinian state in exile, were now
made on African soil—from Tunis. Partly because of this evolving Afro-
 Palestinian solidarity, Yassir Arafat was in Lusaka in 1990 to embrace Nelson
Mandela when the latter made his first trip outside South Africa in thirty
years.

The largest city in the Arab world is located on its African side. The popu-
lation of Cairo is more than the native population of Saudi Arabia as a whole.

Cairo also has become the cultural capital of the Arab world. The greatest
singers and musicians of the Arab world—including the incredible Umm
Khulthum, affectionately known as “the Star of the East”—used to mesmerize
the Middle East from the studios of the Voice of the Arabs Broadcasting Sys-
tem in Cairo. Israelis even invented one more anti-Arab joke—“O yes, the
Arabs have at last found unity—every Thursday night when they all tune in to
listen to the voice of Umm Khulthum.” Her funeral in 1975 was second only
to President Nasser’s burial in 1970 in terms of the size of the crowds and the
passions and public grief displayed.12

The most famous Arab musical composer of the twentieth century has also
come from the African side of the Arab world. Al-Ustadh Muhammad Abdul
Wahab was in his younger days primarily a singer and instrumentalist. His
musical compositions were initially modest, though they suited his vocal
power. After deeper study of Western classical music—with special reference
to Beethoven—Muhammad Abdul Wahab took Egyptian music into new lev-
els of cross-cultural complexity. He developed new styles of Arab orchestral
and even symphonic music. He was doing all this innovative work from the
African side of the Arab world.

Culture has its technological and professional infrastructure. Egypt is by
far the most important film-making country in both Africa and the Arab
world. Egyptian shows feature prominently on cinema screens and television
programs on both sides of the Red Sea.
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There are other skills of the Arab people that also disproportionately em-
anate from the African side. Dr. Boutros Boutros-Ghali, when he was Egypt’s
Minister of State for Foreign Affairs, estimated that Egypt’s technical assis-
tance to other Arab countries was sometimes as high as two million Egyptians
scattered in the region.13 Boutros-Ghali later became Secretary-General of the
United Nations, as stated earlier.

All this is quite apart from the importance of Egypt in the Arab military
equation in at least four of the Arab-Israeli wars. Until the 1973 war, the Arab
armies were no match for the Israelis. And even in 1973, Arab triumphs were
mainly at the beginning of the conflict. What is clear is that the nearest thing
to an Arab military credibility against Israel came from the African side of the
Arab region. This is why the United States invested so heavily in the Camp
David Accords and the neutralization of Egypt as a “confrontation state”
against Israel. In exchange for American largess, Egypt is no longer prepared
to defend either Palestinians or Lebanese militarily.

In 639 ce, the Arabs had crossed into Africa and conquered Egypt. By the
second half of the twentieth century Egypt had become the most important
pillar of the military defense of the Arab world. History has once again played
its cyclic boomerang game in the interaction between Africa and her con-
querors. The ancestral home of the Arabs in Asia is now heavily dependent
culturally and militarily on the African side of the Arab nation. However,
there are more petrodollars to the east of the Red Sea than to the west.

In His infinite wisdom, Allah has so far permitted the ancestral home of
 Islam—Saudi Arabia—to retain a preponderance of oil reserves and petro-
power. Perhaps only the petro-factor has prevented the African side of the
Arab nation from attaining complete preponderance. Arabized Africa now
leads the way demographically, culturally, technologically, militarily, and ar-
tistically. Allah has permitted the birthplace of the Prophet Muhammad to
lead the way in petro-power for the time being.

AFRICA: THE FIRST ISLAMIC CONTINENT?

Why are Islam and Christianity continuing to spread so fast in sub-Saharan
Africa? Why has religious receptivity in Africa been so remarkable?

The spread of Christianity during Africa’s colonial period was particularly
spectacular. The Christian gospel spread faster in a single century in Africa
than it did in several centuries in places like India and China. Indeed, Christi-
anity in southern India is virtually two thousand years old—going back to the
days of the disciples of Jesus. Yet to the present day the Christian population
in the whole of India is little more than 20 million in a country that has a total
population of more than one billion.14
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When we turn to Islam, there is just the chance that Africa will become to
Islam what Europe has been to Christianity—the first continent to have a
preponderance of believers. Europe was the first continent to have a majority
of Christians. Is Africa becoming the first continent to have a majority of
 Muslims?

Since independence two issues have been central to religious speculation in
Africa—Islamic expansion and Islamic revivalism. Expansion is about the
spread of religion and its scale of new conversions. Revivalism is about the re-
birth of faith among those who are already converted. Expansion is a matter of
geography and populations—in search of new worlds to conquer. Revivalism
is a matter of history and nostalgia—in search of ancient worlds to reenact.
The spread of Islam in postcolonial Africa is basically a peaceful process of per-
suasion and consent. The revival of Islam is sometimes an angry process of
 rediscovered “fundamentalism.”

In Arab Africa there is little Islamic expansion taking place—although some
Egyptian Muslim militants regard the Coptic Church as a historical anachro-
nism that ought to end.15 For North Africa as a whole, Islamic revivalism is the
main issue. It probably cost President Anwar Sadat his life in 1981 and has
sometimes threatened the ruling regimes of Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco. In-
deed, Algeria was plunged into an ugly civil war when the military aborted an
election that the Islamists were set to win in 1992.16 Outside Arab Africa the
central issue concerning Islam is not merely its revival but also the speed of its
expansion. We are back to the issue of receptivity. It is not often realized that
there are more Muslims in Nigeria than in any Arab country, including Egypt.17

Muslims in Ethiopia are not a small minority either; they are probably half the
population.18 Islam elsewhere in Africa has spread— however  unevenly—all
the way down to the Cape of Good Hope. Islam in South Africa is three hun-
dred years old, having first arrived not directly from Arabia but from Southeast
Asia with “Malay” immigrants.19

The largest countries in Africa in terms of population are Nigeria, Egypt,
Ethiopia, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). Between them,
these four countries account for nearly 200 million Muslims. (The Islamic
part of the Congo is mainly in the east.) Virtually half the population of the
continent is now Muslim.20

But religion in Africa does not of course exist in isolation. The world of re-
ligious experience in Africa is rich in diversity. It is even affected by the rivalry
between the written word and the oral tradition. The written word and liter-
acy are often regarded as allies of modernization. But the written word can
also be an adversary to modernization. This is particularly so in situations
where a holy book or sacred text commands so much loyalty that it hinders
the process of secularization. The primordial power of the Qur’an on Muslim
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believers has tended to make “modernization” in the Muslim world more
 difficult—for better or for worse.

Religions of the oral tradition, on the other hand, tend to be more recep-
tive to new religious influences. African traditional religions especially are
particularly ecumenical. The same African individual may combine either Is-
lam with his or her ethnic religion or Christianity with that indigenous reli-
gion. This is what so-called syncretism is all about. However, while an African
may be both a Muslim and a follower of a traditional creed, an African is un-
likely to be both a Muslim and a Christian. One religion of sacred text (for ex-
ample, Islam) can be combined with a religion of oral message (for example,
Yoruba religion). But it is rare that two religions of sacred text (Sunni Islam
and Roman Catholicism) can be adhered to by the same individual. Religions
of sacred text tend to be mutually exclusive. Shiite Muslims are unlikely to be
simultaneously Methodists or Greek Orthodox.

Of the three principal religious legacies of Africa (indigenous, Islamic, and
Christian), the most tolerant on record must be counted to be the indigenous
tradition. It is even arguable that Africa did not have religious wars before
Christianity and Islam arrived. Indigenous religions were neither universalist
(seeking to convert the whole of the human race) nor competitive (in bitter ri-
valry against other creeds). Christianity and Islam, on the other hand, were
both universalist and competitive—perhaps especially in Black Africa. In that
arena south of the Sahara, Christianity and Islam have often been in competi-
tion for the soul of the continent. Rivalry has sometimes resulted in conflict.21

Indigenous African religions, on the other hand, are basically communal
rather than universalist. Like Hinduism and modern Judaism—and unlike
Christianity and Islam—indigenous African traditions have not sought to con-
vert the whole of humankind. The Yoruba do not seek to convert the Ibo to
Yoruba religion—or vice versa. Nor do either the Yoruba or the Ibo compete
with each other for the souls of a third group, such as the Hausa. By not being
proselytizing religions, indigenous African creeds have not fought with each
other. Over the centuries, Africans have waged many kinds of wars with each
other—but hardly ever religious ones before the universalist creeds  arrived.

But what has this to do with cultural receptivity in contemporary Africa?
The indigenous toleration today has often mitigated the competitiveness of the
imported Semitic religions (Christianity and Islam). Let me illustrate with
Senegal, which is over 90 percent Muslim.22 The founder president of this pre-
dominantly Islamic society was Léopold Sédar Senghor. This Roman Catholic
presided over the fortunes of postcolonial Senegal for two decades (1960–1980)
in basic political partnership with the Muslim leaders of the country, the
Marabouts.23

82 ALI A. MAZRUI

0813343648 text.qxd:0813343648 text  5/16/08  2:34 PM  Page 82



Contrast this phenomenon with the history of the United States as a pre-
dominantly Protestant society. In spite of a constitution that ostensibly sepa-
rated church from state from the eighteenth century, it was not until 1960 that
the American electorate was ready to elect a Roman Catholic as president.
When will the United States elect a Jew to that highest office? Although U.S.
Jews have occupied some of the highest offices of the land (and have been rep-
resented on the Supreme Court), it seems unlikely that there will be a Jewish
president of the United States for at least another decade.

Muslims in the United States may now equal the Jews in numbers (al-
though not in influence and power).24 Although the Constitution still insists
on separating church from state, for the time being, the prospect of a Muslim
president of the United States of America remains mind-boggling.

And yet, newly independent Senegal could in 1960 calmly accept a Roman
Catholic to preside over the fortunes of a basically Muslim country. Senghor
belonged to an entirely different faith from most Senegalese, unlike Kennedy,
who was a fellow Christian to most Americans but from a different sect. And
yet he was president of a stable Muslim country for some twenty years.

His successor as president (partly sponsored by him) was Abdou Diouf—a
Muslim ruler of a Muslim society, at last. But the tradition of ecumenical tol-
erance continued in Senegal. The first lady of the country—Madame Eliza-
beth Diouf—was Roman Catholic. And several of the ministers serving under
the new president were, from time to time, Christian.

Senegalese religious tolerance has continued in other spheres. What might
be regarded as provocative in other Islamic countries has been tolerated in
Senegal. There have been occasions when a Christian festival like the First
Communion—with a lot of feasting, merrymaking, and singing—has been
publicly held in Dakar right in the middle of the Islamic fast of Ramadan. The
feast has coexisted with the fast. And the Christian merrymakers have been
left undisturbed.25

To summarize the argument so far, predominantly Muslim countries south
of the Sahara have sometimes been above average in religious toleration. The
capacity to accommodate other faiths may to some extent be part of the his -
torical Islamic tradition in multireligious empires. But far more religiously
 tolerant than either Islam or Christianity have been indigenous African
 traditions—especially since these do not aspire to universalism and are not in-
herently competitive. In Black Africa this indigenous tolerance has, as I indi-
cated, often moderated the competitive propensities of Christianity and Islam.

As President of Uganda in his first administration, Milton Obote (a Protes-
tant) used to boast that his extended family in Lango consisted of Muslims,
Catholics, and Protestants “at peace with each other.” Obote’s successor—Idi
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Amin Dada (a Muslim)—also had a similarly multireligious extended family
and even once declared that he planned to have at least one of his sons trained
for the Christian priesthood. Amin may have reconsidered the matter when—
upon losing office—he found political refuge in Saudi Arabia as a guest of the
custodians of the Islamic holy cities of Mecca and Medina. And as indicated
above, the first Muslim president of Senegal, Abdou Diouf, had a Roman
Catholic first lady. Religious ecumenicalism and cultural receptivity continue
to moderate the sensibilities of contemporary Africa.

When we place Islam in the context of the African continent as a whole, the
cultural cyclic boomerang effect is once again discernible. The most influential
Islamic university in the world—Al-Azhar University—is on the African conti-
nent. Al-Azhar in Cairo is credited with some of the most important  fatwas un-
der the Sharia (legal opinions under Islamic law) in the past six hundred years.

Al-Azhar was founded by the Fatimids more than a thousand years ago in
970 ce. This makes it one of the oldest and most durable universities in the
world. The basic program of studies through the ages has been Islamic law,
theology, and the Arabic language. Other subjects have more recently been
added, especially since the nineteenth century. Women have been admitted
since 1962. The university has continued to attract Muslim students from as
far afield as China and Indonesia. It is widely regarded as the chief center of
Islamic learning in the world.26

Islamic modernism has also been led from the African side of the Muslim
world. The Egyptian thinker Muhammad Abduh (1849–1905) is still widely
acclaimed as the chief architect of the modernization and reform of Islam.
Born in the Nile Delta, he was later influenced by the great Pan-Islamic revo-
lutionary Jamal al Din al-Afghani, who had settled in Cairo before being ex-
pelled for political activity in 1879. Abduh himself also suffered exile more
than once. He lived to become the leading jurist of the Arab world, a professor
at Al-Azhar University, and eventually Mufti of Egypt (chief Islamic chancel-
lor). His doctrinal reforms included freedom of will in Islam, the harmony of
reason with revelation, the primacy of ethics over ritual and dogma in reli-
gion, and the legitimacy of interest on loans under Islamic law.27

A much more recent disciple of Abduh and al-Afghani was the Sudanese
scholar Mahmoud Muhammad Taha. Taha’s own version of Islamic mod-
ernism in Sudan earned him a punishment more severe than what Abduh and
al-Afghani suffered in nineteenth century Egypt. Under the presidency of
 Jaafar el-Nimeiry in Sudan, Mahmoud Muhammad Taha was executed in his
old age in January 1985 on charges of apostasy and heresy.28

While this history of Islamic modernism includes personal tragedy as well
as intellectual originality, there is no doubt about Africa’s role in the reforma-
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tion of Islam. Africa has often been the very vanguard of Islamic innovation
and doctrinal review.

Africa’s remarkable presence in the global Islamic equation includes the scale
of Africa’s membership in the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC).
Until the collapse of the Soviet Union, almost half of the members of this global
Islamic organization were also members of the Organization of African Unity.
Africa has produced some of the leaders of the OIC. The late Ahmed Sékou
Touré of Guinea (Conakry) was Chairman of the OIC when he attempted to
mediate between Iraq and Iran in the earlier phases of their own Gulf war.

In distribution, Islam is indeed an Afro-Asian religion. Almost all Muslim
countries are either in Africa or in Asia. In this new millennium, the Muslim
population of the world has been estimated at 1.2 billion people. Before the
middle of this new century, the Muslim population of the globe may reach a
quarter of the human race. In a television address to the American people in
August 1998, President Bill Clinton estimated that Muslims were already a
quarter of the world’s population, but that was probably premature.

The fastest rate of increase of the Muslim population of the world is cur-
rently in Africa. This is partly because Africa is undergoing the fastest rate of
Islamic conversion of any major region on earth. It is also because natural fer-
tility rates in Africa are higher than anywhere else. Moreover, Muslims in
Africa are reproducing at a faster rate than most other Africans, as in many
other regions.29 This trend was confirmed in an earlier study:

The single most remarkable demographic aspect of Islamic societies is the nearly

universal high level of fertility—the average of childbearing in Islamic nations is

6 children per woman. . . . Fertility rates are highest for those Islamic nations in

sub-Saharan Africa—an average of 6.6 births per woman. Furthermore, African

Islamic nations south of the Sahara have higher fertility on average than do other

developing nations in that region.30

There is evidence not only that Muslim women are married significantly
earlier than other women in developing countries,31 but also that Muslim
women aspire to have more children. Kenya now has slowed its population
growth, but until the concluding decades of the twentieth century, Muslim
women aspired to an average family size of 8.4 children: “This was the highest
of any religious grouping, with Catholic women preferring 7.1 children and
Protestant women an average of 7.0 children.”32

Although Asia still has many more millions of Muslims than Africa, the de-
mographic indicators show that the African continent is narrowing the gap dra-
matically. In the twenty-first century, Africa may already have become the only
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continent of the world with an absolute Muslim majority.33 This second-largest
continent, in terms of area, may have become the first in Muslim prepon -
derance. A part of Asia once conquered Africa in the name of Islam. Africa is
now repaying the debt by overshadowing Asia in the fortunes of Islam. The cul-
tural boomerang effect has once again been at work.34 Once again we have a
full  circle.

History is in the process of playing out a remarkable prophetic destiny. The
first great muezzin of Islam was a black man—the great Bilal, son of Rabah of
Ethiopian extraction. Today we might compare his great voice with that of Paul
Robeson. Bilal called Muslim believers to prayer in seventh-century  Arabia.35

Symbolically, Bilal’s Islamic call to prayer has echoed down the centuries.
In this twenty-first century, has Bilal been heard particularly clearly in his an-
cestral continent of Africa? Perhaps the cultural boomerang effect has now
taken the form of echoes of an African muezzin reverberating back across the
centuries. What of the echoes from that other great civilization in Africa’s
 destiny—the Western heritage? Our case study here concerns the French ver-
sion of the idea of “Eurafrica.” Let us explore this area.

EURAFRICA: THE FRENCH CONNECTION

France invented the concept of “Eurafrica”—asserting an organic relationship
between Europe and Africa, deep enough to transform the two continents
into a single integrated international subsystem. How does this concept relate
to the French language?

The majority of French-speaking people in the world are in the Western
world—mainly in France itself. However, the majority of French-speaking states
are in Africa. Over twenty members of the African Union are French-speaking
in the sense of having adopted French as an official language. These are Algeria,
Benin, Burundi, Chad, Cameroon, Central African Republic, Comoros, Congo,
Côte d’Ivoire, Djibouti, Burkina Faso, Gabon, Guinea, Madagascar, Mali, Mau-
ritania, Mauritius, Morocco, Niger, Rwanda, Senegal, Réunion, Togo, Tunisia,
and Congo (Kinshasa).36

Without Africa, the French language would be almost a provincial language.
The Democratic Republic of Congo (formerly Zaire) is the largest French-
speaking country after France in terms of population—and it is destined to be
the largest absolutely by about the middle of the twenty-first century.37 If the
Congo (DRC) succeeds in stabilizing itself, and in assuming effective control
over its resources, it may one day become France’s rival in influence and power
in French-speaking Africa as a whole.38

When we look at the global scene, the French language is shrinking in us-
age in the Northern Hemisphere. On the other hand, French is still spreading
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and gaining in influence in the Southern Hemisphere, especially in Africa. Let
us take each of these propositions in turn. Why is French declining in Europe
and the North as a whole?

The most important challenge to the French language in the Northern
Hemisphere has been caused by the vast expansion of American influence in
the twentieth century. The language has of course been English. While the
spread of the English language in Africa has been mainly due to the impact of
imperial Britain, the spread of the English language in Europe, and its ex-
panding role in international affairs, has been largely due to the new Ameri-
can hegemony in the Northern Hemisphere. The triumph of the English
language globally has ranged from increasing usage in diplomacy to its pre-
eminent role as the supreme language of aviation and air-control.39

A related reason for the shrinkage of French in the Northern Hemisphere
concerns the computer revolution and the Internet. The amount of informa-
tion circulating in English is so much greater than what is transmitted in
French that English is gaining the ascendancy even further. The old adage that
“nothing succeeds like success” has now been computerized. The global influ-
ence of American computer firms initiated this Anglo-computer revolution.

At the other end of social concerns is the decline of the cultural influence
of the upper classes in Europe. Royal houses in continental Europe as a whole
had once preferred to use the French language extensively. In the aftermath of
the Russian Revolution in 1917 and the subsequent development of social
egalitarianism in Europe, linguistic snobbery declined, and linguistic pragma-
tism became the norm. Aristocratic linguistic snobbery had once favored
French; egalitarian linguistic pragmatism in continental Europe was later to
favor the English language.40

The fourth factor behind the decline of French in the Northern Hemi-
sphere was Britain’s entry into the European Economic Community (later,
European Union). This made English more decisively one of the official lan-
guages of the community. English became increasingly influential in the af-
fairs of the European Union, both written and oral. Smaller members of the
EU have more frequently turned to English rather than French in the post-
Gaullist era of European affairs.41

The fifth factor behind the decline of French in the Northern Hemisphere
is linked to the decline of the power of the French-speaking Walloons in Bel-
gium. The days of French preeminence in Belgium were coming to an end in
the 1980s, although francophone Brussels still remained the capital of the
country. Belgium moved toward a neofederal structure, rooted in the princi-
ple of linguistic parity between French and Flemish.42

It is arguable that in North America the French language has made some
gains as a result of greater recognition of bilingualism in the whole federation
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of Canada. On the other hand, there has been a decline of linguistic national-
ism in Quebec since the old militancy of the 1960s.43

The decline of the role of German in Europe has also tended to favor En-
glish rather than French. When the Scandinavian countries regarded German
as virtually their first foreign language, there was a tendency to invest in the
French language as well for a sense of balance. But when Scandinavians turned
more decisively to the English language as their first foreign tongue, it was not
just German that suffered; it was also French. Since English was in any case of
wider international utility than German, its adoption by Scandinavians as the
premier foreign language reduced the need to “balance” it with French.

Of course, Scandinavians are greater linguists than average. Their schools are
still sensitized to the importance of French and German as well as English. But
linguistic priorities have indeed changed in the Nordic syllabi and curricula—
and in class enrollments. The English language has definitely been the main
beneficiary of the decline of German, and the French language has also sus-
tained a decline in educational emphasis.

Japan is also part of the Northern Hemisphere. It too has experienced
shifts in emphasis that have demoted German and French—and raised the
role of English in educational and linguistic priorities. Between the Meiji
Restoration in 1868 and Japan’s defeat in World War II in 1945, Japan’s main
Western role models were indeed Germany and France. This Franco-German
orientation not only affected Japan’s curricula and syllabi but also profoundly
influenced its legal system and civil code.

It was the American occupation of Japan (1945–1952) that decisively shifted
Japan from a Franco-German role model to the Anglo-Saxon alternative. The
United States’ continuing special relationship with Japan after the postwar oc-
cupation consolidated Japan’s cultural reorientation. Although the Americans
under Douglas MacArthur imposed upon Japan in 1947 a national constitu-
tion basically drawn from continental European experience, much of the rest of
the Westernization of Japan has been a case of cultural Americanization—from
Japanese introduction to baseball to Japanese enthusiasm for American pop
stars. The very economy of Japan has interlocked itself with the American
economy. The confirmation of the English language as Japan’s first Western
language in the postwar era has been part of this American phase of Japan’s
transformation. The decline of French and German languages in Japanese pri-
orities was an inevitable consequence of the Americanization of Japan.44

If these have been the main factors that have resulted in the decline of the
French language in the Northern Hemisphere, which factors have contributed
to its expansion in the South?

What must be emphasized in the first instance is that the Southern expan-
sion is mainly in Africa. On the whole, the distribution of the French language
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is bicontinental—a large number of French-speaking individuals in Europe,
and a large number of French-speaking states in Africa. Europe and Africa are
by far the primary constituencies of the French language.

Of course, there are smaller francophone constituencies in Quebec, Leb -
anon, Syria, Indochina, and elsewhere. But these are peripheries of the
franco phone world. The main theater of action is in Europe and Africa.

Factors that have favored expansion in Africa have included the type of states
that French and Belgian imperialism created during the colonial period. These
were often multi-ethnic countries that needed a lingua franca. Colonial policy
chose the French language as the lingua franca—and the entire educational sys-
tem and domestic political process consolidated that linguistic choice.45

A related factor was the assimilationist policy of France as an imperial
power. This created an elite mesmerized by French culture and civilization. A
surprising number still retained dual citizenship with France even after inde-
pendence. If President Bokassa was anything to go by, some African heads of
state may secretly still be citizens of France. Annual holidays in France con-
tinue to be part of the elite culture of francophone West and North Africa.

With some subsidies and technical assistance, the French language is also
featuring more and more in classrooms in anglophone Africa. Before inde-
pendence, British educational policymakers were more committed to the pro-
motion of indigenous African languages than to the promotion of the rival
French legacy in British colonies. Nor were French offers of language teachers
for schools in British colonies welcome.

The global French fraternity of Francophonie now has a secretariat in Paris,
which was for a while headed by Boutros Boutros-Ghali. The Francophonie
club now enlists not only countries that have adopted French as a national lan-
guage but also those that have been persuaded to teach more French in their
schools.

The difference that Africa’s independence has made partly consists in
greater readiness on the part of anglophone governments to accept France’s
offers of teachers of the French language. Many an African university in the
Commonwealth of Nations has been the beneficiary of technical assistance
and cultural subsidies from the local French embassy or directly from France.

France’s policy in Africa is consolidated partly through an aggressive cul-
tural diplomacy. Considerable amounts of money are spent on French-style
syllabi and curricula in African schools, and on the provision of French teach-
ers, advisors, and reading materials. A residual French economic and admin-
istrative presence in most former French colonies has deepened Africa’s
orientation toward Paris.

In addition, every French president since Charles de Gaulle has attempted
to cultivate special personal relations with at least some of the African leaders.
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There is little doubt that French-speaking African presidents have had greater
and more personalized access to the French president than their anglophone
counterparts have had to either the British prime minister or the British head
of state, the Queen of England, in spite of Commonwealth conferences.

Here again is a case of reciprocal conquest. There is little doubt that the
French language and culture have conquered large parts of Africa. Many deci-
sions about the future of Africa are being made by people deeply imbued with
French values and perspectives.

Moreover, French is expanding its constituency in Africa, in spite of reverse
trends in Algeria. It is true that the postcolonial policy of re-Arabization in Al-
geria is designed to increase the role of Arabic in schools and public affairs at
the expense of the preeminent colonial role of the French language. The rise of
Islamic militancy in Algeria may pose new problems to aspects of French cul-
ture. It is also true the late Mobutu Sese Seko’s policy of promoting regional
languages in the former Zaire (Lingala, Kikongo, Tshiluba, and Kiswahili) was
partly at the expense of French in Zairean (now Congolese) curricula. Since
1994, French has also suffered a setback in Rwanda, led by anglophone Tutsi
originally educated in Uganda. But such setbacks for French in Africa are the
exception rather than the rule. On the whole, French is still on the ascendancy
in Africa, though the speed of expansion has drastically declined.

However, when all is said and done, France’s aspiration to remain a global
power requires a cultural constituency as well as an economic one. It seems
likely that the 2000s will continue to signify a change in France’s economic
priorities in favor of the new pan-European opportunities of an enlarged
 European Union and against the older investments in Africa. But it seems
equally certain that a more open Europe after the end of the Cold War is fa-
voring the English language at the expense of the French language even
within France itself. As custodian of the fortunes of French civilization,
France could not afford to abandon the cultural constituency of Africa en-
tirely in favor of the more open Eastern Europe. The collapse of the Soviet
empire has been a further gain for the English language. France may need
Africa more culturally, but less economically.

As France’s cultural constituency in Europe has been declining, its cultural
constituency in Africa has become more valuable than ever. A remarkable in-
terdependence has emerged—still imperfect and uneven, but real enough to
make Africa indispensable for the recognition of France as a truly global
power, and the acceptance of the French language as a credible world lan-
guage. Eurafrica as a concept gets its maximum meaningfulness in the destiny
of the French language. But is there also a concept of Afrindia worth explor-
ing? And how does this relate to the legacies of Gandhi and Nehru?
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AFRINDIA: BETWEEN GANDHI AND NEHRU

Quite early in his life Mahatma Mohandas Gandhi saw nonviolent resistance
as a method that would be well suited for the African as well as the Indian. In
1924 Gandhi said that if the black people “caught the spirit of the Indian
movement their progress must be rapid.”46

In 1936 Gandhi went even further: “It may be through the Negroes that the
unadulterated message of nonviolence will be delivered to the world.”47 And to
understand his claim one should perhaps link it up with something that was
later said by his disciple Jawaharlal Nehru, who said, “Reading through history I
think the agony of the African continent . . . has not been equaled anywhere.”48

To the extent then that the black man had more to be angry about than
other men, he would need greater self-discipline than others to be “passive” in
his resistance. But by the same token, to the extent that the black man in the
past three centuries had suffered more than any other, passive but purposeful
self-sacrifice for the cause should come easier to him. And to the extent that
the black man had more to forgive the rest of the world for, that forgiveness,
when it came, should be all the more weighty. Perhaps it was in response to
these considerations that Gandhi came to the conclusion by 1936 that it was
“maybe through the Negroes that the unadulterated message of non-violence
will be delivered to the world.”49

And so it was that in America the torch came to be passed to Martin Luther
King Jr. In South Africa, where Gandhi first experimented with his methods, it
was passed to Albert Luthuli and later Desmond Tutu. In Northern Rhodesia
(Zambia after independence) Kenneth Kaunda became a vigorous  Gandhian—
“I reject absolutely violence in any of its forms as a solution to our problems.”50

In the Gold Coast (Ghana before independence) Kwame Nkrumah trans-
lated Satyagraha (soul force) into a program of “Positive Action,” which he
defined as “non-cooperation based on the principle of absolute non-violence,
as used by Gandhi in India.”51 In 1949 the Morning Telegraph of Accra went as
far as to call Nkrumah the “Gandhi of Ghana.”52

African conceptions of dignity now seemed very different from what was
implied by that old ceremonial affirmation of young Kikuyu initiates that
Kenyatta once told us about—the glorification of the spear as “the symbol of
our courageous and fighting spirit.” But these new conceptions of dignity
could now also be differentiated from the submissive virtues of early mission-
ary teachings.

Yet one question remained to be answered: Could passive resistance survive
the attainment of independence? Would Gandhism retain political relevance
once its immediate objective of liberation from colonialism was achieved?
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It is perhaps not entirely accidental that the two most important Indian
contributions to African political thought were the doctrines of nonviolence
and nonalignment. In a sense they were almost twin doctrines. Gandhi con-
tributed passive resistance to one school of African thought; Nehru contrib-
uted nonalignment to almost all African countries. We should note how
Uganda’s President Milton Obote put it in his tribute to Nehru on his death in
1964. Obote said: “Nehru will be remembered as a founder of nonalign-
ment. . . . The new nations of the world owe him a debt of gratitude in this re-
spect.”53 However, Gandhi and Nehru both taught Africa and learned from it.

But how related are the two doctrines in their assumptions? For India,
Gandhi’s nonviolence was a method of seeking freedom, while Nehru’s non-
alignment came to be a method of seeking peace. And yet nonalignment was,
in some ways, a translation into foreign policy of some of the moral assump-
tions that underlay passive resistance in the domestic struggle for India’s
 independence.

As independent India’s first prime minister, Nehru’s armed ejection of Por-
tuguese colonialism from Goa in 1961 had a different impact on Africa. India’s
Foreign Minister Krishna Menon, speaking at the UN, described colonialism
as “permanent aggression.”54 Particularly “permanent” was the colonialism of
those who regarded their colonies as part of the metropole—as Portugal had
pretended to do. In such a situation where colonialism threatened to be “per-
manent,” the military solution was a necessary option.

Nehru’s use of armed force against the Portuguese in Goa set a grand prece-
dent for an Africa still shackled by Portuguese imperialism in Angola, Mozam-
bique, and Guinea-Bissau. Had Gandhi’s Satyagraha been replaced in 1961 by
Nehru’s Satya-Goa? Was there a Hegelian negation of the negation? Was
Nehru’s negation of nonviolence a legitimation of the violence of  liberation?55

If Gandhi had taught Africa civil disobedience, had Nehru now taught
Africa armed liberation? Had the armed ejection of Portugal from the Indian
subcontinent strengthened Africa’s resolve to eject Portugal from Angola,
Mozambique, and Guinea-Bissau?

The impact of India upon twentieth-century Africa goes beyond even such
towering figures as Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru. But there is no
doubt about the special significance for Africa of Gandhi’s strategies of civil
disobedience and Nehru’s principles of both nonalignment and armed libera-
tion. Gandhi’s Satyagraha inspired African political figures as diverse as Nobel
laureate Albert Luthuli of South Africa and Ivorian president Houphouët-
Boigny. Nehru’s ideas about what used to be called “positive neutralism”
helped to shape African approaches to foreign policy in the early decades of
the postcolonial era.
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AFRICA’S REVERSE IMPACT ON GANDHI AND NEHRU

What has seldom been adequately examined is the reverse flow of influence
from Africa into both Gandhi’s vision of Satyagraha and Nehru’s concept of
nonalignment. Experience in the southern part of Africa must be counted as
part of the genesis of Gandhi’s political philosophy. And the 1956 Suez War in
the northern part of Africa was probably a major influence on Nehru’s vision
of nonalignment.

South Africa was the cradle—and threatened to be the grave—of passive
resistance as a strategy for Africa’s liberation. Gandhi first confronted the
problem of politicized evil in the context of racism in South Africa, where he
lived for more than twenty years—from 1893 to 1914. Racial humiliation in
that part of the continent helped to radicalize him and therefore prepared
him for his more decisive historical role in British India from 1919 onward.56

Gandhi’s political philosophy developed from both the world of ideas and
the world of experience. Moreover, in the realm of ideas, he relied heavily on
both Western liberalism and Indian thought, but what helped to radicalize
Gandhi’s own interpretation of those ideas was the power of experience. And
within that crucible of experience we have to include Gandhi’s exposure to
sustained segregation in South Africa—a deeper form of racism than even the
racist horrors of British India at that time.57

Under the stimulus of activated evil and the need to combat it, Gandhi rein-
terpreted in radical ways important concepts in Indian thought. For example,
he reinterpreted Ahimsa—transforming it from nonresistance to passive resist-
ance. This provoked the criticism of such Western students of Indian philoso-
phy as Albert Schweitzer, who was also deeply fascinated by Africa. Schweitzer
objected to Gandhi’s reformulation of Ahimsa on the following grounds:

Gandhi places Ahimsa at the services of world-affirmation and life-affirmation,

directly to activity within the world, and in this way it ceases to be what in

essence it is. Passive resistance is a non-violent use of force. The idea is that, by

circumstances brought about without violence, pressure is brought to bear on

the opponent and he is forced to yield. Being an attack that is more difficult to

parry than an active attack, passive resistance may be the more successful

method. But there is also a danger that this concealed application of force may

cause more bitterness than an open use of violence. In any case the difference

between passive and active resistance is only quite relative.58

Schweitzer and Gandhi were both profound humanitarians—and both re-
tained a fascination with Africa. But while Schweitzer sought to serve humanity
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ultimately by curing the physical body of disease, Gandhi sought to serve hu-
manity by curing the social condition of injustice. Schweitzer approached his
physiological mission through medical work in Gabon. Gandhi approached his
sociological mission through passive resistance, first in South Africa—and later,
of course, in British India.

If Gandhi’s Satyagraha was a response to the moral confrontation between
good and evil, Nehru’s nonalignment was a response to the militarized con-
frontation between capitalism and socialism. If Gandhi’s political philosophy
was originally a response to racial intolerance, Nehru’s nonalignment was
originally a response to ideological intolerance. The regime in South Africa
became the symbol of racial bigotry for Gandhi. The Cold War between East
and West became the essence of ideological bigotry for Nehru.

That South Africa was an inspiration for Gandhi is well documented. North
Africa as an inspiration for Nehru’s nonalignment has been less  explored.

Two wars in North Africa in the 1950s were particularly important in Afro-
Asian interaction. The Algerian War from 1954 to 1962 took African resist-
ance beyond the passive level into the militarized active domain.59 African
Gandhism was in crisis. Had Satyagraha been rejected as no longer relevant
for the struggle against colonialism?

The second great war in North Africa in the 1950s was the Suez conflict of
1956.60 If the Algerian War marked a possible end to Satyagraha as a strategy
for African liberation movements, the Suez War marked a possible birth of
nonalignment as a policy of the postcolonial era. Gamal Abdel Nasser was eco-
nomically punished by the United States, Britain, and the World Bank for pur-
chasing arms from the Communist bloc. Washington, London and the Bank
reneged on their commitment to help Egypt build the Aswan High Dam.
Nasser’s nationalization of the Suez Canal was an assertion of self- reliance, di-
recting its revenue toward the construction of the “Great Dam.” Egypt’s sover-
eign right to purchase arms from either East or West was not for sale. In
retrospect, Nasser’s nationalization of the Suez Canal was a kind of unilateral
declaration of nonalignment. This was before the nonaligned movement itself
was formally constituted.61

Before the actual outbreak of the Suez hostilities, the diplomatic division at
the level of the Big Powers was indeed East/West. Socialist governments were
also neatly in support of Nasser, while the capitalist world was alarmed by his
nationalization of the canal. However, when Britain, France, and Israel actu-
ally invaded Egypt, the Western world was divided. The United States was
strongly opposed to the military action taken by its own closest allies.62

However, the Soviet Union went further than merely condemning the ag-
gression by Britain, France, and Israel against Egypt. When the Western pow-
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ers withdrew their canal pilots in an attempt to sabotage Egypt’s efforts to
 operate the canal after nationalization, the Soviet Union lent Egypt its own
pilots until Nasser could train his own. And in the wake of the West’s reneging
on the commitment to build the Aswan High Dam, the Soviet Union stepped
into the breach—and became the builder of the dam.63 What emerged from
the entire experience was the value of trying to balance traditional Egyptian
dependence on the West with readiness to find areas of cooperation with the
East. The central principle of nonalignment was in the process of conception
at Suez.

Jawaharlal Nehru helped to mobilize Third World opinion on the side of
Gamal Abdel Nasser during the whole crisis. Although there was not as yet a
nonalignment movement in world politics, the Suez conflict was part of the
labor pains of its birth—and Jawaharlal Nehru was the leading midwife in
 attendance.

These factors made the Suez crisis part of the genesis of Pandit Nehru’s
diplomatic thought and vision—just as racism in South Africa was part of the
genesis of Mahatma Gandhi’s principle of Satyagraha (soul force). Suez was,
at that time, the most dramatic test of a Third World country, being invaded
by two members of NATO (France and Britain). Never before Suez had a
Third World country been the subject of aggression by two members of
NATO—and yet with the leader of NATO, the U.S.A., protesting against its
 allies. Nehru was both a teacher in and a learner from this crisis.

What all this meant eventually was that while Mahatma Gandhi had, in the
first half of the twentieth century, inspired many Africans to pursue the path
of passive resistance, Nehru’s liberation of Goa in 1961–1962 converted still
more Africans south of the Sahara to the possibilities of military action.
Gandhi was the prophet of nonviolence; Nehru became the symbol of armed
struggle. Were the two Indians contradicting each other in the corridors of
history? Or were passive resistance and armed struggle two sides of the same
coin of liberation?

The answer probably lay in the final struggle in the Republic of South
Africa in the concluding years of the twentieth century. Both armed struggle
and nonviolence played a part in South Africa—and the two forms of struggle
appeared to be at once complementary and contradictory. As noted above, in
a sense, South Africa was the cradle of Gandhi’s Satyagraha. Was it about to
become the graveyard of passive resistance, as racial violence loomed larger?
Or would Satyagraha receive a new moral validation in the process of disman-
tling apartheid? Both liberation theology and armed struggle operated in
South Africa. Political apartheid has now been abandoned, but economic
apartheid is alive and well. Can soul-force end economic apartheid?
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The answer lies in the womb of history. Two things about South Africa
were predictable. When the fires of struggle were put out, a new black-led re-
public would join the community of nations. This has now happened. Almost
equally predictable was the foreign policy that the new Republic of South
Africa would adopt; it was going to be nonalignment. When the Republic of
South Africa joined the nonaligned movement, the heritage of Gandhi and
the legacy of Nehru were at last fused on the very continent on which they
were once separately born. Morally, Afrindia was about to be vindicated.

South Africa would be indeed the last testing ground of nonalignment.
From that perspective, if India was the brightest jewel of the British crown,
Africa is now the richest source of all jewels.

And six Africans or men of African descent—all of whom were influenced
by Gandhi—have won the Nobel Prize for Peace:

Ralph Bunche (1950)
Albert Luthuli (1960)
Martin Luther King Jr. (1964)
Anwar Sadat (1978)
Desmond Tutu (1984)
Kofi Annan (2001)

Two were black Americans, two black South Africans, one Egyptian, and
one Ghanaian. By a strange twist of fate, Mahatma Gandhi himself never won
the Nobel Prize. His black disciples did.

Africa’s capacity to turn weakness into a form of influence has found a new
arena of fulfillment. Fragmentation and excessive cultural receptivity are
weaknesses. And weakness is not an adequate currency in the marketplace of
power. But quite often the power of the weak is, in human terms, less danger-
ous than the weakness of the powerful—their arrogance and all.

And yet, when all is said and done, the ultimate conquest is Africa’s con-
quest of itself. The ultimate colonization is self-colonization under the banner
of Pax Africana. It is to this subject that we now turn.

TOWARD AN AFRICAN CONQUEST OF ITSELF

Is the process of Africa’s decolonization reversible? As the postapartheid era
has begun to emerge, the question has seriously arisen as to whether Africa is
creating conditions that will sooner or later result in some kind of recoloniza-
tion. And who will be the new colonizer?

In the 1990s, a thousand people a day were dying in the ongoing Angolan
civil war. Somalia is torn between chaos and clanocracy (rule on the basis of
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clans). Burundi has a long history of brutal ethnocracy (rule by a particular
ethnic group). Rwanda collapsed into genocide and civil war in 1994. Liberia
and Sierra Leone had a tumultuous decade in the 1990s. The Congo and Dar-
fur are in intensive care.

In the nineteenth century, imperialism justified itself by claiming to end
tribal wars, hence Pax Britannica. In some parts of Africa the real tribal wars
have come after colonial rule rather than before. Pax Britannica created future
conflicts rather than ending old tribal feuds. And yet the specter of recolo-
nization remains.

The issue has arisen as to whether colonization and decolonization are uni-
linear. We had previously assumed a neat sequence. There was a precolonial
period covering millennia of African history. Then there was about a century
of European colonial history, of immense economic, political, and cultural
consequences. And then there would be the postcolonial period, ostensibly
extending into infinity.

International intervention in African conflicts since the 1990s has raised the
question of whether our complacency about neat periodization is indeed justi-
fied. Is there really a neat unilinear sequence of precolonial, colonial, and post-
colonial periods?

Is recolonization feasible?64 Indeed, could colonization itself be part of yet
another cycle rather than unilinear experience? Could colonialism have dif-
ferent incarnations—a kind of transmigration of the imperial soul?

The imperial soul had previously resided in separate European powers—
Britain, France, Portugal, and Belgium, among others. Has the imperial soul
transmigrated to the United States? Or is the soul trying to decide whether to
settle in the bosom of the United States or become part of the United Na-
tions? Is this a period of cosmic imperial indecision between the United States
and the United Nations as voices of “the world community”?

The next phase of colonialism could be collective rather than through indi-
vidual powers. It may indeed be the transmigration of the soul of the United
Nations Trusteeship Council to some new UN decision-making machinery.
Will Africa play a role both as guardian and as ward?

A new form of UN trusteeship started in 1960 when things fell apart in the
former Belgian Congo as the imperial power withdrew; on that occasion,
the UN intervened to oppose Katanga’s secession from the Congo. Officially,
the United Nations ceased to be a trusteeship power in Africa as recently as
1990 when Namibia became independent. In Somalia, since the 1990s, the UN
has so far ignored the self-proclaimed separatist Republic of Somaliland, which
has declared its independence from the rest of Somalia. But if the problem of
stability and anarchy in Somalia turns out to be insurmountable, the sanctity of
Somalia’s borders may one day be reexamined. Separatist Somaliland may yet
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survive to enjoy a legitimate UN seat—if not this time around, then after the
next collapse of the Somali political patchwork. External recolonization under
the banner of humanitarianism is entirely conceivable. Countries like Congo
(Kinshasa), Somalia, and Sierra Leone, where central control has collapsed,
have invited inevitable intervention. But by whom in the future?

Although colonialism may be resurfacing, it is likely to look rather different
this time around. A future trusteeship system will be more genuinely interna-
tional and less Western than it was under the old guise. Administering powers
for the trusteeship territories could come from Africa and Asia, as well as from
the rest of the membership of the UN. For example, might Uganda be offi-
cially invited by the UN to administer a fragile Rwanda? Might Nigeria be
 officially invited to administer Sierra Leone for a while on behalf of the United
Nations or on behalf of a reconstituted Organization of African Unity?

Ethiopia was once a black imperial power, annexing neighboring commu-
nities. The future may hold a more benign imperial role for it, though this
may take a century to evolve. The recolonization of the future will not be
based on “the white man’s burden” or the “lion of Judah.” It may instead
be based on a shared human burden: Ethiopia as an administering power on
behalf of the UN or the African Union to help nurture the sovereignties of its
smaller neighbors. But can Ethiopia be trusted to be altruistic when it inter-
venes in Somalia?65

However, regional hegemonic power can lose influence as well as gain it.
Just as there is subcolonization of one African country by another, there can be
sub-decolonization as the weaker country reasserts itself.

This is part of what happened between Egypt and Sudan in the 1990s. Su-
dan, under the Bashir Islamic regime, started asserting greater independence
from Egypt—more than at any time since the Mahdiyya movement under
Seyyid Muhammad el Mahdi in the nineteenth century.

Relations between Somalia and Egypt in the era after Siad Barre may also
be a case of sub-decolonization—the reassertion of the weaker country (So-
malia) against the influence of its more powerful brother (Egypt). When he
was UN Secretary-General, Boutros-Ghali’s problems with Mohamed Farah
Aidid were perhaps part of the same story of sub-decolonization. Boutros-
Ghali was seen more as an Egyptian than as the chief executive of the world
body.

If subcolonization of one African country by another is possible, and sub-
decolonization has also been demonstrated, what about sub-recolonization?
Will Egypt reestablish its Big Brother relationship with Sudan and Somalia?
Will there be another full circle? As the Arabs would affirm, Allahu Aalam
(Only God knows).
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In West Africa the situation is especially complex. Nigeria is a giant of over
135 million people. Its real rival in the region was never Ghana under Kwame
Nkrumah, or Libya under Muammar Qaddafi or distant South Africa. The
real rival to postcolonial Nigeria has all along been France. By all measure-
ments of size, resources, and population in West Africa, Nigeria should rap-
idly have become what India is in South Asia or South Africa has been in
southern Africa—a hegemonic power. Nigeria was marginalized not only by
civil war in 1967–1970 but also by its own chronic incompetence and by the
massive French presence in West Africa, mainly in its own former colonies but
also in Nigeria itself.

In this twenty-first century, France will be withdrawing from West Africa
as she gets increasingly involved in the affairs of Eastern, Central, and Western
Europe. France’s West African sphere of influence will be filled by Nigeria—a
more natural hegemonic power in West Africa. It will be under those circum-
stances that eventually Nigeria’s own boundaries are likely to begin threaten-
ing the Republic of Niger (the Hausa link), the Republic of Benin (the Yoruba
link), and conceivably, Cameroon (part of which in any case nearly became
Nigerian in a referendum in 1959).

The case of postapartheid South Africa also raises questions about a re-
gional hegemonic power. On the positive and optimistic side, this will make it
possible to achieve regional integration in Southern Africa. Regional unifi -
cation is easier where one country is more equal than others—and can thus
provide the leadership.

On the negative side, postapartheid South Africa could be a kind of sub -
imperial power—and questions of subcolonization, sub-decolonization, and
sub-recolonization may become part of the future historical fate of the
smaller countries of Southern Africa. Another full circle.

Another African giant is the Democratic Republic of Congo. It is already the
largest French-speaking country in the world after France; in the course of the
twenty-first century, it will become, as indicated above, absolutely the largest
French-speaking country in the world. In mineral resources it is already the
richest French-speaking country. If Congo attains stability, it may become
the magnet for the whole of French-speaking Africa. Will its boundaries remain
the same? Congo (Brazzaville) may work out a federal relationship with Congo
(Kinshasa) in the course of the twenty-first century. It would help the transition
now that Zaire has reverted to its own older name of Congo (Kinshasa). A con-
federal relationship among the former Zaire, Burundi, and Rwanda is also
 conceivable later in the twenty-first century. All three were once ruled by Bel-
gium. However, a more stable federation may be one among Burundi, Rwanda,
and Tanzania, rather than Congo.
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If I have presented some frightening possibilities, it is because some
African countries may need to be temporarily controlled by others. The um-
brella of Pax Africana is needed—an African peace enforced by Africans
themselves. Africa may have to conquer itself.

A thousand lives a day were being indeed lost in the civil war in Angola
at one time. If South Africa had already been black-ruled, it could have
 intervened—benevolent subcolonization could have been attempted for the
greater good. It would have been comparable to India’s intervention in East
Pakistan in 1971, when the Pakistani army was on the rampage against its
own Bengali citizens. India intervened and created Bangladesh. But India had
a vested interest in dividing Pakistan, whereas a postapartheid South Africa
might have intervened in a civil war in Angola for humanitarian and Pan-
African reasons, and still preserved the territorial integrity of its smaller
neighbors. South Africa’s intervention in Lesotho in 1998 was bungled and in-
ept, but the basic principle of Pax Africana behind it was sound!

New possibilities are on the horizon. We may yet learn to distinguish be-
tween benevolent intervention and malignant invasion in the years ahead.
Africa could conquer itself without colonizing itself.

CONCLUSION

I have sought to demonstrate in this chapter the paradox of counterpenetra-
tion and the cyclic boomerang effect in Africa’s interaction with other civili -
zations. Africa’s cultural receptivity to its Arab conquerors has now tilted the
demographic balance and changed the Arab cultural equation. The majority
of the Arabs are now in Africa—and the African side of the Arab world has
become the most innovative in art and science.

Africa’s receptivity to Islam may make Africa the first truly Islamic conti-
nent. What Europe was to Christianity may turn out to be what Africa be-
comes to Islam—the first continent to have a preponderance of believers.
African Islam since the nineteenth century has also been the vanguard of the
Islamic reformation and modernism—especially since the Egyptian thinker,
Muhammad Abduh. The fatal martyrdom of Mahmoud Muhammad Taha in
Nimeiry’s Sudan in 1985 is part of the story of daring innovation within the
African constituency of the Islamic ummah. (The ummah is the worldwide
Muslim community, basically followers of Sunni or Shi’a denominations, who
account for more than 90 percent of the world’s Muslim population.)

Africa’s cultural receptivity to the French language and culture has already
made Africa the second most important home of French civilization after
France itself. The majority of French-speaking countries are already in Africa.
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And Congo (Kinshasa) stands a chance of one day becoming a rival to France
in leading the French-speaking part of the world. Congo (Kinshasa) is in the
process of closing the population gap and the resource gap with France.

Africa’s response to Gandhian ideas, reinforced by Christian pacifism, has
already given Africa more Nobel Prizes for peace than India. Gandhi himself
had once predicted that the torch of Satyagraha would one day be borne by the
black world. Black winners of the Nobel Prize for Peace in the second half of
the twentieth century have included two South Africans (Albert Luthuli and
Desmond Tutu) and two African Americans (Ralph Bunche and Martin Luther
King), but Mahatma Gandhi himself was never awarded the Nobel Prize.

Africa’s response to Nehru’s ideas of nonalignment have now resulted in a
plurality of the nonaligned countries being from Africa. Africa was in fact the
first continent to become almost completely nonaligned. If nonalignment
once penetrated Africa, Africa has now truly penetrated the nonaligned
movement.

But in the future, Africa’s cultural receptivity has to be more systematically
moderated by cultural selectivity. Counterpenetrating one’s conquerors may
be one worthy trend. But at least as important for Africa is a reduced danger
of being excessively penetrated by others.

Perhaps one day the sequence of cultural penetration will be reversed. In-
stead of Africans being Arabized so completely that the majority of the Arabs
are in Africa, the Arabian Peninsula may become increasingly Africanized. In-
stead of the Democratic Republic of the Congo being the largest French-
speaking nation after France, Brazil will be counted the second-largest “African
country” after Nigeria.

Meanwhile, Africa has to conquer itself, if it is to avoid further colonization
by others. Africa needs to establish a Pax Africana—an African peace pro-
moted and maintained by Africans themselves. One day each African person
will look in the mirror—and recognize the human species as a whole. Amen.

NOTES

1. For an overview of Christianity in Africa, see Bengt Sundkler and Christopher
Steed, A History of the Church in Africa (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2000).

2. On this conference, consult H. L. Wesseling, translated by Arnold J. Pomerans,
Divide and Rule : The Partition of Africa, 1880–1914 (Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 1996),
pp. 113–119.

3. On the resistance to African languages by the elite and their attraction to for-
eign languages, see M. Ekkehard Wolff, “Language and Society,” in Bernd Heine and
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Derek Nurse, eds., African Languages : An Introduction (Cambridge and New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 342.

4. Montenegro becoming the 192nd member of the United Nations in July 2006
seemed to cap the explosion of UN membership among the former states of the Soviet
Union and Yugoslavia. There are 53 member states of the Africa Union.

5. The United States was of course the real power in this conflict; a discussion of
U.S. interaction with UNESCO may be found in W. Preston Jr., E. S. Herman, and
H. I. Schiller, The United States and UNESCO, 1945–1985 (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1989).

6. The confusion over the identity politics of Darfur is exacerbated by several ex-
amples of intermarriage between those considered “Arab” and those considered
“African,” as illustrated in a story by Emily Wax, “A Family Torn by Sudan’s Strife,”
Washington Post, September 29, 2004.

7. Relatedly, consult Alamin M. Mazrui, Swahili Beyond the Boundaries: Literature,
Language, and Identity (Columbus: Ohio University Press, 2007).

8. See Muhammad Abdul-Hai, Conflict and Identity: The Cultural Poetics of Con-
temporary Sudanese Poetry, African Seminar Series No. 26 (Khartoum: Institute of
African and Asian Studies, University of Khartoum, 1976), pp. 26–27.

9. Nar al Majadhib (Khartoum: Dar al-Jil and Shariakat al-Muktabah al-Ahliyah,
1969) pp. 195, 287; see also p. 24.

10. Cited by Abdul-Hai, Conflict and Identity, pp. 40–41.
11. Ghadhbat al Hababy (Beirut: Dar al Thaqafah, 1968); and Abdul-Hai, Conflict

and Identity, p. 52.
12. For a discussion of this singer, see Virginia Danielson, The Voice of Egypt: Umm

Kulthûm, Arabic Song, and Egyptian Society in the Twentieth Century (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1997).

13. Dr. Boutros Boutros-Ghali, interviewed by the author in Cairo, 1985.
14. V. A. Panadiker and P. K. Umashaker, “Politics of Population Control in a Di-

verse, Federal Democratic Polity: The Case of India,” conference paper presented at
the international symposium on “The Politics of Induced Fertility Change,” sponsored
by the University of Michigan, Villa Serbelloni, Rockefeller Foundation Conference
Center, Bellagio, Italy, February 19–23, 1990.

15. Relatedly, see Daniel Williams, “Attacks on Copts Expose Egypt’s Secular Para-
dox,” Washington Post, February 23, 2006.

16. An overview of this conflict may be found in Robert A. Mortimer, “Islamists,
Soldiers, and Democrats: The Second Algerian War,” Middle East Journal 50 (Winter
1996), pp. 18–39. By mid-2007, Algeria appeared to be limping back to some kind of
normalcy, if not democracy; see the report by Craig Whitlock, “Algeria’s Voters Un -
inspired as Limited Democracy Slowly Evolves,” Washington Post, May 16, 2007.

17. Because of religious and political issues over the implications of population
numbers, the estimation of the numbers of Muslims in Nigeria is quite contentious.
Moreover, population estimates are quite unreliable. However, based on the U.S. State
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Department’s 2006 Report on International Religious Freedom, the Muslim population
of Nigeria may be between 70 and 75 million, while that of Egypt may be estimated to
be about 67 million.

18. In Ethiopia today, Muslims may constitute a plurality (45–50 percent) while
Ethiopian Orthodox Christians may constitute 35–40 percent; see the CIA World
Factbook, at https://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/et.html, accessed
February 8, 2007.

19. Historically, three waves of Muslims are recorded as coming to South Africa;
 exiles from Southeast Asia, slaves from other areas of Africa, and indentured laborers
from the Indian subcontinent. See Charlotte A. Quinn and Frederick Quinn, Pride,
Faith, and Fear: Islam in Sub-Saharan Africa (New York: Oxford University Press,
2003), pp. 127–135; and Mervyn Hiskett, The Course of Islam in Africa (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 1994), p. 174. Shamil Jeppie has questioned the ascribing
of “Malay” identity to the first wave of exiles; see Jeppie, “Commemorations and Iden-
tities: The 1994 Tercentenary of Islam in South Africa,” in Tamara Sonn, ed., Islam and
the Question of Minorities (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1996), pp. 78–79.

20. There are more than 350 million Muslims in Africa, according to “Number of
Followers of Major World Religions,” Current Events 105, no. 21 (March 10, 2006),
p. 4.

21. For an earlier elaboration of this thesis, see Ali A. Mazrui, “African Islam and
Competitive Religion: Between Revivalism and Expansion,” Third World Quarterly 10,
no. 2 (April 1988), pp. 499–518.

22. One estimate of the percentage of Muslims in OIC countries puts the Sene-
galese figure at 97 percent; see Saad S. Khan, Reasserting International Islam : A Focus
on the Organization of the Islamic Conference and Other Islamic Institutions (Karachi,
Pakistan: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 325.

23. On Senghor and Senegalese accommodation with Islam, consult Janet G. Vail-
lant, Black, French and African: A Life of Léopold Sédar Senghor (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1990); and Robert Fatton, The Making of a Liberal Democracy: Sene-
gal’s Passive Revolution, 1975–1985 (Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1987).

24. According to one study conducted by Professor Ihsan Bagby of Shaw University
in Raleigh, North Carolina (as part of a larger study of American congregations called
“Faith Communities Today”), and coordinated by Hartford Seminary’s Hartford In-
stitute for Religious Research, there are approximately 6 million Muslims in the U.S.
with over 2 million of these being regularly participating adult attenders at the more
than 1,209 mosques/masjids in the United States. The full report is available at
http://www.cair-net.org/mosquereport/, accessed April 19, 2004. One estimate puts
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percent of the U.S. population, according to a table in The Statistical Abstract of the
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25. Consult Susan MacDonald, “Senegal: Islam on the March,” West Africa (Lon-
don), no. 3494, August 6, 1984, p. 1570.

Africa and Other Civilizations: Conquest and Counter-Conquest 103

0813343648 text.qxd:0813343648 text  5/16/08  2:34 PM  Page 103
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28. See Mahmud Muhammad Taha’s book, The Second Message of Islam (Evanston,
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Demographics and Conflict in Islam and Christianity,” May 18, 2005, Brian Nichi -
poruk pointed out, “Muslim regions tend to have significantly higher fertility rates
than many other parts of the world.” But he also pointed to the complex and diverse
nature of these fertility rates. The event transcript is available at http://pewforum.org/
events/print.php?EventID=82.

30. John R. Weeks, “The Demography of Islamic Nations,” Population Bulletin (pub-
lication of the Population Reference Bureau, Inc.) 43, no. 4 (December 1988), p. 15.

31. More than a quarter (28.75 percent) of women in African Muslim countries be-
tween the ages of 15 and 19 are married, according to statistics from the United Na-
tions, “Statistics and Indicators on Women and Men,” at http://unstats.un.org/unsd/
demographic/products/indwm/ww2005/tab2a.htm, accessed February 2, 2007.

32. Weeks, “The Demography of Islamic Nations,” p. 20.
33. According to an estimate of the UAE Ministry of Islamic Affairs and Awaqf, 59
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moia/english/e_growingreligion.htm, accessed May 28, 2004.
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Language History of the World (New York: HarperCollins, 2005); and for a comparative
study of English and French, see Ronald Wardhaugh, Languages in Competition:
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5

Promising Democratization
Trajectories in Africa’s Weak States

John W. Harbeson

One of the least explored dimensions of twenty-first-century sub-Saharan
African politics has been the evidence of significant differences in the progress
of African countries toward achievement of stable, sustainable democratic
stateness. Since democracy’s Third Wave reached African shores with the end of
the Cold War, evidence has begun to emerge that a number of sub-Saharan
African countries have made notable, across-the-board progress toward sus-
tainable and comprehensive democracy. Their progress, however, remains in-
complete, fragile, and by no means irreversible. In this progress, however, they
have begun to join long well-established democracies Botswana and Mauritius.

More generally, this same evidence has indicated that even countries that
started from entrenched autocratic regimes or emerged from civil war in this
period have demonstrated recognizable democratic progress, although they
still fall short of significant overall democratic achievement. Moreover, nearly
one-third of sub-Saharan African countries have made noteworthy progress
across several, albeit not all, dimensions of democratic stateness. Just as im-
portant, the evidence also reveals that very few countries have become less
democratic over the same period. Overall, however, a majority of sub-Saharan
African countries remain in an intermediate position, demonstrating neither
significantly improved overall levels of democratization nor substantial dem-
ocratic retreats.

109
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This chapter first reviews and probes the evidence that since the end of the
Cold War, sub-Saharan African countries have indeed begun to evolve signifi-
cantly  divergent democratization trajectories characterized by significant ad-
vance, retreat, or continued mixed performance as democratic states. It then
explores some implications of these findings, one of the most important of
which is the bearing that nascent democratization may have on the strength
and viability of chronically weak sub-Saharan African states. Specifically, con-
trary to literature contending that democratization tends to undermine weak
states, this evidence suggests that democratization in sub-Saharan Africa has
been at least compatible with, and may even have been important in, strength-
ening state viability and stability.1

Further comparative research, beyond the scope of this chapter, on the
“whys” and “hows” of more and less successful democratization in sub-Saharan
Africa may offer evidence potentially leading to the amendment of what have
been prevalent empirical theories of democratization and its relationship to
state strength. Though tacitly and commonly presumed to be universally appli-
cable, these theories have generally continued to remain disproportionately
shaped by the experience of only one or two world regions, including sub-
 Saharan Africa only rarely at most. Specifically, the empirical evidence may test
reigning, still rarely examined, assumptions embedded in these theories con-
cerning the relationship between democratization and state strengthening.

Although much of the evidence suggesting diverging democratization trajec-
tories in sub-Saharan Africa is quantitative, it is also much more extensive and
detailed than the overall Freedom House rankings, which have been nearly the
sole quantitative points of reference in scholarly assessments of democratization
in the region to date.2 The evidence now available probes many of the specific
component elements of democratization undergirding the overall Freedom
House estimates of political and civil liberties. Similarly, component elements of
the overall Polity IV scores have not been widely analyzed.3 In addition, the
World Bank Governance Matters surveys on six dimensions of democratization
and governmental performance and the increasingly comprehensive Afro-
barometer surveys of African public opinion on democratic performance have
yet to be fully considered in relationship to Freedom House and Polity IV data.4

The availability of this wider array of data relating to the issue of democracy and
governmental behavior establishes at least the potential for a greater degree of
reliability and validity for these quantitative estimates. The large number and
wide range of collective perceptions aggregated in several, sometimes overlap-
ping, surveys to arrive at these statistics do seem to support the hypothesis that
markedly different, if still tentative, trajectories of democratic progress and re-
gression have indeed emerged in sub-Saharan Africa.
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TABLE 5.1 Trends in sub-Saharan African political and civil liberties, 1975–2005

2005 2000 1990 1975

All countries 7. 56 7.39 7.75 7.02

Sub-Saharan Africa 5.79 5.20 3.50 3.79

Africa as % of 77 70 45 54

all countries

African countries 15 12 4 3

above all-country average

African countries 33 36 44 45

below all-country average

Source: Compiled from data available at Freedom House, at http://www.freedomhouse.org.

Note: Freedom House ranks countries from 1 (high) to 7 on both political and civil liberties, the top

combined score being 2, the lowest 14. A country with a rating of 1 or 2 on a political or civil liberties is

considered free, 3–5 partially free, 6–7 unfree. Countries with combined scores of 2 to 5 are considered

free, 6 to10 partially free, 11 to14 unfree. This table inverts numbers so that 12 (14 minus 2) is high.

Hence, scores of 9 to 12 = free, 4 to 8 partially free, 0 to 3 unfree.
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The overall Freedom House scores themselves reveal modest but none -
theless significant improvement by sub-Saharan African countries as a group
in their observance of political and civil liberties since the onset of democ-
racy’s Third Wave in the early 1990s. Moreover, as Table 5.1 makes clear, sub-
 Saharan African countries have improved in their observance of political and
civil liberties more rapidly than have all countries worldwide over the same
time period, moving from about 45 percent of the Freedom House worldwide
average score in 1990 to nearly 77 percent of that average in 2005. This figure
is counterbalanced only in part by the statistical anomaly that many countries
outside Africa had less distance to travel to reach the top possible scores than
almost all of those of sub-Saharan Africa. In addition, there has been a note-
worthy increase in the number of countries that have scored above the world-
wide average over the same period, a pattern of improvement that has largely
counterbalanced declines of corresponding magnitude over the preceding fif-
teen year period.

Fifteen sub-Saharan African countries have set the pace with combined
political and civil liberties scores above the average for all countries. These
countries include not only Botswana and Mauritius, which have remained
democratic since independence, but also Benin, Cape Verde, Ghana, Kenya,
Lesotho, Madagascar, Mali, Namibia, Niger, São Tomé, Senegal, Seychelles,
and South Africa.
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Only quite recently has Freedom House elected to release the data for the
components of its political and civil liberties scores. The components of its politi-
cal liberties scores include (1) the freeness and fairness of the election processes;
(2) the extent of permitted political pluralism; and (3) the degree to which gov-
ernment functions accountably, free of corruption, and on the basis of policies
chosen by elected officials. Civil liberties scores are based on (1) the degree to
which freedom of expression and belief is respected; (2) the extent to which as-
sociations and organizations are free to organize, advocate, and engage in public
discussions; (3) the extent to which the rule of law is upheld in civil and criminal
proceedings, is applied by an independent judiciary, honors equality before the
law, and is uncompromised by terror or insurgency; and (4) personal autonomy
in the forms of political space for citizens to travel, own property, conduct busi-
ness relations, marry and raise children as they please, and to be free of gender
discrimination. Freedom House evaluates countries on each of these sub com-
ponents, although it does not publish the sub component scores.

An examination of the scores for the components of the overall Freedom
House political and civil liberties ratings (available on the Freedom House Web
site) indicates that its overall assessments are reliable as a shorthand for estimat-
ing a country’s democratic status. However, the component scores also facilitate
more nuanced assessments of democratic progress by making it possible to an-
alyze the interrelationships among the several components of democratic ad-
vancement. Table 5.2 lists the Freedom House component scores for 2006.

Several significant hypotheses about trajectories of democratization in the
region are suggested by the data in Table 5.2. First, the 2006 component scores
show clearly that although the region has advanced significantly in democra-
tization by global standards since 1990 (as shown in Table 5.1), sub-Saharan
Africa continues to be below average based on scores for all seven compo-
nents probed by Freedom House assessments.

Second, the data suggest that some sub-Saharan African countries have a
record of achievement that places them significantly above global averages on
several dimensions of democratization. Bold-faced scores in Table 5.2 indi-
cate scores that are one-half of a standard deviation or more above or below
the global average. Although thirty-four sub-Saharan African countries
scored below or significantly below the global overall average, fourteen scored
above the global overall average. Eight of these exceeded the global average by
one-half of a standard deviation or more, up from two—Mauritius and
 Botswana—prior to 1990. Joining those two countries are Cape Verde, South
Africa, Ghana, Benin, São Tomé, and Namibia. The other six countries that
scored above the global overall average, though by less than one-half of a
standard deviation, are Senegal, Mali, Lesotho, Seychelles, Niger, and Kenya.5
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TABLE 5.2 Freedom House component scores for sub-Saharan Africa, 2006

Country PL CL Status A B C D E F G H

Cape Verde 1 1 F 12 15 10 15 11 14 13 90

Mauritius 1 2 F 11 15 11 15 12 13 12 89

South Africa 2 2 F 12 14 9 15 12 12 12 86

Ghana 1 2 F 12 15 10 14 11 12 10 84

Benin 2 2 F 10 15 8 15 12 12 10 82

São Tomé 2 2 F 11 14 8 15 10 12 10 80

Botswana 2 2 F 11 11 9 14 10 13 10 78

Namibia 2 2 F 10 12 9 15 12 10 9 77

Senegal 2 3 F 11 13 9 15 10 9 9 76

Mali 2 2 F 9 12 9 16 9 10 9 74

Lesotho 2 3 F 9 12 9 15 8 11 9 73

Seychelles 3 3 PF 8 10 7 10 9 11 11 66

Kenya 3 3 PF 9 11 5 14 9 8 8 64

Niger 3 3 PF 11 10 8 11 9 9 6 64

Sierra Leone 4 3 PF 9 10 4 12 8 8 9 60

Zambia 4 4 PF 8 11 6 11 8 8 7 59

Madagascar 3 3 PF 7 9 7 10 8 9 9 59

Malawi 4 3 PF 7 10 6 11 8 9 7 58

Tanzania 4 3 PF 6 10 6 11 7 10 8 58

Mozambique 3 4 PF 7 11 7 11 7 7 8 58 113
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TABLE 5.2 (continued)

Country PL CL Status A B C D E F G H

Liberia 3 4 PF 9 10 5 11 7 7 8 57

Guinea-Bissau 4 4 PF 9 9 4 11 8 8 6 55

Comoros 3 4 PF 9 11 4 10 6 8 6 54

Burkina Faso 5 3 PF 5 8 4 14 9 6 7 53

Nigeria 4 4 PF 6 9 6 11 7 5 7 51

Gambia 4 4 PF 6 7 4 10 6 7 8 48

Uganda 5 4 PF 4 7 4 11 6 7 7 46

Mauritania 5 4 PF 6 7 4 10 8 6 5 46

Burundi 3 5 PF 9 9 4 8 5 4 6 45

C.A.R. 5 4 PF 7 7 3 10 9 3 4 43

Gabon 6 4 PF 2 5 3 10 6 6 5 37

Djibouti 5 5 PF 4 5 3 7 5 5 6 35

Congo-B 6 5 NF 3 5 3 9 7 2 6 35

Ethiopia 5 5 PF 5 5 4 7 3 4 6 34

Rwanda 6 5 NF 3 3 4 7 3 6 7 33

Guinea 6 5 NF 2 5 2 8 5 4 6 32

Togo 6 5 NF 2 4 2 7 5 3 6 29

Angola 6 5 NF 2 5 1 8 6 4 3 29

Cameroon 6 6 NF 3 5 3 7 3 2 4 27

Congo-K 5 6 NF 6 6 2 6 5 0 1 26
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TABLE 5.2 (continued)

Country PL CL Status A B C D E F G H

Chad 6 5 NF 3 1 2 7 5 1 3 22

Swaziland 7 5 NF 0 1 1 8 3 4 5 22

Côte d‘Ivoire 6 6 NF 1 2 2 5 4 3 4 21

Sudan 7 6 NF 0 4 3 4 3 0 0 14

Eritrea 7 6 NF 0 1 2 2 0 2 6 13

Zimbabwe 7 6 NF 1 3 0 5 2 1 1 13

Equatorial Guinea 7 6 NF 0 1 0 5 0 1 3 10

Somalia 7 7 NF 0 0 1 3 0 0 0 4

Africa averages 4.2 4.0 6.2 8.0 4.9 10.1 6.8 6.6 6.7 49

Standard deviation 1.8 1.4 3.8 4.2 2.9 3.6 3.2 3.9 3.0 23

World averages 3.3 3.1 7.7 10.1 6.6 11.4 7.9 8.6 9.7 62

Standard deviation 2.1 1.8 4.3 5.2 3.7 4.4 3.8 4.8 4.1 29

Source: Compiled from data available at Freedom House, at http://www.freedomhouse.org.

Note:

A = free elections

B = political pluralism

C = government accountability

D = free expression

E = associational rights

F = rule of law

G = personal autonomy

H = total

Boldface = 1⁄2 standard deviation above

or below world mean

PL = political liberties

CL = civil liberties 115
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Third, comparing the component scores for all sub-Saharan African coun-
tries as a group with those for all countries worldwide, it appears that sub-
 Saharan African countries most closely approximated global averages in the
areas of freedom of expression and freedom of association, two areas in which
they averaged 88 percent and 86 percent of global averages on these compo-
nents, respectively. By contrast, they lagged global scores most in the area of
personal autonomy, with sub-Saharan Africa’s average coming in at only 69
percent of the global average for this component. This evidence suggests that
although the conduct of free and fair elections has received by far the greatest
attention in the academic and policy arenas—and sub-Saharan Africa has in-
deed made notable progress in this area—it is in the broader area of political
liberalization—that is, successful assertion of the right to speak and to ad-
vance civil society—that progress has been at least as significant. The rela-
tively weak performance in the area of personal autonomy suggests the
importance of greater attention to the “output” side, as distinct from the “in-
put” side of democratic stateness.

Correspondingly, a striking characteristic of some contemporary literature
on less-developed countries has been a tendency implicitly to reduce democ-
ratization to electoral performance, on the basis of which to anticipate unfa-
vorable, yet partially contradictory, outcomes from the interaction of
fledgling democratic initiatives and weak states. On the one hand, it has been
anticipated that authoritarian rulers are likely to be able to stall, subvert, or
survive competitive multiparty elections. On the other hand, it has also been
hypothesized that electoral democracy will undermine not only authoritarian
regimes but the states over which they preside, to the degree that they may
 already be weak.6

However, the more detailed Freedom House data make clear that those
sub-Saharan African countries that have begun to distinguish themselves
from others on the continent as newly democratizing countries have done so
by demonstrating capability not only to conduct reasonably free and fair mul-
tiparty elections but also to broaden political space beyond electoral competi-
tion to include more effective individual political expression, exercise of
associational rights, and substantially increased political pluralism. Moreover,
these data suggest that this much broader scope for democratic political ac-
tion has included some strengthening and reform of the state through more
accountable democratic governance and more reliable observance of the rule
of law, even if much yet remains to be accomplished in these areas. In short,
for the leading sub-Saharan African democratizers, competitive, relatively
free, and fair elections have taken place in conjunction with other important
dimensions of democratization, and as a consequence, democratization has
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also appeared to result in at least some improved democratic governance.
Thus, democratization may need not necessarily await prior state strengthen-
ing but may itself be a means to state strengthening, as well as state reform.

Fourth, as encouraging as has been the marked increase in the number of
sub-Saharan African countries that have achieved democratization records
above average by global standards, equally important and revealing is the scope
and pace of democratic improvement. From 1990 to 2005, a total of eighteen
sub-Saharan African countries improved their overall performance by a com-
bined total of four or more points on the Freedom House scale of political and
civil liberties, all but two (Burundi and Guinea-Bissau, one each in civil liber-
ties) by significant degrees in both categories. As Table 5.3 indicates, ten of these
are among the fourteen leading democratizers. The others, except for Ethiopia,
have emerged from the ranks of those deemed unfree countries by Freedom
House measures to join the category of partially free countries: Liberia, Bu-
rundi, Malawi, Mozambique, Tanzania, Sierra Leone, and Guinea-Bissau.

The countries that have made the greatest strides in emerging from au-
thoritarian rule are a diverse group, rarely considered together in other ways,
but they appear to share a record of democratization with relative alacrity. A
striking characteristic of this group is that its members have overcome very
different sets of problems in coming rapidly and increasingly to share com-
mon democratic political attributes. What processes and circumstances might
these countries have shared that has enabled them to democratize, even as
they were rebuilding their states? What has distinguished them from other
countries still relatively mired in political disarray and/or nondemocratic
rule? This is one of the more important and yet least researched questions
concerning African democratization to date.

One possible factor in this achievement may be that some of the conti-
nent’s smallest countries are included: Seychelles, Guinea-Bissau, Cape Verde,
São Tomé, and Benin. Might this suggest that venerable figures in the history
of political philosophy, notably Rousseau, were accurate in believing that the
likelihood of democracy varies inversely with size of country in terms of both
population and territory?

A second pattern in this group is that several of these countries have become
more democratic as they have simultaneously struggled to recover from civil
war, although the course of their civil wars and the mode of their resolution
have differed markedly. These include South Africa, Liberia, Burundi, Mozam-
bique, Sierra Leone, and Ethiopia.7 A third possibly significant factor may be
that all the countries in this subgroup have benefited from external involvement
in their recovery, in various forms and to varying degrees, although many coun-
tries not on this list have also been recipients of international intervention.

Promising Democratization Trajectories in Africa’s Weak States 117
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TABLE 5.3 Most improved performance in political and civil liberties, sub-Saharan
Africa, 1990–2005 (minimum of four points higher in 2005)

Country Political Liberties Civil Liberties Total

Ghana 5 3 8

Cape Verde 4 4 8

Mali 4 3 7

Lesotho 4 2 6

South Africa 4 2 6

Seychelles 3 3 6

São Tomé 3 3 6

Liberia 3 3 6

Kenya 3 3 6

Benin 4 2 6

Burundi 4 1 5

Malawi 3 2 5

Niger 3 2 5

Mozambique 3 2 5

Tanzania 2 2 5

Sierra Leone 2 2 5

Guinea 3 1 4

Ethiopia 2 2 4

Source: Compiled from data available at Freedom House, at http://www.freedomhouse.org.
Note: Freedom House ranks countries from 1 (high) to 7 in both categories.
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A fourth possibly significant factor is that in many of these eighteen coun-
tries intense internal deliberations took place among governing elites and so-
cietal groups on revised terms for continued or resumed shared membership
in the states bequeathed to them by departing colonial powers a generation
earlier. With the benefit of significant international assistance in many cases,
they have conducted these deliberations prior to their first multiparty elec-
tions. This group includes countries that experienced national conventions
(Benin and Mali) and one that benefited from an all-party, United Nations–
sponsored conference to design a transition from authoritarian to democratic
rule (Malawi). International intervention also figured prominently in the
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cases of Kenya and Lesotho—the former from the Paris Club of donor gov-
ernments, the latter from South Africa.

While still well below average in democratic accomplishment in compari-
son to the others, both Burundi and Ethiopia have nonetheless been judged to
have made significant strides, even considering the postelection violence and
governmental overreaction in Ethiopia during 2005.8

Fifth, by norming the scores for each democratization component as pre-
sented in Table 5.2, it becomes possible to delineate more clearly leading and
lagging democratization sub-sectors vis-à-vis global averages, although this
does not demonstrate specifically how these components have interfaced. Al-
though many more African countries have continued to perform below global
averages than performed above them, the fourteen leading democratizers as a
group performed above global norms on each of the seven dimensions except
for personal autonomy, where they matched the global average. Similarly, for
all sub-Saharan African countries as a group, Table 5.2 establishes that they
fell below global averages least in the areas of the exercise of free political ex-
pression (0.88 of the global average), realization of associational rights (0.86),
notwithstanding persistent problems with free media, and in the conduct of
free and fair electoral processes (0.80). Notwithstanding endemic problems of
corruption, their record in accountable democratic governance was, rather
surprisingly, close behind (0.79).

One of the most illuminating findings of the expanded Freedom House
data is that the leading democratizers, as well as all sub-Saharan African
countries as a group, lagged global averages most in the area of acceptance of
important dimensions of personal autonomy (0.69), a category that includes
freedom to travel, to own property and establish businesses, to realize gender
equality and other social freedoms, and to experience equality of economic
opportunity. Although establishment of the rule of law clearly continues to be
an area where much remains to be done, these data suggest that a more seri-
ous problem with governmental performance lies, fundamentally, in persuad-
ing governments to allow citizens, within the law, to live their lives as they
choose. The problem is broader and deeper than enabling citizens to engage
freely in economic competition in line with principles of liberal political
economy. Rather, it extends to realizing economic opportunity, securing prop-
erty ownership, eradicating invidious social discrimination, and allowing
freedom of movement.

In general, these data suggest that African democratization has advanced
most broadly in the area of opportunities for political participation, notably
in the representation of women in legislatures. Rwanda leads the world in
percentage of women in parliament (49 percent), while Burundi, South
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Africa, Mozambique, Uganda, and Tanzania are all in the top twenty world-
wide. By contrast, sub-Saharan African democratization has advanced least in
the areas of enabling citizens to conduct their political and socioeconomic
lives free of governmental interference. In this, African countries collectively
appear to have lagged most in an area of democratic achievement that is
stronger, relative to other components, among all countries worldwide. Over-
all, weaker democratic governmental performance counterbalanced stronger
performance on other dimensions of political expression, while performance
in upholding the rule of law and associational freedom counterbalanced, to a
lesser degree, greater weakness in recognizing claims to personal autonomy.

Although the Polity IV data have been widely cited, relatively little atten-
tion has focused on the individual components that are used to assess demo-
cratic performance.9 The Polity IV data estimate the viability of rules and
regulations governing democratic processes, whereas the Freedom House es-
timates gauge the extent of political and civil freedoms. The major compo-
nents of the Polity IV include restraints on executive power, regulations
securing open and competitive elections for heads of government, and the or-
derliness of processes for free expression. Table 5.4 presents Polity IV esti-
mates for overall performance in sub-Saharan African countries and for the
component elements in 1990 and 2004. Estimates are normed against the per-
formance of all nations.

Notwithstanding evidence of backsliding in some areas, the Polity IV data
provide further evidence that several African countries have reached levels of
democratic performance well above global averages. Many African countries
have registered striking levels of improvement, whereas only Zimbabwe, Togo,
Uganda, and the Gambia have notably regressed over the period from 1990 to
2005. While only Mauritius scored a standard deviation or more above global
averages overall in both years, seventeen other sub-Saharan African countries
registered above average overall scores in 2004, in comparison to only three in
1990, again in addition to Mauritius and Botswana. Ten others moved from
significantly below global standards in 1990 to levels approaching global aver-
ages in 2004, led by Tanzania and Djibouti, both of whom scored above aver-
age on orderly regulation competition of executive office.

A striking finding of the Polity IV estimates for democratic performance in
sub-Saharan Africa has been that one-third of all countries recorded near
global average or above global average performance on all three components,
whereas in 1990 only five countries did so (Mauritius, Botswana, Namibia,
Comoros, and the Gambia). Thus, almost all of the countries in this group
reached near average or above average performance overall and on all three
components in 2004, after having been significantly below average overall and
on each of these components in 1990.
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TABLE 5.4 State reform in sub-Saharan Africa, 1990 and 2004

2004 1990

Polity Const ExReg PolCom Polity Const ExReg PolCom

Mauritius 0.83 0.84 0.78 0.85 0.89 0.89 0.84 0.90

South Africa 0.79 0.84 0.78 0.76 0.23 0.89 0.84 0.28

Botswana 0.79 0.84 0.78 0.76 0.83 0.79 0.84 0.84

Lesotho 0.75 0.84 0.78 0.53 0.16 0.10 0.25 0.13

Ghana 0.75 0.70 0.78 0.76 0.16 0.10 0.25 0.13

Kenya 0.75 0.70 0.78 0.76 0.16 0.32 0.14 0.13

Senegal 0.75 0.70 0.78 0.76 0.41 0.32 0.14 0.84

Madagascar 0.70 0.52 0.78 0.76 0.19 0.32 0.14 0.20

Mozambique 0.65 0.33 0.78 0.76 0.16 0.32 0.14 0.13

Benin 0.65 0.52 0.62 0.76

Mali 0.65 0.52 0.78 0.53 0.16 0.10 0.40 0.13

Malawi 0.65 0.70 0.62 0.65 0.10 0.10 0.14 0.13

Comoros 0.65 0.84 0.28 0.76 0.67 0.65 0.72 0.58

Namibia 0.65 0.52 0.62 0.76 0.75 0.65 0.72 0.84

Sierra Leone 0.59 0.52 0.62 0.53 0.16 0.32 0.14 0.13

Zambia 0.59 0.52 0.62 0.53 0.10 0.10 0.14 0.13

Nigeria 0.53 0.52 0.62 0.28 0.23 0.10 0.25 0.28

Niger 0.53 0.52 0.62 0.28 0.16 0.32 0.14 0.13

Tanzania 0.41 0.18 0.62 0.53 0.16 0.32 0.14 0.13

Djibouti 0.41 0.18 0.62 0.53 0.13 0.19 0.14 0.20

Ethiopia 0.35 0.18 0.62 0.40 0.13 0.19 0.14 0.13

Burkina Faso 0.30 0.18 0.28 0.65 0.16 0.10 0.25 0.13

Guinea 0.25 0.18 0.28 0.40 0.16 0.10 0.25 0.13
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TABLE 5.4 (continued)

2004 1990

Polity Const ExReg PolCom Polity Const ExReg PolCom

Guinea-Bissau 0.25 0.08 0.15 0.53 0.13 0.19 0.14 0.13

Central African Rep. 0.25 0.08 0.15 0.53 0.16 0.10 0.25 0.13

Angola 0.21 0.18 0.07 0.65 0.16 0.32 0.14 0.13

Chad 0.21 0.08 0.28 0.40 0.16 0.10 0.25 0.13

Togo 0.21 0.08 0.28 0.40 0.47 0.10 0.40 0.13

Rwanda 0.17 0.18 0.28 0.11 0.16 0.10 0.40 0.13

Uganda 0.13 0.18 0.28 0.06 0.47 0.10 0.25 0.13

Gabon 0.13 0.08 0.28 0.11

Cameroon 0.13 0.08 0.07 0.40 0.13 0.19 0.14 0.13

Equatorial Guinea 0.10 0.08 0.28 0.06 0.16 0.10 0.25 0.13

Gambia 0.10 0.08 0.28 0.06 0.3 0.65 0.84 0.90

Mauritania 0.08 0.18 0.07 0.06 0.16 0.32 0.14 0.13

Sudan 0.08 0.03 0.15 0.06 0.16 0.10 0.25 0.13

Zimbabwe 0.06 0.08 0.07 0.06 0.19 0.32 0.14 0.20

Eritrea 0.06 0.08 0.07 0.06

Swaziland 0.03 0.08 0.03 0.03 0.08 0.10 0.07 0.13

Note:
Polity = democratic characteristics minus autocratic ones.

Const = institutionalized powers and restraints on executive power

ExReg = openness and competitiveness of executive recruitment

PolCom = structures, openness, competiveness, orderliness of political expression

Boldface = 1/2 standard deviation or more above averages for all countries

Scores are normed against those for all countries:

Polity 2004 average = .49, std. 33; 1990 average .51, std. 32;

Const 2004 average = .49, std. 32; 1990 average .50, std. 32;

ExReg 2004 average = .50, std. 32; 1990 average .48, std. 34;

PolCom 2004 average = .50, std. 32; 1990 average .47, std. 34.

Source: Compiled from data available at Polity IV, at http://cidcm.umd.edu/polity/data.
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Beyond these quite remarkable levels of improvement themselves is what
these data suggest about the relationships between democratization and state
strengthening. Considered together, the Freedom House and Polity IV data
suggest that democratization processes have at a minimum moved in tandem
with those of state strengthening, where the latter is evidenced by viable rules
regulating democratic political processes. Implicit in this observation is an
important hypothesis: At least in the context of democratization in what have
been chronically weak states in sub-Saharan Africa, in time it may turn out to
be the case that the institution of working fundamental rules of the game that
gain general public adherence may prove to be at least as important to public
order as the Weberian requirement of a legitimate monopoly of the means of
coercion. Perhaps it is gaining general public adherence, if not active consent,
to working fundamental rules of the game that is the key to legitimizing that
monopoly of the means of coercion rather than de facto possession of such a
monopoly per se.

The tentativeness of these quantitatively estimated indications of progress in
both democratization and strengthened stateness is apparent when the Free-
dom House and Polity IV data are considered together. Whereas the Polity IV
data indicate marked progress in rule-based governance, the Freedom House
estimates indicate areas of improvement in their implementation, which may
be critical tipping points determining whether these improvements become
sustainable and durable over time. The Freedom House data record weaknesses
in the areas of accountable democratic governmental performance, in applying
the rule of law, and in honoring and upholding the ability of individuals and
organizations in civil society to operate within the law free of governmental in-
terference inconsistent with basic human rights. Moreover, these same data
suggest that increased spaces for political expression, political pluralism, and
free and fair democratic elections have yet to be fully translated into areas of
governmental performance needed for these improvements to be sustainable
and to reduce risks that the public may experience in exercising these rights.

The World Bank’s Governance Matters surveys paint a distinctively more
mixed picture of sub-Saharan African democratization, stateness, and govern-
mental performance since 1990.10 They make clear the tentativeness, fragility,
and potential reversibility of the apparent gains suggested by the Polity IV and
Freedom House surveys. Yet they, too, indicate that some of the same sub-
 Saharan African countries have begun to rise above others in the region in
achieving democracy, more effective governance, and greater state stability.
Gleaned from a wide range of surveys in more than two hundred countries
worldwide, the World Bank data focus more on governmental performance and
state stability, whereas the Polity IV data probe the status of rules governing po-
litical expression and competition for executive leadership, and the Freedom
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House surveys concentrate on the status of civil and political liberties. The
components of the Governance Matters surveys include the status of opportuni-
ties for political expression and participation, state stability, governmental effec-
tiveness, quality of governmental regulatory activity, rule of law, and corruption
control. The Governance Matters surveys, initially conducted biennially (now
annually), gauge changing patterns of democratic governance since 1996, that
is, from the early stages (though not the very beginning) of post–Cold War de-
mocratization in sub-Saharan Africa.

The Governance Matters data indicate both important overall advancement
and retreats in sub-Saharan African democratic governance between 1996 and
2006. Thirty-one sub-Saharan African countries advanced significantly by
global standards in at least one important dimension of democratic gover-
nance (ten or more percentage points), while all but three (Liberia, Cameroon,
and Rwanda) retreated in at least one key area during this ten-year period. The
data indicate very little overall change in the level of democratic governance
during this decade, with about half the countries registering net overall ad-
vances (25) and the other half registering net overall declines (23). However,
significantly improved performances in strengthening stability and, interest-
ingly, in governmental effectiveness overshadowed backsliders in these areas to
produce noteworthy overall regional improvement in both areas.

Table 5.5 summarizes some of the key World Bank Governance Matters
findings. It pairs overall democratic governance courses for sub-Saharan
African countries in 1996 and 2006 together with tallies of changing perform-
ance on each indicator, each normed against the behavior of all countries over
the same period.

Measures of significant net improvement and decline were numerous
among sub-Saharan Africa states but were distributed widely throughout the
list, with improvements by no means limited to the overall best performers
identified in the Freedom House and Polity IV surveys. Nor were significant
declines concentrated solely among the worst performers. Notwithstanding
weakened performance by São Tomé and Benin, the countries previously
identified as best performers were generally among the leaders in the Gover-
nance Matters surveys as well. Improvements by Rwanda, Tanzania, Mozam-
bique, Cape Verde, and Liberia were counterbalanced by eleven countries that
showed sharp overall declines in levels of democratic stateness. One of the
countries showing the most pronounced decline in democratic stateness,
Benin, registered significant retreats in every area except corruption control.
While slipping, consequently, from a ranking of above average to that of near
average in the Governance Matters estimates, Benin nevertheless remained
among the above average performers on the Polity IV and Freedom House
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TABLE 5.5 Changing patterns of democratic government in sub-Saharan Africa, 1996 and 2006

2006 Tot V/A Sta Gov Reg Rule Corr 1996

Botswana 74.1 2.6 -6.4 22.6 6.6 -13.6 -2.9 9.3 71.5

Mauritius 72.6 2.1 0.8 8.1 -1.9 8.3 2.4 -5.3 70.5

Cape Verde 66.5 5.5 0.8 -3.4 5.6 18.1 0.0 26.2 61.0

South Africa 64.7 7.4 -4.0 30.7 7.1 19.0 -3.3 -5.3 57.3

Namibia 61.7 -2.6 -4.5 15.4 -13.8 10.3 -6.2 -17.0 64.4

Seychelles 55.5 11.2 1.7 1.5 22.8 14.1 -13.3 -6.3 44.3

Ghana 54.9 14.0 19.9 16.3 16.5 -2.5 12.9 20.8 40.9

Madagascar 48.1 10.5 -10.3 2.4 35.5 18.5 30.4 -13.5 37.6

Lesotho 47.9 0.7 10.8 -10.1 -17.5 5.8 4.8 3.9 47.2

Senegal 44.0 4.4 6.0 2.4 -6.2 11.7 7.1 5.3 39.7

Mali 43.6 -3.1 -10.2 -19.2 16.1 -15.6 46.2 -40.8 46.7

Mozambique 42.7 10.9 -4.1 45.2 -2.8 14.6 14.8 -2.5 31.8

Benin 41.7 -19.3 -10.3 -42.1 -26.0 7.0 -7.1 -6.4 61.0

Tanzania 41.4 12.7 12.2 6.7 23.2 -4.9 5.3 33.5 28.8

São Tomé 40.6 -10.3 -11.2 -18.3 -5.2 -6.4 -2.8 0.9 50.9

Burkina 37.1 -1.3 1.6 22.9 0.4 -3.4 -2.3 0.5 38.4

Gambia 36.8 -2.1 12.1 7.2 -14.2 32.7 -15.7 -34.4 38.9

Mauratania 35.0 -3.2 1.1 -26.4 -34.2 21.5 24.3 -18.5 38.2

Zambia 34.0 1.9 6.4 27.9 -3.8 -30.7 0.0 10.7 32.1

Malawi 33.8 -2.0 -9.4 9.6 -2.4 -10.7 9.0 -8.3 35.8

Rwanda 32.9 26.2 2.4 22.6 33.2 20.0 29.5 35.9 6.7

Gabon 31.7 7.8 -12.8 15.9 17.5 -6.8 16.2 17.0 23.9

Uganda 31.7 -0.4 0.2 1.5 3.8 -12.7 10.0 -5.4 32.2

Swaziland 30.7 -16.4 -1.8 -1.0 -17.5 -23.5 -47.6 -18.4 47.1

Niger 28.2 4.3 23.6 -7.7 15.6 16.1 2.4 -24.3 23.9

Kenya 27.3 2.2 20.4 -8.6 -19.9 12.7 1.4 7.3 25.1

Djibouti 24.8 -11.0 -4.6 -11.6 1.4 -22.5 -21.5 4.3 35.7
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TABLE 5.5 (continued)

Comoros 23.7 -19.1 -6.0 -40.4 -21.8 -14.1 10.0 26.2 42.8

Ethiopia 23.6 10.5 -6.2 -8.6 20.4 15.1 12.9 29.6 13.0

Cameroon 22.3 11.8 7.8 27.0 10.9 4.9 9.5 10.7 10.5

Guinea-Bissau 18.6 -8.1 -6.0 0.4 -16.1 -36.1 7.6 1.9 26.7

Sierra Leone 18.1 3.6 8.3 28.4 -16.6 -4.8 1.0 5.3 14.5

Eritrea 17.5 -21.1 -14.3 -32.7 -28.9 -35.2 -32.0 -22.3 38.5

Liberia 14.1 12.0 19.3 12.0 6.1 4.4 11.0 18.9 2.2

Togo 13.8 -12.2 -8.1 -6.2 -21.8 -44.4 6.6 1.0 25.9

Nigeria 13.3 6.4 22.7 -3.9 11.4 5.8 1.0 1.4 6.9

Angola 12.9 6.4 3.4 25.4 6.6 1.4 3.3 -1.5 6.4

Burundi 12.8 1.3 10.1 5.3 -6.7 2.9 -3.3 4.9 11.5

Congo-B 12.2 -4.7 -15.3 -2.4 1.0 -4.4 2.4 -9.3 16.9

Eq.Guinea 11.9 -0.2 -3.8 9.2 3.8 -0.2 -1.5 -9.2 12.0

Guinea 10.5 -15.5 -2.8 -2.9 -5.7 -33.2 -0.5 9.9 26.0

C.A.R. 9.2 -24.8 -18.1 -34.2 -12.3 -22.9 -42.8 3.9 34.0

Chad 8.2 -10.6 -14.8 -16.3 -19.4 -7.3 -13.8 -7.7 18.8

Sudan 7.8 4.6 2.8 1.0 9.0 8.3 4.3 2.4 3.1

Côte d‘Ivoire 7.1 -37.7 -18.1 -36.5 -57.4 -29.3 -23.8 -61.1 44.8

Zimbabwe 5.1 -27.0 -23.0 -11.6 -33.7 -19.5 -26.2 -48.0 32.1

Congo-K 3.3 0.5 -0.9 -4.8 0.5 4.3 0.9 2.9 2.8

Somalia 0.3 -1.0 -0.4 -1.9 -0.5 -1.0 -0.5 -1.5 1.2

Sub-Saharan Africa 30.3 -0.8 -0.6 5.3 13.6 -2.6 1.1 -0.4 31.1

Note:
V/A = voice and accountability

Sta = political stability

Gov = governmental effectiveness

Reg = regulatory quality

Rule = rule of law

Corr = corruption control

Source: Compiled from data available at World Bank Institute, 2007, at http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi2007/mc_countries.asp.
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measures. At the same time, Liberia, Gabon, Rwanda, and Ethiopia, among
the weakest overall democratizers, registered strong gains on four of the six
Governance Matters survey indicators, as did Tanzania among the middle-
range performers on the other surveys. Ethiopia’s gains were in the areas of
governmental performance rather than state stability, and voice and account-
ability declined as a result of the violence in the aftermath of the 2005 elec-
tions. Rwanda’s scores were weakest in the area of voice and accountability
because of restrictions on opposition politics.

These patterns of mixed performance are perhaps to be expected, given the
magnitude of the challenges facing any country in transition from long-
 entrenched autocratic rule. They serve to leaven unrealistic expectations con-
cerning prospects for rapid, comprehensive, and sustainable democratic
stateness, even as the Manichean tug-of-war between democratic advance and
retreat they portray suggests the importance of maintaining or increasing ex-
ternal support for democratic stateness. Overall, however, there is little in this
data to suggest that democratic initiatives have undermined political stability
or the quality of governance, contrary to the thesis posited by Edward Mans-
field and Jack Snyder, who insist that the state must acquire certain elements
of democracy, such as the rule of law, prior to holding competitive elections.11

The key to this outcome, as the Freedom House and Polity IV data suggest,
appears to be that intense electoral competition has been part and parcel of a
broader arena of democratic expansion, including more acceptance of politi-
cal pluralism, increased assertion of association rights, and broadened accep-
tance of free political expression. Indeed the Governance Matters data suggest
that improvements in political stability and governmental effectiveness may
have outpaced all these dimensions of democratization in at least some coun-
tries. An important, frontier research question, well beyond the scope of this
chapter, underlies these findings. That issue is to what extent civil society
pressure successfully exerted on many African presidents not to seek third
terms may be an indicator that strengthening of these broader dimensions of
democratization has been a factor in these manifestations of strengthened po-
litical stability as well as improved democratic governance.

The important exceptions to this assessment appear to be Rwanda and, es-
pecially, Kenya, which at this writing is experiencing violence in response to
credible evidence of vote rigging in the 2007 elections. Kenya, however, bears
closer examination. The Kenya case does suggest the importance of demo-
cratic sequencing, the underlying claim of the Mansfield-Snyder thesis, but
not in the way they suggest.12 Mansfield and Snyder insist in effect that the
state acquire certain elements of democracy, such as the rule of law, prior to
competitive elections, but they don’t explain how that is supposed to happen.
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The Kenya case suggests not that state reform must precede democratiza-
tion but, rather, that democratic processes directed toward building consensus
on constitutional reform should precede multiparty electoral competition to
replace the authoritarian ancien régime. This is what happened in many of the
countries that have emerged as the leading sub-Saharan African democratiz-
ers. Implied in this contention is a definition of democratic processes that in-
cludes negotiations among representatives of contesting groups concerning
such fundamental rules of the game as those governing competitive electoral
process. Kenya’s embarking on competitive multiparty elections before build-
ing consensus democratically on a revised constitution has been at the root of
its flawed democratic performance. The country was propelled into multiparty
elections in 1992 at the insistence of donors. Lengthy, tortuous negotiations on
constitutional reform took place only after these elections. That sequencing ex-
plains much of the turmoil that has afflicted Kenya politics in the multiparty
era. It helps to explain the fact that not only the autocratic ancien régime of
Daniel arap Moi but the opposition party regime elected in 2002 found them-
selves targets rather than products of democratic constitutional reform. It is
also key to understanding (a) the violence preceding the 1997 elections, (b) the
rejection of a democratically formulated constitutional reform by even an op-
position coalition elected to replace the autocratic Moi regime in 2002 (and
the voters’ subsequent rejection of this regime’s alternative draft), and (c) the
new regime’s desperate attempt to retain power by vote-rigging in 2007.

Overall, close to one-third of all sub-Saharan African countries made
above average progress toward democratic stateness, on the basis of the sur-
veys discussed above that assess somewhat different but overlapping and
complementary perspectives on the subject. Table 5.6 summarizes these find-
ings. Included are the eighteen countries that have registered above average
performance and/or rates of improvement on at least two of the most recent
surveys. As might be expected, this group includes the well-established demo-
cratic states of Botswana and Mauritius. Four of the continent’s smallest
countries are on the list: Benin, São Tomé and Principe, and Seychelles, as well
as Mauritius, again bringing to mind the noteworthy strain in the literature of
liberal political philosophy extolling the importance of small size to the well-
being of democracy.

At least three factors appear to have interacted with each other in complex
and yet to be fully understood ways to enable these countries to emerge as dis-
tinct leaders in achieving democratic stateness. First, in different forms and
circumstances, Benin, Namibia, South Africa, Mali, Ghana, Malawi, and Mo -
zambique all undertook significant constitutional deliberations and achieved
critical degrees of political consensus on the fundamental rules of the game
prior to launching initial multiparty national elections.
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TABLE 5.6 Leading sub-Saharan African democratizers

FH FH up Polity WBI WBI up No.

Ghana 84 8 75 54.9 14 5

Cape Verde 90 8 79 66.5 4

Mauritius 89 83 72.6 4

South Africa 86 6 64.7 3

Benin 82 6 65 3

Botswana 78 79 74.1 3

Namibia 77 65 61.7 3

Mali 74 7 64 3

Lesotho 73 6 75 3

Seychelles 6 55.5 11.2 3

Mozambique 5 65 10.9 3

Tanzania 5 12.7 2

Ethiopia 4 10.5 2

Madagascar 70 10.5 2

São Tomé 80 6 2

Senegal 76 75 2

Liberia 6 12 2

Malawi 5 65 2

Source: Tables 5.2–5.5 infra.
Criteria for inclusion: Above-average performance in two categories.

Note:
FH = Freedom House 1990–2005

Polity = Polity IV

WBI = World Bank Institute Governance Matters 1996–2005

FH up = Point increase, 1990–2005

WBI up = Point increase, 1996–2006

No. = number of WBI categories in which a country scored above average and/or improved significantly

from 1996 to 2006
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Second, active pressure from domestic civil society was also an important
factor in each of these cases. Benin and Mali conducted far-reaching national
conferences in the wake of widespread and overt opposition to the anciens
régimes in both countries. South Africa and Namibia benefited from sustained
international opposition to apartheid in both countries and the good offices
of the external actors in arriving at working consensus on constitutional
arrangements for a transition to democratic governance. At the same time,
however, that support did not diminish the importance of fierce, active insur-
gent opposition by community-based organizations in the townships, along
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with sustained involvement by urban middle-class nongovernmental organi-
zations that were factors of at least equal importance in the South African vic-
tory over apartheid.

Third, extensive external engagement (including the Economic Community
of West African States, the Africa Union, and leaders of individual Afri can
countries as well as representatives of industrialized countries) was an essential
ingredient together with intensive negotiations on rules of the game prior to
the holding of initial competitive multi-party elections, and active civil society
pressure to set these countries apart. The Community of Sant’Egidio in Italy
hosted intensive and ultimately successful negotiations between Renamo and
the ruling Frelimo on terms by which to end their civil war in Mozambique,
participate in national elections, and continue their competition on a civilian
and democratic basis. Active external assistance in these negotiations and fi-
nancial assistance to Renamo to enable it to compete on more equal terms
with Frelimo proved to be indispensable factors that permitted Mozambique
to become democratic and free from civil war for almost the first time in its
history from colonial times onward. In Ghana, Jerry Rawlings was persuaded
by strong international pressure to allow the formation of a generally represen-
tative Consultative Assembly, which was then able to hammer out a constitu-
tion for a future democratic government.

As a counterpoint to the foregoing factors that appear to have been building
democratic stateness, it is at least arguable that lack of sustained international
engagement was a factor in Ethiopia’s failed transition to competitive multiparty
democracy and (as explained above) to Kenya’s ongoing difficult struggle to
 reform an independence-era constitution barnacled by authoritarian amend -
ments during the Moi era. In Ethiopia, a nearly all-party conference on a post-
authoritarian transition foundered because it was conducted in haste, the
Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front’s innovative confederal
constitutional dispensation was a premise of the conference more than a consen-
sus outcome emerging from it, and arrangements for demobilizing collaborat-
ing militias and building an inclusive security force were not made. In the case of
Kenya, several years of deliberations on a revamped post-Moi authoritarian-era
constitution have foundered due to a failure to agree on whether and how to
limit the power of the president. But unlike elsewhere in the continent, donors
contented themselves with insisting on competitive multiparty elections, while
relaxing pressure on further dimensions of  democratization.

One key outstanding question has been how democratization processes in
weak states have fared in the minds of the citizens who have experienced and
helped to activate these processes. The Afrobarometer surveys have probed
citizens’ perceptions of democracy, stateness, the condition of the economy,
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and quality of life in society generally. Most of the eighteen countries in which
the third-round Afrobarometer surveys were conducted in 2005 are among
the eighteen countries singled out by the Freedom House, Polity IV, and Gov-
ernance Matters surveys as above average performers in the quest for stable
democratic stateness.13

Self-evidently, it is difficult to gauge what these levels of citizen approba-
tion, or lack of it, may mean absent close comparisons with responses from
citizens to comparable questions in mature democratic states with strong
economies. That said, support for democracy, endorsement of state legiti-
macy, approval of still nascent democracy, and satisfaction with the level of
quality of life in society generally in these eighteen sub-Saharan African coun-
tries seem to be modest, with a significant nonaffirming minority on several
key questions. From this perspective, the Afrobarometer surveys point to the
tentativeness, fragility, and potential reversibility of democratic progress
achieved by the leading democratizers.

The Afrobarometer surveys have seemed to yield only modest approving
majorities by citizens for democracy, juxtaposed to non-affirming minorities
of significant size on many key questions, bearing in mind that democratic
stateness has progressed further in these states than others in the estimates of
the other surveys.

Only about 50 percent of those surveyed in the fifteen countries included
in the second-round Afrobarometer surveys were prepared to forswear all
other alternatives to democracy, led by the citizens of Cape Verde and Ghana
at 69 and 67 percent, respectively. Lesotho brought up the rear at a mere 30
percent, although that figure represented about 80 percent of a putative ceil-
ing consisting of those who reported that they preferred democracy in princi-
ple. As things stood in 2005, only a slightly larger percentage of citizens across
eleven states expressed general satisfaction with the state of democracy in
their countries, with Ghana again the highest and Cape Verde the lowest.

What might explain this apparent less-than-overwhelming satisfaction with,
and commitment to, democracy—even in some of the countries that other sur-
veys have shown to have achieved above average levels of democratic perform-
ance? Admittedly, the extent to which these data support a cup half full or one
half empty requires more systematic longitudinal and comparative analysis be-
yond the scope of this chapter. One clue, however, may be found in the level of
satisfaction with the efficacy of democratic elections, as distinct from the freeness
and fairness of elections that Freedom House and the other surveys estimate.
Table 5.8 portrays Afrobarometer surveys in these relatively high-performing
sub-Saharan African democracies, indicating that only about 40 percent found
elections to be efficacious in terms of addressing citizen interests and needs.
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Botswana Cape Ghana Kenya Lesotho Malawi Mali Mozambique Namibia Nigeria Senegal South Tanzania Uganda Zambia Avg
Verde Africa

79 75 83 92 85 84 65 53 51 69 76 77 86 85 95 77

85 67 82 90 82 78 66 41 58 72 77 73 86 90 90 76

68 79 79 75 61 66 71 42 55 80 76 67 62 54 72 67

75 66 82 80 50 64 71 54 54 68 75 57 65 75 70 64

50 69 59 49 49 34 29 46 61 45 63 72 48 72 53

43 39 79 83 51 34 68 43 63 58 59 54 54 54 62 56

66 33 71 79 48 47 63 54 59 35 57 44 63 60 54 54

70 40 76 76 48 58 63 67 60 32 58 47 63 53 48 54

44 69 67 55 30 53 37 63 56 56 37 51 62 55 51 50

76 73 87 89 66 78 82 75 82 82 78 81 76 83 75 79

71 75 75 80 85 76 77 43 63 86 71 68 73 80 86 74

47 49 59 77 56 61 71 46 36 76 68 58 65 83 72 61

59 62 56 74 31 64 55 44 62 59 40 67 67 41 52 55

64 61 74 78 57 62 63 50 57 64 63 62 69 66 69 63

Note:
Numbers = percentage of citizens supporting democracy principles

No military rule = opposition to military rule

No pres rule alone = opposition to one-person rule

No one-party rule = opposition to one-party democracy

No chief elder rule = disagreement with idea that chiefs and elders should rule in preference

to democratically elected leader

Satisfied with demo = satisfied with democracy

Demo problems minor = problems with democracy minor rather than major

Demo preferred to alternatives = democracy preferred to all the alternatives

Choose leaders demo = support for choosing leaders by elections in preference to other

methods

Yes to term limits = self-explanatory

Parliament makes laws = parliament should be the lawmaking body, not the president alone

Parties needed = self-explanatory

Source: Afrobarometer, Round 2 surveys, at http://www.afrobarometer.org/.

No military rule

No pres rule alone

No one-party rule

Demo preferred

No chief elder rule

Demo patience

Satisfied with

demo

Demo probs

minor

Demo preferred to

alternatives

Choose leaders

demo

Yes to term limits

Parliament makes

laws

Parties needed

Average

TABLE 5.7 African citizens’ support for democracy principle
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This figure contrasts noticeably with citizens’ reported sense of their polit-
ical empowerment in the Afrobarometer surveys. Two-thirds of the citizens in
these countries reported a strong sense of their entitlement to rights of free ex-
pression and free association and to have government act lawfully in respond-
ing to their demands. Moreover, by somewhat smaller majorities, citizens
demonstrated the requisite knowledge, sense of engagement, and willingness
to accept political and societal risks of political engagement. Nevertheless, by
quite wide margins, elections, though generally free and fair in these coun-
tries, have generally failed to satisfy citizens’ sense of their own democratic
political entitlement. Thus, there appears to be a gap between political entitle-
ment and political efficacy even in these relatively more democratic African
states.

This gap may bear some relationship to a similar gap between the degree to
which citizens have been prepared to invest their states with legitimacy and
the markedly lesser degree to which they find that their governments have
acted to cultivate state legitimacy in democratic terms. On the one hand, ap-
proximately two-thirds of the citizens surveyed in the fifteen countries of the
second-round surveys were prepared to say that they owed unquestioned obe-
dience to the requirements of the courts, the police, and the tax collector, i.e.,
the coercive dimensions of state power. Furthermore, citizens tacitly acknowl-
edged their governments’ coercive power in their own lives, with 88 percent
conceding that they would be likely to be caught if they sought to evade taxes
or committed a major crime. These statistics certainly tend to confirm Craw-
ford Young’s thesis that the heavy-handed coerciveness of colonial political
orders pervades citizens’ perceptions of the postcolonial state.14 However, the
perceived efficacy gap also prompts speculation on the extent to which coer-
cive capacity alone, absent broader dimensions of citizen consent on the basic
rules of the game as well as electoral participation, has become a sufficient in-
dicator of postcolonial state legitimacy.

On the other hand, another measure of the degree to which citizens be-
lieved state power to have acquired democratic legitimacy was that on average
they thought that big officials would be likely to be caught in illegal acts only
about 64 percent of the time. In essence, they estimated that one in three
criminal acts by officials would go unpunished. Moreover, democratic legiti-
mation of state coercive power appears to be subject to potential erosion, in
that only about half of the citizenry believed their officials to be untainted by
corruption. Levels of political trust ranged even lower, at 43 percent. These
numbers invite inquiry into the degree to which, even in a relatively strong
state, a state’s everyday working possession of monopoly coercive power may
need to be earned by governmental performance accountable to citizens so as
to earn their approbation. Simply being blessed periodically by free and fair
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Cape

Benin Botswana Verde Ghana Kenya Lesotho Madagascar Malawi Mali

21 68 41 51 65 62 46 39 46

35 36 15 36 22 27 34 27 53

17 30 13 26 13 17 17 23 27

66 98 94 87 57 98 65 90 71

75 84 56 77 79 79 78 43 64

15 42 16 17 5 47 34 29 15

3 17 13 15 6 12 10 6 12

7 13 13 17 7 13 11 8 18

30 49 33 42 32 44 37 33 38

Note:
MPs visit area = politicians visit respondent’s area at least

once a year

Local MPs listen = believe elected local councilors try to

listen to what people have to say always or often

Natl MPs listen = believe elected members of parliament

try to listen to what people have to say often or always

No offered gifts = percentage reporting no experience of

being offered gifts by politicians in return for votes in

last national election

Source: Afrobarometer, Round 3 surveys, at http://www.afrobarometer.org; Michael Bratton, Robert Mattes, and 

E. Gyimah-Boadi, Public Opinion, Democracy and Market Reform in Africa (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004).

MPs visit area

Local MPs listen

Natl MPs listen

No offered gifts

Elect. free/fair

Offer other 

voters gifts

Keep promises

Seek development

Average

TABLE 5.8 Voters’ sense of democracy’s efficacy in sub-Saharan Africa
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elections is an insufficient foundation for regime and, perhaps ultimately,
state legitimacy.

In sum, this review of the quantitative data on African democratization es-
tablishes that a number of African countries have made notable, above aver-
age progress by global standards toward establishing democratic states.
However, the progress of these states has been neither complete nor unprob-
lematic. Nor is there any reason to assume that this progress is irreversible.
Nevertheless, democratization in these relatively high-performing democra-
tizers has been broadly based, extending well beyond progress in conducting
free and fair national multiparty elections to include strong civil society activ-
ity, broadened political pluralism, and significantly freer political expression,
along with the sustaining and possible strengthening of states, rather than
their weakening.

The obvious utility of the foregoing quantitative information is as an aid in
discerning a valid overview of the condition of democratic stateness in sub-
Saharan Africa. Its obvious limitations, however, must not be overlooked or
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Mozambique Namibia Nigeria Senegal South Africa Tanzania Uganda Zambia Zimbabwe Av

44 68 44 37 47 59 52 41 45 48

32 44 21 31 20 68 40 15 27 32

28 46 16 19 22 53 19 10 21 23

87 91 72 91 94 92 65 76 83 82

77 77 32 78 75 79 57 29 36 66

33 51 15 14 40 43 15 6 17 26

34 38 22 12 25 12 16 8 8 15

29 38 19 15 26 13 17 10 8 15

46 57 30 37 44 52 36 24 31 38

Note: (continued)
Elect free/fair = elections completely free and fair with 

but minor problems

Offer other voters gifts = percentage believing

politicians only rarely or never offered gifts to voters

during election campaigns

Keep promises = percentage believing elected leaders

keep their promises

Seek development = politicians often or always do their

best to deliver development

forgotten. The evidence underlying each of these measures is based largely on
the subjective perceptions of observers, however skilled and balanced their
observations may be. The data points on which these assessments are built are
conditioned by time and circumstance. Their validity hinges on the nature of
the questions posed, on how they are interpreted by those who pose them and
by those to whom they may be posed, and more generally, on the theoretical
premises underlying the surveys and animating the surveyors. In some cases,
the observers are likely to be participants, directly or indirectly, in the
processes they are called upon to observe. Nonetheless, the available survey
data suggest potentially important implications for prominent currents in the
contemporary literature on democratization and state strengthening.

Theories abound concerning how democratic progress should occur and
how it is expected to occur, but actual testing and tentative amendment of these
theories on the basis of empirical evidence, elsewhere as well as in sub-Saharan
Africa, has remained a scholarly and policy frontier. With more systematic test-
ing of prevalent hypotheses about the relationship between democratization
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and the strengthening of weak states, one would expect that some of the evi-
dence would lead to more empirically-grounded recommendations for modi-
fying empirical theory in this area so that it better merits that designation.

The evidence pointing to important divergences in democratic accomplish-
ment among sub-Saharan African countries does indeed shed light on the
complex, fundamentally important issue of the interrelationships obtaining
between democratization and state viability and strength. Beyond the empiri-
cal importance of this issue for sub-Saharan Africa lies a question of funda-
mental theoretical importance: How do state strength and democratization
relate to one another? Sub-Saharan African countries are uniquely suitable are-
nas in which to discern how strategies, policies, and evolving political
processes have been serving to undermine or strengthen positive reinforce-
ment between advancing democratization and the strengthening of weak
states.

The evidence presented in this chapter challenges at least some of the more
pessimistic assumptions about the connection between successful democrati-
zation and at least state stability, if not state strengthening. It appears that a
significant number of sub-Saharan African states have accomplished both in
tandem, although the process is not yet complete, and progress could be re-
versed for any number of reasons.

At the same time, the nature of the relationship between these simultane-
ous processes has been clouded by underlying a priori assumptions about
how stateness and state building, and democracy and democratization are to
be conceptualized and defined. In much of the literature, the preoccupation
with elections has obscured the role of other critically important democratic
processes outside of electoral arenas in establishing both democracy itself and
in contributing to state building. As a result, essential connections between
the rule of law and wider democratic processes and the facilitation and legiti-
mation of a state’s monopoly of the means of coercion have remained under-
examined.

Edward Mansfield and Jack Snyder, in two recent works, have argued that
democratization endangers the peace and stability of weak states and even
that of the neighborhoods in which they reside.15 They contend that prior to
initiating multiparty competitive elections, states must not only preside over a
healthy economy but must embrace the rule of law and build a competent,
impartial civil service. In claiming that democratization per se, rather than
specifically democratic elections, undermines weak states, they have blurred
their essential underlying contention, which is that states must acquire other
elements of democracy before they embark on elections. Moreover, they have
overlooked the importance of other democratic processes not centered specif-
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ically on elections. Implicitly, they have narrowed the working definition of
democracy to mean elections by assigning other elements of democracy to
stateness and by ignoring the possibility that nonelectoral manifestations of
democratic processes may have a significant bearing upon the building and
strengthening of states.

Thomas Carothers rightly challenges what he takes to be Mansfield and
Snyder’s underlying assumption that authoritarian rulers are likely to change
their stripes on their own initiative by grafting requisite elements of democracy
onto state structures.16 In so doing, he has argued rightly that Mansfield and
Snyder have bypassed the question of how weak states come to acquire those
other elements of democratization if not through elections. Sheri Berman has
added to this critique, arguing that European states became democratic after a
great deal of conflict, thereby challenging what she takes to be an implicit as-
sumption by Mansfield and Snyder that conflict engendered by democratiza-
tion in the short term predicts long-term democratic failure and weakened
states or worse.17

Carothers contends that much of the conflict that Mansfield and Snyder
adduce as empirical evidence in support of their thesis has been attributable
to state making rather than to democratization initiatives.18 In so doing, how-
ever, he appears to rely implicitly upon the Weberian conception of the state
as being primarily or exclusively about the acquisition of a monopoly of the
means of coercion per se within territorially defined boundaries. This reason-
ing appears to dismiss the question of how the Weberian requirement of legit-
imating a monopoly of coercive power is to be attained, unless it is to say, in
effect, that might makes right or by treating legitimacy as a derivative of a
such a monopoly to be pursued after it has been acquired.

Carothers appears to choose the latter alternative, insisting that any such
democratizing features can be acquired only after a state has acquired a mo-
nopoly of coercive power, implicitly through coercion itself. Francis Fukuyama
asserts that this is inescapable, because such features imply limits on state
power that are inconsistent with a state’s pursuit of a monopoly of such power.
This contention appears to draw a distinction between a state whose sovereign
power domestically is unlimited and a regime whose exercise of such power
may be limited in preventing abuses and trampling on the rights of citizens to
act in certain respects.

This position leaves no place for the rule of law as it is conventionally un-
derstood in a democracy. Furthermore, it leaves no room for the rule of law to
be part of the definition of a state, as democracy requires, or for citizens to have
a significant role in instituting and legitimating it. At the same time, in omit-
ting a distinction between regime and state, this position leaves no room for
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rules to be written into the definition of a state by and on behalf of citizens,
such that the regime itself is subject to them as well as accountable to citizens.
Or, alternatively, it treats the rule of law as a state/regime dispensation after it
has acquired a monopoly of coercive power, in which case it is not clear how
such a state/regime becomes answerable to laws of its own dispensation. More-
over, citizens are effectively excluded from any role in their authorship.

Finally, the contention that any role for democracy in state building can oc-
cur only after a state establishes a monopoly of coercive power seems to deny
the findings of a rich and growing empirically grounded conflict management
scholarship, which indicates that states may be successfully rebuilt through in-
tense peacekeeping, peacemaking, and consultative activities.19 That literature
documents instances in which citizens, at least vicariously through their lead-
ers as members of warring factions, have accomplished exactly that. Through
their faction leaders and with the aid of third parties, citizens have been in-
volved in reconstructing states by arriving at terms on which they can agree to
live together under a common political roof. The empirical evidence outlined
in this chapter has demonstrated that a number of sub-Saharan countries have
made important progress, even by global standards, by doing just that.

However preliminary, modest, and potentially evanescent that evidence
may prove to be, states such as Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, and even
Ghana have been reconstructed in just such fashion. More fundamentally, this
evidence makes clear that these states have made substantial democratic
progress beyond free and fair elections, extending to not only the exercise of
associational rights and strengthened media, but also increased state stability,
stronger support for the rule of law, and even improved, accountable demo-
cratic governance.

In short, the significant democratic progress made by sub-Saharan African
states has contributed potentially important insights on the process of becom-
ing a postcolonial democratic state. At the same time, the evidence gleaned
from the sub-Saharan African experience promises to expand geographically
the empirical foundation on which democratic state theory has been grounded.

NOTES

1. Edward D. Mansfield and Jack Snyder, Electing to Fight: Why Emerging Democ-
racies Go to War (Cambridge, Mass: M.I.T. Press, 2005); see also Jack Snyder, From Vot-
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2. See http://www.freedomhouse.org.
3. See http://www.cidcm.umd.edu/polity/.
4. See http://www.govindicators.org; and http://www.afrobarometer.org.
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5. At this writing, Kenya’s progress was in danger of being undone by blatantly
rigged national elections held December 27, 2007, which resulted in unprecedented
waves of violence throughout the country. Over a thousand died as of this writing;
more than three hundred thousand people were displaced. The violence also threat-
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The Kenya case illustrates the point that while free and fair democratic processes may
serve to strengthen a state, fatally flawed, corrupted ones may expose and undermine
an unreformed state, particularly when it rests on the foundation of profound eco-
nomic inequality.
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6

In Pursuit of Authority
Civil Society and Rights-Based 
Discourses in Africa

Aili Mari Tripp

One of the most important transformations globally in the 1990s and espe-
cially after 2000 was the merger of development and human rights discourses
to form new rights-based approaches. There was a convergence of thinking
among United Nations agencies, international financial institutions, non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), international NGOs like Oxfam,
Amnesty International, and CARE International, and social movements in
Africa involved in a wide range of concerns from human rights to the envi-
ronment, women’s rights, and development.

This chapter examines the rise of rights-based approaches (RBAs) within
Africa and their global and local dimensions. It discusses the significance of
the new interest in these approaches, as well as some of the critiques and lim-
itations of these approaches. The chapter explores a few examples of the kinds
of legalistic and rights-based struggles that have animated the civil society
landscape since the 1990s: presidential term limits, NGO regulatory legisla-
tion, struggles for media autonomy, environmental concerns, women’s rights,
and, in particular, challenges to customary laws and practices. The new em-
phasis on RBAs has not only catalyzed new forces demanding rights, but also
set various civil society groups onto a collision course by animating contra-
dictory claims.
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In recent years, debates over civil society in Africa have questioned the mean-
ing and roles of civil society in sub-Saharan Africa and other non-European con-
texts. Some have questioned how well the concept travels. Others have dismissed
civil society as a weak, donor-dependent sector of society that excludes much of
society. Some authors have been critical of the liberal discourse that has empha-
sized how civil society is good for democratization and development. They have
argued that civil society in Africa is fraught with ethnic divisions, patronage, cor-
ruption, donor dependence, and its elite nature, thus making it a problematic
source for political transformation (Dicklitch 1998; Kasfir 1998; Kelsall 1992;
Gibbon and Bangura 1992; Mercer 2003). Others have argued that NGOs are
unlikely to have much impact on political reform because governments have be-
come adept at constraining and dividing civil society. NGOs themselves are
faulted for not having developed a notion of citizenship that would link state and
society to promote democratization (Fowler 1993, 1995). And finally, some see
donor funding of NGOs as responsible for depoliticizing NGOs, depriving them
of legitimacy and autonomy, and diverting them from concerns that have to do
with institution building and advocacy (Edwards and Hulme 1995).

From an anthropological perspective, Jean and John Comaroff (1999) have
been critical of the way in which the idea of civil society has focused on
 Western-oriented intellectuals, lawyers, businesspeople, and Christian leaders,
portraying them as untainted by identity politics, parochial loyalties, or intru-
sive governments. They assert that the parts of society that fall outside a liberal
 notion of civil society have essentially been erased. Globalization, they argue,
rather than creating a homogenized, universal civil society has instead frag-
mented society. Their critique is a useful one, especially since there certainly
are discourses, codes of conduct, collective rituals, and ways of interacting with
the state that do not fall within the rights-based approaches discussed in this
chapter. It would be absurd to claim that RBAs are the only conceptual frame-
work at play in Africa. However, this chapter highlights how RBAs are becom-
ing increasingly important not only as a result of globalizing influences but
also because of the way they have resonated with important political battles
and dynamics on the ground.

THE SPREAD OF RIGHTS-BASED APPROACHES

The new RBAs represented a nexus of international development and human
rights concerns, bringing liberal thinking about rights together with African
and other global realities, rooted in economic and social concerns. The mar-
riage between these diverse approaches, as this chapter shows, is not without
problems or tensions.
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This expansion of rights-based approaches took place with the end of the
Cold War, with the reconnecting of the two strands of human rights that had
been enshrined in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights as indivis-
ible, inalienable, and universal: civil and political rights and economic, social,
and cultural rights pertaining to food, water, health, education, housing, and
employment. In 1966, these two sets of rights were recognized in two separate
treaties that were ratified, one as the International Covenant on Civil and Po-
litical Rights and the other as the International Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights. Western countries focused on civil and  political rights,
whereas the Soviet bloc and many developing countries emphasized economic
and social rights. By the 1990s, the ideological barriers that had led to these
distinctions had been removed, with the spread of democracy and political lib-
eralization in Latin America, Eastern Europe, and parts of the former Soviet
Union, Asia, and Africa (Manzo 2003, 446).

Rights-based approaches came to be adopted by United Nations agencies, bi-
lateral donors, and even international financial institutions involved in the de-
velopment enterprise. They were inspired by the late Senegalese jurist and legal
scholar Kéba Mbaye’s notion of development as a human right (Manzo 2003,
439),1 as well as work on entitlements and human capabilities by Amartya Sen
(1999) and Martha Nussbaum (2000). The adoption of the 1986 UN Declara-
tion on the Right to Development (UNDRD) was a watershed for UN agencies
in linking rights and development conceptually and programmatically. The
United States was the only country in the General Assembly that voted against
approving the UNDRD, with eight other countries abstaining. Agencies like the
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the United Nations
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) started using human rights measures as bench-
marks to evaluate progress toward their objectives. By 1998, UN Secretary Gen-
eral Kofi Annan had vowed to mainstream human rights through all UN
agencies, and the World Bank had incorporated the promotion and protection
of human rights as one of its goals (Manzo 2003, 439). Among bilateral donors,
the British Department for International Development (DfID) was one of the
first to adopt such a rights-based approach in 2000 (Manzo 2003, 437–439).

African discourses on rights explored in this paper both informed and were
informed by these changing international norms and debates around rights.
The language of rights became ubiquitous as political liberalization was ad-
vanced in Africa. Rights-based approaches were adopted by a wide range of
movements: groups of and for people with disabilities, women, children, the
landless, and many other marginalized people; social movements of environ-
mentalists, antipoverty groups, human rights, and other such activists; lawyers
fighting to maintain the independence of the judiciary; church leaders fighting
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against poverty and debt; pastoralists pursuing land rights; media workers de-
fending press freedom; and NGO activists seeking to preserve their autonomy.
The language of rights was also appropriated by traditional authorities in South
Africa seeking to protect customary rights, Maasai organizations in Kenya and
Tanzania who have reinvented themselves as “indigenous peoples” in order to
preserve their cultural rights; religious leaders hoping to advance the unique-
ness of their religious practices and beliefs; and others promoting monarchism
or the authority of chiefs, clan elders, and other traditional leaders.

The discourses on rights in Africa draw on a variety of sources of authority
depending on the context. These include international treaties, conventions,
and declarations and regional and subregional treaties and agreements like the
African Union Charter on Human and People’s Rights and the African Union
Protocol on Rights of Women. They also draw on national legislation and na-
tional constitutions. Since 1990, thirty-eight African constitutions have been
rewritten and eight had major revisions. Many of the changes have to do with
basic individual rights and liberties, the rights of traditional authorities, the
protection of customary rights, issues of land rights, and the rights of women.

Many of these discourses on rights are not new. In Africa the struggles for in-
dependence and national liberation were framed in terms of demands for the
right to self-rule, self-determination, and the right to citizenship. They formed
the basis for struggles against colonial injustice (Cornwall and Nyamu-Musembi
2006). In the 1970s, they were encompassed in the UN’s New International Eco-
nomic Order and into popular notions of sustainable development, “economics
as if people mattered,” and alternative technologies (Schumacher 1973), and
later still into “people-centered development” (Korten 1995).

What we are seeing today are multiple debates around rights, drawing on
different sources of authority. Many of these approaches are incompatible
with one another, as we see in some of the debates between advocates for
women’s rights and those for cultural or group rights. Also advocates of simi-
lar approaches do not always see eye to eye when it comes to framing their ob-
jectives or in the tactics and strategies they adopt.

RBAs represent a paradigmatic shift in thinking—from seeing development
as a need, to seeing development as a right. Accordingly, development assis-
tance now has an obligation to help people fulfill their individual entitlements.
Development as a right can be measured by the degree to which countries ad-
here to international human rights treaties and by the extent to which states
promote their citizens’ economic and social rights, including food, shelter, ed-
ucation, and health care. This shift in thinking has also challenged the neo -
liberal market-based views of development and growth that became prevalent
in the 1980s and is a response to the failures of that approach (Manzo 2003,
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438). It has allowed the use of human rights treaties to hold not only govern-
ments but also wealthy nations accountable (Nelson and Dorsey 2003).

The approach has fostered new synergies among organizations focused on
development, human rights, and environmental issues, resulting in broad
coalitions that link economic and social rights with more individually ori-
ented civil and political rights. African NGOs, such as Nobel Prize–winner
Wangari Maathai’s Greenbelt Movement in Kenya, pioneered the links among
development, democracy, the environment, and human rights and were mak-
ing these connections as early as the 1980s. In fact, movements like the Green-
belt Movement have helped to shape more general thinking along these lines
globally. They have also helped to dispel the onetime popular notion that hu-
man rights and women’s rights were foreign neocolonial imports. As home-
grown democrats, human rights activists, and feminists emerged, efforts to
discredit these movements as representing foreign values became more diffi-
cult to justify and sustain.

National NGOs have sometimes linked up with international NGOs to ad-
vance various campaigns. World Vision, Amnesty International, and other in-
ternational NGOs targeting corporations in Africa have produced the Clean
Diamonds campaign to restrict the extent to which military and political lead-
ers have access to profits from diamond exports, which have been seen as fuel-
ing conflict and massive human rights violations in the context of civil war.
Others have challenged the privatization of public goods, adopting a human
rights approach to access to water, for example, the Ghana National Coalition
Against the Privatisation of Water. Other organizations link human rights to
health concerns, like the campaign for access to essential medicines or the
many organizations working on HIV/AIDS issues (Nelson and Dorsey 2003).

One sees a clear convergence of global discourses and local concerns in the
fervent adoption of RBAs in post-conflict countries, where the presence of in-
ternational peacekeepers and UN agencies like United Nations Development
Fund, UNESCO, UNICEF, UNIFEM, and others are especially visible and in-
fluential. In a post-conflict country like Liberia, the discourses around human
rights, and in particular the rights of the disabled, children, and women, are
pervasive in the newspapers, on the radio, and on posters and fliers. Although
women’s rights activists, for example, admit that they were first exposed to
these discourses through regional or international conferences or through
their interaction with UN agencies or international NGOs, they insist that
their interest in taking up these issues arose out of their own experiences dur-
ing and after years of civil war. In other words, many of these rights dis-
courses would not resonate if there were not a basis for them within society.
Women’s organizations, regardless of whether they receive support from
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donors, draw on discourses of rights in carrying out their work to address the
problems women confront as a result of the war, especially pertaining to vio-
lence against women.

CRITIQUES OF RIGHTS-BASED APPROACHES

Rights-based approaches have not been adopted uncritically, even by their
 advocates. There are multiple and often competing discourses around ap-
proaches to rights. Many of the most active debates are within civil society it-
self. The language of rights generally draws from Western liberal rights
frameworks, which incorporate notions of legal pluralism. However, not all
rights are compatible with each another; for example, religious freedom and
cultural rights for ethnic groups frequently clash with women’s rights and
children’s rights. These rights are all protected within various United Nations
treaties, yet they cannot always be easily harmonized.

The lack of state capacity and willingness to enforce rights, while not obvi-
ating the necessity of the rights themselves, often challenges the utility of hold-
ing out the promise of justice if the rights themselves cannot be realized. States
are pivotal to the notion of rights. Some argue that the very international fi-
nancial institutions that were responsible for limiting the scope of state activity
are now advocating greater state involvement in enhancing new forms of ac-
countability and conditionality with the new RBA (Manzo 2003, 438).

Some, like Peter Uvin (2002), have characterized the World Bank’s motives
in promoting RBAs as a somewhat cynical attempt to benefit from the moral
authority and political appeal of the human rights discourse. For him, the de-
velopment community is in constant need of regaining the moral high ground
in order to fend off criticism and mobilize resources. It has for this reason
hitched itself to the human rights bandwagon. Thus, the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals and debt relief initiatives remain programs of economic liberaliza-
tion under the guise of addressing poverty and human rights. According to
critics like Uvin and Dzodzi Tsikata, the World Bank draws on the language of
rights, while promoting the privatization of essential services like water and
national banks. Land reform is ultimately advanced in order to benefit multi-
national corporations (Tsikata, n.d.).

Rights advocates in Africa have sought to limit the reach of the state when it
has tried to restrict or control freedom of the media, freedom of association, or
freedom of religion, but they have also sought to get the state to become a
source of rights and protector of rights, which has often proven challenging.
Over the years, declarations like the 1966 International Covenant on Eco-
nomic, Social and Cultural Rights, the 1986 UN Declaration on the Right to
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Development, and declarations on the right to food have added to the state’s
mandate the obligation to promote positive rights. Whether the state can real-
istically deliver is a very different matter and one that has caused considerable
debate.

People’s unequal access in exercising their rights due to resource inequality
and power differentials creates additional challenges. Expensive lawyers, lack
of access to legal aid services, illiteracy or lack of education, use of bribes by
wealthier litigants, and other such factors can affect the ability of more mar-
ginalized sectors of society to bring their claims to court.

Another concern has to do with the state’s slowness in passing laws to pro-
tect individuals from violations of their rights by other nonstate actors, for
example, violence against women and children in the home. This exposes the
limits of legal and state-based frameworks. Moreover, extralegal action taken
by authoritarian or semi-authoritarian states and the lack of judicial indepen-
dence create a situation where the legal system’s credibility and utility are in
question.

Because legal pluralism is prevalent in Africa, statutory law is often overrid-
den by customary law either by design or by default, leaving women with weak
protection of their property rights. They may be subject to discrimination in
the area of personal law in countries like Benin, Lesotho, Kenya, Niger, Swazi-
land, Zambia, and Zimbabwe. As Celestine Nyamu-Musembi has pointed out,
the granting of land titles and the reform of property rights do little to em-
power women if they do not have the means with which to exercise those
rights. By the same token, the legal recognition of customary systems of land
tenure in new land legislation in countries like Ghana (1999) and Tanzania
(1999) does not necessarily ensure women’s access to land (Nyamu-Musembi
2006, 1205).

Informal or customary legal institutions are often under the control of local
male elders and political leaders, who may be more easily swayed by popular
sentiments, bribes, and friendships in ways that may not serve justice. How
laws are framed, and the normative contexts within which they emerge and ex-
ist, can also place limits on people’s capacity to exercise their rights. Local
courts may be driven by archaic and exclusionist ideas about justice, without
reference to the law or due process, as Joe Oloka-Onyango found to be the case
in Uganda. Adjudicators may lack adequate training, or they may act outside of
their legal jurisdiction—arbitrarily and capriciously—without reference to
broader concerns regarding the status of women and individual rights.

In Uganda, for example, Lynn Khadiagala found that although Kigezi
women could take their disputes to locally elected courts of the Local Coun-
cils, they tended to prefer the magistrate courts that were stationed at the
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county and subcounty level. Women preferred these courts because they were
often cheaper than local councils, where officials often extracted excessive un-
official payments. Moreover, women often perceived the Local Council courts
to be biased against them (Khadiagala 2001).

Finally, not all proponents of rights share the same objectives, frameworks,
and strategies, and they may even work at cross-purposes within the same gen-
eral movement. These are all limitations of RBAs that need to be accounted
for, while recognizing the emergence of these new sources of authority.

RIGHTS-BASED STRUGGLES

Rights-based struggles, appealing to a variety of sources of authority, have
emerged around a host of issues. Movements to limit presidential terms were
often based in legalistic appeals to constitutionalism. Women’s rights move-
ments around land concerns, environmental movements, struggles for NGO
autonomy, and media freedom frequently drew on international conventions
as well as legislative and constitutional bases. What follows are a few examples
of the kinds of rights-based struggles that have animated the civil society
landscape since the 1990s. They are based on an understanding of the indivis-
ibility of rights, in which environmental or land rights are seen as inherently
human rights, and in which the rule of law, constitutionalism, and the defense
of political and civil liberties are essential to economic development.

Movements for Presidential Term Limits

There were only a few instances in the pre-multiparty period when presidents
stepped down voluntarily, and then it was usually only after they had held of-
fice for over twenty years. One could count them on one hand: General Oluse-
gun Obasanjo in Nigeria (1979), Ahmadou Ahidjo in Cameroon (1982), Julius
Nyerere in Tanzania (1985), and Léopold Senghor in Senegal (1980). With the
introduction of multipartyism, civilian rule, and the rewriting of constitutions
in the 1990s, presidential terms were generally limited to two terms. The era of
presidents-for-life seemed to be over with a few exceptions, for example,
Guinea’s Lansana Conté and Omar Bongo of Gabon. However, it did not take
long for presidents to begin tinkering with the term limits imposed by these
new constitutions.

The practice of prolonging the presidential term began in Namibia in 1998
when the Namibian constitution was amended to allow Sam Nujoma to have
a third term. Term limits were also scrapped in Togo, Burkina Faso, Gabon,
Guinea, Chad, Tunisia, and Uganda, in spite of opposition by legislatures and
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civil society. A few other heads of state toyed with the idea of extending their
terms but ultimately stepped down, including Benin’s Mathieu Kérékou,
Kenya’s Daniel arap Moi, Mozambique’s Joaquim Chissano, Botswana’s Festus
Mogae and Ghana’s Jerry Rawlings.

However, attempts to extend presidential terms were vigorously thwarted
by civil society in several countries. In Malawi, where Hastings Banda had
once declared himself president for life, civil society organizations and coali-
tions, including the Forum for the Defence of the Constitution, mobilized to
resist efforts by President Bakili Muluzi to abolish term limits. In 2002, parlia-
ment voted down a bill that would abolish term limits. Similarly, Nigerian
President Obasanjo’s attempt to run for a third term in 2007, using a constitu-
tional amendment bill, was blocked by the Senate Chamber and subsequently
by the House of Representatives.

In Zambia, the Law Association of Zambia, in conjunction with key church
coalitions, women’s organizations, NGOs, and opposition parties, successfully
resisted President Frederick Chiluba’s bid for a third term in 2001. Lawyers
spearheaded the opposition, drawing on liberal principles of individual lib-
erty, inalienable rights, and human equality to make their case. According to
Jeremy Gould (2005) their appeals were based not so much on a political dis-
course, but rather on a legalistic one drawing on the notion of the rule of law.
A coalition of opponents of extending presidential term limits met in the Oa-
sis Restaurant in 2001 and drafted what came to be known as the Oasis Decla-
ration, laying out the legal basis for maintaining term limits. The declaration,
which is heavily laden with references to the constitution, has been described
by Gould as a “lawyerly” imagining of the state, with a liberal “legalist” mode
of authority, of politics, and political morality.

According to Gould, the three societal groups that were most outspoken in
Zambia on the issue of term limits were human rights and women’s organiza-
tions and other advocacy groups; the churches (Catholic, Protestant, and
Evangelical), with the Catholics in the forefront; and finally, the Law Associa-
tion, which came in slightly later in 2001 to challenge the legal and ethical im-
plications of extending term limits. Similar patterns of activism and actors
can be found in other countries as well. In some cases, the press is also a con-
tributing factor in these developments.

The new democrats are pressing for term limits and adherence to the con-
stitution to avoid the past authoritarian practices in which leaders would mo-
nopolize power for extended periods of time, essentially barring other
aspirants to power from seeking office. In other cases, proponents of term
limits may have specific grievances against a head of state and wish to see a
process in place that would allow for a change in leadership.
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In almost all cases, the movements to limit presidential terms came from
societal coalitions. However, they required legislative support, which is in-
dicative not only of changing relationships between society and the legislature
but also of the strengthening of legislatures. It suggests a growing sense of re-
sponsiveness of the legislature to popular pressures. While it would be an
overstatement to suggest that there are close working relationships between
civil society actors and parliamentarians, legislators are paying greater atten-
tion to what civil society actors are thinking and advocating. In the past, un-
der single-party rule, parliament was simply a rubber-stamp extension of the
executive branch. This is rapidly changing, as legislative independence has ex-
panded in Namibia, Mauritius, Ghana, Benin, Botswana, Lesotho, Liberia,
Senegal, Mozambique, and South Africa.

Similarly, judiciaries are also beginning to assert greater independence
and are seeking support from lawyers and their associations. Today, lawyers
and judges are increasingly coming to the defense of judicial independence in
the face of the most flagrant violations by the executive. In November 2005,
in Uganda, the key opposition leader, Kizza Besigye of the Forum for Demo-
cratic Change (FDC), was arrested on charges of treason and rape. The day he
was to be brought to the High Court to be released on bail, a Black Mamba
armed security squad had been deployed at the court to re-arrest him in an ex-
tralegal action by the president’s office. This prompted protests from the High
Court judges, the Chief Justice Odoki (who had been the head of the Constitu-
tional Commission), the Inspector General of Government, leaders of the
Uganda Law Society, the government’s Human Rights Commission, and hun-
dreds of lawyers, who condemned the siege of the courts as undermining the
rule of law. Over three hundred lawyers went on strike to protest military
 interference in the independence of the judiciary. This would have been un-
thinkable even a few years earlier. Such examples of the assertion of judicial
 independence have become increasingly common in Africa.

NGO Regulatory Legislation

As many NGOs began to explicitly link human rights to developmental con-
cerns, they increasingly drew criticism from regimes in sub-Saharan Africa. In
the late 1980s and 1990s, NGOs found themselves fighting for the right to au-
tonomy, while opposing governmental efforts to monitor and control NGO
activities in Tanzania, Botswana, Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Zambia, Zimbabwe,
Uganda, and other countries (Gyimah-Boadi 1998, 22; Ndegwa 1996; Bratton
1989, 577). In the mid-2000s, governmental efforts to regulate NGOs, which
had largely stalled in the previous decade, were revived.
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Human rights advocates, women’s groups, lawyers, environmental organi -
zations, and other groups opposed efforts to pass such regulatory legislation.
Although NGOs generally recognize the need for an administrative and reg -
ulatory framework, they have resisted what they consider heavy-handed in-
fringement of their freedom to operate, even in countries calling themselves
democracies. Bills regulating NGOs were drafted without sufficient trans-
parency and without consulting NGOs, or only those closest to the government
were consulted. In the case of Uganda, a regulatory bill was hurriedly pushed
through parliament without adequate time for consultation with NGOs.

NGOs fear that these regulatory bodies will suppress civil society organiza-
tions that are deemed too political, especially if they adopt positions that
challenge or differ from the government’s stance, regardless of how benign the
issue. In most of these struggles, NGOs have complained that the legislation
assumed they were acting as opposition political parties, when in fact NGOs
considered themselves nonpartisan. NGOs focused on development, in par-
ticular, resent the fact that they are seen as political groups. And although
there are occasions when NGOs ally themselves with political parties to ac-
complish specific objectives, these groups argue that this does not warrant
identifying them as political party organs and subjecting them to the same re-
strictions that parties face.

Because of government suspicions of the political nature of NGOs, espe-
cially those involved in advocacy, NGOs themselves are hesitant to attach the
term “political” to their activities. Nevertheless, as Ghanaian Hamida Harri-
son argues, being political is unavoidable for women activists, given the na-
ture of advocacy around women’s rights:

NGOs are supposed to be politically neutral, non-partisan and so on. And I

think that many NGOs are afraid of the word “political,” many of them actually

say, “we are not political,” while we in the women’s movement are saying, “This

is politics.” The minute you start talking about power and resources and so on,

it is politics. This is something that makes people within the NGO setting very

uncomfortable. (Mama 2005, 129)

The NGO stance of claiming to be apolitical is understandable given the
way they are often treated. The 2003 Tanzanian NGO Act provides for crimi-
nal sanctions against NGOs that do not register with the government. It also
requires NGOs to align their activities with government plans and bans na-
tional NGO networks and coalitions. Tanzanian NGOs have strongly resisted
these provisions, arguing that they contravene the Tanzanian constitution, the
UN Declaration on Human Rights, and the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights.
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The deregistration of NGOs, for questionable reasons, in countries such
as Zambia and Uganda caused many organizations to worry. In a more ex-
treme case, Zimbabwe’s 2005 NGO Act banned NGOs from receiving foreign
funding for governance programs. NGOs appealed to the government on
rights-based grounds, and Bob Muchabaiwa, of the National Association of
Non-Governmental Organisations (NANGO) petitioned President Robert
Mugabe, asking him not to sign the bill into law. Reflecting the rights-based
approach that links development to human rights, the petition read: “Your
Excellency, we appeal to you not to give assent to the NGO Bill because of its
devastating effects on ordinary citizens, the economy and the country. All the
work that NGOs do is human rights work whether it is access to water, land,
information, education, treatment or promoting the rights of people with
disabilities or living with HIV and AIDS.”2 Although Zimbabwe’s legislation
can be seen as extreme, most NGO regulatory bodies in other countries cite
the oversight of foreign funding as one of their major functions.

Other activists have appealed NGO regulatory legislation on constitutional
grounds. In some countries, they were able to stall the process for many years.
In Zambia, for example, it took nine years before regulatory legislation was
passed. In Uganda, NGOs fought heavy-handed legislative restrictions for five
years. They opposed the domination of the NGO board by government offi-
cials and security agents, the bill’s stipulation that NGOs register on an an-
nual basis, and the board’s power to de-register an NGO for violating any law.
They argued that the board could use its power for political purposes and
could undermine associational autonomy. In the end, the Ugandan parlia-
ment ignored strong protests from NGOs and donor countries and passed a
restrictive registration bill in 2006.

As leader of the NGO coalition Development Network of Indigenous Vol-
untary Associations (DENIVA), Jassy Kwesiga (2001) reflected on one of the
core concerns of NGO activists not only in Uganda but also throughout
Africa: “As for denial of registration on the basis of incompatibility with Gov-
ernment policy, plans and public interest, what if the NGOs are expressing the
will of the people that may be at odds with Government policy and Govern-
ment definition of public interest? History in Uganda and elsewhere is full of
many state inspired undemocratic misfortunes in the name of public inter-
est.” Rather, state and society need to respect the “independence, rights and
obligations of the other,” according to Kwesiga.

What is emerging from these struggles is an understanding that it may be
 desirable to register and monitor NGOs to prevent duplication of activities and
facilitate collaboration between NGOs, or between NGOs and government.
There are, on occasion, NGOs that are set up for unscrupulous purposes. How-
ever, regulation in order to suppress advocacy that challenges government
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 policy is incompatible with democracy and is a holdover from the past thinking
and practice of one-party states. Attempts to characterize normal NGO advo-
cacy or watchdog activities as anti-government and therefore subject to controls
have been resisted, as have efforts to curtail the autonomy of civil society more
generally. Placing security personnel on NGO regulatory boards, for example,
suggests that NGOs might pose a security risk of some kind.

Civil society activists are pointing to alternative ways of thinking about
state-society relations. Many feel there needs to be more mutual trust built be-
tween governments and NGOs, with the understanding that a healthy democ-
racy is built on productive synergies between the state and civil society. There
needs to be room for societal activities that can help shape government policy
through pressure and advocacy, serve as a check on corruption, and promote
transparency. Civil society can also be an important resource for government,
providing information, research, data, and other forms of knowledge to sup-
port activities of government. Moreover, it can provide powerful backing for
policies and mobilize people to participate in initiatives and campaigns.

The Ministry of Gender and Development in Liberia, to take one example,
relies almost entirely on women’s organizations throughout the country,
which since 2006 have enthusiastically and actively taken up their campaign
to lessen violence against women. These types of productive synergies are
only possible if they can be built in an atmosphere of trust and cooperation. It
also requires that civil and political liberties more generally be ensured. Since
Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf took over as president of Liberia in 2006, the human
rights situation has improved dramatically; the press operates with almost
complete freedom, as do NGOs and political parties; and a zero-tolerance
policy for corruption is in place and enforced. The legislature and judiciary
enjoy a level of independence rarely seen in Africa. NGOs have the confidence
to operate freely because they know their advocacy will not be seen as anti-
governmental activity, and they in turn do their best to support government
when there is a need to assist.

Struggles for Media Autonomy

In the early 1990s, as winds of political liberalization swept Africa, and the
those in the media began to assert themselves, various governments began to
introduce new legislation to create regulatory councils to control media work-
ers and their associations. The proposed legislation galvanized media workers
to protect their professional interests as well as their freedom of speech (Lingo
and Lobe 2001; Odhiambo 2001; Alabi 2001).

These struggles over media autonomy and freedom of the press have often
placed media workers at the forefront of the civil-society struggles for auton-
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omy from government control and freedom of expression. Media workers in
Angola, Botswana, Chad, Kenya, Gambia, Nigeria, South Africa, Uganda, and
Zambia have debated existing or proposed bills regulating the media over the
past several years. These bills, which sought to regulate and discipline journal-
ists and media workers and oversee their registration, were widely rejected on
the grounds that they restricted the freedom of speech.

In Kenya, for example, the Kenya Mass Media Commission Bill (1995) and
Press Council Bill (1995) were successfully stalled by media organizations. As
M’inoti and Maina (1996) observed, “both bills propose to regulate speech as if
it were some nuisance, a noxious thing or some other unlawful conduct. . . .
The inarticulate [sic] premise in both bills is that the mass media and the craft
of journalism are essentially venal and hence the need for a great deal of be-
nevolent vigilance from the government.” The battle between the government
and the media came to a head in 2008. In 2007 the government had tabled the
Media Act, which was passed, and an independent Media Council was created.
However, in the wake of violence that erupted in 2008 following the presiden-
tial elections in Kenya, the president placed restrictions on the media, and, in
response, the Media Institute and Kenya Editors Guild filed a lawsuit against
the government to halt a broadcasting ban. The Media Council also decided to
carry out an audit of media coverage of the elections. The government simul-
taneously announced that it would also audit media coverage of the elections
and would establish its own Statutory Media Council, threatening to disband
the independent Media Council of Kenya.

Some of the worst infringements of the freedom of the press have occurred
in Zimbabwe, where the independent media has been effectively silenced with
the vigorous application of such legislation, including the Access to Informa-
tion and Protection of Privacy Act (AIPPA) and the Public Order and Security
Act (POSA) passed in 2002. And even in democratic South Africa, government
legislation in the form of a Film and Publication Amendment Bill was pro-
posed in 2006 and is to be tabled in 2008. It requires newspaper editors to sub-
mit their entire paper to regulators prior to publication, seriously curtailing
press freedom. As one lawyer put it, the bill would have a “chilling effect on the
sociopolitical debates central to any functional democracy.” The continued
battles over media bills throughout Africa suggest that governments have yet to
relinquish their attempts to restrict media freedom.

Women’s Rights Movements

The 1990s saw the emergence of new women’s movements, which served as
catalysts for many of the new constitutional and legal challenges in women’s
rights that are occurring today in Africa. These movements had new priorities,
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new leaders, and new sources of funding independent of the state patronage
networks that women’s organizations had depended on in the past.

Women’s rights organizations have drawn on international and pan-African
treaties to advance their rights, especially the Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women. Many of the new policies
draw on the Platform for Action that emerged from the 1995 United Nations
Conference on Women held in Beijing, which encouraged women to seek
equal gender representation in political and other institutions, including legis-
latures, executives, judiciaries, nongovernmental associations, religious institu-
tions, and other bodies.

Women activists have been advocating for greater representation in legisla-
tures through regional organizations like the Economic Community of West
African States (ECOWAS) and the Southern African Development Commu-
nity (SADC). In 1987, SADC set a goal of 30 percent female-held legislative
seats by 2005. In 2005, SADC a set a new goal for its member countries: 50 per-
cent female representation in their legislatures by 2015. In early 2008 (the time
of this writing), women held on average 21 percent of parliamentary seats in
SADC countries. As a result of regional pressures, non-SADC countries in
Africa have made progress as well, with an average of 12 percent of legislative
seats being held by women.

Other women’s rights issues have similarly generated regional attention. In
2005, an African Parliamentary Conference held in Dakar focused on female
genital cutting, and speakers and members of twenty African national parlia-
mentary assemblies unanimously adopted a declaration calling for an end to
the practice, arguing that “culture is not immutable and that it is subject to per-
petual change, adaptations and reforms” (“Final Declaration” 2005). Members
pledged to work with civil society, traditional chiefs, religious leaders, women’s
and youth movements, and governments to adopt strategies to end the prac-
tice, drawing on a human rights framework by taking into consideration the
education, health, development, and poverty dimensions of the problem.

Some of the pressures to end the practice are quite extraordinary. A group
of distinguished Islamic scholars met at Al-Azhar University in Cairo and is-
sued a statement calling female genital mutilation “a deplorable, inherited cus-
tom, which is practiced in some societies and is copied by some Muslims in
several countries.”3 They concluded that “there are no written grounds for this
custom in the Qur’an with regard to an authentic tradition of the Prophet”
and acknowledged that “female genital circumcision practiced today harms
women psychologically and physically.” They insisted that the practice be
stopped and called for the practice to be criminalized.

Since the 1990s, women’s organizations have been pushing and often suc-
ceeding in getting constitutional reforms and legislative changes to protect
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their rights in ways that override customary laws and practices that violate
women’s rights, discriminate against women, or violate bill-of-rights provi-
sions regarding gender equality. These are extremely profound challenges.
They are, in effect, attempts to legitimize new legal-based sources of authority
for rights governing relations between men and women, family relations, and
women themselves. In the past, even when laws existed to regulate marriage,
inheritance, custody, and other such practices, customary laws and practices
coexisted and generally took precedence when it came to family and clan con-
cerns. Today, women’s movements are challenging these norms through con-
stitutional and legislative changes—an approach not seen in the past. These
reforms represent a new generation of policy measures to address women’s
status, distinct from the earlier legislation around marriage and inheritance,
maternity leave, employment practices, and the taxation of women.

Since 1990, new constitutions in Namibia (1990), Ethiopia (1995), Malawi
(1994), Uganda (1995), South Africa (1996), Rwanda (2003), Burundi (2005),
and Swaziland (2006) have included nondiscrimination or equality provi-
sions, prohibiting customary practices if they undermine the dignity, welfare,
or status of women. These are significant new developments in African con-
stitution-making that contrast sharply with constitutions approved prior to
1990, in which customary law generally was not subject to any gender-related
provisions. Women’s movements played an important role in ensuring that
these clauses were included.

In terms of legislative change, women’s movements have been very en-
gaged in strengthening women’s property rights. One of the most dramatic
changes in land tenure reform today is that, for the first time since the pre-
colonial period, states are granting legal recognition to existing customary
tenure regimes, which are being treated as legitimate land tenure systems on a
par with the freehold/leasehold systems rather than obsolete systems to be
eradicated or phased out. This change came in response to clan leaders’ con-
cerns about increasing land scarcity and the growing commercialization of
land. However, the clan system they are seeking to preserve places even greater
constraints on women’s access to land instead of affording women the sup-
port it is said to have guaranteed. Ironically, at the very time that these gains
are being won in the name of the rural poor, pastoralists, and the landless,
African women have mounted a new collective movement to eradicate cus-
tomary land tenure practices, pushing instead for a system that would allow
women to inherit, purchase, and own land in their own name.

Feminist lawyers working with these movements have argued that custom-
ary law in the present-day context has been used to selectively preserve practices
that subordinate women. The bases of customary ownership have been eroded
since the time of colonialism, making women’s access to land significantly more
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precarious as the protections traditionally ensured by the clan system have been
peeled away. Rather than seeing customary land practices as a basis for improv-
ing women’s access to land, they are now advocating for a rights-based system
that would guarantee a woman’s right to buy, own, and sell land and to obtain
title to that land.

Women have also adopted individual strategies of purchasing land and tak-
ing their land disputes to court. For example, in Uganda, women of all classes
have been purchasing and selling land throughout the country. Several studies
by the Makerere Institute for Social Research, carried out in 1995 and 2000 in
Lira, Mpigi, Mbale, Kamuli, Mbarara, Nebbi, Mubende, and Kabarole districts
show that 15–20 percent of women own land in these districts, which are lo-
cated throughout Uganda. A study of Mukono in 2002 showed that 45 percent
of women owned land. Women’s main concern in all these studies was their
difficulty in accessing land, meaning they had to rely on their husbands, which
was not a viable strategy (Sebina-Zziwa, Kibombo, et al. 2002). Purchasing
land has, in effect, become a way of circumventing the traditional authorities.

Women have been active in a variety of land alliances and coalitions
throughout Africa, many of which have arisen in response to legislative and
constitutional changes in tenure laws. New land laws were enacted in Uganda,
Tanzania, Zanzibar, Mozambique, Zambia, Eritrea, Namibia, and South Africa
in the 1990s. Rwanda, Malawi, Lesotho, Zimbabwe, and Swaziland adopted
new land policies and Kenya is drafting a land bill. Women have been at the
forefront of organizations like the Uganda Land Alliance, the National Land
Forum in Tanzania, the Zambia National Land Alliance, National Land Com-
mittee in South Africa, Kenya Land Alliance, Rwanda Land Alliance, and the
Namibian NGO Forum (NANGOF)—all of which have fought for the land
rights of women, pastoralists, the landless, and other marginalized people. Re-
gional organizations like Landnet in East Africa have also formed to network
with other countries. At the same time, key women’s organizations have been
actively engaged in land issues in all these countries and have often played a
leading role in forming the broader land alliances. In East and Southern
Africa, Women in Law and Development in Africa (WiLDAF) has been active
since the early 1990s in land and other issues, as has Women and Law in
Southern Africa (WLSA) in seven southern African countries (Tripp 2004).

The new movements have been galvanized by mounting land pressures
and the placement of constraints on women, who generally do not have suffi-
cient access to and control over land. While the focus of the women’s move-
ments has been customary land practices, they have also been concerned with
the negative effects of the privatization of land and land grabbing, as govern-
ments have increasingly sought foreign investment through tourism, mining,
and other businesses. Women have joined forces with pastoralists, who have
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often found themselves shut out of vast grazing lands in many parts of East
Africa, Botswana, and Namibia as a result of large land sales (Palmer 1998).

The movements have taken up a variety of concerns, including the following:

• Ugandan women’s rights advocates have long fought to expand women’s
land rights. After facing numerous setbacks, advocates from Law and Advo-
cacy for Women in Uganda finally got the constitutional court to strike
down key provisions of the Succession Act concerning women’s right to
 inherit property. The law did not allow women to inherit the property of a
deceased person, including that of a husband, and was found to be dis-
criminatory and unconstitutional.4 It provided only for male intestacy, as-
suming that women who died intestate had nothing to bequeath; allowed
for 15 percent of the estate to go to the widow, and 100 percent to go to the
widower; and provided for the appointment of a guardian of the children
even though the widow could be appointed as guardian. The Ugandan par-
liament was charged with enacting new laws to replace these unconstitu-
tional provisions.

• Women’s organizations were active in Tanzania, where they won the right to
acquire, hold, use, and transfer land in the Land Act 1999 and Village Land
Act 1999. These laws also ensure that women are represented in land admin-
istration and adjudication bodies. The Land Act overrides customary law if
it denies women their right to use, transfer, and own land. Women’s rights of
co-occupancy are also protected.

• Women’s organizations played a leading role in the passage of Mozambique’s
new land law in 1997. They were active in and led the Land Forum, a coali-
tion of 200 organizations that participated in discussions leading up to the
passage of the land bill. The law not only protects customary tenure arrange-
ments but also includes provisions that allow women to own land and pro-
tections that give them greater access to and control over land. Women still
face enormous resource and social constraints in accessing land, but with this
legislation many of the legal constraints have been removed.

Environmental Movements

Since 2000, NGOs have responded to a series of environmental challenges on
a scale not seen in the 1990s.

• When the Ugandan government considered a request by the Mehta Group’s
Sugar Cooperation of Uganda to take over 7,100 hectares of Mabira forest
to expand its sugarcane plantation and double sugar production, a broad
coalition of NGOs protested the move. They forced the cabinet to halt the
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proposed giveaway of the forest until a policy is developed to determine the
use of such land. Mabira is the largest natural forest in the country and
serves as a significant water catchment area for Lake Victoria. A broad range
of environmental, religious, developmental, and human rights groups
protested the move, arguing that it was a breach of the constitution to de-
grade the forest reserve.5

• In Sudan, a movement led by the Hamdab Dam Affected People has organ-
ized to stop the construction of the Chinese-built Merowe Dam that will
displace several communities of 60,000 people and archeological sites in
proximity to the Nile River within an area of 175 by 4 kilometers. The proj-
ect is intended to double Sudan’s power production.

• Protests broke out in Côte d’Ivoire with the news that a tanker ship of the
Dutch company Trafigura Beheer BV had dumped around 528,000 liters of
liquid chemical waste in Abidjan in 2006, causing 77,000 Abidjan residents
to seek medical treatment. At least ten were known to have died from the
chemical dumping. The Ivorian Human Rights League (Lidho) and associa-
tions of toxic waste victims sought compensation for the victims from the
company. They have been pressing for and exploring changes in interna-
tional legislation and monitoring mechanisms in order to avoid the recur-
rence of such environmental catastrophes in Africa.

• In one of the better-publicized struggles—especially after the execution of en-
vironmental activist Ken Saro-Wiwa in 1995—the Movement for the Survival
of the Ogoni People (MOSOP) has been seeking redress for environmental
degradation as a result of oil drilling in the Niger Delta by multinational oil
companies such as Royal Dutch Shell and Exxon Mobil. Over the past fifty
years, more than 1.5 million tons of crude oil has been spilled in the area,
threatening rare species of birds and animals and threatening the livelihood
and health of 20 million residents. The Niger Delta has been identified as one
of the five most polluted spots in the world. This has in turn fueled violence in
the region.

• The Kimarer-Sugutek Rights Group and other groups have protested pollu-
tion by Kenya Fluorspar Company as calcium fluoride was found to have
been transported by the Kerio River into the gorges of the Kerio Valley, Rift
Valley Province, making the water undrinkable for humans and animals.

• Earthlife Namibia, the National Society for Human Rights, and Germany’s
Oeko Institute raised concerns in 2005 about the new Langer Heinrich ura-
nium mine, which is located in the environmentally vulnerable Namib-
Naukluft Park. The groups are concerned about groundwater and surface
water pollution, the human health impacts from emissions of radioactive
dust, and the ecological impacts on plants and animals in the park.

158 AILI MARI TRIPP

0813343648 text.qxd:0813343648 text  5/16/08  2:34 PM  Page 158



These are just a few of the many environmental movements that have
sprung up across the continent. The large and growing number of environ-
mental crises in sub-Saharan Africa has led to the creation of linkages among
various rights-based organizations.

CLASH OF RIGHTS

The new emphasis on RBAs has not only catalyzed new forces demanding
rights but also set various civil society groups onto a collision course by ani-
mating contradictory claims. With the new 1996 constitution in South Africa,
women’s organizations were able to lobby for and obtain key provisions en-
suring the protection of women’s rights. They also gained greater representa-
tion at higher levels of government and in the legislature. Many women
thought that with the end of apartheid and with the new constitution they
would be free of discriminatory customary practices. However, the constitu-
tion also provided for the rights of traditional authorities, who are now
threatening women’s bid for a new allocation of resources, the most impor-
tant of which is land. Both women and traditional authorities draw on the
1996 constitution to make claims for their rights, but in ways that potentially
clash. In other parts of Africa, similar conflicts exist between those claiming
rights to religious and cultural freedom and women’s rights advocates press-
ing for reforms in the areas of family codes, polygamy, child marriage, and
 female genital cutting.

The political opening and democratization of South Africa not only pro-
vided space for women’s mobilization; it also energized the traditional au-
thorities. In the case of chieftaincies in southern Africa, to take one example,
the weakness or inaccessibility of the state or local government has led popu-
lations to seek more accessible traditional authorities. After 1994, a strong
lobby of chiefs emerged, seeking legal recognition and protection. Rather than
disappearing, traditional authorities (clan formations, elders councils like the
kgotla in Botswana, the monarchical parliament in Buganda, hometown asso-
ciations, women’s and men’s councils in eastern Nigeria, to name a few) have
become invigorated with political liberalization throughout Africa. These in-
stitutions exist side by side and interact with modern parliaments and local
governments.

In Nigeria, there are tensions between advocates for children’s rights, who
want to raise the age of marriage under the Child Rights Act of 2003, and the
Supreme Council for Shari’a in Nigeria, which appeals to Islamic law for its au-
thority. Federal laws that are passed at the national level are required to be
passed within the State Houses of Assembly. By 2007, ten of the thirty-six state
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assemblies had adopted the Child Rights Act, but the Islamic Supreme Council
has said that if the act is passed, it will destroy the very basis and essence of the
Sharia and Muslim culture. The controversial sections of the Child Rights Act
include provisions that make it illegal for parents to marry off their daughter if
she is younger than eighteen or to consummate a marriage with a child under
eighteen years of age. Proponents of the law see the age limit as a way of ensur-
ing that girls complete their schooling, which has implications for women’s
economic status and for development in the country more generally. The law
also gives both boys and girls equal inheritance rights.

In other contexts, there are tensions between those who share a common
agenda. At the end of military rule in 1999, women’s groups in Nigeria found
themselves with competing notions of rights and competing bases for advocat-
ing for women’s rights. Some groups saw women’s empowerment in terms of
promoting family welfare, whereas feminists (for example, Women in Nigeria)
saw women’s rights advancement as linked to equality and opposition to dis-
crimination. For some Islamic women’s groups, women’s empowerment was
tied to educating people and building awareness among women of their rights
under the Sharia. Still other Muslim women’s organizations wanted to im-
prove the rights of women and girls by appealing to Islamic law itself. The Fed-
eration of Muslim Women Associations of Nigeria (FOMWAN) sees Islamic
family law as historically constituted with well-defined notions of rights that
can be reformed, but only within the Islamic legal system (Toyo 2006).

CONCLUSIONS

Rights-based approaches have acquired new salience in much of Africa with
the convergence of local and global discourses around human rights, includ-
ing the rights of children, the rights of women, and the rights of the disabled,
as well as environmental, economic, civil, and other rights. Certainly these are
not the only discourses within society, but they are increasingly prevalent
within civil society and have become an important frame for debates with the
state in carving out greater autonomy for NGOs and the media, in limiting
executive power, and in struggles for greater judicial and legislative indepen-
dence. Emerging out of these debates are new norms and conceptions of
state-society synergies and ways in which state and society can productively
interact to advance both development and human rights broadly defined.

As we move into an era where RBAs increasingly prevail, it is also worth
paying attention to the many and often competing definitions and sources of
authority for rights and the politics of how rights come to be defined, and to
how civil society employs these notions and to what end. While there may be
agreement on the adoption of RBAs, there are clearly different understand-
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ings of what they mean. Semi-authoritarian and authoritarian states have re-
lied on legislative and constitutional sources of authority to rein in and con-
trol civil society and the media, while civil society has sought protection and
autonomy using the same instruments. Land alliances and property laws have
been embraced to protect the rights of marginalized groups, while unleashing
the forces of the market, creating possible collision courses. New democratiz-
ing constitutions invigorated not only women’s and children’s rights activists
but also traditional authorities and religious activists, who worked at cross-
purposes when it came to women’s land rights and such issues of personal law
as child marriage and polygamy. Thus, when looking at the rise of rights-
based approaches, it is important to examine not only the reasons why and
ways in which rights discourses are being appropriated by different societal
actors but also the competing claims between them.

NOTES

1. Mbaye was author of The Realities of the Black World and Human Rights, Family
Law in Black Africa and Madagascar, and Human Rights in Africa. Mbaye served as
Vice President of the International Court of Justice and was a long-time member of
the International Commission of Jurists (1972–1987), serving as its president in
1977–1985. He also served on the International Olympic Committee (1973–2002).

2. “Mugabe Urged to Ditch NGOs Bill,” Zimbabwe Standard, April 3, 2005.
3. Available at http://www.target-human-rights.com/HP-00_aktuelles/alAzhar

Konferenz/index.php?p=beschluss&lang=en (accessed December 16, 2006).
4. “Implication of the Ruling on Adultery.” New Vision (Uganda), April 8, 2007.
5. These included the Uganda Joint Christian Council, National Foundation for

Democracy and Human Rights in Uganda, Uganda Land Alliance, Environmental Ac-
tion Network, Advocates Coalition for Environment and Development, Uganda
Forestry Association, the Advocacy Coalition for Development and Environment,
Greenwatch, the Environmental Action Network, Environmental Alert, and the Anti-
Corruption Coalition.
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7

The AIDS Crisis
International Relations and 
Governance in Africa

Alan Whiteside and Anokhi Parikh

INTRODUCTION

It is just over fifty years since the first African countries gained independence.
In 2008, the continent is faced with very different problems from those expe-
rienced at independence. In global terms, Africa has not done well; its de -
velopment has been faltering and unequal. In addition to the “normal”
challenges of economic growth, equitable development, democratization, and
representation, leaders and citizens of Africa must confront the challenges of
global climate change and the AIDS epidemic. Both were first recognized in
the early 1980s and have been exhaustively studied. This chapter focuses on
AIDS, a disease that has become practically synonymous with Africa in the
world’s imagination.

AIDS kills more than 4,000 persons a day in sub-Saharan Africa, many
more than any civil conflict on the continent.1 Losses of such magnitude have
serious implications for African society. It is no surprise then that AIDS was
identified as a security threat in 2000 by the UN Security Council. Although
the “securitization” of the AIDS threat may be vastly overstated (a subject dis-
cussed later in the chapter), its significant implications for human security are
unquestionable. As Lindy Heinecken has observed, it is “the collective impact
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of the disease on the structure of society and on the state strength that creates
the problem.”2

It is thus appropriate that a chapter on AIDS is included in a book on
African politics in the post-9/11 world. This is a time when increased attention
is being paid to human security and poverty, through the Millennium Devel-
opment Goals, the Blair Commission, and other regional and international
initiatives. AIDS has become an area of intensified engagement between the
African continent and the rest of the world. What is of great concern, however,
is the type of global engagement, as well as the lack of engagement by many
Africans, especially those in leadership positions.

This chapter provides an overview of the AIDS epidemic in Africa, and its
various social, economic, and political impacts. We discuss the way in which
the African and international communities have engaged with and responded
to the disease.

THE EPIDEMIC

At the end of 2005, UNAIDS estimated that there were 38.6 million people
living with HIV (human immunodeficiency virus) or AIDS (acquired immuno -
deficiency syndrome), of whom approximately 24.5 million were in sub-Saharan
Africa.3 However, the epidemic within the continent is heterogeneous—with
significant differences in its size and trajectory. Southern and Eastern Africa
have generalized epidemics—where the epidemic is not restricted to any one
sub-population—that accounted for 17.3 million infections, or about 70 per-
cent of Africa’s total HIV infections and 45 percent of global infections. The
Southern African Development Community (SADC) countries alone had an
estimated 14.9 million infections.4 North and West Africa have concentrated
epidemics, where the epidemic is confined to groups that are “high risk,” such
as sex workers. Figure 7.1 shows the adult HIV prevalence rates in 2005.

In most of Africa, the only reliable information gathered on the epidemic is
on HIV prevalence rates. This figure is the number of people infected as a per-
centage of the sampled population. The most common surveys on which
prevalence data are based are taken from pregnant women attending state an-
tenatal clinics. The blood taken routinely from these women for other tests
can also be used for HIV testing. The sample can be anonymous and unlinked;
i.e., the HIV status of a particular woman will not be known. Since 2000, there
have also been an increasing number of population surveys where a random
sample of the population is tested.5 This method has provided more compre-
hensive data, but it is expensive, and in most countries only one or two such
surveys have been conducted, meaning there is as yet no longitudinal data.
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FIGURE 7.1 HIV prevalence in adults in Africa, 2005

Source: UNAIDS, Report on the Global AIDS Epidemic, 2006 (Geneva: UNAIDS, 2006), p. 14.
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The total number of infections, projected demand for health care, number of
deaths, and number of orphans are often modeled using these survey results.

It is important to remember that all HIV data originate from the countries
themselves, and each nation’s data are only as good as their surveys. There is,
probably, no longer distortion of data for political reasons: famously, in the
early years of the epidemic, Kenya denied the existence of HIV in its popula-
tion, fearing negative impacts on its tourist industry, and in the late 1980s,
Zimbabwe altered the number of reported AIDS cases to have just one fewer
than South Africa’s.6

The epidemic has a number of unique features.

• It is spread through intimate contact.
• Most cases in Africa are transmitted through heterosexual intercourse.
• A significant number of infants are infected through mother to child

 transmission.
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• Some people may be infected by contaminated medical (Western or tradi-
tional) equipment; and sharing of injection drug using equipment is very
risky.

• Because of the way it is transmitted, infections tend to occur primarily
among young adults, people who are sexually active, and in many cases, peo-
ple who have begun working and having children.

• The epidemic is a ‘long-wave event,’ a point we shall return to in the next
section.

North Africa has had few infections, and the numbers are growing very
slowly. There, sexual intercourse is the dominant form of transmission, al-
though there are some signs of spread among drug users. AIDS is stigmatized,
which means that the relatively few people who are infected are reluctant to
come forward and seek treatment, and prevention campaigns face additional
challenges in reaching target populations. In West Africa, HIV has not spread
widely.7 The highest prevalence has been in Côte d’Ivoire at 7.1 percent in 2005.
The mainly Islamic countries have low prevalence. Senegal has been held up as a
model for successful prevention; adult HIV prevalence was below 1 percent
throughout the 1980s and 1990s, increasing slightly to 1.1 percent in 2002, and
then falling back to 0.9 percent in 2005. Observers have suggested that this is
due to strong leadership and openness about HIV/AIDS; legalized and regu-
lated sex work; and male circumcision.8 In terms of numbers, the worst epi-
demic in West Africa has been in Nigeria, where there were an estimated 2.9
million people living with HIV, equivalent to an adult prevalence of 3.9 percent.

The relatively low reported prevalence in Sierra Leone and Liberia (and
further south in Angola) suggests that periods of conflict may mean less HIV
is transmitted as a result of circumscribed travel. This makes proactive action
during the post-conflict period even more critical. There is also the potential
for increased gender violence as people return to their home villages and try
to pick up their lives. This is the time when HIV/AIDS interventions should
be occurring.

In East Africa, prevalence has peaked and has been declining. Behavioral
data show this decline to be due to increased condom use in casual relation-
ships, reduction in numbers of partners, and delayed sexual debut. The great-
est reduction has been in Uganda, which, in the 1980s, was the global epicenter
of the epidemic. At the peak in 1990, HIV prevalence may have been 31 per-
cent among pregnant women. By 2002, it was estimated to be just 4.7 percent
in this group. There have been some indications to suggest that prevalence has
since risen slightly, showing that prevention efforts need to be maintained.
Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda, and Burundi all have had adult prevalence rates of 7
percent or lower which seem to be falling.
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In 2002, Ethiopia was identified as one of the five “next-wave” countries by
the U.S. National Intelligence Council.9 It was estimated that there were be-
tween 4 and 6 million Ethiopians infected with HIV in 2002 and that this
number would grow substantially. However, the 2006 UNAIDS country report
for Ethiopia estimated that there were only between 420,000 and 1,300,000
people living with HIV.10 Ethiopia has been one of the countries where the
data have remained politically influenced. The government has not allowed
UNAIDS to make specific estimates; they were only able to publish a range.

Southern Africa has had the worst epidemic in the world. In Mozambique,
the adult HIV prevalence rate in 2005 was estimated at 16.1 percent and rising;
in Malawi, it was estimated that the rate had stabilized at about 14 percent.
Swaziland has had the world’s highest prevalence rate. In 2004, this figure
stood at 42.5 percent of antenatal clinic attendees, although the latest survey, in
2006, found a slight decline to 39.2 percent. South Africa’s antenatal clinic sur-
vey recorded an slightly increased prevalence from 29.5 percent in 2004 to 30.2
percent in 2005 and then a small decline to 29.1 percent in 2006. Similar preva-
lence rates are seen in Botswana and Lesotho, while Namibia has a prevalence
of just under 20 percent. But there are also hopeful signs: Data from Zimbabwe
and Zambia have suggested a fall in prevalence in those countries. In Zim-
babwe, HIV prevalence in pregnant women fell from 26 percent in 2002 to 21
percent in 2004. In the southernmost countries, one notable feature of the epi-
demic is its homogeneity. There have not been large differences in prevalence
rates across countries or between rural and urban areas.

THE IMPACTS OF AIDS

The scale of the epidemic determines the impact that it will have. It is not sur-
prising then that different parts of Africa have received different amounts of
attention. For instance, Eastern and Southern Africa have been the focus of
international efforts and resources, in keeping with their large generalized
epidemics.

Before delving further into the specifics of the impact of AIDS, it is impor-
tant to understand that AIDS is a long-wave event. Its impacts will be experi-
enced for many years to come. HIV is a lentivirus, or a slow-acting virus, that
leads to symptomatic illnesses only six to ten years after infection. If un-
treated, the infected person will experience episodes of illness that increase in
frequency, duration, and severity and that end in death. There is currently no
cure for AIDS, but there are antiretroviral (ARV) drugs available that will
keep people alive and able to function normally for as long as ten to twelve
years. These drugs are expensive by African standards. In June 2007, the cost
of the cheapest drugs available was $94 per patient per year, which excluded
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FIGURE 7.2 AIDS as a long-wave event: The three epidemiological curves

Source: Alan Whiteside, HIV/AIDS: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2008), p. 5.
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all ancillary costs.11 The fact that the drugs have to be taken for life means that
ARV provision will be a huge cost burden on these countries for decades.

Given the epidemic’s long-wave nature, the impact is seen by different cate-
gories of people in different ways. Medical staff dealing with symptoms pre-
sented are the first to be aware of the developing epidemic (although they
generally do not appreciate the magnitude of what is to come). Researchers, on
the other hand, often look at what has taken place already and have difficulty
in picking up current and future challenges. (The parallels with climate change
are striking.) The evolution of the disease over time is illustrated by the three
curves in Figure 7.2. During the first stage, HIV spreads. This is followed by
climbing numbers of AIDS-related illnesses and deaths. The number of deaths
will increasingly depend on the availability of ARV treatment. The third curve
shows the impact, including such consequences as rising numbers of orphans,
reduced rural production, and increased impoverishment. Evidence from
Uganda has suggested that the number of orphans is highest some fifteen years
after HIV prevalence has peaked. This means that even if the indications are
that HIV prevalence has started falling in South Africa and Swaziland, the
number of orphans will continue to rise until 2020. AIDS will be a part of
the sociopolitical reality of parts of Africa for decades to come.
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That being said, many impacts are already being felt. The following sec-
tions consider the effects that are particularly relevant for human security and
governance.

Demographic Impact

The demographic consequences of AIDS include increased mortality rates;
rising infant and child mortality; falling life expectancy; changes in popula-
tion size, growth, and structure; and a growth in the number of orphans. The
high levels of mortality, particularly in generalized epidemics—defined as
those countries with adult prevalence rates over 5 percent—have resulted in
substantial demographic effects.

AIDS disproportionately affects young persons; the peak of infection is in
the twenty- to forty-year age group. Most deaths occur about five to fifteen
years after infection, which results in an increased number of deaths among
those who would typically have the lowest mortality rates and who are an eco-
nomically active segment of the population. AIDS has been identified as a ma-
jor cause of death among fifteen- to forty-nine-year-olds in countries as far
apart as Tanzania12 and Cote d’Ivoire.13AIDS is the primary cause of death in
sub-Saharan Africa. Recent data from Swaziland indicate that the crude death
rate has steadily increased since 1995 (see Figure 7.3). South African mortality
data are shown in Figure 7.4, which depicts both the increase in deaths over
time as well as the increase in deaths of young persons (cause is not ascribed).

The pattern of mortality shown in Figure 7.4 is found across high- prevalence
countries. These increased death rates have severe consequences for society.
Those who die have received education and training and would have been gen-
erally economically productive; many would be in the middle ranks of employ-
ment, gaining experience and skills of value to their country’s economy.

In an AIDS epidemic, infant and child mortality rises for two reasons.
First, children born to infected mothers have, in the absence of intervention,
about a 30 percent chance of being infected, and if they are HIV-positive, they
have poor life expectancy. The second reason is that losing a mother, for any
reason, has an adverse impact on child survival, irrespective of child’s HIV
status. The chance of a child dying increases threefold in the year before the
mother’s death and fivefold in the year after.

The U.S. Bureau of the Census issued a report in 2004 on the impact of
AIDS on global population, which includes demographic projections both for
actual population and for population in the absence of the epidemic—that is,
“with AIDS” and “without AIDS.” In Botswana, the crude death rate in 2002
was estimated to be 28.6 per 1,000; without AIDS, it would have been a mere
4.8 per 1,000. For Tanzania, the 2002 figures were 17.3 per 1,000 with AIDS,
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FIGURE 7.3 Crude death rate in Swaziland, 1990–2005

Source: Amy Whalley, “Reviewing Emergencies: Shifting the Paradigm for a New Era,” paper pre-
pared for HEARD, Durban, South Africa, September 2007, p. 18.

FIGURE 7.4 Mortality by age group in South Africa, 1997–2004

Source: Mortality and Causes of Death in South Africa, 2003 and 2004: Findings from Death Noti-
fication (Pretoria: Statistics South Africa, 2006), p. 11.
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and 12.1 without AIDS. The child mortality rates are even more severely af-
fected. The greatest increase in mortality was in Botswana, where the rate was
estimated to be 107.1 per 1,000 in 2002. Without AIDS, it would have been a
much lower 30.6.14 Another study found that, at 2004 mortality rates in
Swaziland, the probability that a young Swazi aged fifteen would reach age
fifty was 28 percent for males and 22 percent for females, compared to 94 per-
cent and 97 percent in a scenario excluding the impact of HIV/AIDS.15

AIDS is knocking years off life expectancy, especially in Africa. Table 7.1
shows that this impact will be felt most strongly during 2010–2015. A sus-
tained and expanded rollout of treatment would change this. The data for the
African countries in Table 7.1 is aggregated, and therefore the numbers do not
fully reflect just how seriously some countries have been affected. According to
the UNDP, in 2006, life expectancy at birth was just 33 years in Swaziland, 36.6
in Botswana, and 37.2 in Zimbabwe. In Kenya, it was 47, and in Senegal 55.6.16

Population growth rates have already begun to fall as a consequence of
AIDS. UNAIDS estimated in 2006 that South Africa had 320,000 deaths from
AIDS; Nigeria had 220,000, and Zimbabwe had 180,000.17 It is expected that
by 2015, close to 6 million South Africans—or 13 percent of the population—
will have died of AIDS. Mortality from AIDS is leading to an extreme change
in Africa’s population structure. Figure 7.5 shows Botswana’s projected popu-
lation for 2020. The inner bars show the expected future shape and size of the
population, and the outer bars show what it would have looked like without
AIDS. By 2020, instead of just over 80,000 women in the 40–45 age group,
there will be only about 18,000.

As a result of changes in the population structure, the dependency rate—
the ratio of working-age adults to children and elderly—will change. Higher
dependency places greater demands on government and society to provide ed-
ucation, health care, and social services. This could adversely affect economic
growth by depressing the national savings rate and reducing resources for in-
vestment. Conventional dependency ratio calculations assume most adults are
productive. In AIDS epidemics, a significant number of people are chronically
sick and therefore should be counted in the “dependents” category.

Economic Impact

Early in the epidemic, people believed that AIDS would slow economic growth.
In the late 1980s, economists were concerned with the following questions:

• Would national output grow more slowly or even decline because of AIDS?
• What would be the effect on per capita incomes?

0813343648 text.qxd:0813343648 text  5/16/08  2:34 PM  Page 172



TABLE 7.1 Impact of HIV/AIDS on mortality

Life expectancy at All 53 countries 38 African Countries 7 countries with prevalence 
birth (years) of 20% or more

1995–2000 2010–2015 2020–2025 1995–2000 2010–2015 2020–2025 1995–2000 2010–2015 2020–2025

Without AIDS 63.9 68.4 70.8 52.7 58.3 62.1  62.3   67.0 69.6

With AIDS 62.4 64.2 65.9 47 47.1 51.3 50.2 37.6 41

Absolute difference 1.5 4.1 4.9 5.7 11.3 10.8 12 29.4 28.6

Percentage difference 2.4 6.1 6.9 10.9 19.3 17.4 19.3 43.9 41.1

Source: United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, World Population Prospects: The 2002 Revision, CD-ROM (New York:
United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs/Population Division, 2002).

Note: The 53 countries include 38 African, 5 Asian, 8 Latin American and Caribbean countries, the Russian Federation, and the United States.
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FIGURE 7.5 Altered population structure due to HIV/AIDS, Botswana

Source: United Nations Joint Program on HIV/AIDS, Report (Geneva, 2000), p. 22.
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In 1992, the World Bank published a model looking at how AIDS affected
economic growth in thirty African countries through its effect on the labor
force, capital accumulation, and other factors.18 The study concluded that
economic growth rates would be 0.56–1.47 percent lower as a consequence of
the AIDS epidemic. Subsequent models came up with similar figures. In 2000,
Bonnel estimated that AIDS had reduced Africa’s economic growth by 0.8
percent in the 1990s.19

There have been two groups of country-specific studies: the first in the
early to mid-1990s, followed by a flurry of studies early in the new century.20

As it turned out, the results have not varied much in these studies; they show
that GDP grew more slowly with AIDS than it did without AIDS, and the ef-
fect on per capita income was sensitive to varied assumptions—that is, it
could rise or fall. The macroeconomic impact of AIDS was likely to be nega-
tive but small, even over a twenty-five-year period.

Set against this are data from individual African countries. Uganda had the
worst epidemic in the world, yet it experienced consistent economic growth
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throughout the 1990s, estimated at 6.5 percent per annum from 1991 to 2002.
Botswana’s growth rate over the same period was 5.6 percent. South Africa has
seen steady growth and posted its forty-seventh month of consecutive growth
in March 2006, with an estimated growth rate of 4.4 percent. In 2007, after
spending twenty years of watching the epidemic develop and the impacts that
have resulted, we are forced to conclude that macroeconomic impacts are hard
to find and that indeed this is not the place we should even be looking. The
reasons lie in global economic trends, the time scale, and the ability of compa-
nies to respond. Labor is no longer the key constraint in productivity; indeed
in many countries there are surplus unskilled workers. It is possible that econ-
omies will, in the long term, be adversely affected by social changes and pres-
sures, but this will take time. Finally, we have found that companies, both large
and small, adapt to the epidemic and develop coping mechanisms. Few studies
have been able to isolate the impact of HIV/AIDS from other factors affecting
economic development in Africa. A study of tea plantation workers in Kenya
showed that pluckers who died of AIDS were absent twice as often as other
workers in their last years of life and that their output fell three years prior to
their death.21 This is one of the few examples of research that managed to iso-
late the impact of AIDS, and it showed a significant effect.

Although the impact of AIDS on growth and the macroeconomy may be
minimal or yet to be fully experienced, households are impacted immediately,
and the death of a breadwinner at this level is devastating. This has been doc-
umented throughout the continent. Several studies have shown the link be-
tween HIV/AIDS-affected households and their subsequent impoverishment
through loss of employment due to illness, death of a breadwinner, and in-
creased medical and funeral expenses.22 A detailed case study in Malawi
(adult prevalence 14.1 percent) has shown that many AIDS-affected house-
holds suffer from chronic illness and are unable to provide the labor needed
for even low- productivity subsistence agriculture. In the central region, it was
found that between 22 and 64 percent of households suffered from chronic
sickness. The consequences were that 45 percent of these households delayed
agricultural operations, 23 percent left land fallow, and 26 percent changed
the crop mix.  Female-headed households have been the worst affected, since
women do much of the agricultural work, in addition to childrearing.23

HIV/AIDS is thus contributing to the steady impoverishment of households
all over the continent.

Security and Politics

By early 2000, HIV/AIDS was regarded as a threat to security. On January 10,
2000, then U.S. Vice President Al Gore identified HIV as a global security
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threat in a statement to the UN Security Council: “It [HIV] threatens not just
individual citizens, but the very institutions that define and defend the char-
acter of a society. This disease weakens workforces and saps economic
strength. AIDS strikes at teachers, and denies education to their students. It
strikes at the military, and subverts the forces of order and peacekeeping.”24

Six months later, the Security Council passed Resolution 1308, which stated:
“The HIV/AIDS pandemic, if unchecked, may pose a risk to stability and se-
curity.”25 In June 2001, the UN General Assembly held a special session on
HIV/AIDS, which called for an urgent and sustained response to the epidemic
partly on security grounds.

We believe that the “securitization” of HIV/AIDS has been overstated.
There may have been some practical and strategic reasons for this, however, as
Gwin Prins noted in 2004:

During the last twenty years, there has often been an uneasy relationship be-

tween the claim that an issue is important and that it is a security issue. That is

because the political stakes of so doing are high, but so too are the costs. If an is-

sue can be “securitized,” it is the equivalent of playing a trump at cards, for at

once it leap-frogs other issues in priority. But the unavoidable cost of this is

first, that to obtain that priority, people must be persuaded to be afraid of the

threat, and to see it as a “real and present danger.” Secondly, it throws the solu-

tion into the hands of the state—or state-derived and mediated structures, for

they alone command the resources to satisfy the scale and urgency of the secu-

ritised threat once accepted as such.26

One area that deserves particular debunking is the notion of the military,
typically staffed with young sexually active men, as a source of infection. An
assessment of the risks of infection in militaries has shown that those popula-
tions do not necessarily, at the aggregate level, have a higher prevalence of
HIV than male civilian populations.27 Armed forces are primarily made up of
young men, but male HIV prevalence rises with age. Most militaries test re-
cruits and exclude those who are HIV positive.

There is no evidence that HIV/AIDS is a war starter or a war stopper. It is
possible that the Ugandan army in the late 1980s and early 1990s was affected
by the disease, and there have been anecdotal reports of some African coun-
tries having difficulty in putting together units for peacekeeping operations
due to HIV in their ranks.28 Most analyses of the relationship between AIDS
and national security have consisted of a catalogue of reasons why the epi-
demic may lead to all kinds of security crises, but there is no evidence that it
has done so. Laurie Garrett of the Council on Foreign Relations suggests that
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periods of conflict actually lower HIV spread.29 Tony Barnett and Gwyn Prins
of the London School of Economics point to the use of “factoids”— frequently
repeated information which is then held to prove a point—in the discussion
of this issue.30

Nevertheless, the epidemic has been implicated in the disintegration of
Zimbabwe. Andrew Price-Smith and John Daly argue that because AIDS op-
erates simultaneously across various domains, it can destabilize states and
threaten their national security. Zimbabwe faces many crises—economic con-
traction, political corruption, failed land reform and collapse of agricultural
production, environmental change, and runaway inflation. AIDS is a powerful
stressor with an additional negative impact.31 For countries like Malawi and
Swaziland, AIDS may have a similar impact. State failure might happen as the
public sector becomes less and less efficient. Civil servants are not as well paid
as people in the private sector, but they expect greater security and benefits,
making it harder for the public sector to adapt to increased rates of illness and
death. Economic growth and especially subsistence agriculture are adversely
affected, as well. Moreover, as the role of donors increases, the ability of gov-
ernments to make independent decisions is reduced.

AIDS, AFRICA, AND THE WORLD

The magnitude of the pandemic has resulted in a significant international re-
sponse. A large proportion of resources expended on HIV/AIDS programs
has come from donors, not national budgets. Most treatment programs
would not be possible without such financial assistance. As with other aid,
however, this poses challenges in governance, with the power to dictate do-
mestic policy being tipped toward the donors. This section examines the way
in which African countries are affected by and negotiate international re-
sponses in terms of policy.

AIDS, Aid, and African Governance

Subsequent to UN Resolution 1308 there were three new major initiatives
 specific to HIV/AIDS. In 2001, the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis,
and Malaria (GFATM) was established. In January 2003, President Bush estab-
lished the $15 billion President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief  (PEPFAR) to
fund programs in fifteen countries. The third was the announcement by World
Health Organization (WHO) Director-General Lee Jong-wook that HIV/AIDS
would be his top priority. To that end, he unveiled a new plan on December 1
(World AIDS Day), 2003, with the goal of treating 3 million people in poor
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countries by the end of 2005. This ambitious plan, to be administered with UN-
AIDS, was dubbed “3 by 5.”

For many African countries, these initiatives led to a marked increase in
funds for HIV/AIDS treatment and prevention. Figures 7.6 and 7.7 show trends
for select countries. Two key points are illustrated by these figures: first, between
2000 and 2004, there were substantial increases in external funding (1,100 per-
cent in the case of Lesotho); second, in some countries, that funding was not
sustained. As shown on Figure 7.6, Mozambique, Lesotho, and Swaziland all
saw funding reductions, while in Malawi, funding remained unchanged.

Although such funding has been critically important in the fight against
AIDS—and indeed even more funding is needed to address the magnitude of
the problem—there are nonetheless institutional concerns associated with ex-
ternal funding. Aid dependency may weaken a government’s capacity to gen-
erate domestic resources and may distort incentives for raising revenue. We
say “may” because we do not yet have data to show this is the case. Large
amounts of aid undermine the local democratic process, in that donors often
dictate policy (how much of the aid is spent on treatment versus prevention,
and so on).32 Donor-dictated policy has tended to favor investment in “verti-
cal public health programs” geared toward attacking specific diseases, instead
of improving the health system at large and institution building.33 In addi-
tion, aid is often associated with attempts to reform institutions, which may
or may not be desirable. And finally, the sharp rise in funding over a short pe-
riod of time may induce corruption and rent seeking and may shift accounta-
bility toward donors instead of citizens.34 There is evidence of corruption
associated with AIDS funding in Uganda (though one cannot ascribe causal-
ity). The Global Fund suspended its grants to Uganda in 2005 after finding
that the health ministry seriously mismanaged money. In 2007, President
Yoweri Museveni ordered the arrest and prosecution of former Health Minis-
ter Jim Muhwezi and his two deputy ministers for mismanaging assistance
funding from the Global Fund.35

Ann Swidler has observed that AIDS has generated an organizational re-
sponse that may alter the patterns of governance across Africa.36 A large num-
ber of international organizations are tracking and “managing” African
responses to HIV/AIDS, including GFATM, PEPFAR, United Nations Popula-
tion Fund (UNFPA), WHO, Swedish International Development Agency
(SIDA), Danish International Development Assistance (DANIDA), and De-
partment for International Development (DFID). Many other types of organ-
izations have joined the fight against HIV/AIDS, ranging from universities, to
consortia, to freelancers. African governance around HIV/AIDS and health is
thus heavily influenced and controlled by these organizations. This has been
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FIGURE 7.6 Trends in external funding commitments for HIV/AIDS for selected
African countries, 2000–2004

Source: M. Lewis, Addressing the Challenge of HIV/AIDS: Macroeconomic, Fiscal and Institutional Is-
sues, Working Paper 58 (Washington, D.C.: Center for Global Development, 2005), p. 7.

FIGURE 7.7 Changes in external funding for HIV/AIDS for selected African
countries, 2000–2004

Source: M. Lewis, Addressing the Challenge of HIV/AIDS: Macroeconomic, Fiscal and Institutional Is-
sues, Working Paper 58 (Washington, D.C.: Center for Global Development, 2005), p. 8.
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most clearly seen in South Africa with the Treatment Action Campaign, which
in 2001 took the government to court and forced it to provide nevirapine to
prevent mother-to-child transmission.37 Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), an
international humanitarian aid organization, has been influential in pushing
antiretroviral treatment in many African locations, from Khayelitsha outside
Cape Town to the northeastern Amhara region of Ethiopia. In many cases,
this has forced governments to roll out treatment themselves.

These many actors, both local and international, are influential. Swidler
found that an internal report on decentralization in Uganda began with a
long list of acronyms and abbreviations, including those of many interna-
tional organizations. The high levels of international funding mean that gov-
ernments may not even be able to discuss governance structures without
referring to the many international organizations with which they interact.

Moreover, the various funding bodies have stringent monitoring and eval-
uation requirements (for example, PEPFAR). Capacity-constrained countries
have had to mobilize human resources to keep up with organizational proce-
dures required by donors. A brief look at the proportion of the health budget
that is provided by donors versus that contributed by government (see Figure
7.8) gives a good indication of the level to which governance could be affected
by the will and desires of international organizations.

Negotiating the U.S. Response

PEPFAR has established the goal of preventing 7 million new infections and
putting 2 million people on treatment by 2008. Some have argued that the
Bush administration placed HIV/AIDS at the fore of its international agenda
largely due to pressure from its conservative Christian base, who felt a moral
obligation to take action against HIV/AIDS.38 The United States now provides
over half the global foreign aid dedicated to fighting HIV/AIDS. With the
money, however, came a number of moral and policy negotiations for African
governments. When the Bush administration pledged the funds, its conserva-
tive base naturally played a part in shaping AIDS policy. This has been partic-
ularly problematic with respect to prevention. One-third of all U.S. funds
devoted to prevention has gone to programs that focus solely on abstinence
until marriage (although there are signs of this changing), even though con-
doms have been shown to be effective when used properly and consistently.
Thus, the moral imperative espoused in the Bush AIDS policy conflicts with
what is understood as best practice in medicine.39 Researchers who have eval-
uated both comprehensive sex education and abstinence-only programs have
found the former to be far more effective.40 The abstinence-only approach
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FIGURE 7.8 Trends in domestic health funding and external financing for
HIV/AIDS, 2000–2004

Source: M. Lewis, Addressing the Challenge of HIV/AIDS: Macroeconomic, Fiscal and Institutional Is-
sues, Working Paper 58 (Washington, D.C.: Center for Global Development, 2005), p. 12.
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fails to consider the social realities under which people have sex, particularly
in marginalized communities. Indeed, the Bush policy came under great at-
tack at the 2006 International AIDS Conference held in Toronto.

One example of the direct impact of PEPFAR’s policies on domestic policy
comes from Uganda. Uganda has received a lot of recognition for undertaking
a hugely successful prevention campaign and bringing down new infection
and overall prevalence rates. The extent to which abstinence, versus condom
use, has been responsible for the success has been debated. Since PEPFAR
started funding Uganda, there have been some shifts in prevention policy,
with an increase in abstinence-only programs and a decrease in support for
condom use. In 2005, 32 million condoms were impounded in government
warehouses.41 Such shifts in policy will have drastic implications for preven-
tion and transmission of the virus. Although the president of Uganda and his
wife, in particular, have supported this shift in policy, it is clear that in many
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instances national HIV policies have been altered due to pressure from for-
eign donors, driven by a moral agenda. The use of condoms to control HIV
has had a controversial history in Uganda; their use was promoted in the
1990s, and they were made widely available. Helen Epstein, in her book The
Invisible Cure: Africa, the West, and the Fight Against AIDS, describes how pol-
icy later shifted in Uganda: “Shortly after Mrs. Museveni returned from Wash-
ington in 2003, where she helped the Republicans lobby for the $1 billion
appropriated for abstinence campaigns, Ugandan officials resumed denounc-
ing condoms after a ten-year hiatus.”42

Our Common Interest: Report of the Commission for Africa

The Commission for Africa was established by British Prime Minister Tony
Blair in early 2004. In its report issued in March 2005, the commission
 proposed a “coherent package” to address Africa’s interrelated development
problems, which included poor governance, lack of growth, environmental
degradation, adverse terms of trade, and debt.43 It argued that these chal-
lenges had to be met through a new kind of partnership for development,
based on mutual respect and solidarity between donors and recipients, and an
analysis of “what works.” One solution proposed by the commission was to
significantly increase foreign assistance, specifically, by an additional $25 bil-
lion per year by 2010, and a further $25 billion per year by 2015. Other ac-
tions envisaged included the following:

• investing in African capacity;
• supporting accountable budgetary processes and anti-corruption measures;
• supporting conflict-management structures and processes;
• funding educational and health-care services;
• supporting economic growth and poverty reduction strategies; and
• promoting more and fairer trade.

Although the commission’s report had just one subsection on HIV/AIDS
(in the chapter titled “Leaving No One Out: Investing in People”), AIDS is
considered a cross-cutting issue by the authors. For example, mortality is
identified as a cause of teacher shortages in Africa. In the chapter titled
“Growing for Growth and Poverty Reduction,” the economic impact of HIV
and AIDS is identified as a key challenge to growth: “Top priority must be
given to scaling up services needed to deal with the catastrophe of HIV and
AIDS. . . . But this must be done through existing systems, rather than parallel
new ones. Governments should also be supported to protect orphans and vul-
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nerable children and other groups who would otherwise be left out of the
growth story.”44

Overall the recommendations concerning the AIDS epidemic were unex-
ceptional. The two innovative ideas were that the HIV and AIDS response
should be “mainstreamed” and that UNAIDS should develop an accreditation
system for international agencies, businesses, and nations to assess their HIV
and AIDS competency. It is not clear what was meant by mainstreaming.
Other suggestions were more predictable: The international community
should reach global agreement by 2005 to harmonize “the current disparate
response to HIV and AIDS,” and “donors should meet immediate needs and
increase their contribution to $10 billion within five years in line with the
goals of the United Nations General Assembly Special Session (UNGASS)
agreement.”45

The Gleneagles Summit and Subsequent G8 Meetings

At the Gleneagles summit (Scotland, July 2005), G8 leaders, the presidents
and prime ministers of Brazil, China, India, Mexico, and South Africa and the
heads of the major international organizations met to discuss a range of is-
sues, including development in Africa and how to accelerate progress toward
the Millennium Goals. The G8 leaders agreed to a comprehensive approach to
support these objectives, including the provision of substantial additional re-
sources, some for “investment in health and education, and to take action to
combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, TB and other killer diseases.”46

They agreed that aid for Africa should be doubled by 2010 (from $25 bil-
lion to $50 billion a year) and that it should be accompanied by innovative
mechanisms to deliver and bring forward this financing. (The World Bank
would have a key coordinating role.) The G8 also agreed to cancel all debts
owed by eligible heavily indebted poor countries to the World Bank’s Interna-
tional Development Association, the International Monetary Fund, and the
African Development Fund. With respect to HIV/AIDS, the G8 pledged to
“do everything in its power to achieve universal access to treatment for those
who need it.”47 Like the Blair commission, however, the summit did not make
any exceptional recommendations.

Former UN Special Envoy for HIV/AIDS Mr. Stephen Lewis has scathingly
criticized the G8 for underdelivering on promises made at Gleneagles. Just
two months after the summit, the G8 countries had already fallen several bil-
lion dollars short of their commitment to the GFATM. Moreover, the Devel-
opment Assistance Committee of the OECD noted that between 2005 and
2006, Official Development Assistance had stagnated for Africa. These aid
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flows are critical for treating those infected with HIV/AIDS; the lack of com-
mitment on the part of the G8 countries, with respect to AIDS, could con-
demn millions to death.

WTO, Intellectual Property, and Access to Medicines

In addition to funding, there is another issue that African countries must ne-
gotiate with the world when it comes to HIV/AIDS: access to affordable medi-
cines and intellectual property rights. The past decade has seen ongoing battles
between drug companies, who desire to get a return on their investment in
new drugs, and public health activists, governments, and patients, who seek
 affordable medicines. At the 2001 Doha round of the WTO ministerial confer-
ence, trade ministers agreed that public health should be promoted by increas-
ing access to affordable medicine. To that end, least-developed countries were
granted exemptions on pharmaceutical patent protections until 2016.48

African countries have benefited greatly from this; prices of ARVs have de-
clined rapidly in the past few years, allowing governments to treat more per-
sons without increasing budgets. However, this process of innovation and
lowering prices will have to be continuous, as those who are on ARVs today de-
velop resistance and seek new drugs.

The way in which African health ministries can respond effectively to the
challenge of treatment depends not only on their position and bargaining
power within the WTO but also upon the patent policies of other countries.
For example, India is the primary source of cheap generic ARVs to the devel-
oping world.49 Its domestic policies and patent laws thus have an impact on
the availability of affordable medicines in Africa. Before India signed the
agreement on Trade Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS)
in 2005, its patent laws allowed other companies to compete with patent hold-
ers, which resulted in cheap generic drugs for the world. However, under the
new patent law, companies will no longer be allowed to produce cheaper,
generic versions of new drugs.50 India’s decision to sign the TRIPS agreement
will have enormous implications for the supply of affordable medicines and
access to treatment for Africans and illustrates how Africa’s ability to provide
treatment for its people is affected by international players.

CONCLUSION

More than twenty-five years into the HIV epidemic, it is clear that there are
significant regional differences in the way the disease has impacted African
populations. There is not a serious epidemic in North Africa or in most of
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West Africa. In central and eastern Africa, prevalence seems to have peaked
among adults at less than 20 percent and is now falling. “Ground zero” in
terms of HIV is southern Africa. Here, prevalence has reached unprecedented
heights. However, this part of the world is only at the beginning of the AIDS
epidemic. Mortality will rise, and the number of orphans will grow.

The impact is more complex than often appreciated. It seems that at the
national level, AIDS is not currently having a significant macroeconomic im-
pact. Economies are more resilient than anticipated, and the importance of
labor as a factor of production is decreasing. However, it is very clear that the
epidemic has great effects at the level of individuals and households. AIDS is
impoverishing and probably widens the gap between the rich and the poor.

For the international community and its engagement with Africa, AIDS
poses some significant questions around national sovereignty and commit-
ment. If African nations are receiving substantial amounts of foreign funding
for the treatment and prevention of HIV/AIDS, then there is the inevitable
question, Can African governments own or control the problem? The evi-
dence suggests that the answer is no. HIV/AIDS is not high on national agen-
das, and the ministries of health remain dependent on donor resources.

One of the big questions asked about AIDS is: why have leaders not been
more engaged with the issue? President Mbeki of South Africa and his minis-
ter of health, Dr. Manto Tsabalala-Msimang, are the most flamboyant exam-
ples of a lack of engagement. Similarly, in Swaziland, the king continues to
take a new wife every year. In Zambia, the Africa AIDS conference in 1999 was
supposed to provide leaders with a chance to put their weight behind re-
sponding to the epidemic, yet not a single leader, including the Zambian
 president, showed up. Why has there been outright denial of AIDS in some
countries, most notably in South Africa up to 2007? One answer concerns the
time frame. As was shown in Figure 7.2, most of the impact is still in the fu-
ture, and it is difficult to predict accurately. It is said that politicians look to
the next election, whereas statesmen look to the next generation. There have
been too few statesmen (and women) involved in the response to the disease.
Equally, those of us working in the field have been unable to find the right
messages and media to convince the leadership of the importance of tackling
this disease. Another possible reason is that the international attention means
African governments do not feel that they have ownership of the issue.

That being said, it is largely due to the efforts of the international commu-
nity that, as of December 2006, an estimated 1.3 million people in sub- Saharan
Africa were receiving antiretroviral treatment, with coverage of 28 percent
(24–33 percent). In 2003, only 100,000 were on treatment, and coverage was
only 2 percent. The median cost of drugs in 2006 was $94 per patient per year.51
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But if donors are to make the commitment to put a person on treatment, then
that commitment has to be for the life of the person. Correctly, the world has
moved to provide treatment, but the long-term nature of this has not been
 appreciated.

In countries with serious epidemics, the situation is dire. In June 2007, the
head of Swaziland’s National Emergency Response Council on HIV/AIDS,
Dr. Derek von Wissell, published an open letter in the local newspaper, in
which he described the situation in that country. He talked about the 70,000
orphans in Swaziland and the fact that soon 10 percent of the population
would be orphaned children. He then went on to ask:

What will our society look like in 10 years time if we continue to treat this

shocking situation as normal? . . . Swazi society has transformed. We have the

highest HIV rate in the world. An estimated 16,000 people die as a result of HIV

each year—that is 45 people each day. Life expectancy has dropped from nearly

60 years old in the 1990s to just over 30 years today. Each weekend people are

buried. Too many households care for someone who is sick.

All of this is accepted as normal, as if these same things are also happening

in the rest of the world? They are not. . . . People live in extreme poverty and

silently accept that this should be so—normal. . . . Violence associated with sex

has become a norm . . . sexual abuse and violence continues unabated as

though normal. . . . Systematic corruption and plundering of public funds and

the abuse of privilege is quietly accepted. Nothing can be done; it is the way it

is. . . . These abnormal situations now seem normal. We have come to accept

the unacceptable. Society has been turned on its head. How will our children

know right from wrong when nothing is as it should be? We are no longer a

normal society. The time has come for us to do abnormal things to turn our so-

ciety back to a normal one. We must think about the children and their future.52

In the post-9/11 world, normality has changed for us all. In Africa, AIDS
has changed what is normal. Concerted international engagement with
African states and their citizens will be needed for a number of years as the
impacts of the epidemic fully manifest themselves.
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8

The Privatization of Africa’s
International Relations

William Reno

This chapter explores growing private actor involvement in the conduct of in-
ternational relations in Africa. This trend is manifest in the rising importance of
foreign energy sector firms in the conduct of these interstate relations. More-
over, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) continue to proliferate world-
wide and seek direct contacts with counterparts in other countries. Since the
late 1990s, NGOs have taken on an enhanced importance in the programs that
international financial institutions (IFIs) such as the World Bank and the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF) negotiate with African officials. Multilateral
debt forgiveness and post-conflict reconstruction programs  reserve ever larger
roles for African and non-African NGOs too. Even the conduct of formal diplo-
macy falls within the scope of privatization. The not-for-profit firm Indepen-
dent Diplomat, for example, works on behalf of unrecognized states such as the
Republic of Somaliland and the Saharawi Arab Democratic Republic.1

Many scholars view privatization in Africa of what are commonly thought
of as state functions as a step in the failure of states. The privatization of secu-
rity, for example, is linked to the advent of warlords and mercenary armies.2

The integration of officials in some African states into global illicit econo-
mies, where they manipulate the prerogatives of their offices for personal
gain, reinforces this analysis. It points to the “criminalization of the state” that
pits private uses of state institutions against the preservation of state
capacity.3 Some identify neoliberal economic policies at the behest of IFIs and
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foreign governments as responsible for declining state capacities, especially as
governments are directed to cut civil service employment and contract more
tasks to private sector firms.4 More generally, the growth in private transac-
tions plays a major role in fueling turmoil in Congo, in persisting factional
struggle in Somalia after the collapse of its central government in 1991, and in
protracted political instability and violence elsewhere.

An alternative analysis identifies the private conduct of international com-
mercial and financial relations as central to prosperity and increased state
 capacity. Some IFI analysts regard privatization as the foundation of sub-
 Saharan Africa’s recent economic out-performance of all major regions of the
world, except for East Asia. They point to the increasing intensity of private in-
ternational contacts as responsible for sub-Saharan Africa’s 5.7 percent growth
in 2006 and expected 6.8 percent growth in 2007, the highest since the early
1970s.5 For them, privatized international relations makes African states
stronger, since this activity generates increased revenues for state administra-
tion and bolsters the legitimacy of governments.

The privatization of African international relations therefore is a major ele-
ment in contentious readings of Africa’s future. The argument in this chapter
about the privatization of Africa’s international relations charts its own course.
As I explain below, it is a key to understanding Africa’s increasingly differenti-
ated but generally intensified integration into the global economy and its shift-
ing positions in international politics. The core of the argument in the next
section is that these trajectories reflect the intersecting interests of African and
non-African actors. This chapter is very much about how these interests drive
the privatization of Africa’s international relations. The subsequent section ex-
amines the major channels of this privatization through businesses, NGOs, IFI
links, and so forth. The section that follows then focuses on the interests of
these different actors. These interactions shape the different political configu-
rations of the privatization of Africa’s international relations. I then consider
elements of the privatization of Africa’s international relations that undermine
efforts to strengthen African states. The overall argument, however, is that the
privatization of international relations is not only compatible with states. It is
fundamental to the shared global elite project of redesigning African states to
play more active roles in integrating the continent into the global political
economy. Ironically, this leads to greater bureaucratic autonomy for states, or
at least for regimes that address the interests of powerful outsiders. Corruption
and nepotism continue, but now in a more centralized context that bolsters
state power. This sustains the delivery of goods and services, which regime
elites and powerful outsiders agree are necessary, but offers little to bolster
democratic processes.
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THE ARGUMENT

The argument in this chapter accepts the analysis that some types of privati-
zation lead to greater involvement of state officials in illicit activities at the ex-
pense of state administrative capacity. Privatization of this type promotes
disorder and is associated with state failure and conflicts in places like Liberia,
Sierra Leone, Congo, and Somalia since the end of the Cold War. Liberia’s
President Charles Taylor (1997–2003) exemplified this kind of privatization.
During 2000 and 2001, he used his state office to manage personal business
ventures that produced about $500 million in revenues for his own enrich-
ment and to sustain his political network. This occurred against the Govern-
ment of Liberia’s annual revenues of only about $60 million at that time.6

At the same time, the proliferation of private channels of international re-
lations brings new resources to African regimes in ways that do not entirely
replace state institutions. These diverse links beyond Africa’s frontiers consti-
tute part of what Christopher Clapham calls the “politics of state survival.”
Many regimes use links to overseas nonstate actors to enhance their domestic
control when rulers lack the institutional or material resources to do this for
themselves.7 Private foreign investors can help regimes control territory in
ways that ultimately promote an international image of the state as able to as-
sert domestic sovereignty. Foreign NGOs provide services to citizens and in
the process help state officials to manage internal disorder and sustain the
construction of indigenous institutions that claim credit for the delivery of
social services that outsiders provide. In Uganda, for example, donor support
of more than $800 million annually finances over half of the state budget and
80 percent of development spending.8 Outsiders underwrite this mutually
beneficial arrangement. They help improve conditions in local people’s lives
and enlist the government as the main partner in maintaining order and pre-
dictability in a country bordering three others that have seen major conflicts
in recent years. This in turn helps increase the control and durability of the
regime as it plays a key role in channeling these outside resources.

This sort of privatization of international relations for the benefit of do-
mestic regimes is not new in Africa. The remarkable rise of King Ja Ja of
Opobo in the nineteenth-century Niger Delta occurred as European govern-
ment suppressed the old slave trading basis of the local economy in favor of
commerce in palm oil and other industrial commodities. The shift in policy
enabled this enterprising son of slaves to translate his personal connections to
Liverpool traders to build his own politico-commercial empire.9 Closer to our
own times, the activities in the 1980s of Roland “Tiny” Rowland, the head of
Lonrho Corporation, provided another example of how state officials and
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private foreign actors could pursue related interests together. Rowland pro-
vided his personal diplomatic skills and private jet to bring together insurgent
leaders and heads of state to negotiate peace as he built the relationships with
incumbent and future rulers that enhanced the profitability of his business
ventures. But these earlier versions of privatization did not reinforce the ex-
ternal image of statehood or reshape domestic institutions as systematically as
important forms of privatization do today.

A key point of this analysis is that the current privatization of Africa’s in-
ternational relations actually is part of the large process of the homogeniza-
tion and standardization of the organization of African states on a Western
model. As the contemporary version of privatization has taken over many of
the tasks of state-to-state and multilateral aid of the 1960s and 1970s, its de-
signers now seek to build African states in a new image. The establishment of
new institutions such as Ministry of Gender and Development and the re-
form of others turn them into useful focal points for foreign NGO aid and
“public-private partnerships” that utilize corporate contributions to force
shifts in the domestic politics of African states and the priorities of African of-
ficials. In more extreme instances, private firms simply take over state institu-
tions; for example, some governments contract with the British firm Crown
Agents to collect tariffs and other fees. In doing so, they aim to shape institu-
tions in the image of successful modern Western states. This creates condi-
tions in which the universality of the state, and in particular the model of
efficient bureaucracies driven by the discipline of global markets, is secured as
the principal basis for political order in Africa.

At first glance, African officials seem to have little leverage in their relations
with non-African states, creditor institutions, foreign NGOs, and private
firms. Africa’s shrinking share of global exports from about 7.2 percent in
1948 to 1.8 percent in 2004 and the near total absence of African private in-
vestment outside the continent (except from South Africa) underlines this
 peripheral status.10 But external priorities still offer potential political tools to
those who run states. Officials in some African states find that intensified pri-
vate international relations increase the value of controlling the prerogatives
of state sovereignty. Individual officials also find that their relations with new
private actors can be used to promote the fortunes of their own faction. This
informal aspect of international relations reflects shared interests and the
overlapping strategic calculations of different elite groups that previously had
less contact. On one level, this interaction promotes global networking among
African and foreign officials and a variety of NGOs and commercial groups.
They may come to a common understanding of the relationship between pri-
vate markets and governance and, in particular, the disciplining effect that the
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efficiency of global markets has on domestic economic policies and bureau-
cratic function. But this interaction also gives officials in particular African
states leverage to call bluffs and to exploit the vulnerabilities and anxieties of
their more powerful partners. The appearance of private participants in the
relations between states gives officials in less powerful African states entrée
into the domestic politics of powerful states. African officials then call upon
their partners to pressure democratic governments to heed the shared inter-
ests of African officials and their private foreign partners.

Thus a second key element of this analysis is that these relationships be-
tween African and non-African actors contain surprisingly high degrees of
reciprocity that measures of material inequalities miss. African officials and
non-African officials, for example, share a strong interest in making African
states more capable. Most non-African private actors in this relationship also
desire stronger states. But motivations for this preference vary. African offi-
cials see opportunities to expand the power and security of their regime or a
particular faction. Foreign businesses desire greater security for current in-
vestments, access to new commercial opportunities, and protection from
 unruly populations that predictable and stable strong states offer. Many non-
African officials want to change the priorities of African states through priva-
tized international relations, whether through greater NGO engagement or
commercial expansion to tilt African governments toward more accommo-
dating positions on global commercial and political norms. Their belief is
that this will create more capable African states as they become more inte-
grated into global commercial networks. Then officials there will become
more able and interested in monitoring citizens and controlling borders. Ulti-
mately, shared interests are critical to this relationship, as engineering such a
change in the design of African states would be beyond the material or politi-
cal capacity of non-African states to orchestrate through direct pressure.

Integrating public and private international relations has become more ur-
gent for European and American officials after the September 11, 2001, al-
Qaeda attacks on New York and Washington. President Bush declared: “The
events of September 11, 2001, taught us that weak states, like Afghanistan, can
pose as great a danger to our national interests as strong states . . . poverty,
weak institutions, and corruption can make weak states vulnerable to terrorist
networks and drug cartels within their borders.”11 Britain’s Foreign Secretary
Jack Straw also linked weak states to a growing security threat: “After the mass
murder in the heart of Manhattan, no one can doubt that a primary threat to
our security is now posed by groups acting outside formal states, or from
places where no state functions at all. It is no longer possible to ignore mis-
governed parts of a world without borders, where chaos is a potential neigh-

194 WILLIAM RENO

0813343648 text.qxd:0813343648 text  5/16/08  2:34 PM  Page 194



bour anywhere from Africa to Afghanistan.”12 Privatized international rela-
tions play a major role in the security policies of these two countries. “Trade is
seen as an important element of drawing countries more deeply into a global
web of capitalism and democracy,” wrote U.S. foreign policy advisors, “with-
out which the international community, and the West and the U.S. in particu-
lar, run the risk of alienation and radicalism and their effects.”13

Strategic concerns about access to oil also link African regimes to non-
African states and private actors. Since 2000, U.S. competition with China for
access to Africa’s oil has emerged as a major new strategic issue. “To compete
more effectively with China,” wrote a Council on Foreign Relations Task
Force, “the United States must . . . develop more innovative means for U.S.
companies to compete” and must emphasize “public–private partnerships.”14

Likewise, the emergence of Angola in 2006 as China’s largest foreign supplier
of oil raises the stakes of “energy international relations” in Africa for Chinese
officials too.

This inclusion of private actors into the strategic policies of non-African
states creates new points of leverage for African officials. Chinese loans of
nearly $2 billion to Angola for construction projects, for example, enable An-
gola’s government to resist IMF demands that it reform its economic regula-
tions. Anxieties of non-African states to maintain access to African oil or to
bolster African efforts to resist terrorist infiltration can be used to renegotiate
or ignore earlier agreements. NGOs that are drawn in to promote “good gov-
ernance” alongside investments in oil production can be used to help pacify
local populations. The appearance of local NGO partners, with some political
backing, also may convince outside actors that the regime is committed to
more open politics and anti-corruption surveillance.

Ultimately, Africa’s privatized international relations strengthen the hands
of officials in African states, but only if they accept the broad requirement to
participate in global markets and at least pay lip service to pluralist politics at
home. It reinforces sovereignty, since much of this new activity is focused on
bolstering Africa’s existing states to the disadvantage of regime critics and
those who would want to reorganize the continent’s politics on a different
 basis. But this chapter also shows how the privatization of Africa’s interna-
tional relations provides African officials with considerable leeway to reshape
domestic politics to their own benefit. In this sense, the privatization of Africa’s
international relations, an important feature of what is commonly called “glo -
balization,” is neither radical nor overpowering. Instead it supports existing
states by design and existing regimes by practice. It is firmly hitched to a hege-
monic effort to quell ideological challenges and security threats that menace
the status quo. Thus, it is deeply conservative. The expansion and intensity of
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international relations through these new channels is novel, however, and is
the subject of the next section. In this regard, it marks a new phase in the de-
velopment of Africa’s state system.

THE CHANNELS OF AFRICA’S 
PRIVATIZED INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

The energy sector has become a major arena of privatized international rela-
tions. By the end of 2006, Africa had surpassed the Middle East region as the
largest foreign supplier of oil to the United States and was predicted to supply
25 percent of American oil imports by 2015 (a degree of regional dependence
that China reached in 2006).15 The involvement of the foreign policy estab-
lishments of these two countries in the African oil sector overshadows the ef-
forts of other countries. This was not true in the fairly recent past. Until the
1990s, French officials pursued vigorous privatized international relations in
Africa through la Francafrique, a network linking French government offi-
cials, military officers and weapons, and oil firms to African elites. This led to
the Elf scandal of the 1990s, in which executives of the recently privatized oil
firm skimmed nearly $350 million for personal use and to buy political favors
from officials in Angola, Cameroon, and Congo-Brazzaville. Then the ad-
vance of World Trade Organization standards for commercial relations
helped to undo France’s privileged relations with African client states and ex-
posed the continent to growing U.S. and Chinese competition.16

The American and Chinese search for African oil exports brings private
capital and state officials into a new set of tight relationships. The use of state-
owned oil exploration and drilling companies makes the relationship more
direct in the case of China. Sinopec produces oil in Sudan and Angola, for ex-
ample, as part of an official Chinese policy to diversify sources of energy. But
private investment also plays a big role in Chinese relations with African
states. China’s Ministry of Commerce maintains an extensive network of offi-
cials in Africa to promote commercial relations with individual countries,
 organize trade exhibitions, and arrange visits for officials.17 This has been par-
ticularly successful in Angola, where large-scale Chinese oil-field investments
and the $2 billion soft loan create opportunities for Chinese construction
firms to play a major role in building that country’s infrastructure.

Although private firms loom larger in U.S. commercial relations, U.S. prac-
tice bears some resemblance to the Chinese practice. U.S. government agencies,
such as the Overseas Private Investment Corporation and the Export-Import
Bank, help to “mobilize the U.S. private sector to advance U.S. foreign policy
and development initiatives.”18 The private-sector U.S.-Angola Chamber of
Commerce also helps to coordinate deals in a manner that demonstrates the
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difficulty of establishing firm boundaries between public and private spheres.
For example, the head of the private organization was a special U.S. government
envoy to Angola who helped to negotiate the country’s 1994 peace agreement.
The migration of personnel between these public and private roles helps to co-
ordinate trade and investment missions with the activities and interests of a
 variety of U.S. agencies. Officials in Angola recognize the importance of this
private-sector relationship. Their initiation in 2000 of thrice weekly, direct
 Luanda–Houston air service underlined the importance of this relationship to
Angola’s government,19 as did their hiring of former U.S. officials as lobbyists
to represent their interests in Washington.

The U.S. interest in oil has led to other “public–private partnerships” that
have tapped corporate donations to supplement official U.S. bilateral aid to
Angola, thereby effectively increasing the bilateral assistance budget by 20
percent. This includes a March 2007 launch of a five-year, $5.5 million part-
nership between USAID and the Chevron Corporation focused on agricul-
tural development projects.20 This partnership fit the criteria of USAID’s
Global Development Alliance (GDA) program, which was devised in 2001 by
the Bush administration to leverage corporate and private foundation mate-
rial support for projects that also receive U.S. government funding.21 These
projects stress the leadership of the private sector, as GDA guidelines stipulate
a maximum U.S. government financial stake of 50 percent.

Multinational corporations develop their own versions of “public–private
partnerships.” While U.S. and other non-African government officials are
more concerned with leveraging their finances, corporate concerns focus on
managing political risk. Oil producers in Nigeria’s Niger Delta, for example,
face considerable local opposition to their activities. Allegations that Shell’s
Nigerian subsidiary supplied material support to the Nigerian government’s
repression of local political activists in the 1990s created a serious public rela-
tions crisis for Shell in Nigeria and abroad and threatened the viability of its
operations in Nigeria. The December 1998 Kaiama Declaration of Ijaw Youths
asking foreign oil producers to leave the Delta highlighted the threat of local
opposition. Opposition eventually produced an armed insurgency, Movement
for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta, which kidnaps oil-field employees
and attacks oil production facilities.

Frustrated with corrupt Nigerian authorities who fail to use oil revenues
for the benefit of citizens, Shell and other foreign corporations have tried to
directly manage their private international relations with local Delta commu-
nities. This has taken the form of payouts to “community leaders,” some of
whom demand payments in return for promises not to attack corporate tar-
gets.22 The problem for these oil companies is that Nigeria’s government is
not an effective protector of property or manager of the country’s domestic
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politics. This problem prompted a corporate shift to more comprehensive
“corporate partnerships” with local and regional Nigerian authorities and
NGOs. Their hope was to put local governments and NGOs in place of the
national government as providers of basic services. This, they hoped, would
shift public ire for poor community conditions to local government officials
instead of the foreign corporations that produce the country’s main source of
wealth. Shell and its local subsidiary already had spent $336 million on com-
munity development projects between 1997 and 2003, some in partnership
with international organizations and foreign NGOs.23

Corporate spending on development projects in the Niger Delta intersects
with USAID’s GDA program. Citing the strategic importance of Nigerian sta-
bility and its role as a major supplier of oil to the United States, USAID part-
nered with Chevron to finance a Youth Education and Self-Reliance Project,
one of several such collaborations.24 These programs serve multiple purposes.
They help private corporations divorce themselves as much as possible from
corrupt officials with whom they have been associated in the eyes of the public.
They bring American aid officials directly into the micro-politics of often vio-
lent relations with local communities. Oil producers then can find help from
American embassy and Washington-based officials to force Nigeria’s govern-
ment to address problems of corruption and to assert more effective control
over the Niger Delta. The relationship also more solidly ties the issue of corpo-
rate access to oil and local political stability to national security concerns. From
the point of view of corporate interests, privatized international relations that
bring in NGOs and non-African government officials are an effective way of re-
ducing political risk. Ironically, privatized international relations enable corpo-
rations to get American officials to effectively nationalize an important element
of commercial risk that has hindered investment in parts of Africa.

Foreign NGOs also play growing roles in policymaking and budget priori-
ties in Nigeria as a whole. A condition of the 2005 G8 summit decision to can-
cel $31 billion of Nigeria’s $36 billion foreign debt included the creation of a
monitoring body to track expenditures of revenues that now will not have to
go toward debt payments. Nigeria’s government created the Virtual Poverty
Fund and included Nigerian associates of Oxfam and Action Aid as an over-
sight body to track its $1 billion annual expenditures. Uganda’s Poverty Ac-
tion Fund, also linked to debt relief, includes local NGO monitors too. A
principal monitor, the Poverty Action Fund Monitoring Committee, includes
local NGOs funded through Oxfam, the Washington-based International
Budget Project, and Scandinavian government aid agencies.25

Negotiating this new set of international relations requires cross-national
compatibilities in bureaucratic management and capacity. In preparation for
Nigeria’s negotiations for debt relief, Britain’s Department for International
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Development (DfID) engaged the private British consultancy Crown Agents
to help Nigerian officials redesign their institutions and change their operat-
ing procedures to even begin to negotiate this deal. This essentially involved
tallying the financial commitments that numerous Nigerian official agencies
had incurred and standardizing data reporting. In Angola, Crown Agents
helped Angola’s government restructure its customs and tax collection system
and prepare a Consolidated Customs Code to meet the standards of interna-
tional organizations such as the World Customs Organization and the WTO.
Crown Agents also ran Mozambique’s customs service for a decade up to
2006, and in the words of the country’s finance minister, leaving “a modern
customs service that has been permanently adapted to international trade and
security demands.”26

Crown Agents and other consultants and “public–private partnerships” es-
sentially stand in for government agencies when smooth international relations
require standardized practice and function and are thus powerful “enablers” of
globalization on the terms of the world’s rich countries.27 Non-African govern-
ments and multilateral institutions hire Crown Agents and other private con-
sultancies to reform or even outright create the kinds of African government
institutions that these outsiders need in order to begin to engage in the kinds of
state-to-state relations and thereby enable African participation in the multilat-
eral agreements that they require. For example, the UN’s Millennium Develop-
ment Goals poverty reduction program has spawned official aid initiatives,
such as the U.S. government’s Millennium Challenge Account. All such pro-
grams require uniform data collection, reporting, and procurement procedures
as part of their operating procedures, much less the larger goals of promoting
government reform and boosting government efficiency in poor countries.
Sometimes this can take the form of outright policy execution, as in Crown
Agents’ health services delivery program in Nigeria in partnership with DfID
and a Nigerian NGO consortium.

A more institutionalized example of public–private relationships appears in
arrangements surrounding the construction of the Chad-Cameroon oil pipe -
line. Fearing involvement in the kinds of problems of local corruption and
 violence that had been plaguing them in Nigeria, Shell and Elf withdrew in
1999 from the consortium organized to build the pipeline. In response to the
continuing threat that political risks posed to this project, World Bank officials
devised a Petroleum Revenue Management Program and made its support for
the $3.7 billion project contingent on Chad’s acceptance of this proposal. This
plan made World Bank funding for the project, and thus the Chad government
revenues from oil, contingent upon a promise that it would allocate 72 percent
of oil receipts to social services, 4.5 percent to local pipeline communities, and
10 percent to a trust fund for the post-oil era, leaving 13.5 percent for general
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revenues. The agreement created the Collège de Contrôle et de Surveillance de
la Gestation des Ressources Pétrolières, which included local NGO members to
approve Chad’s government expenditures of oil revenues.

Chad’s president, Idriss Déby, soon defied consortium efforts to control his
government’s spending. He himself came to power in a coup in 1990. In 2005,
Déby faced a growing rebellion. Rebels included members of the military and
even some of his family after Déby changed the constitution to run for elec-
tion to a third term. Facing a serious threat to this regime, in January 2006,
Déby abolished the trust fund and used the money to buy weapons. This
move, along with French military intervention, helped him to weather the
April 2006 rebel invasion of his capital, which resulted in 400 deaths. World
Bank officials cut off loans, but after Déby threatened to halt oil production,
the Bank restored them without requiring Déby to retreat from his position.
At the same time, Chad’s government opened negotiations with Beijing to
recognize mainland China in place of Taiwan.

These “public–private partnerships” represent a major advance in the pri-
vatization of Africa’s international relations, particularly when it concerns
African relations to non-African actors. Non-African state officials and offi-
cials of multilateral organizations use private firms and NGOs to leverage the
impact of their policies and expenditures in Africa. At first glance, this ap-
pears to intensify an already drastically unequal relationship. African officials’
struggles to get debts canceled and to do business with the rest of the world
bring with them ever higher degrees of foreign intervention in the inner
workings of their own governments. It brings direct foreign government con-
tact with NGOs within African countries to change the behavior of African
governments. This has been branded as a new form of colonialism in media
in Africa and abroad. It raises suspicions in some quarters, in the wake of
“color revolutions” in Ukraine, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan, and Lebanon, that in-
volved NGOs and private groups within these countries had close contacts
with foreign NGOs and governments.28

The politics of the privatization of Africa’s international relations shows
that these relationships are not quite so one-sided. They offer selective lever-
age to African officials that they did not possess under a more exclusively
state-to-state international relations. They boost both the façade and the ma-
terial substance of state sovereignty insofar as they bolster the capacity of gov-
ernments to monitor people and manage transactions. This outcome reflects
a broadly shared agenda on the part of African and non-African officials. As
the evidence and argument in the next section show, these relationships have
a tendency to strengthen the role of executives in African governments. They
bypass formal government institutions of deliberation, albeit often dysfunc-

200 WILLIAM RENO

0813343648 text.qxd:0813343648 text  5/16/08  2:34 PM  Page 200



tional ones, in favor of more decisive and predictable “partnerships” that can
more easily deliver desired policy outcomes. At the same time, these “partner-
ships” also strengthened the position of incumbent factions in power and
redirected policies toward domestic and foreign actors who may be more
 easily manipulated than a leader’s own domestic political opposition.

AFRICAN REGIME STRATEGIES AND 
PRIVATIZED INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

There is a high degree of mutuality of interests in Africa’s privatized interna-
tional relations among African and non-African actors, regardless of whether
they are holding offices in states or not. This is because most of them have
compelling interests in maintaining the present state-centric structure of the
international system. To this end, they strive to increase the capacity of Africa’s
states to monitor citizens, control territory, promote commerce, and provide
basic services for citizens to bring them into closer contact with markets. These
tasks require adopting uniform practice and standardized institutions. Thus,
the privatization of Africa’s international relations represents the latest stage of
the Westernization of African states, following in the wake of the failure of the
post–World War II modernist vision of state-led development.

Most African elites share this state-centric focus, since so many of them de-
pend upon their association with a particular state to maintain this status.
Alongside this, they have interests related to the maintenance of regimes and
personal access to power. Greater private sector participation in the conduct
of international relations provides them with more points of leverage to pur-
sue those particular interests. This is especially true when non-Africans’ inter-
est in state maintenance coincides with regime maintenance, as it often does.
This in turn generates more flexibility for African officials to strengthen their
positions in domestic politics, provided they succeed in presenting a convinc-
ing external image of reform to their foreign interlocutors.

The current state of affairs bears some resemblance to Cold War–era inter-
national relations. During the Cold War, African leaders could use their posi-
tions as heads of sovereign states to bargain with much more powerful
superpower patrons. They maximized their international and domestic free-
dom of action through trading diplomatic alignment for resources to build
their domestic power bases and confront their rivals.29 The overarching
strength of the particular foreign patron did not preclude leverage on the part
of the weaker client. Threats of withdrawal of aid were met with hints of
switching alignments and exploiting patron fears that other clients might
judge them to be unreliable or ungenerous patrons.
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Much of this flexibility on the part of weaker client states seemed to dis -
appear as the Cold War ended. The nearly simultaneous declarations in
1990–1991 of transitions to multiparty electoral systems across the continent
followed internal, and now sudden external, pressures on regimes to give up
their monopolies on power. Since then, the increasing privatization of Africa’s
international relations seems to reinforce this external capacity to determine
internal political arrangements, and as creditors gained the upper hand, the
internal economic policies of Africa’s states as well. However, this ambitious
project of reforming African states presents targeted officials with opportuni-
ties reminiscent of their Cold War–era counterparts. Recall the situation of
Chad’s President Déby in 2005–2006 noted above. His creditors imposed tight
controls over how he could spend revenues from oil production in return for
encouraging the private foreign investment in this industry that made his
windfall possible. But when faced with domestic challenges to his rule, Déby
violated his agreement and used this money to buy guns instead.

The intensification of private interests in Africa’s international relations
handed Déby new levers of negotiation with his foreign partners. Once for-
eign private oil producers had invested in Chad’s production, they were loathe
to abandon their fixed assets. Officials in Western states, particularly in the
United States, were anxious to keep Chad’s oil on global markets. Déby’s con-
frontation coincided with the intensification of the insurgency in Iraq and the
realization that Iraqi oil production would not rise in the near future. Along-
side troubles in a minor oil producer like Chad, attacks on Nigerian oil instal-
lations and low Iraqi production posed threats to the economies of rich
countries. Moreover, such problems were likely to have an impact on the
looming November 2006 congressional elections in the United States. Déby’s
own situation perhaps provided him with his strongest point of leverage.
World Bank President Paul Wolfowitz, “concerned about causing the collapse
of Chad’s government, which would risk turning the country into a failed
state and a haven for terrorists,”30 ended sanctions against Chad and accepted
Déby’s alteration of the original agreement. Although Chad’s government
agreed to reinstate controls on expenditures in 2006, rebel attacks on the cap-
ital in late 2007 again caused its foreign partners to grow concerned that the
overthrow of this regime would bring chaos in its place.

Angola’s government also has leveraged outsiders’ conditions through ne-
gotiating with Chinese firms to boost oil production. Following the Chinese
government’s $2 billion soft loan in March 2004 and the 2005 visit of the Chi-
nese leader to Angola, Chinese firms agreed to invest about $1 billion in infra-
structure projects. Then in May 2006, Chinese and Angolan officials agreed
to a $2.2 billion joint venture to develop new offshore oil fields. Meanwhile,
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Angolan officials informed the IMF that they would not continue to negotiate
to reschedule the country’s debt or ask for IMF-monitored loans. This choice
of external partners enabled Angolan officials to run the country’s oil indus-
try as they see fit, which has included continuing to skim off oil revenues to
redistribute on the basis of domestic political criteria, to buy the political sup-
port of members of the country’s elite, and to purchase weapons. A Human
Rights Watch report estimated that these diversions exceeded $4 billion be-
tween 1997 and 2002, a practice that IMF oversight would threaten.31 More -
over, engagement with Chinese businesses permitted the regime to begin
major infrastructure projects in transportation and communication, which
will expand citizens’ capacity to engage in commerce. They also translate into
tools to shape domestic politics to the extent that they enhance the regime’s
capacity to control and monitor territory and citizens, a pressing concern af-
ter the 2002 conclusion of Angola’s twenty-seven-year civil war.

Angola’s poor relations with the IMF do not appear to have damaged the
country’s private international relations with oil firms in the United States or
elsewhere. These “public–private partnerships” with oil companies and bilat-
eral aid agencies provide the country’s officials with new channels of contact
and influence overseas. Because Angola is a major oil producer, its officials
have the capacity to play contending interests in foreign countries against one
another to its advantage. If forced to choose between backing IMF demands
for fiscal probity and maintaining good commercial relations with this major
oil producer, governments in most oil-consuming countries would consider
the second quite seriously. The Angolan government’s pursuit of its own pri-
vate international relations helps to reinforce this choice. In the United States,
for example, Angola’s government employs C/R International, a major Wash-
ington lobbyist, to help represent its interests in Washington and to partici-
pate in organizing U.S.-Angola Chamber of Commerce events.32

The recruitment of private firms to run state agencies also creates new op-
tions in domestic politics for state officials. Contracting the Houston firm
OIC Services to oversee Angola’s shipping certification and fee collection re-
moves a key task from the hands of untrustworthy state agencies and puts it
under the control of a foreign firm with no incentive to challenge the political
position of the government that pays its fees.33 This exercises sovereign pre-
rogatives of the state to regulate external relations more decisively in the in-
terests of the country’s regime, much as the use of firms like Crown Agents in
Angola and in other countries channels revenues more directly to the top of
domestic political hierarchies.

Foreign firms’ engagement in tasks customarily reserved for states serves
two interests: The first is to assuage the anxiety of foreigners by ensuring that
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the corrupt and incompetent bureaucracies of a weak state will no longer be
charged with handling resources. The second interest is that of the country’s
leadership. Foreign firms collect these revenues on behalf of the state that em-
ploys them. The state, in this view of interests, is coterminous with the regime.
Moreover, effective collection and delivery of these revenues enhances the
standing of the regime in international circles. Just as politicians in recent elec-
tions in France and the United States have discovered that voters approve of
them more highly when they run against their own establishments, African
presidents win support from foreigners when they campaign against their own
state bureaucracies. This also can help leaders shed patronage obligations,
which presents an image of reform overseas while it centralizes power at home.

Thus, institutions with foreign NGO or foreign-backed local NGO moni-
tors, such as Nigeria’s Virtual Poverty Fund and Uganda’s Poverty Action
Fund, cut out layers of corrupt bureaucracy and simplify the process of allo-
cating resources to social services. The intersection of interests can be consid-
erable. Foreign firms that produce domestic revenues benefit from bringing a
new agency responsible for state spending between them and corrupt politi-
cians. This helps insulate firms from popular complaints of government cor-
ruption that lead to citizen demands on firms to hand over income directly to
them for the local resources that the firm exploits. These arrangements may
even result in more effective deliveries of service and enhance the popularity
of rulers.

This intersection of interests creates a powerful coalition that pushes for
greater integration of African states into the global political economy. It recalls
Fareed Zakaria’s admonition that developing countries should expand the
rights of individuals to conduct commerce and to protect their property, and to
provide effective administration, even if only as “liberal semi- democracies.”34

Such reforms rest upon intensified reliance of African governments on private
technocratic experts, in the form of consultants like those who work for firms
like Crown Agents, or NGO policy experts, in organizations like Oxfam or Ac-
tion Aid. The popular legitimacy for these policies or these foreigners engaged
in domestic politics is not about responding to popular will. Instead, it is about
eventually getting enough citizens to see that the new policies are the correct
ones, and that they are better than the old ones. In Zakaria’s analysis, successful
economies in places like Singapore and Chile came about only because “benign
despotisms and dictatorships” undertook reforms that no elected politician
would dare attempt.35 Likewise, in Africa these elements of privatized interna-
tional relations provide the global alliances and domestic conditions to force
forward the process of reform.

Although the incorporation of privatized international elements into do-
mestic political affairs may lack popular legitimacy, it creates opportunities to
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attack their own government, as in Nigeria, for example, where thirty-one of
Nigeria’s thirty-six governors were indicted on charges of corruption in 2007.
In the months before the 2007 elections, five political opponents of the presi-
dent were impeached for violating constitutional procedures. The appearance
of decisive action against corrupt officials garnered short-term benefit for the
president to address a significant drop in popular trust in the electoral process
and in the nation’s democratic institutions.36 For example, 70 percent of peo-
ple living in the oil producing regime who were surveyed in 2000 expressed
trust in the one-year-old electoral process that had just replaced a military dic-
tatorship. By 2003, only 9 percent did so. Likewise, nation-wide surveys indi-
cated that state institutions and officials were held in low regard for their
inefficiency and corruption, even if democracy as an ideal remained popular.
Economic reforms also were held in low regard by a significant portion of
Nigerians. Efforts to increase the value added tax and cut fuel subsidies, one of
the few concrete benefits that Nigerians have seen of their country’s oil wealth,
provoked a general strike in June 2007.

Thus in spite of the unpopularity of many reforms, the tendency for new
foreign actors to take over elements of state function can help presidents carry
out contentious reforms, while adopting a populist stance and bolstering their
own political positions. These privately assisted reforms in turn bind national
governments to a wide array of practices, standards, and specific economic
policies that expose their national economies and government bureaucracies
to the discipline of the global markets.

DISRUPTIVE EXCEPTIONS

Some NGOs target specific regimes to ostracize them. This behavior defies the
proposition that Africa’s privatized international relations reinforce state ca-
pacity and regime security in tandem. For example, Global Witness played a
significant role in the British government’s campaign in favor of UN sanc-
tions against Charles Taylor’s regime (1997–2003) in Liberia that contributed
to his removal from power. Global Witness detailed how Liberian officials
were involved in the illicit trade in diamonds to support insurgencies in
neighboring countries.37 Likewise, the International Crisis Group conducts
research detailing how corrupt officials in some countries engage in the weap -
ons trade with combatants in war zones. The Sudan government’s violations
of human rights in Darfur have also drawn NGO attention. Many campaign
for international intervention, including military, against the domestic poli-
cies of Sudan’s government.

This involvement highlights two main points. First, NGOs are most threat-
ening to regimes whose behavior diverges most from evolving international
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standards. Thus, governments such as those in Zimbabwe and Sudan have be-
come targets of NGO campaigns to ostracize them, cut off their resources,
and provoke a transition. Second, most NGOs contribute to the reinforce-
ment of uniform standards of internal governance in Africa. Ironically, the
Zimbabwe government’s legalization of opposition parties and its conduct of
competitive multiparty elections, albeit rigged ones, demonstrate the extent
to which uniformity and standardization have become imperatives—even in
that state. But Zimbabwe’s Mugabe regime is still an anachronism. Such con-
duct twenty-five years earlier in that region would have marked Zimbabwe as
one of its most democratic states. But now virtually all governments in Africa
conduct regularly scheduled multiparty elections, even if these are not always
accepted as fair. The trade of local resources for illicit purposes—for example,
government involvement in sales of “conflict diamonds” to fund weapons for
insurgents—which has become a growing concern since the 1990s, has be-
come an area of aggressive NGO concern.

The NGO practice of distinguishing between regime and state creates for
them a distinct sphere of privatized international relations that differs from
that of private commerce. Most NGOs are “private” in the sense that they con-
ceive of their activities as taking place against repressive state authority. Ideally,
in a liberal political context, this NGO activity contributes to the legitimacy of
states and regimes. This activity compels state officials to consider societal
needs and interests, and can become the basis of mutually supportive relations
in a political system that tolerates the engagement of plural interests. This is
one of the reasons why both indigenous and foreign NGOs are popular with
foreign creditors and donors. They make governments behave better or, in the
case of ostracized regimes, apply pressure to force fundamental changes in
regime practice or to remove them altogether.

Firms, however, depend upon the consent of regimes to allow them access
to the territory of a particular state to exploit domestic commercial opportu-
nities. They need to convince regimes to exercise other prerogatives of sover-
eignty on their behalf too. Firms need to produce official documents that
explain their operations for investors and regulators in other countries, for
example. Firms can collude with African officials to produce fraudulent docu-
ments and other services that officials can provide by virtue of their sovereign
status. But it is rare for firms to actively conspire to remove a regime or do
business directly with regime enemies such as rebels. The few that attempt
this usually find themselves in court. For example, in the early 1990s Firestone
Tire & Rubber allegedly paid protection payments to a rebel group that con-
trolled their Liberian rubber plantation, which later incurred the wrath of the
Liberian government in U.S. District Courts.38 More recently, in 2004 a syndi-
cate of British and South African businessmen attempted to overthrow the
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government of Equatorial Guinea to install a compliant successor regime that
would then sign lucrative contracts for oil field services. Various participants
ended up in criminal and civil courts in several countries, targets of the Equa-
torial Guinea government’s legitimate ire.39 Access to foreign courts emerges
as yet another prerogative of sovereignty accessible even to the very weakest
states. Most firms can sue governments, but firms that try to overthrow gov-
ernments or do deals with rebels lose legal standing, whereas NGOs that try to
eliminate governments that are widely considered to be odious may even re-
ceive support from overseas officials, as happened when Global Witness tar-
geted Liberia’s President Taylor.

NGOs generally enjoy more autonomy than firms in their relations with
Africans. At their most threatening, some foreign NGOs have helped their
armed enemies. For example, when remnants of Rwanda’s genocidal regime
fled and settled in refugee camps in Congo, “hundreds of NGOs” arrived in
the camps and spent $1.4 billion for aid in eight months in 1994. Former gov-
ernment officials and activists from Rwanda skimmed off part of this aid.
“The chaotic situation and abundant aid provided a windfall for the militants,
who used it to support their planned invasion of Rwanda.”40 Some scholars
claim that NGOs willingly aid militants, viewing this as an unfortunate neces-
sity to reach those in need or simply to ignore the problem to avoid upsetting
contributors.41

Some regimes defend themselves from what they consider to be threatening
activities of foreign and indigenous NGOs with government-operated NGOs
(GONGOs), which pose as NGOs but act as vehicles for state interests.
 GONGOs in Africa attract overseas aid partners.42 Notable examples include
the “private” Angolan Eduardo dos Santos Foundation, named after the coun-
try’s president. This GONGO accepts donations from foreign oil producers and
distributes the proceeds under the president’s direction as a private individual.43

Likewise, the Ecological Youth of Angola is under presidential direction, while
receiving sponsorship from corporations and UN agencies. Nigeria’s military
governments in the 1980s and 1990s maintained GONGOs under the direction
of the president’s wife. Maryam Babangida’s Better Life for Rural Women and
Maryam Abacha’s Family Economic Advancement Programme presented an
international image of responsiveness to societal concerns, while allowing bene-
fits to be channeled according to the political interests of the regime.

A SUSTAINABLE CHANGE?

The privatization of Africa’s international relations occurs alongside what is
commonly known as globalization. More than the intensification of global
commercial transactions, it reflects the standardization of a model of states
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based on market economies and competitive domestic politics. The result has
been to diminish the relative exclusivity of officials of states in the conduct of
relations with foreigners and has produced much greater uniformity in poli-
cies. Except in Zimbabwe, inflation and exchange controls that were once
common across the continent have disappeared. Markets are crowded with
foreign goods. The rhetorical commitment to competitive elections is nearly
universal. Governments sign protocols on a bewildering array of issues, from
security to trade to environmental protection and much else besides. As a
Sierra Leone government official commented, “it is too much for a small
country to even keep track, much less meaningfully comply.”44 Thus, the state
has become less exclusive as a political actor, yet more important as a coordi-
nator and monitor of this new activity. Since the mid-1990s, major agree-
ments on food standards, shipping inspection certificates, air traffic control,
commercial arbitration, and a multitude of other activities have become im-
portant elements in the domestic policies and national interests of the world’s
most powerful countries. Participation in this evolving global system thus
now requires performance of these tasks as well.

The privatization of Africa’s international relations plays a critical role in
bolstering the capacities of many African states. Privatized international rela-
tions challenge the exclusivity of sovereignty but need not threaten officials in
targeted states. There is nothing new in this. Stephen Krasner observed that
sovereignty has always been challenged. Nineteenth-century European Great
Powers, for example, intervened massively in the affairs of new states in the
Balkans. They appointed government ministers, commanded national armies,
installed comptrollers in finance ministries and banks, and wrote their consti-
tutions to ensure that local people built their states according to the proper
model.45 Africa’s proliferating privatized foreign relations with the rest of the
world represents much the same process of standardization, or what used to
be called modernization and Westernization.

Stronger states have been the result in Africa in the sense of states acquir-
ing greater capabilities to control their domestic realms and to conduct their
relations with outsiders. Although “Afro-pessimists” enjoy a vogue in some
intellectual circles, this process has contributed to a significant shift in Africa’s
position in the world’s political economy. As noted above, Africa’s oil attracts
intense outside interest. Significantly, since 1995, sub-Saharan African econo-
mies have enjoyed their fastest decade of economic growth since the early
1970s. Economic growth reached 5 percent in the decade prior to 2006. This
surge in growth is largely a consequence of a boom in Africa’s natural re-
source commodity exports. Moreover, Africa’s global economic focus has be-
gun to shift. Intensified economic relations with the United States and China
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have contributed to a 50 percent decline in the European Union’s share of
African exports.46 This shift is important for the role it plays in determining
which powerful country’s standards become the model for building effective
states in Africa.

These changes may give poor people in Africa more of a stake in the con-
temporary market-driven global system. This seems possible even in some of
Africa’s major non-oil-producing countries. For example, between 2000 and
2006, Ghana experienced a growth rate of 5.5 percent; Uganda, 5.9 percent;
and Tanzania, 6.7 percent.47 Taking account of population growth, the per
capita income of Tanzanians is projected to double in fifteen years. Ghana’s
economy shows some signs of a transition toward the path that has benefited
people in places like India and Southeast Asia. Metropolitan Accra is experi-
encing a building boom, as expatriate Ghanaians return to invest in their home
country with capital they earned overseas. Offshore data processing and calling
centers exploit Ghana’s deregulated telecommunications, improved electricity
delivery (in part a result of new power stations built by U.S. engineering com-
panies with support from USAID), and widespread English fluency.

The long-run threat to this model, however, lies in the new proximity to the
global economic networks that deliver the benefits that Africa’s privatized in-
ternational relations bring to the continent. These new links between African
officials and a wide array of private foreign actors leave African governments
with coordinated policies that tie their institutions and national economies to
the discipline of global markets. This common tie is reflected in a shared global
elite identity, as South African presidents and Nigerian finance ministers rub
shoulders with their creditors, benefactors, and movie stars at annual meetings
of the Global Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, for example.

These connections leave even the most democratic African governments ill
prepared to respond to popular discontent, regardless of political openness
and respect for civil liberties. This imparts brittleness to the arrangements that
Africa’s privatized international relations create. This would especially be the
case if they were to face the stress of a recession in the world’s major econo-
mies, since these connections are created in part to insulate policies from do-
mestic politics. These diverse private links between the global economy,
African governments, and their private partners would speed the trans mission
of the effects of a recession. The result would be a risk of an anti- modern, anti-
Western backlash, since the criticism of this privatized model of state-building
would be an attractive target for populist challengers. Ultimately, the delivery
of goods and services to African people is predicated on buffering African offi-
cials from citizen demands. This undemocratic element of the arrangement
would become a much larger issue if the material end of the bargain were to go
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unmet. Yet African governments have little alternative to the privatization of
international relations. At present, the fate of alternatives—Zimbabwe, for
 example—is simply to become isolated anachronisms in a global community
of increasingly standardized and interlinked states.
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9

Inter-African Negotiations and
Reforming Political Order

I. William Zartman

Since independence, African states have been confronted with a dilemma
(among others): As new state units, achieving the sovereignty and self-
 determination for which they struggled, should they take their place among
others in the reigning system of world order (like children reaching adult-
hood and joining the family council), or as new units with a different political
history, should they join the system of world order that they did not create
and work to change it, just as they struggled to upset the colonial order (like
new immigrants on the block with their own histories and customs)? The
dilemma in the current context is half a century old and has taken many
forms since 1956 and thereafter. It does not begin with nor is it peculiar to the
new millennium or to the twenty-first century, but the end of the bipolar
Cold War system of world order and the advent of the globalized balance of
power sought by al-Qaeda do pose the question in a new form. The twenty-
first-century form of the dilemma has a particular impact on Africa’s foreign
policies and negotiations with the external world, but it also has a defining
impact on Africans’ negotiations with themselves.

Order is created, and altered, by a limited number of means: force, fiat, ne-
gotiation, and trial and error.1 For fiat to work, there must already be an order
that gives it authority, and behind it generally stands some sort of force. Trial
and error means that component parts take order-changing actions and get
away with it. But the characteristic of the postcolonial era is that orders are
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 established and changes created by negotiation, broadly in the world but
more specifically in Africa, where force is almost irrelevant behind diplomatic
exchanges. So negotiations are important, whether to set up and operate an
all-African order, such as the African Union (AU), a regional order, such as
the Southern African Development Community (SADC), or simply to define
a bilateral order of relations, such as the end of the Eritrean-Ethiopian war.
Moreover, they take place when force, if used at all, has reached an impasse
and cannot impose its way (as in the latter case).

In inter-African relations, two is a conflict, three is company, and fifty-odd
is a crowd of free riders jealous above all of their fragile sovereignty. African
negotiations over conflict and cooperation are a highly developed exercise,
with their own characteristics and patterns, strengths and limitations. In deal-
ing with conflict, bilateral negotiations and broad multilateral negotiation tend
to be ineffective in producing outcomes; in between, mediation is frequently
needed to bring negotiations among conflicting parties to fruition. In coopera-
tion, multilateral negotiations have a high record of success, although the im-
pact of the outcome has its own limitations and characteristics. These qualities
have not changed in their essence over the half-century of independence, and
they have inhibited African states, individually and collectively, from playing
the role they might in the world order and in the establishment of their own
order. This chapter presents the characteristics of that process as practiced in
Africa, with examples, and seeks explanations for those characteristics.

In assessing these results and in analyzing the process by which they are
achieved, it should be remembered that conflict is an inevitable—and some-
times functional or even desirable—condition of interstate relations, and that
negotiation is a means of limiting it; whereas cooperation—although desir-
able and sometimes functional—is by no means inevitable, and negotiation is
the means of achieving it. As a result, the playing field has different slopes ac-
cording to the subject, imparting different types of difficulties to the negotia-
tion process. In Africa, the paucity of direct violent conflicts between states
reduces the pressure to resolve interstate conflict and leaves negotiations at
the lowest common denominator: the protection of each party’s sovereignty;
In intrastate conflict, the violence is often ferocious and durable, since the
government defends its personalized sovereignty and the rebellions seek to
grab hold of it, making negotiations equally protracted.

Across this distinction runs another, related to the size of the teams. At one
end of a spectrum stand conflicts and cooperations that are highly personal-
ized in the head of state, with little interest and involvement by society; at the
other are conflicts and cooperations that are national causes, affecting society
deeply and arousing deep popular sentiments, often making heads of state and
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other actors prisoners of larger dynamics.2 This dichotomy has its impact on
negotiations, although the distinction contains a large gray area between the
two clear extremes. Personalist leaders speak in the name of their societies and
mobilize societal interest behind their positions; yet states and societies do not
negotiate—only people do.

BILATERAL CONFLICT NEGOTIATIONS

Direct bilateral negotiations are not an effective way of ending conflict in
Africa. Nor are large-scale multilateral negotiations in regional or subregional
organizations, although these organizations do play an important role in set-
ting the norms and parameters for terminating conflicts—either by victory or
by reconciliation. It is “trilateral” or mediated bilateral negotiations that are
most effective.3

These characteristics call for an attempt at explanation. Four reasons sug-
gest themselves. First, because of the engrossing nature of African conflicts and
their often functional aspects, African states or leaders in conflict are so taken
up with the unilateral pursuit of the dispute that they are unable to conceive of
bilateral or multilateral solutions on their own; they need help. Whether the
conflict is a personal dispute between heads of state or the result of a societal
feeling of personal right or neighboring hostility, it becomes an emotional and
political cause of high importance, leaving little leeway for creative thinking on
alternative solutions. In the conflicts in central Africa in the late 1990s and
early 2000s, the personal animosity between Zimbabwean and South African
Presidents Robert Mugabe and Nelson Mandela, between Congolese and
Ugandan Presidents Laurent Kabila and Yoweri Museveni, and between Kabila
and Mandela, and between Congolese and Rwandan presidents Joseph Kabila
and Paul Kagame intractably framed the dispute. This characteristic is rein-
forced by the absence of other elements that would serve to enlarge the space
for the consideration of foreign policy issues: the small size of foreign policy
establishments, the often impetuous nature of decisions, and the absence of a
loyal opposition and of public political debate.

Second, until the 1990s, African conflicts were the occasion for a competi-
tive race among external great powers for allies, first within the continent and
then outside. Bilateral conflicts generally did not remain bilateral but en-
gaged, first, factions within the continent and then European powers and
 superpowers. This characteristic prevented bilateral settlements but, paradox-
ically facilitated mediation.4 After the Cold War ended, this characteristic was
reversed. Simply, no one cared, until the anti-terrorist campaign returned the
U.S.’ interest to Africa and its conflicts (though U.S. interest would be revived
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with its post–9/11 war on terrorism). With less interest and influence from
external parties, African states tended to find themselves locked in their con-
flicts, unable to reach for a solution. Thus, the post–Cold War conflicts in the
Horn, central Africa, and the West coast all remained primarily African con-
flicts without much outside control, but they escalated to competing African
coalitions that were impervious to effective mediation. While this may not be
a durable feature, while it lasts, external disinterest in taking sides in a conflict
has also been paralleled by a lowered interest and leverage in mediating
as well.

Third, there is usually little incentive for African states to reduce, let alone
resolve, their conflicts, just as there is little pressure to push them to bilateral
accommodation. Conflicts, as noted, are popular and useful, particularly
when kept at a low, less costly level; they can then be revived at any time for
purposes of national gain and national unity. Somalia’s, Libya’s, Nigeria’s, and
Morocco’s long irredentist claims on their neighbors are cases in point, ex-
treme versions of the various other border disputes, structural rivalries, and
recurrent involvements in neighboring politics which make up much of
African conflict. There is little to gain for the parties in making peace and
much face to save in pursuing conflict.5

Finally, since few unmediated bilateral negotiations had any significant
 effect on their conflict, precedent gives little incentive to negotiate. A few
 examples illustrate the problems. The border dispute that troubled relations
between Morocco and Algeria since their independence was initially and occa-
sionally the subject of direct negotiations.6 As early as the three first years of
the 1960s, the Moroccan kings met with the presidents of the Provisional Gov-
ernment of the Algerian Republic (GPRA) to discuss the problem, among
 others; when independence came to Algeria in 1962, the agreements to settle
the problem between sovereign states were pushed aside since they were un -
witnessed and were considered nonbinding. Instead, war broke out, and the
dispute was taken up by the newly created Organization for African Unity
(OAU). The war was ended through the good offices of Emperor Haile Selassie
and Malian President Modibo Keita. After further mediation, King Hassan II
and President Ahmed Ben Bella met at Saidia in April 1965 and renewed the
GPRA’s commitment. Ben Bella was overthrown by his army three months
later, with the Saidia agreement cited as one of the specific grievances.

Once again, the OAU provided the framework for a reconciliation between
King Hassan II and the new Algerian ruler, Col. Houari Boumedienne, in
1968—leading to bilateral summits in the following two years and then a final
border treaty again in the context of the OAU, when Hassan II made his first
trip to Algiers, prepared by the mediation of Tunisian President Habib Bour-
guiba. The implementation of the Rabat border agreement of 1972 was inter-
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rupted by the eruption of the Western Saharan issue, destroying all chances for
effective bilateral negotiation. As the war moved beyond initial expectations of
duration and toward an apparent stalemate and division of the territory,
preparations began for a bilateral summit at the end of 1978. Boumedienne’s
death cancelled these plans; Hassan expected the new president to be more
flexible, and the new president, Col. Chadli BenJedid, had to consolidate his
own position before any of his purported flexibility could be shown.

It took another five years and a new stalemate more favorable to Morocco—
with many intervening failed mediations—to produce a bilateral summit in
February 1983. Despite high hopes and an agreement, the mutual understand-
ing fell apart almost immediately, specifically because there was no third party
present to “hold the bets” and witness the agreement. Instead, each party soon
felt betrayed by the other. A second summit was held in May 1987 under the
auspices of Saudi King Fahd, followed by multilateral summit meetings a year
later in Algiers among the Arab heads of state and then in February 1989 in
Marrakesh to inaugurate the regional Arab Maghrib Union (UMA). Whatever
agreements emerged from these meetings have shown the necessity of wit-
nesses and active mediation. The lesson from this lengthy conflict, still un-
ended, is not that mediated and trilateral negotiations are ipso facto assured of
success, but that bilateral negotiation is ipso facto assured of failure. As in
other cases, the presence of one or more third parties to midwife and witness
an agreement is the necessary but not sufficient condition of success.

There are many other examples in the negative. Conflicts between Angola
and Zaire, Somalia and Ethiopia, Sudan and Ethiopia, Eritrea and Ethiopia,
Mali and Burkina Faso, Nigeria and Cameroon, Senegal and Mauritania,
among others, were not settled by their bilateral summits; when settlement or
progress toward settlement was made, it was in meetings that included other
parties than the principals. Even in internal wars, which in principle are partic-
ularly difficult to mediate, settlements, when reached, have been the result of
third-party assistance, as in Angola in 1990 and 1994, Liberia between 1991 and
1996, Ethiopia in 1991, Mozambique in 1992, Rwanda in 1993, Sierra Leone in
1996, Burundi in 1998, Lesotho in 1994 and 1998, and so on. As bilateral failure
is so pervasive, it is pointless to look for other necessary ingredients, but rather
more productive to turn to mediation to find out what else is necessary to pro-
duce new order in Africa.

MEDIATION

Africa does not lack mediators. Whether it is from a continental cultural tra-
dition or from a conscious interest in maintaining the African state system,7

African heads of state do more than stand ready to be of assistance—they
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rush in, in numbers, often competing to bring good and even better offices to
the resolution of their colleagues’ conflicts, to the point where there is a con-
fusion of marriage counselors trying to restore domestic tranquillity in the
African family. At least this profusion of mediators permits some conclusions
on the characteristics of success—both contextual and tactical.8

Mediators have their own interests supporting their activities; African me-
diators have an overriding interest in preserving the African state system and
hence maintaining acceptance of the status quo. They therefore also have a
framework within which to seek to place their mediated resolutions, reinforc-
ing their efforts and facilitating their acceptance.9 But they also have their
own state interests, like any other mediators—interests in maintaining or im-
proving relations with the conflicting states, in ending a conflict that strains
relations in their region, and sometimes in achieving a particular outcome.

African mediators tend to come from neighboring states, from within the
same subregion if not from contiguous states; indeed, contiguous states often
have enough of their own problems with their immediate neighbor to be dis-
qualified or at least handicapped in mediation. There is a major exception:
When the conflict is an internal dispute between a government and an insur-
gency in which a neighboring state serves as the insurgents’ sanctuary, the
neighbor can be a useful mediator if it “delivers” the agreement of the insur-
gents.10 Mediators also tend to come from states of the same colonial back-
ground as the disputants when both of the conflicting parties are French- or
English-speaking, illustrating the importance of both personal political ties
and communications.

Mediation is a personal affair, conducted personally by African heads of
state among other heads of state. It does not lend itself easily to practice by
lesser officials—a point that is crucial to understanding the stillbirth in 1964
of the OAU Commission of Mediation, Arbitration, and Conciliation, which
mandated respected jurists and civil servants but not heads or former heads
of state.11 Even the respected Special Representative of the Secretaries-General
(SRSG) of the OAU and the UN, Mohamed Sahnoun, allied himself with the
president of Gabon in his mediations in Congo (Brazzaville) in 1993 and
1997, and with the Emperor of Ethiopia in his mediation in Sudan twenty
years earlier.12

Of the three roles available to the mediator—communicator, formulator,
manipulator—African heads of state operate primarily in the first two, over-
coming obstacles to communications between the conflicting parties and
helping them find and formulate mutually acceptable ways out of their con-
flict.13 A function of the personal mediator is to reduce the risks and mistrust
that impede the parties’ agreement to reconciliation. Since the conflict not
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only bears on the issue at hand but also colors the whole tone of relations be-
tween the disputants, they do not trust each other’s word and do not know
how much risk is involved in their agreement; the mediator is needed as the
agent of trust and the assessor of risk.

The condition for effective mediation to begin is the mutually hurting
stalemate, which makes it possible for the mediator to be welcome in his offer
of a way out.14 Stalemate makes the mediation possible; the mediator makes
the stalemate fruitful. Without the mutual hurting stalemate, the parties have
no interest in being saved from their conflict by meddling outsiders. The first
war in southern Sudan was successfully ended following a stalemate in 1972
by layers of mediation, beginning with the World Council of Churches and
the All-African Council of Churches, backed by OAU Assistant Secretary Gen-
eral Sahnoun, with Emperor Haile Selassie acting as mediator of last resort at
a crucial juncture. Since war broke out again when the Addis Ababa Agree-
ment was dismantled ten years later by its author, President Jaafar Numeiri,
with the connivance of the southern Sudanese tribal animosities, mediation
became much more difficult, first, because of active support of the new Marx-
ist government, Ethiopia had thrown its support behind the insurgent Su-
danese People’s Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A) in southern Sudan,
and, second, after 1989, because the northern Sudanese government became
intransigent when a Muslim fundamentalist military junta took over the gov-
ernment in Khartoum in 1989. The shift in fortunes blocked mediated resolu-
tion throughout the 1980s and 1990s, and turned the rebellion in the south
from a movement to reform the entire Sudanese political system to a seces-
sionist movement. Many mediators tried to resolve the conflict, but none suc-
ceeded; the stalemate never existed, and the situation was not ripe.

The situation was finally changed by foreign mediatory intervention, in the
form of U.S. pressure on the Islamist government to come to terms with the
southern rebels or face stiff economic sanctions. The SPLM/A was already in
difficulty, so that the foreign pressure on the north, as a result of the anti-
 terrorist campaign and the Christian activists’ pressure in favor of the south
in the U.S., created the hurting stalemate that the mediation needed. Media-
tion itself was carried out by the Kenyan government on behalf of the Inter-
governmental Authority on Development (IGAD), and gradually brought
about a Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) at Naivasha in January 2005.
A new order had been created in Sudan, providing immediately for a power-
sharing government, and for a referendum to be held after a period of six
years to decide whether the south would become fully independent. The new
order is shaky, to be sure, and may even be coming apart and the referendum
never take place, and the North-South conflict has broken out anew in Darfur
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to the west and Beja to the east, but these in turn have been subject to a nego-
tiation process, stumbling in its turns because the necessary mutually hurting
stalemate has not set in.

Similar characteristics appeared in the negotiation of the Eritrean conflict,
which resisted repeated attempts at mediation throughout its thirty-year his-
tory, until it finally overthrew the Ethiopian government in 1991 and seceded.
The Soviet Union, East Germany, the Italian communist party, and President
Jimmy Carter of the Carter Center at Emory University all tried their hands at
mediating between the Eritrean rebels and the Ethiopian government be-
tween 1978 and 1989, but the conflict was never ripe.15 Instead, the new order
was created by force in 1991, when the Eritrean and Ethiopian Tigrean forces
combined to overthrow the Marxist government and provide for a two-state
solution, accepted in referendum in 1993.

After Eritrea achieved independence, war broke out over the common bor-
der and other matters in mid-1998, the U.S. and Rwanda nearly succeeded in
mediating an agreement, but subsequent attempts by the U.S. and by SRSG
Sahnoun over the next twelve months were not able to close the gap. Al-
though militarily stalemated, both sides still believed in victory and refused to
see the cost. Again, as the tremendous cost of the war and the fact of the stale-
mate began to sink in, it took the personal intervention of the President of
 Algeria, Abdulaziz Bouteflika, to bring the sides, reluctantly, to a conflict man-
agement agreement that put the border in the hands of a boundary commis-
sion arbitration; although both sides agreed to the terms, Ethiopia rejected its
decision to give the disputed border village of Badme to Eritrea. Agreement
was finally reached in 2007, but the conflict continues by proxy in Somalia
and by preparation for a further outburst. When negotiation fails, mediation
and arbitration become necessary but they do not carry the direct ownership
in the agreement that (successful) direct negotiation provides.

The mediation attempted by Zairean President Mobutu Sese Seko in the
Angolan civil war at Gbadolite and some lesser venues in 1989 suffered from
the absence of a mutually hurting stalemate (which only occurred a year later
in the battle for Mavinga) and of a capable mediator (who only appeared two
years later in Portugal). It was further muddied by Zambian and Zimbabwean
Presidents Kenneth Kaunda’s and Robert Mugabe’s attempts to save the situa-
tion later in the same year at Lusaka as the Gbadolite démarche was collaps-
ing. But the agreements signed at Bicesse in 1991 under Portuguese mediation
after the Mavinga stalemate collapsed in the ensuing elections the following
year, and the more careful agreements mediated by the U.S. and the UN in
1994 in Lusaka also broke down by 1998. The double lesson from Angola was:
first, that hurting stalemate is a subjective, perceptional matter that Jonas Sav-
imbi never allowed himself to feel; and therefore, second, that sometimes con-
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flicts are beyond any negotiable formula and can be handled only by the as-
sassination of one side’s leader, as finally occurred in 2003.

Particularly striking is the War of the Zairean Succession and its regional ex-
tensions that began in 1996. In May 1997, as the Alliance of Democratic Forces
for the Liberation of the Congo (AFDL), backed by Rwanda and Uganda, ap-
proached the gates of Kinshasa, South Africa, backed by the U.S., tried to medi-
ate a cease-fire and smooth transition from Mobutu to Laurent Kabila. The
effort was particularly ill-conceived, since there was no stalemate, and the last
persons that each party wished to engage in negotiations was the other! A year
later, in August 1998, many of the parties of AFDL, now alienated from Kabila,
launched a new rebellion under the name of the Rally for a Democratic Congo
(RDC) with the support of the same neighbors; Zimbabwe, Namibia, and An-
gola (and to a lesser extent, Chad, Libya, and Sudan) rushed to save the Kabila
government. The Southern African Development Community (SADC), which
backed the intervention by the three member states, also tried to mediate a
cease-fire throughout the end of 1998 and early 1999, under the chairmanship
of Zambian President Frederick Chiluba and then under former South African
President Nelson Mandela, a charismatic and unrefusable personality of enor-
mous stature. But both sides clung to the expectation of victory, the mediating
body clung to its partisan involvement, and the Congolese government refused
to meet the rebels. By July 1999, an agreement among Congo and its neighbors
was signed at Lusaka, but it took another three months to bring in the rebel
movements. New Congolese president Joseph Kabila then turned to direct ne-
gotiation with Rwanda and Uganda to make agreements in July and September
2002, respectively, but the internal parties needed the mediation of the new
South African President Thabo Mbeki to sign agreements setting up a new
Congolese order in Pretoria and Sun City in December 2002 and February
2003; in the process, through clever maneuvering, Kabila and his government
moved from equal status with the rebel movements in the Lusaka agreement, to
primus inter pares in the South African agreements, and finally to winner of the
ensuing Congolese elections in July 2006. Powerful mediation and savvy, single-
minded negotiating tactics were the prime methods in creating the new order.

The Mali-Burkinabe (Voltaic) border dispute, recurrent over a quarter-
century after the countries’ independence, was mediated by an OAU ad hoc
commission composed of French-speaking states of the region, bringing a
cease-fire in July 1975, and again by a series of mediators—Libya and Algeria,
who failed at the end of 1985, and then Senegal and Ivory Coast within the
framework of the French-speaking West African Economic Community
(CEAO), who succeeded in January 1986.16

Mediators also abounded in the Horn of Africa, until conflict overtook the
states themselves in the 1990s and defied all attempts to bring it under control.
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President Ibrahim Abboud of Sudan stepped into the 1963–1964 border war be-
tween Somalia and Ethiopia to bring about a cease-fire and other conflict man-
agement measures. President Julius Nyerere of Tanzania attempted the same in
the “bandit” war between Somalia and Kenya the following year but was hin-
dered by his approach and his own problems with Kenya; he was succeeded by
President Kenneth Kaunda of Zambia in 1967–1968 who was able to get the
parties talking as a new stalemate weighed in on them. When the conflict man-
agement arrangements agreed to did not produce the next step of conflict reso-
lution, Somalia invaded Ethiopia. No one was able to mediate, although the
United States did successfully press the Soviet Union to guarantee that Ethiopia
would not cross the border as it threw back the Somali invaders in 1978.17 Eight
years later, Somalia offered Ethiopia a new round of conflict management meas-
ures; the secretary-general of the Intergovernmental Authority on Drought and
Development (IGADD) and Djibouti, the IGADD host, served as mediators to
bring the two heads of state together in January 1986 and finally, in April 1988,
to win Ethiopian agreement to the proposals. Ironically, withdrawal of Ethio-
pian support and control of Somali rebels left them free to overthrow their own
government in 1990, at the same time as the Ethiopian government fell to its
own ethnic rebellions. Many mediators—Egypt, Ethiopia, the UN SRSG, the
United States, among others—have tried throughout the 1990s and 2000s to
mediate the ensuing conflict in the collapsed state of Somalia, without avail.

The African mediator’s primary weapon is persuasion, which reinforces
the personal nature of the task and reflects the need for the perception of a
mutually hurting stalemate. The mediator’s main leverage lies in his ability to
help his brothers out of the bind into which their conflict has led them. There
are unfortunately not enough studies of the direct mediatory exchanges
among heads of state to permit a detailed analysis of actual mediation behav-
ior, but all available evidence indicates an exercise in pure persuasion.18

In internal conflicts—increasingly the predominant type of African
 conflict—the key to effective mediation seems to be the mediator’s ability to
guarantee fair treatment and a share in the new political system for all parties,
rather than any tangible side payments. In Liberia, first the Liberian Council of
Churches and then fellow members of the Economic Community of West
African States (ECOWAS) tried again and again between 1990 and 1996 to me-
diate a cease-fire that would last between the factions, coming finally to agree-
ments in August 1995 and in 1996 when the mediation was taken over by
Nigerian dictator Gen. Sani Abacha, whose military contingents made up the
bulk of the West African Military Observer Group (ECOMOG).19 The Abuja
agreements finally gave the remaining combatants a stake in the outcome and
ended in the election of Charles Taylor as president in July 1997. Another
three-year civil war, in Rwanda, was temporarily brought to a mediated agree-
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ment in August 1993 at Arusha under the auspices of the OAU and Tanzania,
made possible by the introduction of a UN peacekeeping force. The Arusha
agreement was then destroyed in the 1994 genocide by the Coalition for the
Defense of the Republic (CDR) extremists excluded from Arusha.20

There are a few exceptions to the pure persuasion characteristic, none of
them very clear, by the nature of the subject. King Fahd, host of the 1987 sum-
mit between King Hassan and President BenJedid, was operating as Morocco’s
past funding source and Algeria’s potential funding source of the future,
whether specific financial arrangements were mentioned or not.21 When the
World Council of Churches moved the government of Sudan and the South-
ern Sudanese Liberation Movement (SSLM) toward Addis Ababa, where an
agreement to end the war was eventually signed in 1972, it threatened on
 occasion to withdraw from mediation and resume the provision of humani-
tarian supplies to the SSLM if its efforts were rejected.22 After a complex stale -
mate, President Samora Machel of Mozambique, who served as one of the
several mediators in the Lancaster House negotiations in 1979 leading to
Zimbabwean independence, threatened to close down the Patriotic Front’s
bases in Mozambique if its leader, Robert Mugabe, did not go along with the
settlement being negotiated.23 Similarly, the Frontline States and particularly
Angola threatened the South West African People’s Organization (SWAPO)
with loss of support and sanctuary if it did not stay in the Namibian negotia-
tions.24 Following a gradual stalemate reinforced by a drought, the October
1992 Mozambican peace settlement negotiated in Rome by the Sant’Egidio
Community in the presence of a number of interested states contained a pro-
vision of $15 million for the Mozambican National Resistance (ReNaMo) to
facilitate its transformation from a guerrilla group to a political organiza-
tion.25 There may be other examples.

In general, failed attempts at mediation did not benefit from the condi-
tions and tactics which caused success—effective perception of stalemate on
the part of all parties, skillful persuasion by the mediator, and a convincing
formula for a way out that is minimally satisfactory to all. At best, one can
conclude that the mediator can pull an agreement on a salient solution out of
a propitious context—that is, accomplish a negotiation that overcommitment
to the conflict prevents the parties from doing by themselves—but he cannot
create a ripe moment and a winning solution out of thin air, among peers in
Africa anymore than anywhere else.

MULTILATERAL CONFLICT NEGOTIATION

The OAU was the major multilateral African forum for the conduct of negoti-
ations to deal with conflict,26 and its poor record for nearly forty years was one
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of the reasons why the leaders of the continent felt that a new organization was
necessary. The OAU increasingly shared its role with subregional organiza-
tions, the most active of which are the Inter-Governmental Agency for Devel-
opment (IGAD) in the Horn of Africa, the Economic Community of West
African States (ECOWAS), the French-speaking West African Economic Com-
munity (CEAO), which became the West African Monetary and Economic
Union (UEMOA) in 1994, and the Southern African Development Commu-
nity (SADC). Its successor, the African Union, has attempted to “continental-
ize” conflict management rather than leaving it to the subregional bodies.
Most of these subregional organizations were not created for conflict reduc-
tion at all, but rather to provide a ready forum where heads of state could meet
primarily for economic reasons and work out differences in the corridors; con-
flict reduction became a necessary precondition for carrying out their other,
primary business. Indeed, this successive relationship between economic coop-
eration and security preconditions is the story of the founding of the conti-
nental AU as well, as discussed below. Two different types of multilateral
negotiation need to be distinguished: one is the activity of ad hoc multilateral
committees established to deal with specific conflicts, while the other is the
business of the plenary of summit meetings of the multilateral organizations
themselves.

There is no need to spend time on the major African committee envisaged
in the 1960s to reduce conflict among African states: the Commission for
 Mediation, Arbitration and Conciliation. Indicated by the OAU Charter, it
never came into existence, since it conflicted with the rapidly established
characteristics of inter-African relations as being the domain of heads of state.
Instead, the OAU appointed ad hoc committees to deal with conflicts as they
arose on the summit agenda, with membership carefully allocated based on
language, ideology, regional, experience, and other interest groups. Such care-
ful balancing guaranteed stalemate, and the record was not good—success in
one out of three cases in some two dozen instances in the first two decades of
the organization.27

In addition, many of the successes were only temporary, with the conflict
breaking out in another form later on (and requiring a new committee). On the
other hand, batting .333 may not be a bad average under the circumstances.
Very often conditions were not propitious, and more frequently still, the pur-
poses of the mother organization were other than conflict resolution—as is
 discussed below—and these purposes therefore overrode the efforts of the com-
mittees. In addition, in a few more cases, conflict management—the reduction
of the means (ostensibly leading to a reduction of the ends) of  conflict—was
the outcome of committee efforts rather than the settlement of basic issues. Un-
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fortunately, it is impossible to calculate a similar batting average for the incalcu-
lable private efforts at mediation, to see whether OAU committees did better
than individual heads of state.

Committee mediation was a more important function of the OAU than its
record might indicate, however, and there are lessons to be learned. It over-
came one major defect of private mediation, in that it provided coordination,
whereas private mediators often competed among themselves. This competi-
tion then allowed the parties to the conflict to sit by and wait—or even ac-
tively campaign—for better terms to come along in the hands of other private
mediators. In OAU committees, many of the members were passive, overlook-
ing and legitimizing the activities of a few members who did the active medi-
ation. Furthermore, OAU committees were constrained by the guidelines of
the organization and its summits; they could not seek just any terms for
agreement, since they were at the same time the standard-bearers of OAU
principles. That dual role sometimes made it impossible to find terms of
agreement to which both sides could subscribe. It is difficult to fault either the
OAU committees or the private mediators in such conflicts as the Somali-
Ethiopian dispute or the Western Sahara; the two contestants’ positions were
simply irreconcilable, the parties were alternately, not mutually, stalemated,
and resolution had to await a change in the cost of holding out for one or
both that would bring them to soften their positions.

Thus, an OAU committee was named to mediate the Somali-Ethiopian bor-
der problem at the 1973 summit, and when it failed, another was named at the
1976 summit. As they operated under the 1964 OAU resolution affirming the
sanctity of colonial boundaries, they had little leeway to meet Somalia’s griev-
ances; instead they reaffirmed the principle. But another OAU committee ex-
tracted a promise (false, as it turned out) from Ghana not to practice subversion
against Ivory Coast, Upper Volta, and Niger in 1965, in accordance with OAU
charter principles, and another intervened to free Guineans held in Ghana on
the way to the OAU summit the following year. In such cases, OAU committees,
acting within charter principles, made it possible for transgressing states to
 return to behavioral norms without loss of face, a task for which multi-
 membered OAU committees were even better suited than private mediators. Af-
ter the establishment of the Mechanism for the Prevention, Management and
Resolution of Conflicts within the OAU in 1993, the Special Representative of
the Secretary-General (SRSG) came into use, replacing the committees and
their drawbacks, without their meager advantages.

In these situations, risk, trust, persuasion, and stalemate are the same in-
gredients in success. The actual negotiations are accomplished by skillfully
luring the erring party back from the limb on which he has crawled, while the
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mediator gives assurances on risk and trust and provides an atmosphere of
unity and fraternity that prevents the other party from crowing. Since the
conflicting parties usually have no dispute with the mediator, it becomes diffi-
cult for them to refuse his assurances and reject his atmospherics.

The OAU itself, in its biennial ministerial and annual presidential meetings,
was not a conflict resolution mechanism. It provided corridors and commit-
tees, which operated as described, and principles, which provided the guide-
lines for solutions. The AU does much the same, despite heightened ambitions.
But a body of more than fifty members is not a mechanism for resolving dis-
putes. If it does come to the point of decreeing a solution, either the conflict on
the ground has finally become stalemated or a lot of negotiation has taken
place beforehand to make that solution acceptable. Otherwise, the conflict goes
on. This was the fate of the major conflicts that tore the OAU apart—second
(1964) Congo crisis, Biafra (1966–1970), dialogue with South Africa, Sahara
(1975 to 1988, when it turned the dispute over to the UN), Chad (1980–1984),
Angola (1974–2005), Rwanda (1993–1996), Burundi, the fourth (1998–1999)
Congo crisis, and Ivory Coast (after 1999).

Yet in the OAU’s handling of each of these conflicts, there has been some
important and even skillful negotiation. A prime example which shows the
possibilities of negotiation within the organization vs. the political stance of
its summits is the Western Sahara conflict. The OAU revived the 1964–1967
committee to investigate the causes of the Saharan war as a committee of
Wisemen to resolve the Western Saharan issue in 1978. The committee was
diligent and creative in trying to bridge the positions of Algeria and Morocco.
Then, at the 1981 summit, under pressure from an impending recognition of
the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR), Morocco agreed to a referen-
dum and the Wisemen were transformed into an Implementation Committee
of the OAU. It met three times, and through painstaking negotiation with the
parties, essentially established the guidelines for a referendum. The guidelines
were still in place as the parties moved toward a vote under UN auspices a de-
cade later, while at the same time holding back the efforts of various parties at
various times to undo previous aspects of the evolving agreement. However,
at the close of the third meeting (“Nairobi III”) in February 1982, the OAU
Council of Ministers disavowed its committee’s work by admitting the SADR
to membership. Curiously, the heads of state on the committee did not have
the political commitment to put their decisions into effect.

Other cases of OAU negotiations show similar characteristics. The work of
the non-OAU committee of Chad meeting in Kano and Lagos in 1979, which
set up the GUNT, was followed by an OAU committee on Chad and then the
1981 summit in Nairobi. Intense negotiations produced a plan for a multi -
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national peacekeeping force and a timetable for negotiations between the
Chadian factions, elections, and the withdrawal of the African troops. Yet for
all its coherence, the plan was unrealistic; funding, mission, sanctions, and
contingency plans were not provided.28 Some skillful negotiations bringing
the conflicting parties close to agreement were undercut by the lack of politi-
cal commitment within the OAU needed to carry the project to fruition.

Thus, the OAU summit—as distinguished from its committees—played a
number of roles in regard to conflict negotiations. It set principles, appointed
committees, provided a forum and corridors, but because of its own political
divisions and the fear of offending other heads of state, it was unable to take
forthright positions of reconciliation in African disputes. The 1989 summit
assiduously avoided the bitter dispute between Senegal and Mauritania, and
as described above, earlier summits were unable to follow through in their
own conflict management and resolution mechanisms in the Saharan and
Chadian conflicts.

Under the pressure of criticism for its inability to rid Africa of its recurrent
and intermittent conflicts, particularly as expressed in the articulate and vi-
sionary call for a Conference on Security, Stability, Development and Cooper-
ation in Africa (CSSDCA) launched by former Nigerian President Olusegun
Obasanjo in Kampala in May 1991, the OAU voted at its 1993 summit to cre-
ate a new division of the secretariat on conflict prevention, management and
resolution.29 The Kampala Document also called for the constitution of a
Council of Elders, former heads of state who could serve as mediators and
peacemakers. Former Presidents Léopold Senghor of Senegal, Julius Nyerere
of Tanzania, Aristide Pereira of Cape Verde, and Obasanjo volunteered their
services, but the OAU did not adopt the proposal, preferring its own ad hoc
elders. The organization also undertook a more proactive role in preventive as
well as resolving mediation, eliciting invitations to provide good-office mis-
sions in Togo, Congo (Brazzaville), Congo/Zaire, Rwanda, and Liberia to both
forestall and to end violence. In so doing, the African universal organization
took a major step to formalize its personal and ad hoc efforts to reduce con-
flict and facilitate negotiation among—and within—its members.

The major set of negotiations for reforming the political order on the con-
tinent, however, were those accompanying the replacement of the OAU by the
African Union, its new creation, and by its pacing organization, the New Eco-
nomic Partnership for African Development (NEPAD). While the substantive
impetus for the creation of a new organization came out of the failures of the
old, the occasion came from the Abuja Treaty of 1991, which laid out a num-
ber of steps to the creation of an African Economic Community in 2025. The
34th OAU summit at Ouagadougou in June 1998 called for organizational
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 reform, at a time when a number of newly elected leaders began to emerge
along with new ideas: Obasanjo and his Kampala movement, Thabo Mbeki
and his African Renaissance and, with Abdulaziz Bouteflika, their Millennium
African Partnership (MAP), soon to be joined by Senegal’s new president, Ab-
doulaye Wade. An old prophet of a sovereign African federal state, Libya’s
Muammar Qaddafi, who had not attended a summit for twenty years, called
an extraordinary summit at Sirte in July 1999, opening up a year of vigorous
negotiations among the holders of the same opposing tenets as underlay the
founding of the OAU in 1963—an invigorated union of states versus a single
federation comprising all African states.30

When finally the new Union was approved, at the AU’s 37th and final sum-
mit at Lusaka in July 2001, the negotiations for the new order had been
marked by a number of salient and renewed characteristics. The dynamo
 behind the negotiations was Qaddafi, and the form of the Union with its par-
liament, court, and many other state-like (and European Union–like) institu-
tions reflected his insistence and his purse in encouraging support. A group of
moderate, sound-thinking leaders supplied the substance of the Union, which
in working essence is much like its predecessor but animated by a new sense
of purpose and order. Behind this diplomatic confrontation was the negotia-
tory work of technical commissions, parliamentarians, and legal experts. And,
as at Addis Ababa nearly forty years earlier, the turning point was a galvaniz-
ing speech reminding the heads of state that progress and their reputations
hung in the balance—this time delivered by Senegal’s Wade.

However, the process was not complete with the foundation of the AU. The
moderate leaders were still dubious of the soundness of the Union with its
many, often hollow institutions, and so in the following year they inaugurated
a similar pattern of negotiations, without Qaddafi. Again gathering together a
number of plans for economic revival, devised by Mbeki, Bouteflika, Wade,
and Obasanjo, joined by Egypt’s president, Hosni Mubarak, they obtained au-
thorization at the Lusaka summit to create a new organization modeled
largely on the Kampala Document for Security, Stability, Development and
Cooperation, but with the addition of a conflict management provision.31

NEPAD was created at the subsequent summit, in Abuja in October 2001. Its
main activity has been the negotiation of selected members’ adherence to a
peer review process not only over their internal economic stewardship, but
also over their progress toward public participation and governmental
 accountability.

The consummating chapter in the work of the AU has been its handling of
security issues. On one hand, it took over the Ivorian conflict, which had been
tearing the country apart since the military coup of December 1999, and put
Mbeki in charge of the mediation effort after ECOWAS efforts had reached an
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impasse. By 2007, a power-sharing agreement went into effect between the
rebel New Forces and the government of Laurent Gbagbo but without, as yet,
providing free and full participatory elections. On the other hand, in the Dar-
fur genocide, the AU was able, after long negotiations with the government of
Bashir in Sudan, to provide a peacekeeping force with a limited mandate in
2005 and then to work with a newly mandated UN force established in 2007,
which has yet to bring the murderous conflict under control. The AU’s new
order works ever so slowly, aided not so much by ripeness as by fatigue among
the warring parties.

NEGOTIATION FOR COOPERATION

Negotiation means overcoming conflict with agreement, but many negotia-
tions lead to agreement on a new cooperative order rather than simply ending
old conflict. All the regional and subregional organizations in African, includ-
ing the OAU and AU, were established through negotiation, and a major multi-
lateral set of cooperation agreements of the postwar world—the Yaounde,
Lome, and then Cotonou series between the European Communities (EC) and
the African and other states also involved repeated negotiations within the
African side.32 As in conflict negotiations, there is little that is uniquely or
specifically African in these experiences, but at the same time it is clear that
African statesmen are negotiating, and they are developing a broad experience
that, when successful, underscores some important universal lessons and char-
acteristics of the process. In African multilateral negotiations for cooperation,
as in multilateral negotiations over conflict, the political purposes of the nego-
tiating session override the technical commitments of the negotiated outcome.
Indeed, cooperative negotiations can be divided into diplomatic and integra-
tive cooperation; in the former, it is the declaration of the moment, attendance
at the meeting, announcement of joining or not, that matters, whereas in the
latter, it is the long-term engagement that is important. In the first case, the
substance of the negotiations is needed as an occasion or a cover for the diplo-
matic event of the moment, but its coherence, feasibility, and reality are less
important. In the second, the substance is the event, and parties do not leave
the table before they have agreed to something that will work.

In 1968, for example, Zaire negotiated an Economic Union of Central
Africa (UEAC) to win the Central African Republic (CAR) and Chad away
from the Customs Union of the Central African States (UDEAC) of former
French Equatorial Africa, including the rival state of Congo.33 The goal was a
diplomatic event in which the important matter was to see who would attend
“Mobutu’s party”; the substance of the Economic “Union” was secondary, and
the negotiations did not waste time over its details. The CAR soon left UEAC
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to return to UDEAC, leaving the remaining members no longer even contigu-
ous with each other. Although this is a particularly striking example, it is typ-
ical of a large number of cooperative negotiations, even in those cases where
integrative cooperation is also present. The supposedly biennial summit
meetings of the Maghrib Arab Union (UMA), the regional organization of
North Africa, show how the procedural value of a meeting, or not, outweighs
any substantive value of the organization.34

In the substance of cooperation, the technical expertise often comes from
outside, since African states’ technical resources are sometimes limited. The
Mano River Union of Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Guinea (and, in 2007, Ivory
Coast) was based on a 1972–1973 United Nations Development Program
(UNDP) mission report, and the subregional economic organizations—
ECOWAS, the Preferential Tariff Area (PTA) of East and Southern Africa
(which became the Common Market for East and Southern Africa [COMESA]
in 1997), the Economic Union of the States of Central Africa (CEEAC), and
even NEPAD—were based on studies of the Economic Commission for Africa
(ECA).35 The fact that the Mano River Union, as well as CEAO, conflicted with
provisions of ECOWAS, negotiated with the same members and others at
about the same time, was an instance of political decision bypassing the techni-
cal engagements. In the case of African negotiations with the EC and EU, the
external source of expertise has particularly difficult implications for Africa.
European states are able to coordinate their political and technical diplomacy
into an agreed proposal for aid and other aspects of their relationship with as-
sociated African states under the Yaounde conventions and with the African,
Caribbean, and Pacific (ACP) states under the subsequent Lome and Cotonou
conventions that can be presented as a take-it-or-leave-it offer.36 Only in 1975,
in the negotiation of the first Lome convention, did the African states develop
enough solidarity among themselves (under the political clout of Nigerian
leadership) and sufficiently coordinate technical and political inputs to be able
to make proposals as a basis for discussion and finally for agreement.37

At the same time, when the two inputs operate together, they play a crucial
role in African negotiations for cooperation, and the fact that some states ef-
fectively integrate political and technical components of their diplomacy
while others do not gives the former a clear edge in specific negotiations. A
country that provides a proposed text has a clear advantage over the others,
and African cooperative negotiations frequently proceed on the basis of a
 single negotiating text. The case of the Lome I negotiations and the examples
of the external proposals for subregional economic communities are echoed
at the intra-African level by the Maghrib Arab Union (UMA) negotiated at
Marrakech in 1989. Morocco and Algeria had minimalist and diplomatic no-
tions of cooperation, and Libya and Mauritania were less precise in their ex-
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pectations. But Tunisia came with a well-prepared draft that served as the ba-
sis of the agreement. At an earlier time of bilateral cooperation, it was Libya
that came to Jerba with a political draft for a union in 1974, which Tunisia
signed but then repudiated on closer examination.38 And, at a later time of
continental cooperation, it was Libya that came with an initial text for the cre-
ation of the AU.

The same characteristic marked the negotiation of the OAU itself in Addis
Ababa in 1963, when Ethiopia proposed its own draft, elaborated by experts
on the basis of the Rio Treaty of the Organization of American States in con-
junction with the Monrovia-Lagos Group of African states; in this case, the
similar Ethiopia and Monrovia-Lagos texts were confronted by a very differ-
ent draft for a tighter union proposed by the Casablanca Group of African
states, which provided an alternative that could be rejected as individual pro-
visions were selected.39 Once the single negotiating text is in hand, African
multilateral diplomacy generally proceeds, in a classical fashion, by amend-
ment and consolidation. Amendment involves the addition of proposals not
contained in the main draft. An example is Tunisia’s detailed proposal for the
Commission for Mediation, Arbitration and Conciliation added to the OAU
Charter at Addis Ababa. The degree to which additional proposals are inte-
grated into the main proposal is an indicator of the primacy of integrating
over simply diplomatic cooperation involved in the negotiations. Consolida-
tion is often more characteristic of negotiations, referring to a watering down
of proposals to the lowest common denominator in order to achieve the nec-
essary consensus. Since consensus, rather than coherence, is required for
diplomatic cooperation, consolidation by watering down is a frequent charac-
teristic. It is also a common feature in the negotiation of OAU resolutions.

In multilateral cooperative negotiations, African state representatives be-
have as other negotiating parties do, but with some characteristics exhibited
more strongly than others. The main emphasis in this analysis has been on the
distinction between diplomatic and integrative cooperation, and the history
of regional and subregional organizations of cooperation bear out the point.
Such organizations do exist, even if inefficacy is often the price paid for their
continued existence. More strikingly, when they die, they have to be rein-
vented, as the experiences of North, West, East, Central and Southern Africa
all show. Their creation, maintenance, and reinvention all take negotiation,
whether of the diplomatic or the integrative kind.

CONCLUSIONS

African states are becoming increasingly experienced in negotiation, and their
negotiating often errs in overaccommodation rather than in overintransigence.
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They know how to make a deal, more than how to keep or implement one.
 Negotiations are more successful in dampening or managing the current
rounds of conflict or in providing frameworks for the current rounds of coop-
eration than in devising lasting resolutions or durable integration. Africa has
piled up an almost sad list of high goals for big projects that fall flat into the
dust, most notably in its dreams of regional and continental integration. There
is the repeated feeling, and indeed engagement based on that feeling, that the
sum of a lot of Littles adds up to a Lot. Other places (notably Europe) are seen
as providing a model, but the prolonged political process that Europe went
through to unite (to the extent that it is united today) or the special conditions,
including a bloody war, that led the United States to begin a unification process
are overlooked.

It is the security area, in particular, that has eluded Africa. While interstate
wars have been rare, having turned from inconclusive military confrontations
to bumpy negotiation processes, internal wars have been conducted with
abandon under the impenetrable shield of sovereignty. But sovereignty is the
creation of the so-called outsiders, without whose agreement the claims of the
state concerned would never hold. African states will not interfere in another’s
intrastate conflict for fear that they will be weakening their own claims to pro-
tective sovereignty on the day that other states need to intervene should they
experience internal conflict. This is no atmosphere for creative, constructive
negotiations on internal conflict, as the events in Sudan, Zimbabwe, and
Congo in the early 2000s so sadly show.

The current order, like the old one, is fluid. Even that, however, is no mean
achievement, for it does provide limits to conflict and experience in coopera-
tion and reinforces the nature and rules of the ongoing African system of in-
ternational relations. Such behavior may be so pervasive because it finds its
roots in cultural traditions, but such explanations are more likely to be exag-
gerated cultural determinism. The tradition of blood money in some areas
and the absence of any negotiating tradition at all in others may be just as
characteristic.

More important has been the role negotiation has played in achieving inde-
pendence.40 All formerly colonial African states (with the possible exception of
Guinea-Bissau) achieved independence through some degree of negotiation,
in most cases after only minimal violence, and in those cases where violent
struggle was prolonged, such as Algeria, Zimbabwe, Namibia, Angola, and
Mozambique, negotiation was all the more important to end it. Such experi-
ence and conditioning has been crucial to the establishment of contemporary
political cultures and behaviors. In that sense, Africa can be said to have a cul-
ture of negotiation, although in the early 2000s it is being tested by civil con-
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flict in important countries of the North (Algeria), East (Ethiopia, Somalia,
Sudan, and Kenya), West (Ivory Coast, Nigeria), Center (Chad, Central Africa,
Congo) and South (Zimbabwe).

There is a crying need to bring this culture of negotiation back into do-
mestic relations. There, unlike interstate relations, force is the means of order
and therefore the means of contesting it.41 Negotiations to handle grievances
are slow and unsatisfying; aggrieved segments of the population harken back
to the cries of the political entrepreneur, and rebellion breaks out, bringing
normal state and societal functions to a halt for long periods before the two
sides settle down to serious negotiations. Because governments are unused to
handling grievances through “normal politics,” and their citizen groups have
little experience in negotiation, the settlement of old and added grievances
takes an inordinately long amount of time. While it is true that traditional
measures for managing conflict, such as blood money, intermarriage, and
 ancestor-dominated pacts, took a long time to evolve, they are no longer ef-
fective, and yet contemporary Africa has not invented any new mechanisms to
fill the gap.42 Internal conflicts tear up Africa, and it badly needs some stan-
dards on which to negotiate stabilizing outcomes.

One reason why the changes that took place in South Africa in 1990–1994
and their subsequent durability have been described by many as a miracle, has
been because both sides were authoritarian societies, untrained in negotia-
tion, and yet they negotiated themselves into a new order with, arguably, no
losers. The few other states/societies that have achieved comparable results,
such as Mozambique, Burundi, and possibly Congo, did so only after consid-
erable bloodshed and socioeconomic disruption. The terrible inadequacy of
negotiations in Rwanda, Sudan, Somalia, Congo (Brazzaville), Chad, Ethio-
pia, Eritrea, Angola, and above all, Ivory Coast, leaves much to be learned and
practiced before Africa can point to conflict management as a new domestic
order of governance.

Because the challenge is ongoing, it is more important than ever to end with
the traditional call for more research. So little work has been done on the ac-
tual practice of negotiation in Africa, as has been noted at several points above,
and yet the field is rich with examples. The challenge of finding out “who said
what to whom with what effect,” so necessary to a deep understanding of nego-
tiating behavior, is probably no greater in Africa than elsewhere and may actu-
ally be lessened by the importance accorded to the practice. The few studies
that exist have shown that the challenge can be overcome. A better understand-
ing of the process as it is conducted in Africa can serve to expand an under-
standing of the methods and potentialities of the process itself globally while
also reinforcing the culture of negotiation in Africa.
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10

The U.S. Role in Promoting 
Peaceful African Relations

Donald Rothchild

The Ethiopia-Eritrea case demonstrates that high-level, sus-
tained, continuous U.S. engagement in peacemaking in Africa
can have a major positive impact. The case also demonstrates
the importance of multilateral, coordinated leverage in the
form of significant carrots and stick.

—JOHN PRENDERGAST, 

U.S. LEADERSHIP IN RESOLVING AFRICAN CONFLICT

The outcomes of Africa’s intrastate wars have been most devastating, particu-
larly for the civilians trapped between the contending forces. These armed
conflicts have caused millions of deaths, large numbers of refugees and dis-
placed persons, and grave destruction of property. In addition, these wars
have undermined political stability and have gravely hindered economic de-
velopment. Nineteen armed conflicts took place around the world in 2004,
with the number of significant armed conflicts in Africa rising to five. All of
these conflicts were intrastate in nature, pitting states (often led by ethnic or
religious elites) against oppositions that combined ethnic, ideological, and
personalistic support.1 Compared to other regions of the world, Paul Collier
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and Anke Hoeffler find Africa’s economic characteristics to be “highly unfa-
vorable for conflict risk,” reflecting the continent’s lower per capita income,
slower GDP growth, and more rapid population growth.2 These intense and
often brutal civil wars proved difficult to negotiate, and because of lingering
distrust after their termination, agreements were difficult to implement. Fre-
quently, the results were weak states that remained fragile, unable to deal
 effectively with the difficult to resolve commitment and information prob-
lems.3 The effect in many cases was to make third-party intervention indis-
pensable if these constraints are to be overcome.

External intervention, which can play an important role in coping with in-
tense identity-based conflict, occurs when the internal routes to conflict man-
agement are viewed as no longer a reliable means to achieve intergroup
reconciliation. As internationally accepted norms on human rights are vio-
lated, powerful states within or outside the region may decide upon some form
of noncoercive or coercive intervention to raise the costs of abusive or obstruc-
tive action. These strong states may threaten to intercede forcefully, or they
may adopt various strategies of soft intrusion aimed at changing the behavior
of actors on the African scene. Such soft, diplomatic approaches include con-
ciliation, mediation, and arbitration; economic and political sanctions; the
conditioning of peace assistance and trade relations; monitoring and verifying
peace implementation; and utilizing a variety of threats, pressures, and incen-
tives to alter the local parties’ calculations on the distribution of gains from
current policies. There is no single formula that is appropriate to all situations.
Hence in utilizing a soft intervention approach public officials must adapt
pragmatically to the particular challenges of each local context.

Although many African and non-African countries, individually or in coali-
tion with others, have interceded in internal conflict situations on the continent,
the United States stands out as a key potential actor in such undertakings. This
reflects the U.S. government’s command of extensive political, financial, and ma-
terial resources and its enormous military and logistical capacities. When the
United States brings pressure to bear on a conflict, as in Liberia and Sudan, it is
in a strong position to change the incentives of local actors on agreeing to and
maintaining the peace.4 By 2006, however, it has become apparent that American
primacy is in decline. Not only are American budgets over extended and its mili-
tary power stretched thin by the engagements in Iraq and Afghanistan, but new
great power competitors, such as China, are increasingly vying for African allies
and challenging U.S. leverage.5 This is counterbalanced to some extent by Euro-
pean Union initiatives in such conflict situations as Sierra Leone, Côte d’Ivoire,
and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, but there are definite limits to such
supportive actions as well. To be sure, America’s ability to influence local prefer-
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ences in Sudan and Zimbabwe is still evident, but there is no denying that a new
element of uncertainty has to be factored into any calculations regarding its ca-
pacity to influence the conflict management process.

In addition, the scope for hard-power initiatives in Africa is circumscribed
by public preferences. The United States is, in the words of Richard Haass, a
“reluctant sheriff,” a risk-averse country that lacks overriding material or secu-
rity interests to cause it to become embroiled in large-scale military interven-
tions in Africa.6 American leaders and the general public seem torn between
their dedication to the objectives of human rights, democracy, political stabil-
ity, and conflict management, on the one hand, and their reluctance to assume
the role of global peace enforcer on the other. Public opinion surveys indicate
that leaders and the general public are more inclined to support U.S. inter -
ventions to protect the vulnerable and to further reconciliation that are multi -
lateral and nonmilitary in nature (such as operations other than war or
diplomatic initiatives) to those that involve military action and unilateralism.7

Keeping this extensive U.S. aversion to high-risk interventions in mind, it is
important to examine the manner and extent to which the U.S. commitment
to conflict management appears to have shifted in the post–Cold War period.

In an effort to assess the extent of U.S. preparedness to intervene in a nonco-
ercive and coercive manner to further peace and to protect Africa’s vulnerable
states, I analyze the American foreign policy approach in the post–Cold War pe-
riod. I seek to gauge the advantages and disadvantages of adopting a soft inter-
vention strategy. This analysis begins by focusing on the classic, low-profile
American approach to external intervention to facilitate peaceful change. The
American foreign policy establishment has shown itself to be a hesitant propo-
nent of selective involvement in African conflict situations while being ever in-
tent to avoid the costs and risks of becoming deeply embroiled in Africa’s
intrastate conflicts.8 On rare occasions, however, American officials and the
public at large have taken a more proactive stance, intervening with significant
force in order to provide relief and to promote political stability.

As relief gave way to more far-reaching measures of peace enforcement, in So-
malia for example, U.S. foreign policymakers showed themselves to be increas-
ingly fearful of “mission creep” and unwilling to accept the potential losses arising
from further humanitarian engagements in Africa. Significantly, they recoiled
from major diplomatic or peacekeeping initiatives following the brief but bitter
firefight in Mogadishu, Somalia, in October 1993. U.S. caution became manifest
in the period afterward, as the Clinton team, guided in part by cautious policy
prescriptions articulated in Presidential Decision Directive 25 of 1994, avoided
becoming deeply enmeshed in the brutal strife that marked the destructive in-
trastate confrontations in Rwanda, Burundi, Sudan, Liberia, and the DR Congo.
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TABLE 10.1 Intensity of U.S. sanctions on Africa

Primary Nation/ 
Target Sanction Organization 

Country: Intensity: Years: Imposing Sanctions: Notes:

South Africa Limited 1962–1994 UN and U.S.

Limited 1975–1994 U.S.

Limited 1976–1985 U.S.

Moderate 1985–1991 U.S.

Extensive 1986–1991 U.S.

1991 U.S.

Arms embargo imposed.

Tunney Amendment. Temporary amendment to the

Department of Defense appropriations bill terminating

covert assistance to anti-Communist forces in Angola.

Clark Amendment (replaces Tunney Amendment).

Sec. 404 of the International Security Assistance

Act of 1976. (P.L. 94-239, later Sec. 118 of P.L. 96-

533), prohibited aid that would help any group in

Angola conduct military or paramilitary operations.

International Security and Development

Cooperation Act of 1985 (replaces Clark

Amendment) and Executive Order 12532 prohibited

trade and certain other transactions involving South

Africa, Revoked by: EO 12769, July 10, 1991.

Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act (P.L. 99-440)

sets policy objectives for the United States in South

Africa, imposed a number of sanctions, banning the

importation of South African goods and prohibiting

American business investments in South Africa.

Sanctions repealed under Executive Order 12769—

Implementation of section 311(a) of the

comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act—Signed: July 10,

1991—Revokes EO 12532, September 9, 1985; EO

12535, October 1, 1985.
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TABLE 10.1 (continued)

Primary Nation/ 
Target Sanction Organization 

Country: Intensity: Years: Imposing Sanctions: Notes:

Sudan Limited 1989–present U.S.

Limited 1992–present U.S.

Limited 1993–present U.S.

Moderate 1996–present U.S.

Moderate/ Extensive 1997–present U.S.

Extensive 2002–present U.S.

Assistance programs suspended after the NIF-led coup.

Arms embargo imposed.

U.S. accuses Sudan of supporting international

terrorism—on list with Cuba, Iran, Iraq, Libya, North

Korea, and Syria.

Economic Sanctions and sanctions on leadership.

Antiterrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act of

1996 prohibits U.S. nationals from engaging in

financial transactions with governments named on the

State Department's terrorism list. President Clinton

also announces a ban on senior Sudanese government

officials from entering the United States (as called for

in Security Council Resolution 1054).

Clinton Administration imposes comprehensive

sanctions, under the National Emergencies Act, on

the NIF government. The sanctions restrict imports or

exports from Sudan, financial transactions, and

prohibit investments.

Sudan Peace Act (P L 107-245) allows the Bush

administration to levy the sanctions if he finds

Khartoum is not negotiating in good faith with

southern rebels to end  civil war and condemned the

government of Sudan for human rights abuses. (Passed

House 359-8 on October 7, 2002. Passed Senate by

unanimous consent on October 9, 2002. Signed into

law October 21, 2002).
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TABLE 10.1 (continued)

Primary Nation/ 
Target Sanction Organization 

Country: Intensity: Years: Imposing Sanctions: Notes:

Liberia Limited 1990–1998 U.S.

Limited 1991–2000 U.S.

Limited 1992–present UN and U.S.

Limited 2000–present U.S.

U.S. and other major donors end assistance programs,

except emergency humanitarian aid.

Ban on US military aid from 1991 to 2000, except

assistance to ECOMOG.

Arms Embargo imposed.

President Clinton barred President Charles Taylor,

senior members of the Liberian government, and their

supporters and families from entering the United

States. Clinton stated  that the action represented an

explicit sanction against the  Liberian government for

its failure to end its trafficking in arms and illicit

diamonds with the RUF, and thus fueling the Sierra

Leonean conflict.

Sources: Hulbauer, Gary Clyde and Barbara Clegg, “The Impact of Economic Sanctions on US Trade: Andrew Rose’s Gravity Model,” International Economic
Policy Briefs PB03-4, Institute for International Economics, April 2003; Institute for International Economics, “Table 1.1: Chronological Summary of Eco-
nomic Sanctions for Foreign Policy Goals. 1914–99.” http://www.iie.com/research/topics/sanctions/sanctions-timeline.htm. National Association of Manu-
facturers (March 1997), A Catalog of New US Unilateral Economic Sanctions For Foreign Policy Purposes 1993–1996; Jentleson, Bruce (2000), International
Conflict Resolution After the Cold War, pp. 142–144. United Nations Department of Peacekeeping Operations, at http://www.un.org/
Depts/dpko/dpko/home.shtml.
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The U.S. Role in Promoting Peaceful African Relations 247

After that, President Clinton’s 1998 trip to Africa signaled the beginning of a
highly selective and cautious U.S. re-engagement with African conflict man-
agement, and this involvement persisted during the George W. Bush adminis-
tration that followed. America’s sense of guilt over its lack of decisive action in
the Rwanda, Burundi, Democratic Republic of the Congo, and other crises
partially explains the Bush administration’s rising concern over underdevel-
opment and political instability in such states as Sudan and Liberia and its ef-
forts to send peacekeeping missions to these intensely conflicted countries.
But despite such efforts to protect the vulnerable, I argue that U.S. policymak-
ers seem likely to pursue risk-adverse strategies in Africa well into the future,
avoiding losses rather than taking extensive risks to promote peace.9 As
Charles Kupchan warns, “U.S. willingness to shoulder the burdens of global
engagement will be diminishing in the years ahead.”10 Under these circum-
stances, I hypothesize that U.S. support for soft-diplomatic initiatives, em-
phasizing diplomatic pressure and incentives (as opposed to the projection of
American military power), reflects this diminishing political will and capac-
ity. It will be the likely scenario in most conflict situations in the years imme-
diately ahead.

SOFT INTERVENTION

It is more and more accepted as doctrine that states have a right to intervene in
the domestic affairs of other states to pursue humanitarian objectives. Sover-
eignty must not act as a cover for political elites engaging in destructive acts of
ethnic cleansing, systematic rape, and mass murder. Sovereignty must be exer-
cised responsibly.11 When a state launches an attack on a section of its own cit-
izenry or formulates and carries out genocidal programs, the international
community is adversely affected and cannot remain aloof, justifying inaction
in terms of the domestic jurisdiction principle. This was a lesson learned dur-
ing the struggle against apartheid in South Africa and a lesson that had to be
re-learned during the 1994 Rwanda genocide, where the international com-
munity stood on the sidelines as some 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus
were slaughtered. As President Clinton, speaking before an audience of geno-
cide survivors in Rwanda, declared: “We in the United States and the world
community did not do as much as we could have and should have done to try
to limit what occurred in Rwanda in 1994.” He then went on to warn somberly
that “we’re still not organized to deal with it.”12

U.S. involvement in Africa’s intrastate conflicts has taken many forms. These
range from the relatively low-cost and easy-to-operationalize noncoercive in-
centives to relatively high-cost rescue and peacekeeping missions and military
interventions. To gauge American and UN commitment to intervene in intense
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intrastate conflicts, I will concentrate on such key noncoercive areas of initiative
as exhortation, diplomatic pressure, political and military alignment, sanctions,
and the facilitation of peace accords.

EXHORTATION AND DIPLOMATIC PRESSURE

It is not surprising that a powerful international actor such as the United States,
alone or in coalition with other states or international organizations, has inter-
ceded during the cautious engagement phase to exhort cooperative behavior
and to protest abusive actions. Such interventions have long been recognized as
representing “a legitimate exercise of the law of humanitarian intervention.”13

For example, the U.S. Senate took a strong stand on human rights violations in
the Sudan in 1993, forcefully criticizing the Sudanese government for engaging
in a campaign of “ethnic cleansing” against the Nuba people in Kordofan
Province; it went on from such criticism to oppose the extension of further
World Bank or IMF loans while these abuses remained present,14 and in 1997,
during a visit to Uganda, U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright pointedly
met with Sudanese rebel leaders and blamed Sudanese government officials for
the continuing civil war in that country.15 U.S. exhortations and criticisms of
 human rights abuses were also commonplace in Zimbabwe, Liberia, Darfur,
and South Africa, largely because such statements were relatively easy to invoke
and low in cost. They raise the costs on governments that abuse the civil and
political rights of their citizens at little expense to themselves.

However, the ability of such observations to alter the policies and prefer-
ences of target governments or movements should not be overestimated. Un-
less these exhortations are linked to other, more coercive forms of action,
their ability to induce a change of outlooks or practices remains in doubt.
Where the target country’s political elite is firmly ensconced in power and
civil society is relatively ineffective, such noncoercive influences are important
as indicators of international standards but somewhat limited in their imme-
diate impact on local behavior.

POLITICAL AND MILITARY ALIGNMENT

Great power alignments with their African allies during and after the negotia-
tion phase have at times had a significant impact on the nature and level of
intrastate conflict. This was particularly evident in the Cold War period, when
the United States and the Soviet Union conditioned their economic and polit-
ical support upon African state compliance. In what amounts to an asymmet-
rical exchange relationship, the hegemonic power influenced African country
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choices by providing security in exchange for resource supplements.16 As
David A. Lake describes this transactional relationship: “Dominant states pro-
vide order and, in turn, make demands on other states; subordinate states
benefit from the order and regard the demands of the dominant state neces-
sary for that order as legitimate and, therefore, authoritative.”17 Of course,
when they come to view these demands as unnecessary and contrary to their
interests, partially autonomous but weaker parties may resist them and refuse
to engage in further transactions.

For example, in the way that the United States joined forces with Haile Se-
lassie’s Amharic-dominated state and built up and equipped his armed forces, it
strengthened state power at the expense of other nationalities in the country.
Bereket Habte Selassie, the former attorney general of Ethiopia and professor of
law at various universities, has noted that between 1953 and 1977, the United
States extended $279 million in military aid to Ethiopia and trained over 3,500
Ethiopian military personnel in the United States. The defense pact between the
United States and the Haile Selassie government “bolstered” the Ethiopian army,
enabling it to occupy Eritrea and other subordinate regions.18 In exchange, the
United States strengthened its position in the region, securing an important re-
gional ally as well as access to the defense-related Kagnew Station.19

A similar dynamic was at work in Liberia, where U.S. foreign policymakers
strengthened the political center of a longtime ally against challengers in the pe-
riphery. In the 1980s, U.S. military assistance to the government of Samuel Doe
in Liberia nearly doubled, and for a time, Liberia became the largest recipient of
U.S. aid per capita of all the states in sub-Saharan Africa.20 By aligning himself
with the United States and using its aid to build up his army at the political cen-
ter, Doe was in a position until late 1989 (and the emergence of Charles Taylor)
to resist Libyan offers of assistance and to maintain power, brutally suppressing
opposition threats to his rule.

In contrast to this common pattern of support for governments, U.S.  policy -
makers also aligned themselves at times with insurgent forces who were
 opposed to Soviet-backed central authorities in Angola. Most notably, by ex-
tending economic and military assistance to the Ovimbundu-based National
Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA) insurgency in the 1980s,
the United States helped Jonas Savimbi survive military assaults from the An-
golan army and also weakened the capacity of the Luanda government to pene-
trate and regulate its society. Such alignments were not without political cost for
the United States, for it came to be perceived as inspired by its Cold War con-
cerns and highly partisan in its orientation.

Military assistance and political alignments have remained in evidence in
the post–Cold War times. The United States has reportedly supplied military
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TABLE 10.2  Total U.S. military aid to sub-Saharan Africa, 2000–2006

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005* 2006*

7.5 8.5 10.3 9.9 11.2 10.8 11

10.3 19.7 28.6 28.1 20.9 26.3 24

36.7 46.5 54.9 78.1 30.2 133.2 41.4

170.7 264.4 526.3 372 508.8 852.2 764.9

225.2 339.1 620.1 488.1 571.1 1022.5 841.3

U.S. Military Aid to Africa
(millions $)

IMET

FMF

PKO (non-UN Peacekeeping)

CIPA (UN Peacekeeping

Contributions)

TOTAL

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005* 2006*

1.9

11.5 13.3 5.4 10 10 8

30.2 74.1 226.4 158.8 30 249 207

10.5 10.8 13.1 14 16 16 14

128.1 96.7 205.9 144.9 71 47 4

71.3 67.6 48.9 50 50 33

42 94 90

290 135 159

250 250

170.7 264.4 526.3 372 508.8 852.2 764.9

CIPA (UN Peacekeeping
Contributions) (millions $)

Angola

Western Sahara

DR Congo

Rwanda

S. Leone

Ethiopia-Eritrea

Burundi

Liberia

Sudan/Darfur

TOTAL

Source: U.S. Department of State, “International Affairs (Function 150) Budget Request,”
http://www.state.gov/m/rm/rls/.
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assistance, though not arms, to Uganda, Eritrea, and Ethiopia, “in an explicit
effort,” writes Meghan O’Sullivan, “to help them combat insurgencies fueled
by the government of Sudan.”21 It has been reported that these nonlethal
weapons have aided the Sudan People’s Liberation Army in particular.22

SANCTIONS

When exhortations and moderate diplomatic pressures prove insufficient to
induce a change of preferences on the part of Africa’s leaders, U.S. foreign pol-
icymakers have often turned to economic, political, and military assistance
sanctions. Sanctions, writes Bruce Jentleson, are the “actual or threatened de-
nial of economic relations by one or more states (sender(s)) intended to in-
fluence the behavior of another state (target) on non-economic issues or to
limit its military capabilities.”23 They seek through the use of nonmilitary
punishments to raise the costs on norm-breaking regimes, thereby instilling a
sense of urgency regarding a change of policies. Sanctions are less costly than
direct military intervention, representing a tool of soft intervention that pun-
ishes deviant behavior and, then, rewards positive responses that reshape the
priorities of targeted actors. They indicate strong disapproval with existing
approaches to handling conflict issues, putting into effect either specific puni-
tive or more comprehensive measures if the targeted actor refuses to change
its practices.24 When sanctions are backed by a wide coalition of states, inside
as well as outside the region, they can raise the costs on trade and investment.
In this respect, Kofi Annan notes, “the multilateral threat of economic isola-
tion may help to encourage political dialogue, while the application of rigor-
ous economic and political sanctions can diminish the capacity of the
protagonists to sustain a prolonged fight.”25

Certainly, the imposition of sanctions on Rhodesia, apartheid South
Africa, Liberia, and Sudan did isolate the targeted regimes, increasing their
costs of doing business and attracting investments. Although their effects
must not be overstated, they did impose some costs, thereby contributing to a
change of behavior. As U.S. Ambassador Arthur Goldberg recognized regard-
ing the application of sanctions in the 1960s and 1970s against the continu-
ance of Ian Smith’s white minority rule in Rhodesia, sanctions would not
likely have a decisive impact, but “their economy may be affected sufficiently
to induce them to negotiate.”26 Clearly, the hardships of mandatory economic
sanctions on Rhodesia did not prove sufficient to force policy changes on
their own, but, in conjunction with the insurgent military attacks on the
ground, they helped to underscore the isolation of the ruling coalition.27

Hence their limited success often lay more in terms of local and international
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political symbolism and psychological relations than in the achievement of
compliance with the wishes of the sending state or states.28

Especially in the case of relatively industrialized South Africa, sanctions
created problems of acquiring the latest technology and importing petroleum
products as well as complicating the ability of South Africans to compete in
international sporting events, something that involved great symbolic signifi-
cance for the white community. By the time the Reagan administration took
office, the struggle for progressive change in South Africa had emerged as a
domestic issue in American politics and the “constructive engagement” policy
of working with the white-led regime, avoiding the imposition of additional
sanctions, and offering to end the country’s “polecat status in the world” if it
cooperated on Namibian independence had failed to induce a change of pri-
orities on the apartheid approach.29 When a mild incentives approach did not
suffice, then a more coercive incentives strategy became imperative.30 Hence,
despite the Reagan team’s opposition to placing sanctions on South African
trade and on its access to certain technology and services, Congress passed the
1986 Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act into law. The American use of the
economic sanctions weapon was directed mainly at South Africa’s white rul-
ing establishment and sought to raise the costs on further governmental inac-
tion in coming to the negotiating table and ensuring that no backsliding took
place after the negotiated settlement. The 1986 law made the South African
government’s acceptance as a legitimate member of the world community
conditional upon its reevaluation of the need for political reform. The ban on
new loans and investments was damaging to the South African economy, as
was the denial of access to world markets for certain goods, technology, and
services. Real growth slackened, leading to a continuing rise in unemploy-
ment (some 2 million by 1991) and an estimated fall in average income of
some 15 percent.31 Only when President Nelson Mandela assumed power in
South Africa and appealed to the United States to end sanctions did the Clin-
ton team move to dismantle the existing sanctions legislation.

At different times, the United States also invoked sanctions against a
 number of norm-breaking states or movements in Africa, including Uganda,
UNITA in Angola, Ethiopia/Eritrea, Rwanda, Nigeria/Biafra, Somalia, Libya,
Sudan, and Liberia. The U.S. government publicly protested the Amin regime’s
harassment of its Asian citizens and subsequently went beyond this to invoke a
wide range of measures, including the closure of the American embassy, the
temporary cessation of bilateral aid projects, and the termination of programs
by such U.S. government agencies as the Export-Import Bank and the Over-
seas Private Investment Corporation.32 The effect was to further isolate a
pariah regime, which was ultimately overthrown when Ugandan refugee forces
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linked up with Tanzanian troops to depose the dictator. The UN Security
Council decision to impose an arms embargo on Ethiopia and Eritrea in May
2000 was an important step, for it sent a signal at a time of high tension
“against business as usual.”33

Sanctions of moderate intensity were also put into effect against Charles
Taylor’s regime in Liberia, mainly for its failure to end its illicit trafficking in
military arms and conflict diamonds. U.S. sanctions followed soon after the
publication of newspaper accounts in 2000–2001 of Taylor’s dealings with the
Sierra Leonean insurgent movement, the Revolutionary United Front. U.S. of-
ficials accused Taylor of providing the RUF with military arms in exchange for
diamonds,34 unlawfully depleting Liberian resources, and undermining “the
orderly development of its political, administrative, and economic institutions
and resources.”35 U.S. sanctions were put into effect on May 22, 2001 (Execu-
tive Order 13213) and then strengthened in a subsequent executive order (No.
13348 of July 27, 2004). These sanctions banned the importation of Liberian
diamonds into the United States, broadened the arms embargo, and limited
the ability of Taylor and his entourage to travel, move funds, or open bank ac-
counts abroad. Although a United Nations Panel of Experts’ Report on Liberia
in October 2001 indicated that the Liberian government had complied with
the requirement on grounding Liberian aircraft suspected of sanctions bust-
ing, it concluded that sanctions had only a limited impact. Reports provided
information suggesting that the Taylor regime was still getting weapons. They
also suggested that Taylor had not expelled the RUF from its territory, and that
some government officials had violated the UN travel ban. Later, at the request
of the newly elected government of Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf, the United States
asked the UN Security Council to ease its ban on the sale of weapons to enable
the Liberian security services to train their police and military services. This
partial easing was agreed to in June 2006. The Security Council also lifted the
embargo on Liberian timber exports but left the embargo on uncut diamonds
in place for another six months, until an internationally verifiable plan was
 implemented.36

U.S. economic sanctions were also directed against the ruling National Is-
lamic Front (NIF) government in Sudan, initially over its preparedness to pro-
vide sanctuary and support for terrorist groups and then to pressure it to
negotiate in good faith with southern insurgents as well as to improve its hu-
man rights record. In an effort to demonstrate to the Sudanese government the
seriousness of U.S. concerns over the Sudan government’s sponsorship of state
terror and its continued “prosecution of a devastating civil war,” President Bill
Clinton blocked Sudanese governmental assets in the United States. He also
prohibited the importation of Sudanese goods into the United States and the
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exportation of U.S. goods to Sudan. An exception was made for the importa-
tion of gum Arabic, which was described as a product “unavailable from other
sources.”37 The effect of making an exception for gum Arabic was a weakening
of the force of the sanctions weapon from the very outset, however.

Then, in 2002, the U.S. Congress enacted, and President George W. Bush
signed into law, the Sudan Peace Act. This Act brought the United States more
directly into the ongoing peace negotiations between the Sudanese govern-
ment and the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement and Sudan People’s Liber-
ation Army (SPLM/SPLA). Describing the action of the Sudanese government
in intensifying the prosecution of the war and in using militias to raid and en-
slave peoples in areas outside its control as constituting genocide, the 2002 Su-
dan Peace Act offered the Sudanese government incentives to move ahead with
the negotiating process within a six-month period or face the consequences in
terms of sanctions. Thus, if the Bush administration concluded that Sudanese
authorities were not negotiating in good faith, the president was authorized to
instruct U.S. spokespersons to continue to vote against international financial
institution loans and credits to the government of the Sudan as well as to “take
all necessary and appropriate steps, including through multilateral efforts, to
deny the Government of Sudan access to oil revenues to ensure that the Gov-
ernment of Sudan neither directly nor indirectly utilizes any oil revenues to
purchase or acquire military equipment or to finance any military activities.”38

As Meghan O’Sullivan noted, the United States had shifted from an earlier
“regime change strategy” to a new emphasis on “engagement” in the negotiat-
ing process.39 This change of emphasis made the new law part of a larger
process that provided Sudanese authorities with an incentive to alter their be-
havior in bringing the civil war to a peaceful conclusion.

It must be recognized that sanctions are inevitably a blunt instrument. They
can be difficult to apply without hurting the very people in target countries
whose interests they seek to advance. Moreover, experience over the years indi-
cates that it is not easy to organize a coalition of states prepared to bear the
costs of implementing an effective sanctions policy. Sanctions involve potential
economic and political costs for domestic publics in the sending countries,
which governments may not be prepared to shoulder. Reportedly, the Clinton
team became increasingly cautious about employing the sanctions weapon
abroad as powerful American farm and business organizations expressed con-
cerns over the potential loss of economic opportunities in the target countries.
These American business interests voiced a fear that “unlimited sanctions only
make foreign rivals stronger and taint us as unreliable suppliers.”40 Clearly,
then, in both sender and receiver countries, sanctions cannot be used cava-
lierly. They may invoke fear and opposition at home and strengthen target
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regimes abroad, shifting blame for adverse outcomes to outsiders and causing
a rally-round-the-flag effect.41

To act as a meaningful incentive it is important that the means of compli-
ance, and therefore the termination of sanctions, should be specified at the
outset.42 The prospect that sanctions on oil would not be invoked under the
Sudan Peace Act and, subsequently, that economic relations with the United
States would be normalized if the Sudan government pursued negotiations
with the South in good faith provided positive incentives for a constructive
policy.43 Clearly, unless sanctions carry with them a dynamic for change—one
that enables the political elites in the initiating states to tighten or reduce their
effects—they are likely to prove static and consequently ineffective.

MEDIUM-INTENSITY INTERVENTIONS

If soft, nonmilitary force interventions represent the typical U.S. response to
intense intrastate conflict in Africa, occasional operations other than war
(OOTW), which are somewhat harder in their approach, represent a useful
contrast with this basic pattern. OOTW interventions, mainly peacekeeping
and humanitarian interventions, entail military force that can involve either
direct or indirect U.S. action. They can be traditional peacekeeping and pro-
vide an important incentive to maintain a cease-fire, negotiate a peace agree-
ment, or establish a buffer between warring parties; alternatively, they can be
multidimensional peacekeeping initiatives that engage not only in buffering
between the adversaries but also engaging in the rebuilding of war-torn econ-
omies and overseeing demobilization, disarmament, and the reintegration of
armies. “The more hostile and numerous the factions,” note Michael Doyle
and Nicholas Sambanis, “the more difficult is the peace process, and the more
international assistance/authority is needed to establish peace.”44 When these
intervening forces are sanctioned by the international community (for exam-
ple, the United Nations, regional organizations, or other state groupings),
they can present a trip wire that raises the costs of an attack by one of the local
adversaries. Should such an attack occur, as in Charles Taylor’s National Patri-
otic Front of Liberia 1993 offensive against the Economic Community of
West African States Monitoring Group troops dug in around Monrovia,
ECOMOG, with UN Security Council endorsement, launched a counterof-
fensive and seized some 50 percent of the country. In the current period, the
United States has contributed aid to UN peacekeeping forces in Angola, West-
ern Sahara, DR Congo, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Ethiopia and Eritrea, Burundi,
Liberia, and Sudan. U.S. peacekeeping costs have risen sharply over the years,
from $171 million in 2000 to an estimated $765 million in 2006. The United
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States has contributed military personnel to UN missions in four cases—
 Somalia, Liberia, Ethiopia-Eritrea, and Mozambique—and has pushed for a
UN peacekeeping initiative to buttress the African Union Mission in the Su-
dan (AMIS) in Darfur.

If most of the U.S. peacekeeping efforts have been largely consistent with
its low-profile approach toward Africa, the humanitarian intervention in So-
malia of 1992–1994 was harder in its profile. In line with the general trajec-
tory of cautious engagement, the Somali humanitarian intervention assumed
limited objectives from the outset. Elated over its military victory in the Gulf
War and prodded on by scenes of starvation and suffering in Somalia (the so-
called CNN effect), the Bush I administration, with UN endorsement, dis-
patched a 25,000-person U.S. military force to Somalia in 1992 to ensure a
stable and safe environment for the delivery of relief supplies and to begin the
process of national reconciliation.45 Overwhelming force was deemed neces-
sary by U.S. policymakers so that there would be no doubts among factional
leaders regarding the need to cooperate.46 This force proved sufficient to en-
able relief agencies to distribute supplies, re-open schools, re-activate hospi-
tals, and begin economic rehabilitation; however, the U.S. military initially
resisted appeals from the UN Secretary-General to disarm the light weaponry
in the hands of rival militias.47

The Somali intervention diverged from the normal pattern of low-profile
African engagements in that U.S. policymakers were prepared to intercede in
situations where the state had failed—something it had been reluctant to do
in other situations. From the outset, it was unclear what would represent a
successful outcome or when it would be possible to disengage. There were
nagging questions early on about the mission’s ability to disarm the militias
and restore order in Mogadishu, to cope with the threat of national disinte-
gration, and to undertake the diplomatic initiative necessary for political
healing. The U.S. military could not be expected to impose political legiti-
macy on a divided society with its clan-based rivalries and ethnoregional an-
tagonisms (i.e., the Isaak rebellion and separatism in northern Somalia).48 All
that could reasonably be expected of it was to utilize the momentary opportu-
nity of U.S. overrule to create the conditions for internal negotiations. The
military did secure the main transportation routes, pacified a sizable area of
the country, and to a limited extent, began the process of putting an adminis-
trative and security system in place.

However, the peace talks that took place under the aegis of the United Na-
tions Task Force (UNITAF) proved to be a tenuous basis for ending the con-
flict. Instead of encouraging the development of civil society (e.g., traditional
elites and authorities, religious leaders, professionals, women’s organizations,
and intellectuals), American and UN diplomats promoted negotiations among
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the powerful warlords on the scene. The route of negotiating a pact among
warlords was attractive to American authorities because it was easier to put
into effect, more cost-effective, and offered incentives on inclusiveness to the
major warlords. John Hirsch and Robert Oakley, describing this strategy as
“pragmatic,” argue that it “reduced the level of confrontation with the faction
leaders and minimized the risk of casualties, it put heavy weapons out of circu-
lation, and it quickly broke through obstacles to the delivery of food and med-
icine in south-central Somalia.”49 On the downside, such a pact among militia
leaders meant hesitant efforts to promote disarmament and entailed dealing
with the very people who had been the source of the breakdown.50

The diplomatic process that took place after the U.S. military intervention
represented an effort to contain the most destructive elements of the conflict.
Although the American team did mediate some of the local conflicts on its
own, the main task of negotiating a nationwide agreement fell to Ethiopian
leader Meles Zenawi and the United Nations, with the Americans playing a
supporting role.51 In March 1993, the fifteen main factional leaders met in
Addis Ababa under UN sponsorship, where they agreed to establish a seventy-
four-member Transitional National Council that would have included the
various clan leaders plus three elected representatives (one of whom had to be
a woman) selected by each of the eighteen regional councils. The Transitional
National Council would have served as a legislative body, and it would have
set up an independent judiciary as well as provide for the establishment of
elected and regional councils.52 All of this appeared to come apart in the en-
suing months, as violence flared up anew, and the UN high command de-
clared this provisional framework null and void.53

As the security environment improved and relief convoys encountered less
difficulty in delivering supplies to those requiring help, the American govern-
ment pressed the UN Secretary-General for a transition to United Nations au-
thority. Not surprisingly, the UN Secretary-General resisted assuming this
costly and difficult assignment, even though the United States gave assurances
of continued operational support during the transition. With Somalia lacking
an effective government or integrated army, and with weaponry spread widely
throughout the country, the new force (the United Nations Operation in
 Somalia—UNOSOM II) found itself precariously placed from the beginning.
In part to compensate for UNOSOM II’s apparent frailty, the Security Coun-
cil authorized UN commanders to use force if necessary under Chapter VII of
the Charter.

By failing to disarm the militias and to set a realizable political agenda, the
initial UNITAF mission left UNOSOM II in a vulnerable position when the
transition came into full effect in May 1993.54 These problems were com-
pounded by the gap between the new, ambitious mandate the UN set for itself
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and its limited capabilities to achieve its objectives. Under Security Council
Resolution 814, the member states emphasized “the crucial importance” of
disarmament and went on to request that UNOSOM II “assume responsibil-
ity for the consolidation, expansion and maintenance of a secure environ-
ment throughout Somalia.”55 Such goals might be logical, but they were
exceedingly difficult to apply in the context of a failed state. The UN, which
lacked the necessary military and civilian personnel and equipment to achieve
such tasks, was thinking in terms of lofty principles, not strategic realities.

This deficiency soon became apparent. In June 1993, Somali National Al-
liance (SNA) militiamen attacked a UNOSOM II inspection team, killing
twenty-four Pakistanis and three Americans. UN Secretary-General Boutros
Boutros-Ghali, pinning the responsibility for this attack on General Mohamed
Farah Aidid, launched a series of raids to capture him. These forays culminated
in a disastrous battle in Mogadishu on October 3 that left eighteen American
soldiers and one Malaysian soldier dead, ninety U.S., Malaysian, and Pakistani
soldiers wounded, and many hundreds of Somali killed or injured. The Octo-
ber confrontation, as Boutros-Ghali noted, was “a turning-point in the inter-
national community’s involvement in Somalia.”56

Americans generally regarded the Somali intervention as a humanitarian
undertaking that did not advance U.S. national interests. Therefore, when SNA
militiamen killed a number of American servicemen and dragged one of their
bodies through the streets of Mogadishu, it triggered widespread public de-
mands for withdrawal. Public opinion surveys held immediately after the Oc-
tober battle showed a significant segment of the American public favoring a
withdrawal of American troops from Somalia in six months.57 The American
political elite was most outspoken on the need to disengage. Republican Sena-
tor Trent Lott stated unambiguously that “under no circumstances should the
United States remain in Somalia.”58 On the Democratic side, Senator Sam
Nunn opposed military support for an expanded UN mission. Nunn declared:
“Our role is too important in areas of the world that are significant to United
States military interests, security interests, and economic interests to allow our
military effectiveness to be dissipated in places where we have no economic
and no security interests.”59 Faced with this strong opposition, President Clin-
ton took the pragmatic course and announced that the United States intended
to withdraw its forces by March 1994. The UN soon followed in March 1995.

Clearly, American policy had shifted from a preparedness to engage in
OOTW undertakings back to soft intervention. In practice, U.S. policymakers
appeared most reticent to take on new, multidimensional peacekeeping opera-
tions in Africa, on their own or in support of an active UN or regional organi-
zation involvement. Thus, the U.S. government largely stood on the sidelines
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in the mid-1990s and beyond as intrastate conflicts and militia violence
wreaked havoc not only in Somalia but also in Sudan, Burundi, Rwanda, and
the DR Congo. In Somalia, a relatively hard humanitarian intervention that
lacked visible objectives and substantial public support had proved brittle as it
encountered growing opposition among Africans. Without local support, in-
terveners are likely to prove ineffective and to be unable to structure the neces-
sary incentives for political consolidation.

FACILITATION OF PEACE ACCORDS

The different strategies outlined up to this point represent approaches that
third parties can use to manage the peace process. But if they are to achieve
their intended purposes, noncoercive and coercive incentives must operate
within a broad framework of local legitimacy and be linked to an active diplo-
matic effort. As Meghan O’Sullivan contends, “only when sanctions [in the Su-
dan] were combined with other tools of engagement did they become part of
a successful equation to move Khartoum in a promising direction regarding
the war.”60 An embargo on arms was also put in effect during the  Ethiopian-
Eritrean War along with a series of other measures, including an aid freeze,
diplomatic isolation, pressure from international financial institutions that re-
duced lending greatly during the conflict period and provided no substantial
debt relief, and heavy Congressional expressions of outrage over the extent
and brutality of the fighting.61 Because the combined thrust of diplomatic ac-
tion and incentive policies can set an appropriate framework for advancing
peace, it is necessary to turn at this point to one of the most prominent forms
that U.S. diplomacy takes in Africa (e.g., third-party mediation) and its impli-
cations for an incentives strategy.

As indicated earlier, the United States uses a variety of soft intervention
tools to bring about a cessation of civil war and to protect Africa’s vulnerable
peoples, but unless these tools are effectively linked to an active diplomatic
process these tools by themselves may seem passive and lacking in the mo-
mentum necessary to produce a major change in policy direction. The added
push for change can come from diplomatic pressure, censure, threat, coercive
action, and official or nonofficial mediation. Mediation, which has an impor-
tant place in a soft intervention approach, is viewed broadly here to include
the extension of good offices, the provision of information, the clarification of
misperceptions and misinformation, the development of a consensus on
principles and objectives, the setting of an agenda, the defining of the issues in
contention, the suggestion of compromises and adjustments, and the manip-
ulation of pressures and incentives to alter payoff structures.62 What kind of
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mediation—direct or indirect—is generally preferred by U.S. officials, and
which type is most consistent with a soft diplomatic strategy?

It is important to note at the outset that data on civil war termination in -
dicate that the general prospects for resolving Africa’s civil wars by means of
negotiation and mediation are limited. When certain circumstances have pre-
vailed (e.g., the emergence of identifiable bargaining parties, a mutually hurt-
ing stalemate, leaders determined upon a political solution, and external
pressures to reach agreement), third-party interveners have at times suc-
ceeded in bringing about an agreement in roughly one-fourth of the civil
wars in the twentieth century.63 This difficulty of mediating civil wars be-
comes more apparent when they involve an ethnic or religious dimension.
Identity conflicts reflect the high level of emotion surrounding these encoun-
ters and the great reluctance that state authorities have for dealing with the
leaders of ethnic-based guerrilla movements;64 they fear that such diplomatic
contacts may accord the insurgents a measure of international respectability,
even legitimacy.65 Moreover, the room for maneuver in a state-ethnoregional
conflict is circumscribed by the nature of the “two-level” bargaining process:
Not only must the negotiators deal with each other, but they must negotiate
and maintain the backing of their communal members.66 Yet despite these
unpropitious bargaining conditions, third parties have sometimes managed
to establish communications, set agendas for the discussion of divisive issues,
and even facilitate successful negotiations.

One of the key variables that distinguish great power mediators from oth-
ers is their high status and command of critical political and economic re-
sources. Access to extensive resources enables great powers to be in a better
position to influence the adversaries through offers of inducements or the
threat or actual withdrawal of inducements.67 On some occasions, various
African leaders, singly or in collaboration with African or international part-
ners, have undertaken successful mediatory initiatives in state-substate con-
flicts, as with Emperor Haile Selassie in the 1972 Sudanese peace negotiations;
Thabo Mbeki in the 2003 Burundian political and military agreement; the
 Inter-Governmental Authority on Development (IGAD) in Sudan’s 2005
Comprehensive Peace Agreement; the African Union in the 2006 Darfur Peace
Agreement; and the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS)
mediators’ contribution to the process of returning Liberia to stable relations.
Even though only a short-lived success, Foreign Minister Amara Essy of Côte
d’Ivoire in 1996 mediated an agreement between the government of Sierra
Leone and the insurgent opposition, the Revolutionary United Front.

Other African leaders have been less successful, however. Although Kenya’s
President Daniel arap Moi displayed considerable skill in hammering out an
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agreement on Uganda in 1985, he was constrained by the unwillingness of the
negotiating parties to commit themselves credibly to what had been negoti-
ated. President Mobutu Sese Seko’s peacemaking initiative for Angola in 1989
and the various attempts by Moi, President Robert Mugabe, and President
Hastings Banda to intercede in the ongoing civil war in Mozambique softened
the perceptions that the adversaries held about one another, but they produced
little decisive change.68 In Burundi, the formal diplomatic track (the so-called
Arusha process) organized by former Tanzanian President Julius Nyerere and
backed by the countries in the Great Lakes region as well as U.S. special envoy
Howard Wolpe in the 1990s failed in its efforts to bring about conclusive nego-
tiations between the Tutsi-dominated government and the Hutu rebels.69 And
in Darfur, African Union mediators, with strong U.S. backing, succeeded in
getting the Sudan government and the Minni Arkou Minnawi faction of the
Sudan Liberation Movement (SLM) to sign the Darfur Peace Agreement, only
to see the SLM’s main military commanders and political elites officially sus-
pend the implementation of the agreement in June 2006. African states have
advantages in terms of personal rapport with political elites and knowledge of
the local situation, making them particularly effective at times in facilitating
agreements among disputants in neighboring countries.

By contrast, when the great powers cooperated with each other and medi-
ated directly between the conflicting parties (Angola 1988), or indirectly backed
African or other powers in their efforts to mediate intrastate disputes (Angola
1991, Mozambique 1992, Liberia 2003, Sudan 2003–2006), the prospects for
successful conflict management were enhanced. Provided the great powers
view their interests in terms of becoming actively involved, they can bring
enormous international pressures to bear on local actors, raising the costs on
intransigent resistance. According to Sudan’s Foreign Minister Mustafa Ismail,
“the Nuba Mountains agreement was reached because the U.S. was involved.”70

The ability of strong third-party actors to manipulate the preferences of local
actors and to help alter the choices of conflicting parties on negotiating a
peaceful outcome to their conflicts has not always proved sufficient (as indi-
cated by Jonas Savimbi’s renewal of the Angolan civil war in 1992), but such
measures can often make a critical difference.

In line with this distinction between direct and indirect mediation, I em-
phasize here an American policy preference for indirect mediatory activity in
dealing with African conflicts. With the end of the Cold War struggle, the in-
ternational stakes at play remain relatively low, and the difficulty of coping
with intrastate strife in Africa has increased noticeably. As a consequence, the
tendency to become directly involved in highly consuming diplomatic initia-
tives that may involve a reputation cost if they fail (as in the case of Angola)
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has gradually given way to a preference for conflict resolution efforts under
the auspices of regional and international organizations or friendly powers.
The effect of this is to induce U.S. officials to favor soft diplomatic measures
and indirect mediation in Africa for the most part. I explore the latter prefer-
ence in the discussion that follows.

Direct Mediation

The urge to intervene directly in African disputes certainly ebbed as the Cold
War passed and as the United States became aware of the moral responsibili-
ties and costs that go with a lead role in implementing peace settlements. Even
so, the temptation to play a direct role in facilitating the management of cer-
tain high-profile conflicts never disappeared entirely. As a consequence, it is
important for us to note some of the forms that such direct interventions
can take.

First, there is considerable scope for linkage between public and private U.S.
initiatives. An example of such linkage is former President Jimmy Carter’s ef-
forts to promote an Ethiopian-Eritrean dialogue in 1989. Certainly Carter, as a
past president of the United States, had exceptional entrée to people in high
places as well as an aura of power associated with his former office. In addition,
his attempt to bring the main protagonists together occurred with the tacit ap-
proval of the U.S. government and against a backdrop of increasing superpower
cooperation on regional issues.71 The Ethiopian government and Eritrean Peo-
ple’s Liberation Front (EPLF) delegations, despite very different conceptions of
the negotiating process, did come to the Carter Center in Atlanta prepared to
talk about the issues in dispute. The results of these talks  represented a hopeful
beginning, for agreement was reached on ten out of thirteen points, including
the agenda for the follow-up meeting, the nature of the delegations, and the of-
ficial languages to be used at the meetings. Several substantive issues on the role
of the chair and the nature and composition of the observers were left unset-
tled, however, and these contributed to the ultimate breakdown of the dialogue
when the follow-up conferees reassembled in Nairobi.

Second, prominent U.S. officials, often retired from the State Department,
have mediated African conflicts under United Nations auspices. In the South
African case, a UN mission led by former Secretary of State Cyrus Vance in Au-
gust 1992 did engage in some quiet mediatory activities between African Na-
tional Congress (ANC) Secretary General Cyril Ramaphosa and Minister of
Constitutional Development Roelf Meyer. Moreover, former Secretary of State
James A. Baker III, acting under the auspices of the UN, mediated on the West-
ern Sahara issue between representatives of Morocco and the Frente Popular
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para la Liberacion de Saguia el-Hamra y Rio di Oro (the Polisario Front). In
meetings at Houston in September 1997, the parties reached agreement on the
size of the Electoral College to be used in the upcoming referendum on the ter-
ritory’s self-determination.72

Third, officials of the U.S. government have from time to time acted as di-
rect mediators in Africa’s internal conflicts. In May 1991, as the insurgent Ethi-
opian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) forces approached
the perimeters of Addis Ababa and President Mengistu Haile Mariam fled the
country, the United States interjected itself into the unfolding Ethiopian crisis.
At the request of the caretaker government and the opposition movements in
the field (the EPRDF, the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front, and the Oromo
Liberation Front), Assistant Secretary Herman Cohen convened a meeting of
these parties in London on May 27 to work out a cease-fire and transition to a
new regime. The situation on the ground was deteriorating rapidly. EPRDF
troops remained on the outskirts of Addis Ababa, honoring a pledge to Cohen
that they would not enter the city prior to the commencement of negotiations.
Upon learning that the interim government was losing control of its troops
and anxious to spare the city the destruction that accompanies house-to-house
combat (as in Somalia), Cohen seized the initiative and publicly recommended
that the EPRDF be allowed to move into the capital before the peace confer-
ence “to restore order in Addis.”73 The interim government, unable to prevent
the occupation of the city by EPRDF troops, watched helplessly during the
night of May 27–28 as the insurgents took charge. By sanctioning the EPRDF
takeover, Cohen contended that he acted as the “conscience of the interna-
tional community,” sparing Addis Ababa from certain havoc.74

Cohen also made proposals to the Sudanese government and the SPLM/
SPLA concerning a cease-fire, disengagement of forces, and the adoption of
federalism in March 1990, but to no avail.75 He did succeed in mediating an
agreement in Zaire between President Mobutu Sese Seko, Archbishop Laurent
Monsengwo (the president of the High Council of the Republic), and Prime
Minister Etienne Tshisekedi wa Mulumba on a sharing of power during the
1992–1994 transition period, but this effort proved disappointing, for
Mobutu, after accepting the compromise, refused to abide by its terms.76

Nevertheless, it was the complex international negotiations over Angola and
Namibia that showed that U.S. initiatives can sometimes result in enduring 
settle  ments. From independence in November 1975 to the signing of the
 Angola/Namibia agreements in December 1988, the conflict among the An-
golan nationalist movements (UNITA, the Popular Movement for the Libera-
tion of Angola [MPLA], and until the early 1980s, the National Front for the
Liberation of Angola [FNLA]) was a civil war exacerbated by the ties that these
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 nationalist movements had to various external powers. Whereas the MPLA gov-
ernment was bolstered by Soviet military equipment and Cuban combat
troops, UNITA, and for a time FNLA, received Chinese military equipment fol-
lowing decolonization, U.S. military assistance around independence and after
1985, and South African military assistance and combat support during all
phases of the war. As the civil war continued into the 1980s, and the MPLA and
UNITA forces, backed by their external allies, became locked into a costly stale-
mate, the various local and international actors showed themselves to be
 increasingly responsive to proposals for international—but not internal—
 negotiations. By late 1987, the time seemed ripe to make a new concerted effort
to settle outstanding regional differences.77 The opportunity for a serious peace
initiative was greatly advanced by the change from adversarial to cautiously co-
operative relations that took place in the mid-1980s between the United States
and the Soviet Union.

With U.S. Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs Chester A. Crocker
acting as mediator, the representatives of Angola, Cuba, and South Africa met
in secret in London in May 1988 to explore the Angolan proposal for a four-
year withdrawal of Cuban forces. This was followed by sessions in Brazzaville,
Cairo, and New York, where persistent behind-the-scenes Soviet and American
communications and pressures on their allies resulted in the acceptance of
general principles on Namibia’s independence, a phased Cuban withdrawal,
verification, and formal recognition of the U.S. role as mediator. In the Geneva
talks that followed, the conferees issued a joint statement announcing a de
facto cessation of hostilities and proposed dates for Namibia’s independence
and the exit of Cuban and South African troops from Angola. At successive
meetings in the fall, the parties agreed that the Cuban troop withdrawal would
take place over a 27-month period and that two-thirds of these soldiers would
leave during the first year with the remainder being redeployed by stages to the
north. However, this international pragmatism did not carry over to the re-
lated task of reconciling the intrastate war between the MPLA and UNITA.
Only as the great powers came to recognize the urgency of reaching an internal
agreement and, under the auspices of a Portuguese mediator, to exert signifi-
cant influence on their respective allies did a fragile and largely ineffective
peace agreement materialize.

The United States used direct mediation again in the high-stakes effort
spearheaded by Senator John Danforth, President George W. Bush’s special
 envoy in the Sudan, whose initiatives helped a U.S. State Department team to
 negotiate the six-month internationally monitored cease-fire in the Nuba
mountains in January 2002 and then supported its implementation by setting
up and funding the Joint Military Commission/Joint Monitoring Mission. Yet
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despite the occasional contributions of a direct mediatory approach, the United
States has agreed only occasionally to assume the responsibilities of a lead me-
diator in Africa. This probably reflects an assessment that the risks and costs of
such a mediatory role are relatively high, especially in societies that may not
share Western values on bargaining and the maximization of individual inter-
ests. The result in most cases is to reinforce the strong American preference for
working under the aegis of regional countries or organizations when dealing
with African conflict issues. As Acting Assistant Secretary of State for African
Affairs Charles R. Snyder stated, “Time and time again United States policy is
most effective when it works to complement African efforts already underway
across the continent.”79 Hence we turn now to the U.S. experience with indirect
mediation.

Indirect Mediation

With U.S. political will and capacity limited in the post–Cold War period and
its strategic interests in Africa constricted, it is not surprising that the Clinton
and Bush administrations turned increasingly to indirect forms of mediating
Africa’s internal conflicts. Indirect mediatory activity, as used here, refers to
U.S. backing for a formal mediatory effort mounted under the auspices of an-
other actor. This approach can involve U.S. support for a private, informal
mediator (as with former President Jimmy Carter’s 1989 attempt to mediate
between the Ethiopian government and the EPLF) or for a formal third-party
undertaking led by another state or regional or international organization
(for example, U.S. special envoy Howard Wolpe’s support of the Nyerere-led
mediation effort in the negotiations between the Great Lakes countries and
Burundi in the late 1990s; and the backing of IGAD’s mediation efforts in
 Sudan in the 2003–2006 period). The line between indirect mediatory activity
and direct mediation can sometimes be blurred. In Somalia, following the
U.S. humanitarian intervention in 1992–1993, for example, American diplo-
mats mediated certain local conflicts on their own; however, in the critical ne-
gotiations of March 1993, where the fifteen factional leaders agreed in Addis
Ababa to set up a Transitional National Council, UN and Ethiopian govern-
ment leaders played a prominent third-party role, facilitated by a behind-the-
scenes American diplomatic effort.

There are numerous instances of U.S. indirect mediatory action in Africa.
In the case of Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), where Britain was still recognized by
most countries as the colonial power, U.S. diplomats played a supporting role
during the 1979 Lancaster House peace negotiations. At one critical juncture
when the future constitutional arrangements were being discussed, it became
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necessary for the British to try to overcome the Patriotic Front’s objections by
offering to grant financial assistance for land resettlement and redistribution
to an independent Zimbabwe. At this time, U.S. diplomats, who had been ob-
serving the procedures closely, came to the support of the British mediators,
offering financial grants to an independent Zimbabwe for such broad pur-
poses as agriculture and education. By enabling the Patriotic Front negotia-
tors to save face, American side-payment helped to keep the conference from
breaking down over the land issue.80

Although U.S. mediators played a central role in facilitating an interna-
tional settlement in Angola in 1987–1988, it followed the lead of two middle-
power mediators—Zaire and Portugal—and the United Nations when it came
to negotiating an internal agreement between the MPLA government and
UNITA. The first effort to mediate an internal agreement was undertaken by
Zaire’s President Mobutu Sese Seko, with the quiet backing of the Soviet
Union and the United States, at Gbadolite, Zaire, in June 1989. After meeting
separately with Angolan President José Eduardo dos Santos and UNITA
leader Savimbi to work out an agreement on the summit declaration, Mobutu
presented the rivals before a gathering of Africa’s respected leaders, securing
a handshake between the arch adversaries as well as a sketchy agreement on a
cease-fire and on plans to move toward national integration. While support-
ive in principle of the Gbadolite peace process, U.S. policymakers did not put
sufficient pressure on Savimbi to ensure that he would appear at the Kinshasa
mini-summit or move toward a compromise agreement.

When it became apparent that the Gbadolite process had stalled, dos Santos
called for the acceptance of a new third-party intermediary. Portugal, the for-
mer colonial power, stepped into the situation and from mid-1990 to 1991
chaired a series of talks between representatives of the Angolan government
and UNITA. This time, the two great powers took a very active stance in sup-
port of the Portuguese mediators. U.S. Secretary of State James Baker met pub-
licly in December 1990 with the Angolan foreign minister, while Soviet Foreign
Minister Eduard Shevardnadze conferred with Savimbi. Then the two great
powers jointly sponsored a meeting in Washington, D.C., attended by the An-
golans and the Portuguese, which produced the so-called Washington Con-
cepts Paper, a conceptual framework for the Portuguese-mediated talks. Under
the terms of this paper, the coming into effect of a cease-fire would be followed
by a cessation of exports of lethal materiel to the parties by the United States,
the Soviet Union, and all other countries (the so-called triple-zero option); an
amendment of the constitution to provide for multiparty  democracy; free and
fair elections; the creation of a national army; and the installation of an inter-
national monitoring force. The Washington agreement on basic negotiating
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principles gave a new impetus to the flagging  Portuguese-led deliberations.
With U.S. and Soviet observers in attendance, the negotiators at Bicesse came
to an agreement on such knotty issues as the formation of a national army, the
setting of dates for the cease-fire, the timing of multiparty elections, and the
international monitoring process (including great power participation).

Following the first round of the presidential elections in 1992, it became ap-
parent to Savimbi that he was unlikely to win the runoff election, and claiming
fraud, he withdrew the UNITA units from the new Angolan army and renewed
the civil war. At the outset, UNITA successfully occupied some 70 percent of
the country; however, as the Angolan government purchased new arms from
abroad and hired the services of the South African security firm Executive
Outcomes, the tide of war changed, and the UNITA forces were put on the de-
fensive.81 Savimbi realized that it was time to return to the negotiating table.

This turn to peace was facilitated by the existence of ongoing negotiations
between the Angolan government and UNITA at Lusaka, under the auspices
of UN special representative Alioune Blondin Beye. In 1994, Beye, assisted by
U.S. special envoy Paul Hare and other diplomats, carefully negotiated what
became known as the Lusaka Protocol. The protocol reaffirmed the Bicesse
accords and reestablished formal control by central authorities over the whole
country, while at the same time providing UNITA with confidence-building
measures. These measures included terminating Angolan army offensives,
repatriating mercenaries, releasing political prisoners and captured soldiers,
providing for UN monitoring of demobilization, including UNITA personnel
in the police and army, and appointing UNITA party officials to high execu-
tive and administrative positions. Implementation of the protocol proved ex-
tremely difficult, mainly because Savimbi and his lieutenants appeared to
engage in delaying tactics. Although the new government of national unity
was installed in April 1997, Savimbi did not attend the opening ceremonies,
and fighting continued in contested areas.

Indirect mediatory action was also evident on the part of U.S. officials dur-
ing the critical phases of the 1992 Mozambican negotiations. In seeking to
reconcile the Mozambican government and the Mozambique National Resist-
ance (RENAMO), U.S. diplomats worked with Kenya’s President Daniel arap
Moi and Zimbabwe’s President Robert Mugabe to mediate the conflict in Au-
gust 1989. This effort soon lost its impetus, as RENAMO demanded recogni-
tion as a condition for negotiations, while the Mozambique Liberation Front
(FRELIMO) government sought acceptance as the country’s legitimate ruling
authority.82 In these circumstances, a new intermediary acceptable to both
sides became essential. The rival parties agreed, in the summer of 1990, to be-
gin direct talks in Rome under the joint mediation of the Italian government,
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the Roman Catholic lay organization Sant’Egidio, and the Roman Catholic
Archbishop of Beira.

The United States, as Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs Her-
man J. Cohen testified, “played a prominent facilitative role.” It advanced the
agenda of the talks, encouraged the parties to go to the bargaining table, and
consulted with the mediators and rival interests over a two-year period.83 In
its capacity as an official observer, the United States sent legal and military ex-
perts to Rome to help iron out the details, and it consulted regularly with the
contending parties over the cease-fire and military-related issues.84 After six-
teen years of war and an estimated 1 million deaths, the peace treaty signed by
President Joaquim A. Chissano and RENAMO leader Afonso Dhlakama rep-
resented a major achievement. The timetables set for demobilization, disar-
mament, and unification of forces proved to be somewhat unrealistic and
required further negotiations. Even so, a successful consolidation of the peace
agreement through externally facilitated monitoring and supervision added
significantly to stabilizing the peace process.

Indirect mediation efforts by the Bush administration in 2003 in Liberia
and in 2003–2006 in Sudan were largely in line with this past low-profile ap-
proach. In the Liberian negotiations, prominent sources interviewed by this
author emphasized that the United States was active in a supportive role, with
the leadership of the peace process being an ECOWAS effort, backed by the
Friends of Mediation (the United States, UN, and European Union).85 Acting
under the auspices of regional leaders, U.S. mediators facilitated the negotia-
tion process and firmly avoided the role of primary actor.86 In the Sudanese
peace negotiations, U.S. influence came from giving advice to the parties, par-
ticularly the SPLM/SPLA, which sought its counsel, and not pressing for prin-
ciples that its diplomats favored. “One of the keys to success” in Sudan,
explained Acting Assistant Secretary of State Charles R. Snyder, “is actually
falling in behind the work already done by the Africans, reinvigorating it, and
taking it further” to include new, expanded measures.87 This is not to say that
U.S. representatives held back on all occasions from playing an assertive role
in these negotiations. U.S. diplomats were forthright, for example, on the
need to prevent any one of the Liberian factions from achieving a military
victory; in the Sudan, they stressed the importance of preserving Sudanese
unity, and they took the initiative in urging Abyei’s self-administering status.
In general, however, it seems reasonable to conclude that the United States
sought local leadership of the negotiation process, and for the most part its
diplomats shunned a prominent public role in these African interventions.

Clearly, external mediators, particularly those from great powers such as
the United States, are acting prudently when they tread warily in Africa’s ne-
gotiations and thereby promote a sense of African self-determination and
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ownership of the peace process. This often means avoiding the temptation to
manipulate societal spokespersons and to act as a facilitator rather than a me-
diator with muscle.88 The United States, according to public officials inter-
viewed by this author, heeded this need for restraint in both the Liberian and
Sudanese negotiations. Although an indirect mediatory strategy did not prove
sufficient to bring a peaceful outcome to Darfur, the results were generally
constructive in Liberia and Sudan’s North-South settlement.

CONCLUSION: EVALUATING THE STRATEGIES

With the exception of such high-profile issues as South African sanctions, the
mediation in Angola, the Somali humanitarian intervention, and the Sudanese
diplomatic initiatives over the North-South and Darfur agreements, U.S. ef-
forts to promote political stability and peace in Africa have been low in profile,
involving limited commitments of energy and resources. The credibility of the
United States was not at stake, and domestic public opinion was not mobilized
to create a sense of urgent behavioral change on the part of government offi-
cials. Because of the limited American commitment, involvement in regional
or global multilateral coalitions often appeared more likely to produce con-
structive results than higher-profile, unilateral engagements. Moreover, indi-
rect mediation tended to be more useful in negotiating and implementing
peace accords than direct mediation, an outcome that can be disappointing to
well-intentioned observers determined upon creating quicker shortcuts to
peaceful outcomes.

Paradoxically, in its efforts to protect Africa’s vulnerable minorities, soft
power has generally proved as effective, if not more effective, than hard power.
In part, this is explained by the limits of American influence. In the African
context, the United States does not always have the usable power attributed to
it by observers at home and abroad. Its modern weaponry is not necessarily
relevant, and its military forces frequently lack the support of local popula-
tions. Hence, as seen in Somalia, its army lacks the leverage necessary to influ-
ence local preferences in the desired direction. In part, this is also explained in
terms of U.S. political will and preparedness to commit human lives and re-
sources to protect vulnerable peoples and advance peace. American will and
interests, then, combine to push U.S. strategists to seek to achieve their objec-
tives in low-cost, low-risk ways. In these circumstances, human protection
and peaceful relations tend to be ranked lower than the avoidance of heavy
potential losses that accrue from following a principled but risky course.

But a soft intervention approach can also create problems when its tools do
not prove sufficient to alter the behavior of targeted actors. U.S. denials of le-
gitimacy or sanctions may raise costs but still prove inadequate to achieve the
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goals of decision makers. In Africa, indirect mediation, the preferred U.S.
route, may lack enough manipulability to push the bargaining parties toward a
mutually acceptable and peaceful outcome. Just as the strategies of soft inter-
vention must be linked to active diplomacy to be effective, indirect mediation
must link U.S. and European Union leadership to African determination to
achieve the necessary momentum leading to peaceful outcomes. Soft interven-
tion and indirect mediation are attractive strategies because they accommo-
date African sensitivities and American preferences simultaneously. They
involve low risks for the sending country or countries and are respectful of lo-
cal African competence and integrity. On many occasions, this is sufficient to
bring about the desired change. But when it is not, a tipping point may be
reached where hesitation and pragmatism must give way to stronger measures.
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11

The War on Terrorism in Africa

Princeton N. Lyman

The war on terrorism in Africa did not begin on September 11, 2001. It began
in Sudan in the 1990s, where Osama bin Laden operated and where an attack
against Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak was organized. Three years later, in
1998, al-Qaeda cells blew up the American embassies in Nairobi and Dar es
Salaam. In retaliation for these attacks, the United States, in addition to an at-
tack in Afghanistan, bombed a chemical plant in Sudan, claiming that it was
producing elements for chemical weapons for al-Qaeda. From the time of these
attacks, moreover, U.S. policy in Somalia became preoccupied with searching
out, capturing, and killing the perpetrators of those attacks who were believed
to have taken refuge there. The seeds of later U.S. policy and all that has fol-
lowed in Somalia were planted then. More recently, terrorist acts in Europe,
particularly the train attack in Spain, have been linked to cells in Morocco and
Algeria, which interact with North African residents in Europe, and both coun-
tries themselves have been victims of recent terrorist bombing attacks.

After 9/11, U.S. focus on terrorism in Africa became much more pro-
nounced. For the first time since 1993, the United States deployed a sizeable
contingent of American troops on the continent, with the establishment in late
2002 of the Combined Joint Task Force-Horn of Africa (CJTF-HOA) in Dji-
bouti. In addition, President Bush announced a $100 million counterterrorism
initiative for East Africa and the Horn in 2003. At the same time, the U.S. Euro-
pean Command (EUCOM) spearheaded a series of training and military sup-
port operations in the Sahel, aimed at the Algeria-based GLPF; the program
later blossomed into the much larger Trans-Sahara Counter terrorism Initiative
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that now involves both North African and Sahelian states. Counterterrorism
efforts became even more pronounced in U.S. Africa policy after the Islamic
Courts Movement took power in Mogadishu, Somalia, in 2006, leading to the
Ethiopian invasion of Somalia, with tacit U.S. support, and the current fighting
that now consumes that blighted country. Most importantly, the Pentagon an-
nounced in 2007 that it would establish a new unified Africa Command
(AFRICOM) to bring together its varied programs on the continent, a sign of
increasing U.S. focus on security in Africa.

U.S. concern is understandable. Africa is no more immune to the threats
from terrorism than any other continent. Its combination of relatively weak
states, ethnic and religious diversity and sometimes discrimination, its poverty,
and in many places its “ungoverned space” all lend Africa a significant suscepti-
bility to the growth of radical and sometimes internationally connected move-
ments that employ terrorism. Some of these are aimed specifically at African
governments, for example, the radical Islamic Maitatsine and “Taliban” in
Nigeria, or the pseudo-Christian Lord’s Resistance Army in northern Uganda;
others clearly have a more international agenda, for example, the al-Qaeda
cells along the east coast of Africa and presumably the North Africans and Su-
danese who have returned to their home countries from training and partici-
pating in the insurgency in Iraq.

While the “war on terrorism” usually relates to internationally linked ter-
rorists, Africans face other security threats of equal or greater significance,
posing a question of focus for American as well as African counterterrorism
efforts. There are several organized rebellions or insurgencies in Africa, while
not always classified as terrorists, which wreak terrible havoc on African peo-
ple and threaten national stability. These include various militia in eastern
Congo, who have been the target of the International Criminal Court for their
crimes against humanity, the insurgents in the Niger Delta of Nigeria, and the
Janjaweed militia in the Darfur region of Sudan. It is notable that the U.S.
African Command lists the Lord’s Resistance Army, the Army for Liberation
of Rwanda, and the obscure Afrikaner Boeremag in South Africa along with a
host of Islamic groups as among the “Terror Groups in Africa.”1 Clearly, not-
ing this broad scope, Africa cannot ignore the threat of terrorism any more
than can any other part of the world.

African states have responded to this threat in different ways. In West
Africa, Sahelian states have welcomed American help in getting control over
their ungoverned spaces but still face unrest from within those territories.
Others, like Kenya and South Africa, facing the growth of Islamic terrorist
groups, have struggled to balance the need for new security legislation with
the preservation of newly gained civil rights and, in Kenya’s case, to avoid the
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worst repercussions from the recent developments in Somalia through active
diplomacy. Some, like Chad and the previous government of Mauritania, have
used the terrorist threat to justify policies of internal suppression and anti-
 democratic practices, while solidifying U.S. support for their anti-terrorist
policies. And at least one, Zimbabwe, has turned the issue on its head, coun-
tering U.S. and other international criticism of its anti-democratic practices
by labeling its domestic opponents as “terrorists.”

Two major challenges now loom in the African and American responses to
terrorism. Generally, many Africans and some American critics are very con-
cerned that the new Africa Command and other U.S. anti-terrorism programs
signal an increased militarization of U.S. policy in Africa. These critics argue
that only a continual intensive attack on the root causes of terrorism and vio-
lence, that is, poverty, authoritarianism, discrimination, weak states, and sim-
ilar conditions, will effectively combat such threats. They contend that a focus
that relies too heavily on security will encourage authoritarian practices and
undermine Africa’s move toward more democratic governance. The style and
focus of the unified Africa Command will be a closely watched measure of
whether the United States pursues its counterterrorism policies with the req-
uisite sensitivity, breadth of programming, and balance that is required.

A second challenge relates to the continued ability of the Africa Union
(AU) to provide leadership in conflict resolution and the timely provision of
peacekeepers as it has done in recent years in Burundi, Darfur, and Côte
d’Ivoire. The current debacle in Somalia may have dragged the AU into an un-
tenable situation that could fundamentally undermine the promise of that or-
ganization as a force for peacemaking and improved governance. This occurs
at the same time that the AU may experience diminishing support from Nige-
ria and perhaps South Africa, as leaders change in those countries. Should
both of these factors prove to be the case, U.S. counterterrorism policies, espe-
cially in the Horn, will have had lasting negative effects on Africa’s overall
 security.

There follows a more detailed discussion of these issues.

THE HORN OF AFRICA

The Horn of Africa is Africa’s bridge to the Middle East. That fact explains
much about the complex interrelationships between differing Islamic cultures
within Africa, from east to west. It has a direct effect on the history of deepened
terrorist activity first in Sudan and later along the east coast of the continent,
the constant instability in Somalia, and the challenges facing counterterrorist
efforts in the region. This complex set of relationships also poses an organiza-
tional challenge for U.S. policymakers, one that has hampered American re-
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sponse: The Horn of Africa comes under the policy direction of the Africa Bu-
reau of the Department of State, the smallest and perhaps weakest of the bu-
reaus, while key countries linked to the Horn—for example, Yemen, Egypt, and
Saudi Arabia—are under the Middle East Bureau, whose focus is elsewhere.

At the same time, the Horn is the object of the most intense and the most
militarized U.S. response to terrorism in Africa. Since 2002, the United States
has stationed between 1,200 to 18,000 troops in Djibouti under the Com-
bined Joint Task Force-Horn of Africa (CJTF-HOA). CJTF-HOA participates
in a joint allied patrol of the Red Sea coastal area and carries out a series of
civic action and military training programs throughout the Horn as well as
gathering intelligence on possible terrorist infiltration. In 2003, President
Bush announced a $100 million program to improve the intelligence, border
control, and police capability of the states in the region, with the goal of de-
veloping a system of regional coordination that would identify and block the
movement of personnel, arms, money, and other forms of support coming
from the Middle East into the Horn and moving down along the coast of East
Africa. In 2006, the United States gave at least tacit backing and intelligence
and material support to an Ethiopian invasion of Somalia to dislodge a radi-
cal Islamic government that had taken power in the capital. As followers of
that government fled south, the United States bombed what it hoped were
terrorist leaders, but the results were more civilian casualties than known ter-
rorists killed. In March 2008, the United States again bombed southern Soma-
lia, seeking in particular to kill one of the persons suspected in the embassy
bombings of 1998. Nowhere else on the African continent has the United
States been so directly and heavily involved in counterterrorist activity.

The focus on the Horn is understandable. The Horn is as ripe as any region
could be to the threat of terrorist infiltration. As Robert Rotberg, who believes
at least Yemen should be included in any such analysis, has observed:

The greater horn of Africa and Yemen region is bound together by recent his-

tory as a sometime target, by its geographical proximity to the homeland of

Osama bin Laden and the primary object of his political anger, by long and

continuing interrelationships of licit and illicit trade, by religion, by centuries of

Muslim-Christian accommodation and antagonism, by renowned resistances

against Western colonizers (in the Horn), and by shared poverty, poor gover-

nance, and underdevelopment. This complex web provides a tasty menu for

 potential terrorists.2

The Horn also demonstrates clearly how complex any approach to terror-
ism must be. Issues of terrorism, even international terrorism, which is the
prime concern of the United States, are inextricably bound up with other

The War on Terrorism in Africa 279

0813343648 text.qxd:0813343648 text  5/16/08  2:35 PM  Page 279



sources of conflict, border disputes, historic grievances, and broad regional in-
volvement. They are not amenable to simple solutions, and alliances can be as
costly in the long run as they appear effective in the short term. For example,
seeking to address the threat of terrorism in the Horn, the United States has
been drawn, after many years of avoidance, into the byzantine world of Somali
politics and has become in the process allied ever more closely with Ethiopia.
The growing reliance upon Ethiopia has developed despite the fact that Ethio-
pia has cracked down on its political opponents and on the press, and is ac-
cused of carrying out brutal suppression of unrest in its Ogaden region.

Somalia

Somalia has become a centerpiece of counterterrorism activities in the Horn,
and the policy and military actions there have largely undermined much of the
hopes and plans for regional cooperation and coordination in the Horn that
the United State had once envisaged. Somalia’s sad state after the fall of dictator
Siad Barre in 1991 is well-known. Warlords took control of the country, which
led to famine, fighting, and lack of any central governmental authority. A U.S.-
led humanitarian intervention in 1992–1993 ended in a disaster when eighteen
U.S. servicemen were killed. U.S. and UN operations declined thereafter. For
the next thirteen years, the United States basically withdrew from involvement
in Somali politics, focusing solely on intelligence and activities designed to
keep Somalia from becoming a training ground for international terrorists; an-
other U.S. objective has been to find and capture those accused of participating
in the bombing of American embassies in Kenya and Tanzania.

Fears that Somalia would become a terrorist training ground soon proved
unfounded. As Ken Menkhaus has explained, terrorist organizations are not
entirely comfortable operating in a failed state, where their own security is in
jeopardy, where outside intervention (for example, by U.S. intelligence and
military operations) can take place without much public attention or outcry,
and where various militia can be paid to search them out, as indeed have all
taken place in Somalia.3 These factors may, however, have contributed to U.S.
overconfidence about the threat from Somalia, as attention was directed to
covert anti-terrorist operations, while the dynamics of Somalia’s political and
religious life were virtually ignored. As a result, many in the policy community
were surprised when Somalia burst back onto the terrorist radar screen in
mid-2006, after an Islamist movement took power in Mogadishu, defeating an
alliance of U.S.-backed warlords and establishing a strict Islamist government.
Radical leaders of the movement began talking about claims on Somali-
 inhabited regions of neighboring countries, reviving the fears that Ethiopia
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had had a decade earlier and exacerbating the regional crisis of war, insur-
gency, and instability.

The rise of a fundamentalist Islamic government had its roots in the chaos
and experimentation that went on in Somalia during the previous decade. As
Roland Marchal has reported, that period saw the rise of Islamic charities that
fulfilled some of the social, educational, and humanitarian needs of the popu-
lation. These organizations consciously competed with Western NGOs for
 influence. It was also a period in which the Somali business class became
more religious, in part because of their reliance on business connections in
the Middle East. Finally, in the confusion, chaos, and crime that dominated
much of Somali daily life, the establishment of Sharia courts, backed by the
militia, offered a degree of stability and predictability, which the business
class, as well as some of the feuding clan leaders, welcomed. The Islamic
movement provided the leadership for these courts, first in northern Somalia,
then more successfully in the south.4

Islam in Somalia had long had cross-currents of Sufi, Wahhabi, and other
influences, with Sufi “traditionalists” dominant until recent times. Fundamen-
talist Islamic groups began emerging during the 1990s, some more radical than
others. Al-Itihaad al-Islaami (AIAI) distinguished itself by its development of
an armed force and its focus on recruiting urban semi- educated youth. It also
had plans to establish both a national and regional network including the
 Somali-inhabited areas of Ethiopia. It was responsible for several bombing at-
tacks in Ethiopia and Somalia. The State Department labeled AIAI a terrorist
organization in 1996. That same year, Ethiopian troops drove AIAI from the
towns in which it had established control. For some years, AIAI seemed to be a
spent force. But its leaders reemerged in the Islamic Courts Movement in the
next decade.5

The Sharia courts, which had been established in various parts of the coun-
try, but especially in the south, began moving toward unification in 2000. Over
the course of the next several years, through various alliances, clan and subclan
conflicts, and shrewd political moves, as well as growing military capacity, the
Islamic Courts Movement unified control of Mogadishu, and in 2006 it estab-
lished a government. Warlords who had controlled much of the city were
driven out or brought under its control. Although the movement had several
moderate Islamic leaders and had broad business backing, the presence of for-
mer AIAI leader Hassan Dahir Aweys at its head, who was on the U.S. list of in-
ternational terrorists and was resurrecting claims on neighboring Somali
regions, set off alarm bells in Washington and Addis Ababa. The United States
was also concerned that three prominent terrorists, suspected in involvement
in the bombings of the American embassies, were being protected by the new
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regime. The worst fears about Somalia after 9/11 seemed about to become
true. The initial U.S. response was to try to defeat the movement militarily
through an ill-conceived alliance of warlords (which took the name Alliance
for the Restoration of Peace and Counter-Terrorism). The Alliance was de-
feated in June 2006. The next step for the United States was to seek a way to
strengthen a weak countergovernment in Somalia that had emerged through
complex African-led negotiations described below. With support from the
United States, the UN Security Council called for an Africa Union peacekeep-
ing force to protect this government and help bring about a political settle-
ment. The Islamic Courts Movement vowed to fight any such force.

These developments were taking place against a backdrop of longtime
diplomatic efforts to find some solution to Somalia’s political crisis. Various
African-led attempts to put together a unified government had been launched
and then floundered since the 1990s; each transitional or interim government
that was established disintegrated shortly afterward in a sea of clan and sub-
clan rivalries. In northern Somalia, a portion of the country seceded to form
its own government, Somaliland, which, though it has failed to gain interna-
tional recognition, exists as a relatively peaceful counterpart to the rest of the
country. A somewhat autonomous region, Puntland, adjacent to Somaliland,
was organized around the same time. In 2004, African-led efforts finally pro-
duced a Transitional Federal Government (TFG). However, the TFG, led
largely by the Darod clan, was unable even to establish itself in the capital,
Mogadishu, setting up instead in the town of Baidoa. Threatened by the Is-
lamic Courts Movement in 2006, it turned to Ethiopia for support.

In the last half of 2006, tensions grew between the Courts Movement and
Ethiopia. In December 2006, with U.S. intelligence and material support,
Ethiopian troops dislodged the Courts Movement from Mogadishu in rela-
tively short order and enabled the TFG to move there. As noted above, the
United States followed up by bombing fleeing Somali elements as they ap-
proached the Kenyan border, purportedly aiming strictly at known terrorists,
but, as would be expected, spawning charges of civilian casualties. Neverthe-
less, at first, Ethiopia’s military intervention looked like a quick and successful
turning back of a dangerous radical foothold on the African continent. Ethio-
pia promised to withdraw its troops as soon as peace was restored and when
an international peacekeeping force would be in place. In an important move,
with possibly far-reaching effects, the African Union not only endorsed Ethio-
pia’s military action but pledged to replace Ethiopian troops in Somalia with
an 8,000-person peacekeeping operation. The United States lobbied hard for
AU support in this matter and quickly pledged $40 million for humanitarian
activities within Somalia and for helping finance the AU peacekeepers. The
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United States pressed other African nations to provide troops. Uganda was the
first to agree, and dispatched 1,400 soldiers. But then things turned sour.

With eerie echoes of Iraq, the Ethiopians soon found themselves faced with
a determined insurgency, fueled by Islamists, clan factions opposed to the lead-
ership of the TFG, and others recruited to fight a foreign invader. In the spring
of 2007, determined to root out the insurgency, the Ethiopians and its Somali
allies went on an offensive in Mogadishu. At least 1,000 were killed, and subse-
quently hundreds of thousands of Somalis fled the capital. The fighting con-
tinues in the capital and elsewhere in the country. At least 250,000 and by some
estimates as many as one million Somalis have now been displaced. In sum, the
outcome has been a severe humanitarian crisis—and no real peace. In May
2008, Ugandan troops took their first casualties, with five soldiers killed and
five more wounded. Although Uganda and the United States continued to urge
other African countries to provide more peacekeepers, only Burundi has pro-
vided a small contingent. An American appeal to the United Nations to take
over this responsibility has similarly fallen on deaf ears.

Meanwhile, the TFG has proved unable or unwilling to create the broad
unity government that was needed. Initially, it reached out only reluctantly and
with conditions to the moderate leadership of the Islamic movement. It was
unable to make peace with the dominant Hawiye clan in Mogadishu, and its
control slipped elsewhere in the country as well. In early 2008, the TFG ap-
pointed a new prime minister, Nur Hassan Hussein, who has reached out more
to moderate Islamists and seems interested in a broader peace process. But he
operates under the weight of TFG internal pressures and rivalries and that of
Ethiopian and American policy that brooks little accommodation with former
Islamist leaders. In March 2008, the United States once again bombed southern
Somalia in yet another attempt to kill a person suspected in the embassy bomb-
ings of 1998. The opposition to both the TFG and the Ethiopian presence,
which has grouped under an Alliance for the Re-liberation of Somalia (ARLS),
is also splitting, with a more extreme group—the Shabab—carrying much of
the military effort and preaching a more universal jihadist agenda than the
 others.6 In March 2008 the United States designated the Shabab as a terrorist
group, a designation Shabab leaders said they regarded as a badge of honor.
Gradually, Somalia appears to be slipping back to the clan- and subclan-based
semi- anarchy of past decades; only now there is a strong  Islamic current run-
ning through the political culture and feeding the ongoing insurgency.

Like all such conflicts, Somalia’s conflict involves many of its neighbors. So-
malia has become part of a proxy war between Ethiopia and Eritrea, which have
been feuding over a border dispute since 1998. Eritrea has been accused of pro-
viding financing and even fighters in support of the Islamic Courts Movement.

The War on Terrorism in Africa 283

0813343648 text.qxd:0813343648 text  5/16/08  2:35 PM  Page 283



In May 2007, Eritrea hosted a group of Somali Islamic leaders pledged to fight
Ethiopian occupation leading to the creation of the ARLS now based in As-
mara. Included was Sheikh Ahmed, whom the United States had described as
moderate but who now seemed to have joined forces with those totally opposed
to the TFG. Eritrea has also been accused of providing support to at least two
militant opposition groups in Ethiopia—the Ogaden National Liberation Front
(ONLF) and the Oromo Liberation Movement. The ONLF has taken responsi-
bility for an attack on Chinese and Ethiopian oil workers in April 2007, killing
nine Chinese and wounding five more, as well as killing over sixty-five Ethio-
pians.7 Several more Ethiopians were taken hostage. Another regional dimen-
sion was revealed when in April 2008, Ethiopia broke diplomatic relations
with Qatar, charging that government with support of both rebels within
Ethiopia and Somali insurgents.

One result of these developments is that Eritrean-U.S. relations have dete-
riorated. Accusing the United States of bias in favor of Ethiopia regarding the
border dispute, and Ethiopian policy in Somalia, the Eritrean government
closed down the USAID mission, refused to receive senior U.S. envoys, includ-
ing the Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs, and sharply criticized
U.S. policies in the Horn. U.S. rhetoric against Eritrea has increased accord-
ingly. The United States has hinted it might place Eritrea on the list of coun-
tries supporting terrorism. Eritrea controls much of the Red Sea coastline
along which much of the infiltration of arms, people, and funding is infil-
trated for support of African terrorism. With Eritrea’s withdrawal from Amer-
ican plans and programs in the Horn, the regional counterterrorism structure
has suffered a serious blow.

The United States may also have pushed the African Union beyond its limit
by encouraging the organization to promise an 8,000-person African peace-
keeping force to replace the Ethiopian troops in Somalia. With Ethiopia
trapped in a fierce insurgency in Somalia, few African countries are willing to
become engaged in its place. Following on the Africa Union’s failure to estab-
lish a credible peacekeeping force in Darfur (see below), the Africa Union may
be forced to pull back from its original bold promise of aggressive action on
behalf of conflict resolution. Moreover, having sided so closely with the Ethio-
pian invasion, neither the United States nor the African Union is in a position
to lead an effective peace process in Somalia. In both regards, the Africa
Union’s stature has suffered.

Sudan

Sudan was the first African country to become deeply enmeshed in inter -
national terrorism. Palestinian-led terrorist actions took place there in the
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1980s, including an attack on the Saudi Arabian embassy and the assassination
of an American ambassador. The link to a broader agenda of international ter-
rorism began when Osama bin Laden came to Sudan in 1991, at the invitation
of Hassan al-Turabi, leader of the National Islamic Front, which had just taken
power in Sudan. Bin Laden lived there for five years before moving on to Af-
ghanistan, building a network of financial and terrorist operations. Various
networks of radical and terrorist groups operated in the country during that
time. With radical Egyptian and al-Qaeda involvement, an attempt was
launched from Sudan on the life of Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak in 1995
while Mubarak was visiting Ethiopia. The United Nations imposed sanctions
on Sudan for the government’s complicity in that attack. Sudan remained the
home of known or suspected terrorists for some time afterward, with interplay
among international movements and Sudan’s own turbulent politics. Despite
increased cooperation with the United States since 9/11, including intelligence
sharing, Sudan remains on the U.S. list of countries supporting terrorism.8

The civil war in the Darfur region of Sudan, which began in 2003, has pro-
vided another opening for terrorist influence, though more rhetorical than
material. In Darfur, facing a rebellion from the largely farming communities
of the region, the Sudanese government has pursued a vicious policy of de-
stroying the villages of populations suspected of supporting the rebel forces
and of arming militia that have carried out murder, rape, and other crimes
against humanity. These attacks have led to the displacement of more than 2.5
million people. At least 200,000 and possible as many as 400,000, have died.
Facing international condemnation, the Sudanese government agreed in 2004
to a relatively weak African peacekeeping force of 7,000 provided by the AU.
The force proved unable to prevent further depredations. It was in fact poorly
equipped and lacked a clear mandate.

Eventually, the AU appealed for the United Nations to assist and in effect
take over much of the responsibility. Only after endless negotiation, and public
urging from China, one of Sudan’s principal allies and protectors, and threats
of further international sanctions, did the Sudanese government agree in late
2007 to a United Nations/AU peacekeeping force of 20,000 plus some 6,000
police, but the force has only begun to be deployed and faces continuous ob-
stacles thrown up by the Sudanese government. Meanwhile, rebel forces have
fractured into competing and squabbling groups, and others have entered the
fray for both political and personal gain, making the peace process ever more
difficult. The Sudan government has used the fluidity of the situation to con-
tinue to bomb and attack rebel positions. The crisis has spilled over into Chad
and the Central African Republic, further destabilizing the region.9

Into this situation, al-Qaeda sought to make inroads. In April 2006, Osama
bin Laden called on his followers to prepare for a jihad against Westerners who
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“would be occupiers” in Darfur. The Sudanese government swiftly distanced
itself from the call, but it had contributed to the opening. Sudan has consis-
tently described U.S. concern with Darfur as a cover to gain control of Sudan’s
oil resources, force regime change, and crush Sudan’s Islamist movement.10 Al-
most taking up Osama bin Laden’s call, both the government and the rebels
have threatened to attack the UN/AU peacekeepers once they are deployed.

In many ways, the United States has been the most active country con-
demning the actions of the Sudanese government in Darfur, being the only
country to label these as genocide. At the same time, the United States has been
accused by activists focused on Darfur of having prioritized anti- terrorist col-
laboration with Sudan above resolution of the humanitarian crisis there. One
of the Sudanese officials indicted by the International Criminal Court for
crimes in Darfur has been a close contact of the United States on terrorist mat-
ters and was flown to the United States for consultations. Although the accusa-
tions against the Bush administration in this case are somewhat exaggerated,
there are disputes within the administration over whether rewarding Sudan for
the cooperation the United States has received on terrorism should outweigh
the repeated threats of further sanctions over Darfur. Meanwhile, Sudan feels
that its cooperation on terrorism has gone unrewarded, furthering its suspi-
cion that at heart the United States is bent on regime change.11

The United States walks a tightrope in Sudan: seeking full implementation
of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement that ended the decades-long North-
South civil war, finding a solution to the crisis in Darfur, and working with a
prickly and suspicious Sudanese government on terrorism. Now on its third
special envoy for Sudan in the Bush administration, the United States strug-
gles with no clear end in sight for the crisis in Darfur, a still fragile North-
South peace, and a fractious government in Khartoum.

Kenya

Although not technically part of the Horn, Kenya is deeply affected by events
there. Kenya, moreover, remains a potentially prime target for terrorists in its
own right. It has substantial Western tourist activity, the headquarters of the
United Nations Environment Program and the United Nations Habitat Pro-
gram, a large number of Western embassies, and several international busi-
nesses. Kenya sustained terrible casualties in the bombing of the U.S. embassy
in 1998. That act, and the 2002 attack on Israeli facilities in Mombasa, re-
vealed the extent of terrorist cells operating within Kenya. The cells have taken
root in the Muslim community, which traces its roots to the Middle East. The
community has experienced a steady decline in political and economic influ-
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ence since Kenyan independence, as Kenya’s African population gained power
and competition for jobs increased. As conditions have declined, religious in-
terest has risen, Muslim religious and social groups have taken on more re-
sponsibility and influence, and there has been more interchange among
young people seeking opportunity in the Middle East. The radical cells that
developed in this milieu represent only a small portion of the Muslim com-
munity, which itself is only about 10 percent of the Kenyan population. Nev-
ertheless, the outsiders directly involved in the bombings of 1998 and the
Mombasa attacks were clearly assisted by Kenyan citizens.12

Two of the foreign perpetrators of the bombing of the American embassy,
Mohamed Sadek Odeh and Mohamed Rashed al-Owhali, were apprehended
and turned over to American custody. Others, including some involved later in
the Mombasa attacks, fled to Somalia, touching off the long U.S. intelligence
and military effort to capture them there.13 But Kenya has since been faced
with the serious challenge of finding and arresting cell members, while main-
taining the fragile opening to multiparty democracy and greater respect for
human rights that began with the retirement of longtime ruler Daniel arap
Moi in 2002. Backlash against the American pressure on terrorism among
some Kenyan leaders and from leaders of the Muslim community, weakness in
the police and judiciary, and bribery have impeded efforts against domestic
cell members.14 As a result, two prominent suspects escaped custody, and no
Kenyan citizens, though many have been arrested and held, have yet been con-
victed for participation in or for support of terrorism. The proposed anti-
 terrorism law, which the U.S. backed, has yet to pass.

Kenya also lacks basic control over parts of its own territory. Well before
the most recent Somalia fighting, Kenya faced a serious problem in the border
area. Ken Menkhaus described it as follows:

Kenya has lost control over a good portion of the north-eastern hinterland;

armed convoys are required for overland travel to border towns and refugee

camps, and for most of the 1990s, the Kenya side of the [Somali] border was

generally more lawless and dangerous than the Somali side. The lawlessness has

found its way into the heart of Nairobi. The teeming Somali slum of Eastleigh

has become a virtual no-go zone for the Kenyan authorities, a world unto itself

where black-market activity is rife, criminals can slip away undetected and guns

can be rented for the day.15

Not surprisingly, when supporters of the Islamic Courts Movement fled
south from the Ethiopian assault in 2006–2007, Kenya closed its border, fear-
ing the influx of new terrorist or radical personnel. Although no Kenyan
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 Somalis have been found to be involved in Kenya’s al-Qaeda cells, the com-
plexities of the Somali situation and the potential spillover of events in Soma-
lia, add to the difficulty Kenya has in addressing domestic threats.

As the situation in Somalia continued to deteriorate after the Ethiopian
 invasion, and the implications for Kenya were becoming clearer, Kenya began
in early 2008 exploring possible new diplomatic means to overcome the polit-
ical impasse. However, the internal crisis in Kenya, sparked by allegations of
a stolen presidential election in March 2008, followed by major riots and
killings, have overtaken all such efforts. Whether Kenya will be able to resume
its strong diplomatic leadership in Somalia and elsewhere in the Horn is in
question. Internal political demands and restoring internal peace will surely
dominate the Kenyan agenda for some time.

Overall, it is fair to say the U.S. position in the Horn remains strong. Kenya
and Ethiopia are basically reliable and committed allies in the war on terror-
ism. The CJTF-HOA continues to reach out across the region with a mix of
civic and military activities and to gather intelligence on possible terrorist ac-
tivities. But the deepening crisis in Somalia, the spillover of the Ethiopia-
 Eritrea dispute, the complexities and cross-currents of priorities in Sudan,
and the weak support from the Africa Union make the Horn a continuing
source of worry. The danger of over-militarizing the U.S. response, as in sup-
port for the Ethiopian invasion of Somalia, and the difficulties of U.S. diplo-
matic coordination of its Africa and Middle East policies have weakened
America’s role in forging a broad political coalition that could address both
the political and the terrorist issues in the region. The dream of a broad re-
gional system of coordinated and cooperative counterterrorist programs
seems farther than ever from achievement.

EAST AFRICA AND SOUTHERN AFRICA

The presence of al-Qaeda cells is apparent along the east coast of Africa, includ-
ing Tanzania, Zambia, the Comoros, and perhaps other countries. Outside of
Tanzania, the site of one of the American embassy bombings in 1998, there have
been no incidents against American or other allied targets in these countries. The
worry is that these cells allow international terrorists to find safety from arrest
and extradition, to raise funds, and to transport people and material for terrorist
purposes elsewhere. Both Zambia and South Africa have extradited known ter-
rorists to the United Kingdom and the United States, respectively. Counterter-
rorism activities, as a result, focus on intelligence capacity building, sharing of
information, financial controls, coastal security, and, on occasion, extradition.

In all these countries, there are reports of reinvigorated religious activity
supported from abroad, particularly from Saudi Arabia and Pakistan. Much
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of this is in the form of building mosques, providing imams and preachers,
and developing Muslim social and welfare organizations. These are normal
and respectable activities. But if the experience of Kenya, Somalia, and other
countries is any guide, these activities can also provide cover and openings for
radical influences.

South Africa is a special case, because of its superior intelligence capabili-
ties, its modern financial and business systems, and its strong democratic tra-
dition since 1994. These give South Africa some advantages in combating
terrorists. The Muslim population is quite small, divided between various
groups that historically came from primarily South Asia and Southeast Asia.
Some Muslims enjoy high status and are prominent in business, the profes-
sions, politics, and civic organizations. Three of President Mandela’s original
cabinet members were Muslims: Dullah Omar, Attorney General; Kader As-
mal, Minister of Water and Forestry; and Mac Maharaj, Minister of Trans-
portation. The Pahad brothers—Aziz and Essop—have played prominent
roles in both the Mandela and Mbeki administrations. However, another part
of the Muslim population is poor. Locked into satellite towns, they are victims
of some of the same economic hardships that exist for the majority of black
South Africans. It is from this latter population that a radical organization,
the People Against Gangsterism and Drugs (PAGAD), organized in the 1990s
purportedly to fight drugs and crimes in the townships where their constitu-
ents lived. But soon its focus shifted toward anti-Israel and anti-Western ac-
tivities, and eventually to bombings of cafes and other entertainment sites.
South Africa has largely quelled PAGAD through a vigorous campaign of in-
telligence and arrests.

Nevertheless, South Africa is attractive to terrorists because of its superior
transportation links, its infrastructure, its international linkages, and its rela-
tive freedom of movement. Ronnie Kasrils, South Africa’s chief of intelligence,
has continuously warned of the dangers of terrorist infiltration. Another prob-
lem is the value and apparent availability of South African passports. South
Africa instituted new passports after 1994, so that they are now more secure
from counterfeiting, but corrupt officials within the Department of Home Af-
fairs have been linked to the leakage of many legitimate passports. South Africa
is a way station for illegal migrants, who come through South Africa to pick up
false documents and then go on to the United States or Europe. Terrorists have
the same desire and, apparently, the same ability to do so.

South Africa has a strong interest in containing any terrorist threats as it
prepares to host the World Cup in 2010. It has thus taken the initiative to im-
prove security throughout the Southern Africa region. The Southern African
Development Community (SADC) agreed in December 2006 to establish an
anti-terrorist unit in Harare, Zimbabwe, based at the Interpol Sub-Regional
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Bureau. The unit aims to be the focal point for regional information-sharing
on terrorist organizations and groups. Member countries will submit regular
reports to the center, which will be linked with the UN Office on Drugs and
Crime (UNODC). Ironically, Zimbabwe, whose autocratic government has
been sharply criticized by the United States and other Western countries, has
cooperated with the United States on terrorism, including intelligence-
 sharing and combating money laundering and other means of financing.16

Cooperation on counterterrorism nevertheless runs into the same prob-
lems in South Africa as in Kenya. Muslims have accused the United States of
unfair harassment, and the South African government has hesitated to coop-
erate on some high-profile cases. South Africa, using its rights as a member of
the UN Security Council in 2007, put a hold on the U.S. recommendation to
place two South African nationals, Farhad Dockrat and Junaid Ismail Dock-
rat, on the UN terrorist list. Inclusion on the list, administered by the UN’s al-
Qaeda and Taliban Sanctions Committee, triggers travel bans, asset seizures,
and passport revocations for the suspects. In this instance, South Africa ar-
gued that the United States must first show conclusive evidence of terrorist
activities. One of the two, Farhad Dockrat, is a prominent critic of U.S. poli-
cies in Iraq and Somalia.

WEST AFRICA: THE SAHEL

Critics of U.S. counterterrorism policy complain that the frequent use of
the term “ungoverned spaces”—used to describe the vast area of the Sahel, the
 pirate-ridden Gulf of Guinea, and some other such places in the world—
 exaggerate both the anarchic character and the threat that such areas present.
As much as the critics may be right, the Sahel, a vast semi-desert region be-
tween North Africa and much of sub-Saharan Africa. In West Africa in partic-
ular it is an area of formidable geography, limited government presence, and a
long history of smuggling, banditry, human trafficking, and violence. More
recently, it has become a battleground in the war on terror, in particular to
deny that space to the Algerian terrorist group al-Qaeda in the Islamic
Maghreb (formerly the Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat, the GSPC)
and to other terrorist groupings that might develop in the region.

The Sahel, like the Horn of Africa, presents a bureaucratic challenge to U.S.
policymakers. North African Sahelian states—Morocco, Tunisia, Libya, and
Algeria—come under the Department of State’s Middle East Bureau, whereas
Mauritania, Senegal, Niger, Mali, Chad, and Nigeria—at the southern flank of
the Sahel—are under the Bureau for African Affairs. The U.S. military, under
the leadership of the European Command, had no such limitations and ac-
tively promoted security cooperation among the regional states of both north
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and west. Here, as in the Horn, the U.S. defense establishment has gotten out
ahead of the diplomatic establishment and could give the impression that U.S.
counterterrorist strategy is overly militarized.

There is no question that terrorism is a serious problem in the Maghreb.
Both Algeria and Morocco experienced terrorist attacks in the spring of 2007.
Moroccan nationals have been implicated in several of the terrorist attacks in
Europe. But the seriousness of the threat in the Sahel is questionable. It is
clearly one of the poorest areas on earth. Mali and Niger are near the bottom of
the countries on the United Nations Human Development Index. Chad, while
having discovered oil, is still wretchedly poor, wracked by civil conflict, and
suffering the spillover effects of the conflict in Darfur. Mauritania has suffered
decades of declining living conditions among its nomadic population, now
crowding into cities. Senegal has done better but has never reached its eco-
nomic potential. Yet this region has demonstrated remarkable commitment to
democracy, defying beliefs that democracy is incompatible with either Islam or
poverty. Both Mali and Niger have had to address longtime unrest among
northern minorities as one of the bases of their democratic frameworks. Sene-
gal has been a consistent civilian democracy, including a transfer of leadership
from one party to another. Mauritania, after a period of what one might call
electoral autocracy, overthrown by a military coup, has successfully returned to
civilian rule in what were reasonably well-run elections.

It is not difficult to find examples of unrest and radical thinking in the re-
gion. A study by the International Crisis Group found a significant number of
Pakistani Islamic preachers in the area who were bringing radical views to
their congregants. But it is necessary to distinguish the occasional signs of
radicalism, for example, young people wearing Osama bin Laden T-shirts,
sharp denunciations of American policy in Iraq or Somalia, growing adher-
ence to Sharia law, and so forth, from involvement in international terrorist
activities. Almost all the people in this region, whether Muslim or Christian,
are primarily focused on their domestic interests and their national politics.
Issues like U.S. policy in Iraq are more of an academic or rhetorical interest
than active motivators of international jihad, but rather—perhaps more sig-
nificant for the United States in this region—reason to become suspicious of
U.S. motives closer to home. In northern Nigeria, I found interlocutors in
2005–2006 primarily concerned that what they perceived as U.S. international
anti-Muslim policy was leading the United States to support a third term for
Christian president Olusegun Obasanjo. A northern Mulsim elected to the
presidency in 2007 should ameliorate these worries.17

What makes the area of concern, nevertheless, is that the mix of poverty,
 discrimination, and long-standing networks of criminality can produce sup-
port or openings for influence to terrorists that are present in the region. The
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authors of the ICG study concluded that the most serious threat of terrorism
came from disaffected minority groups, for example, the Taureg in Mali, who
felt discriminated against in terms of development investments in their region
and who sometimes resented interference in their economic activities, which
bordered on, if not crossed the line of, illegality. Herein lies a dilemma for coun-
terterrorism programs. The steps promoted in U.S. counterterrorism programs
to improve border control and intelligence about the movement of possible
 terrorist materials are precisely those that produce the strongest reaction from
those groups who have long lived on smuggling and similar activities.

The Sahel is in fact rife with criminality. There are at least three main land
routes across the Sahel into northern Africa (the gateway to Europe) and south
to the ports of Nigeria, through which people and contraband flow. Drug traf-
ficking has increased substantially in recent years, followed by an increase in il-
legal migration, along with more traditional smuggling of cigarettes and
similar goods. Masters of this trade include the Taureg and other nomadic
groups, who are the most marginalized in national politics and development.
In 2002, the group then called GSPC relocated to this region from Algeria and
allegedly made commercial alliances with Taureg smugglers. At least one of the
GSPC attacks on a Mauritanian border garrison in 2005 is believed to be
linked as much to protecting the smuggling route as to political objectives.18

Into this atmosphere, the United States entered in 2002 with its first coun-
terterrorist program in the region, the Pan Sahel Initiative (PSI). The program
aimed to improve the intelligence and border security capability of several of
the Sahelian countries. The program scored its first big success in 2004 when,
with U.S. intelligence assistance, GSPC elements were chased from Mali by that
government’s forces and captured and killed by Chadian forces. The United
States has since moved to create a much larger program, the Trans- Saharan
Counter-Terrorism Initiative (TSCTI), which involves economic, political, and
public diplomacy as well as military components. Notably, EUCOM also took
the lead in successfully bringing together both northern and Sahelian African
states in steadily increased intelligence and other counterterrorism programs.
The United States has also stepped up joint exercises in the region, for exam-
ple, Operation Flintlock in 2005, which involved 1,000 U.S. Special Forces.

To the distress of Mali and Niger, these very activities have stoked a re-
sumption of rebellion among the northern groups with whom peace accords
were critical to their democratic future. In 2005, Mali and Niger, with U.S. as-
sistance, restored a military presence in the desert regions of their countries,
areas that had been demilitarized in the mid-1990s as part of the overall polit-
ical settlements of the time. In response, Malian Tauregs rebelled near the Al-
gerian border in May–June 2006. The subsequent peace accord included
removing some of the army units along the main smuggling routes. But Tau-
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reg rebellion broke out once again in Mali in August 2007, demonstrating the
fragility of such agreements. Niger has experienced a similar rebellion since
February 2007. The Niger government accuses the rebels of involvement in
drug trafficking and banditry, whereas the rebel group claims it is fighting for
more profit from uranium mining in the region and more investment in
health and education for their people.19 The mix of crime, discrimination,
poverty, and limited governmental capacity are apparent and no easy chal-
lenge for any security program. Whether a broader-based TSCTI will be bet-
ter able to address this complex of factors remains to be seen.

Another problem in the U.S. approach has been the lack of political over-
sight in the counterterrorism programs. PSI involved close cooperation with an
autocratic and unpopular government in Mauritania that was subsequently
overthrown. U.S. forces cooperated closely with Chadian forces, as described
above, in the capture of the GSPC group. Chad’s president has recently enabled
himself to become president for life, faces continuing rebellion from several
quarters, and is not always involved constructively in the Darfur conflict. Bal-
ancing terrorism concerns with U.S. support for democracy and better gover-
nance in Africa is an important objective, especially in a region where political
and economic factors are basic to the loyalty and cooperation of indigenous
populations. A senior EUCOM officer told me in 2005 that he would have wel-
comed some overall political direction in PSI, but there was none. State Depart-
ment officials assure questioners that this will be remedied in TSCTI, which is
structured as a State Department program. In addition, AFRICOM will have a
State Department official as one of two deputies, as well as both State and US-
AID personnel on its staffing. The United States also recently granted Mali over
$500 million under the Millennium Challenge Account, which may assist in
overcoming regional disparities. All indications are that a broader and more
politically sensitive approach is being made. Yet State lacks the personnel in its
embassies to closely monitor the situation in the Sahel, and the complexities of
the region will remain challenging for any security program.

WEST AFRICA: NIGERIA AND THE GULF OF GUINEA

If there is a prize target for terrorism in Africa, Nigeria should be it. Nigeria,
the most populous country in Africa, has the largest Muslim population on the
continent, over 65 million. It is Africa’s largest oil producer. Tensions between
the Muslim and the equally large Christian population are persistent and often
lead to violence. Evidence of successful proselytizing by either side is an explo-
sive source of such violence, as is any sign that one side or the other is being
subject to either economic or religious discrimination. Political rivalry be-
tween the largely Muslim north and largely Christian south is a constant
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in Nigeria, with a barely tolerated agreement on rotating national leadership
between the two. Until the election of 2007, northern Nigerians smarted over a
serious decline in their influence in the military and government. Politicians
also often play on religious identities to provoke tension and sometimes vio-
lence, for example, in recent riots in Plateau state where the roots of the ten-
sion are more about land than religion.20

Add to this mix, the Muslim north is particularly poor and ranks below
standards elsewhere in the country in literacy, health status, and economic ac-
tivity. Of particular significance is the de-industrialization that has taken place
in the north, for example, in the industrial cities of Kano and Kaduna, due to
inefficient production capabilities on the part of indigenous plants and the in-
flux of cheap consumer goods from China and other Asian countries. Many
plants of long standing have closed. One major textile company that has oper-
ated in Nigeria for decades reports employment in its factories has declined
from 22,000 to 7,000 with more cuts likely. All over Nigeria, not just in the
north, the population has in recent decades, despite the country’s oil wealth,
suffered an extraordinary decline in living standards. Per capita GNP declined
by two-thirds between 1980 and 1999. Nigerians are experiencing a level of
poverty not seen in many years. The recent rise in oil prices has improved the
macro-economy but has as yet done little to impact the grass roots.

Attitudes toward the United States in northern Nigeria traditionally tend
toward sharp criticism of U.S. policies in the Middle East. The United States is
considered to have a generally negative policy toward Muslim states; in the
1980s, I experienced sharp criticisms of U.S. policy toward Libya. The criti-
cism has grown since the U.S. invasion of Iraq. The recent concern in the
north that the United States was encouraging Christian president Olusegun
Obasanjo to seek a third term and deny the north its “rightful” turn for lead-
ing the country has passed. Nevertheless, there are some deep-seated negative
feelings about the United States, which while not general, nor is the popula-
tion openly hostile, merit close monitoring.21

Not surprisingly, Osama bin Laden once named Nigeria as a prime target
for his Islamic revolution. Yet despite some fertile ground, there is little evi-
dence so far that al-Qaeda per se has penetrated much in Nigeria. Mainstream
Islam in Nigeria has a long tradition of its own in structure, continual adjust-
ment, and overall moderation. The main influences are through two Sufi tra-
ditions, the Tijaniyya and the Quadiriyya, which have been rivals but also
sources of reform and stability. Nigeria’s own Islamic beliefs and traditions
have been the target of challenges from abroad. The latest come from the
Wahhabis in Saudi Arabia, Iran (though Nigeria is overwhelmingly Sunni),
and to a lesser extent, Pakistan. None of these have seemingly produced any
strong allegiances in Nigeria to international radical movements. Twelve of
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Nigeria’s thirty-six states did adopt Sharia law in the early 1990s, largely in re-
sponse to the election of Obasanjo but also in reaction to growing crime and
seeming lawlessness that afflicted the people on the street. Contrary to the
fears of some foreigners and Nigerian Christians, the adoption of Sharia has
not basically changed the nature of Nigerian Islam nor resulted in any greater
confrontation between Muslims and Christians than before.22

All that being said, there is much in Nigeria that is not well known or
 understood. Some al-Qaeda cells may well exist.23 And some other radical
movements have shaken the country. A long existing radical religious sect, the
Maitatsine, erupts in violence every few years. This sect appears to be entirely
indigenous with no known outside sponsorship. In 2006, however, a new
group, calling itself the Taliban, launched an attack in the northeast city of
Borno. In April 2007, the same group launched a more serious attack in Kano,
killing thirteen policemen and wounding five more. In the resulting battle, the
Nigerian military reported twenty-five Taliban members were killed. This
group remains something of a mystery. Members were reported to be dressed
in long white gowns and speaking a language not native to the region. Most
appear to have escaped, traveling west rather than back to the northeast, in-
dicting some means of organization and perhaps indigenous support.

But the biggest unrest in Nigeria is related not to Islam, nor to inter national
terrorism, but to the militias in Nigeria’s oil-producing region of the Niger
Delta. This region produces at least 80 percent of Nigeria’s wealth, the bulk of
its foreign exchange earnings and almost all of its government revenue. Yet it
has been the site of extraordinary environmental degradation and shows little
if any benefits in schools or hospitals or other gains from the precious com-
modity it provides. A riverine area, its rivers and streams have been perhaps ir-
reversibly damaged from oil and gas spills, its soils equally damaged, and the
population left with little employment either from traditional sources such as
fishing or farming nor from the oil industry, which is largely capital intensive
and dependent for its personnel on highly skilled workers, not general local la-
bor. After decades of such conditions and inadequate response from both oil
companies and the Nigerian government, younger members of the region took
up arms, beginning in the 1990s.

Unfortunately, what began as a demand for better conditions, reparations,
and employment has morphed into something very different. The militias, in
collaboration with corrupt officials—including some high-ranking officials—
have become engaged in the stealing (known as bunkering) of oil. The rates of
theft are contested, but the proceeds could well exceed $1 billion annually. A
large part of the proceeds go into the purchase of ever more sophisticated arms.
Delta militias are now capable of not only hitting local oil stations, and occa-
sionally local oil company offices, but attacking offshore installations and taking
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on armed conflict with the police and the army. They regularly kidnap oil work-
ers of every nationality, usually releasing them after a time, but some have been
killed. At the same time, the militias have succeeded in shutting down a signifi-
cant portion of Nigeria’s legitimate production, that is, 200,000 barrels a day
and sometimes more from Nigeria’s more than 2 million barrels per day capac-
ity, contributing to the sharp rise in crude oil prices on the world market.

The delta crisis does not lend itself to easy solutions. Initially, President
Obasanjo tried a military approach to the problem, but the Nigerian army not
only was incapable of beating the militia on their home turf of rivers and
creeks but committed so many human rights violations that its presence pro-
voked outrage from the local population. The police forces are simply too
small, too ill-equipped, and, in some cases, too corrupt to help. Efforts to re-
duce corruption have been only partially successful. President Obasanjo
cashiered four navy admirals for their involvement in bunkering, but the
process continues, and other officials are surely involved.

Efforts to pump more resources into the region have foundered on corrup-
tion, ethnic rivalries, and conflicting agendas. Under the constitution, the oil
producing states receive an automatic allocation of 13 percent of the country’s
oil and other revenue, resulting in billions of dollars flowing to regional gover-
nors and local governments each year. A Niger Delta Development Commis-
sion was established in 2000 to channel further resources to the region. But
there is little to show for these efforts. Several regional governors have been im-
peached for corruption, but even that step has been caught up in the ethnic ri-
valries and complexities of the unrest. A case in point is the governor of
Bayelsa, who was arrested in London carrying stacks of cash, and later arrested
in Nigeria on charges of corruption. Nevertheless, his prosecution was op-
posed by one of the major militia, which saw the arrest as ethnic discrimina-
tion against the Ijaw people. The Yar’Adua government, elected in 2007,
released him. The oil companies, ready to commit substantial resources to de-
velopment in the region, find that the security problems, on the one hand, and
the inefficiencies and corruption of government, on the other, make it very dif-
ficult for them to contribute substantial sums for development. As a result they
have largely reverted to seeking to mollify local leaders and dissidents with
small projects and minimal offers of employment, and shutting down produc-
tion in the most volatile areas when that becomes necessary.

Following his election, President Yar’Adua promised to make the Niger
Delta one of his main priorities. His vice president, Goodluck Johnson, is
from the Niger Delta and was seen as a natural person to lead such an effort.
But in fact Johnson lacks credibility beyond his own community; his house
was burned right after the election as a sign of the militants’ lack of confi-
dence in him. Moreover, a rivalry exists within the Yar’Adua administration
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for control of Niger Delta policy, with the secretary of the presidency, Baba
Gingibe, competing with Johnson for primacy. On the ground little has
changed. A long promised summit has been repeatedly postponed. Promises
of development projects fail to be realized, and those that are started are often
attacked by militants. At bottom, there is not sufficient incentive in the system
to resolve the situation. The militants and their political allies are profiting
from oil sales and growing military power; high-level as well as local officials
are similarly profiting; and, with oil at more than $100 a barrel, the central
government can afford to have some of its production shut in and other
shares stolen when nearly 2 million barrels are still being produced within the
system.

The problem in the Niger Delta is but one part of a larger concern over se-
curity in the Gulf of Guinea, from which almost all of Africa’s oil is shipped. It
has one of the highest rates of piracy in the world. Moreover, not one of the
producing states is able to provide adequate security. Concern over the safety
and security of this vital oil-producing region has thus engaged the United
States as much as the international terrorist threat in the region. Again, with
leadership coming from EUCOM, the United States has convened oil minis-
ters and security officials from the Gulf of Guinea region, demonstrated de-
tection and other security techniques, and promised support to a Gulf of
Guinea collaborative program for securing the area. Not all the countries have
responded enthusiastically, however. In some cases, this may reflect probable
official connections with illegal oil sales and other corruption; in other cases,
it may be due to a lack of regional solidarity. Angola, in particular, has been
hesitant to cede leadership to Nigeria, which had taken the lead in forming a
Gulf of Guinea Commission. Now that the secretariat for the commission has
been located in Angola, the cooperation may improve but so far the secre-
tariat there has been inactive. Nevertheless, as is clear from the situation in the
Niger Delta, a largely military solution to this problem may not be feasible
and would be far from adequate. One American expert estimated that for
$100 million, a nearly foolproof system of maritime coverage against bunker-
ing out of Nigeria could be put in place. Nigerian officials, when asked if they
would accept such assistance if made available, demurred. Nevertheless,
AFRICOM has made the Gulf of Guinea one of its highest priorities. It con-
tinues to offer training and advice on coastal security and stands ready to pro-
vide more substantial assistance once the countries of the region request it.

THE AFRICA COMMAND (AFRICOM)

In early 2007, the United States announced that it would create a single Africa
combatant command to bring together all the security programs the United
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States supports on the continent. AFRICOM is expected to become fully
 operational in the fall of 2008. Previously, U.S. defense operations for Africa
were divided among EUCOM, which covered West, Central, and Southern
Africa; Central Command, which covered the Horn; and Pacific Command,
which covered the island base at Diego Garcia and maritime programs related
to the Middle East. The decision to create a single African command is logical
and should provide a clearer focus and a more coordinated approach to secu-
rity programs in Africa.

However, the announcement of the command has raised questions about
the intent of U.S. security intentions in Africa. To some, the combination of
stepped-up American counterterrorism efforts and growing attention to the
security of oil production in the region portend a strong security-oriented
emphasis in U.S. policy in Africa. In the minds of these critics, these concerns
will outweigh priorities of promoting democracy, economic development,
 justice, and human rights.24 In Africa, there is also concern that stepped-up
U.S. security programs in the region could result in the strengthening of
African militaries, which have only recently withdrawn from politics and
which continue to pose a threat to fragile democracies. There is also suspicion
that this portends a more security-oriented emphasis in U.S. policy in Africa.25

The controversy was not helped by the reluctance of U.S. planners to artic-
ulate AFRICOM’s mission at the outset. Most of the early explanations fo-
cused on the processes of organization and the desirability of coordinating
existing and future programs.26 That raised some suspicion about what might
be the actual purpose. But the real dilemma for AFRICOM is that it is caught
between presenting itself as a largely internal bureaucratic restructuring, and
trying to be more bold. AFRICOM might have continued to be described as
simply a way for the United States to better organize and coordinate its secu-
rity programs in Africa. That might have produced less suspicion and indeed
less notice in Africa. But as plans for AFRICOM developed, and as Pentagon
spokespersons traveled across the continent to explain and promote the con-
cept, the Pentagon went out of its way to portray it as something new and dif-
ferent from other combatant commands. The chair of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, General Peter Pace, emphasized that the Africa Command will not be a
clone of the other traditional commands. He envisages a greater emphasis on
interagency cooperation in order to “build African capabilities to effectively
govern.” He also denied any interests in sending U.S. troops to Africa.27

Stressing its interagency structure and staffing—a senior State official as
one of the deputies, and both State and USAID personnel in the structure—
AFRICOM was put forth as being part of a broad strategy to support democ-
racy, development, and security. Though vague, plans appeared to include
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U.S. military cooperation, beyond training peacekeepers and other security-
related activities, in various civilian development projects, as CJTF-HOA had
been doing—wells, clinics, environmental programs, help with fisheries de-
velopment, etc. Close cooperation with State and USAID programs was envis-
aged, though again the dimensions of this cooperation were unclear.

While this approach might well be praiseworthy, in terms of recognizing
that Africa’s problems were as much related to poverty as to security, it gave
the appearance that AFRICOM would be playing a large role in all U.S. pro-
grams in Africa. Not just Africans but people in the State Department wonder
if Africa policy might be shifting to Stuttgart, especially given the fact that
AFRICOM staff would likely exceed that of the Africa Bureau of the State De-
partment by a goodly number. USAID officials, as well as those associated
with NGOs, are very concerned that their development activities will become
increasingly embedded within American security and intelligence activities, as
has happened in Iraq and Afghanistan. This has already occurred to some ex-
tent in the Horn of Africa. Such a shift would diminish U.S. capacity for insti-
tution building and long-term development in Africa, relegating such USAID
programs to a lower priority.

The second problem for AFRICOM was projecting its eventual headquar-
ters on the continent of Africa. This immediately fell victim to traditional
Afri can opposition to foreign military bases in Africa, and allowed African
politicians the opportunity to score points against the United States by pub-
licly opposing not only that decision but AFRICOM itself. Nigeria and South
Africa in particular made strong statements to this effect.28 South Africa said
it would not cooperate with AFRICOM. A team of senior U.S. military per-
sonnel visiting South Africa in March 2008 to discuss AFRICOM was unable
to meet with any senior officials.29 Only Liberia indicated that it would wel-
come AFRICOM headquarters on its soil, seeing in that a way to restore its
“special relationship” with the United States. But Pentagon planners did not
want it located there. Fortunately, after extensive consultations in Africa, plan-
ners have agreed that for some time in the future it would be better to locate it
in Stuttgart, Germany, where EUCOM is headquartered, and to contemplate
small satellite presences at select sites in Africa.

CONCLUSION

Africa cannot help but be drawn into the global war on terrorism. Interna-
tionally sponsored terrorist networks have struck at American and Israeli tar-
gets on African soil, built local cells that could strike again in Africa or recruit
for operations elsewhere, and found sufficiently sympathetic elements within
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the population to provide safe haven for terrorists fleeing from Europe or
America. North Africa is far more integrated into internationally radical Is-
lamic terrorist activity than sub-Saharan Africa. Algerians and Moroccans
have figured in several terrorist acts in Europe and constitute most of the
Africans who have reportedly traveled to join al-Qaeda insurgents in Iraq. But
sub-Saharan Africa is not immune. It is widely recognized that terrorists seek
out and have more success in developing their infrastructure in weak, rather
than failed, states, utilizing the relative predictability and protection of an op-
erating state, while exploiting its weaknesses in intelligence and other security
capacity and the marginalization of disaffected elements in its population.
Africa is replete with weak states.

Moreover, the Horn of Africa is intimately linked—in geographic, reli-
gious, ethnic, political, and economic terms—to the Middle East. The devel-
opment of the radical Islamic Courts Movement in Somalia reflects those
linkages. People, arms, money, and material flow from the Middle East along
the Red Sea coast, through Somalia and south to other East African countries,
while commerce and religious interaction moves in both directions. More
than anywhere else on the continent, the Horn of Africa has become a front in
the military battle against internationally sponsored terrorism, backed largely
by the United States but involving ever more deeply the Africa Union.

Yet the vast majority of conflict and “terrorist” activity in Africa is not
linked to international sponsorship or any vast conspiracy against the West.
The Lords Resistance Army in Uganda, the various militia in eastern Congo,
the militants in the Niger Delta, the extremist sects in Kenya, Nigeria, and
elsewhere are the principal security threats to the African population. Pro-
grams that seek to bolster African capacity against internationally sponsored
terrorism, the kind of most concern to the United States and Europe, must
also build capacity against these threats. Yet the roots of these conflicts go
much deeper and are more complex than a “global war against terrorism.”
They demand stronger and more just African states, significant progress on
economic development, and regional peace agreements, as much as improved
intelligence and military capacity. And because the conditions that breed
these homegrown forms of violent activity are the same as those that open the
door for internationally sponsored terrorism, any “war” on the latter must ad-
dress these broader issues.

Thus, the challenge in combating terrorism in Africa is to balance a legiti-
mate program of security improvements with a continuing and sustained at-
tack on poor governance, poverty, and deprivation of human rights. Getting
the balance right is particularly acute because the democracies in Africa are
fragile, and any crackdown on terrorist activity has to be carried out with
great sensitivity to the historic grievances of marginalized groups, the incipi-
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ent struggle for human rights, and the relatively weak civilian oversight of the
military and security institutions. This is why, despite the best efforts of the
planners of AFRICOM to follow such a broad approach, the heart and center
of American counterterrorism programs cannot be based within a security
apparatus. U.S. support for military civic actions programs, designed to win
the hearts and minds of local populations, the centerpiece of CJTF-HOA, is
not the same as USAID support for the strengthening of African institutions,
the building of economic infrastructure, and the support of African civil soci-
ety. Nor is it a substitute for strong political leadership from the Department
of State to maintain the right balance.

African institutions are at a similar crossroads. The Africa Union was met
with tremendous expectations when it was created in 2000, especially in the
area of conflict resolution. Departing from the more traditional and narrow
defense of sovereignty of its predecessor organization, the AU has stated that
conflict within any African state could affect the region. It established a Peace
and Security Council and promised African leadership and responsibility in
bringing such conflicts to a close. It backed this declaration by sending Afri -
can peacekeepers to Burundi, Côte d’Ivoire, the Democratic Republic of the
Congo, and Darfur, ahead of the United Nations. The AU and regional organ-
izations, such as ECOWAS, IGAD, and SADC, have taken the lead in negotiat-
ing peace agreements in Burundi, Liberia, the DRC, and elsewhere.

But Somalia has brought the AU directly into the global war on terrorism.
Coming on the heels of a noble but flawed AU peacekeeping operation in Dar-
fur, the failure to mobilize a peacekeeping force in Somalia may undermine
the will and capacity of the AU to play this kind of role in the future. The AU’s
diplomatic role may be similarly compromised in its full commitment to Ethi-
opia’s position in Somalia. In other such situations, the AU—like the UN—has
striven to be neutral, to help parties negotiate peace, and to provide peace-
keepers to back up an agreed-upon settlement among the contending parties,
or, as in the case of Darfur, with the agreement of the host government. If the
AU’s readiness and capacity to provide leadership in peacekeeping in Africa
are undermined, Somalia will have cost Africa and the West a vital means to
fight all the other conflict situations on the continent. It will have been a big
price to pay.

A new administration in Washington will need to reexamine these issues
and the totality of American counterterrorism efforts. Fortunately for the
United States, most African states share the concern over terrorism and are
prepared to cooperate in fighting it, for their own safety and security. They are
also, however, beset with other priorities and limitations. The United States
has the tools to respond broadly, with recent initiatives such as PEPFAR, the
Millennium Challenge Account, and generally rising aid levels. It has skillful
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diplomats and the ability to call on the United Nations and others to advance
complex political solutions, as will surely be needed in the Horn. Keeping
these fully engaged along with direct security programs, and the benefits of a
well-organized AFRICOM, the partnership with Africa in this area can be ad-
vanced and deepened.
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12

Euro-African Relations 
in the Age of Maturity

Gilbert M. Khadiagala

If what [is] happening in Africa today . . . was happening in any
other part of the world there would be such a scandal and
clamor that governments would be falling over themselves to
do something about it. On the edge of this new century, in an
age of unprecedented wealth and economic progress by all con-
tinents, it is unacceptable that Africa drifts further from the rest
of the world, unseen in its misery and ignored in its pain.

—FORMER BRITISH PRIME MINISTER TONY BLAIR, 
JANUARY 2005

Africans will flood the world unless more is done to develop the
continent. If we do not develop Africa, if we do not make avail-
able the necessary resources to bring about this development,
these people will flood the world.

—FORMER FRENCH PRESIDENT JACQUES CHIRAC, 
JULY 2006

In March 2007, Europe celebrated fifty years since the inauguration of the
Treaty of Rome that ushered in the momentous process of integration. The
anniversary marked the maturation of the political integration that stemmed
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from the steady and incremental steps toward a common and united Europe.
A confident Europe, however, has been less celebratory of its relations with
Africa, relations that are still dominated by uncertainties over negotiations for
new trade ties, the crisis of African migration to Europe, and Europe’s dimin-
ishing role in conflict resolution in Africa. These trends symbolize a midlife
crisis in Euro-African relations whereby a resurgent Europe reluctantly man-
ages a partner that has lost its previous allure and attractiveness.

This chapter argues that the decline of the special relationship between
 Europe and Africa has wrought a profound sense of pessimism, putting the re-
lationship on an uncertain path. The biggest challenge to Euro-African rela-
tions is, as Jacques Chirac notes, the growing perception of Africa as a problem
to Europe as defined primarily by the issue of migration through Europe’s soft
belly in the Mediterranean. This dynamic of Africa-as-a-problem has increas-
ingly whittled down the previous relationships anchored on the promise of
reciprocity and partnership. For now, the dominant themes in the relationship
revolve around how Europe can tame and reduce the deleterious effects of
Africa’s deterioration. Alongside the decline in the special relationship has
been the absence of a coherent European voice to articulate African issues. Eu-
rope has ceded its Africa policy primarily to multilateral institutions, notably
the Group of Eight (G8) countries. The current state of Europe’s relations with
Africa reflects the inevitable maturation of a relationship that has evolved in
light of changing actors, times, and contexts.

NEGOTIATING ECONOMIC 
PARTNERSHIP AGREEMENTS (EPAS)

The Cotonou Partnership Agreement (CPA) signed in 2000 was an attempt by
the European Union (EU) to manage the economic relationships with its
African, Caribbean, and Pacific (ACP) associates, in light of mounting multi-
lateral pressures for reduction of special privileges. As a reappraisal of the
forty-year relationship, the Cotonou Agreement sought to take into account
the expansion of the EU and the accession of countries with no historical links
with Africa. Moreover, the multilateral pressures occasioned by the World
Trade Organizations (WTO) forced the changes that would eliminate the gen-
erous trade regime in existence under the Lome Conventions. Cotonou envis-
aged the phasing out of the trade arrangements by January 2008 and their
replacement by Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs) that would fulfill
the requirements of the WTO. In June 2005, the EU-ACP states signed the re-
vised text of the Cotonou Agreement (CPA II), broadening the areas of coop-
eration to include security, political dialogue, transparency, and increased
social responsibility.1
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Seven years since the accession of the Cotonou Agreement, Euro-African
relations have been dominated by negotiations for EPAs to meet the January
2008 deadline established by the Cotonou Agreement. In conception, EPAs
had three objectives: removal of the previous nonreciprocal clause whereby
African states would furnish free access to their markets to European prod-
ucts; the establishment of new trading blocs among African states that would
negotiate free trade areas with Europe; and better coordination of EU aid pro-
grams with the EPAs.2

A major objective of EPAs is to rationalize African regionalism, which has
been characterized by overlapping membership, incompatible goals, and un-
wieldy mandates. To Europe, EPAs can flourish best in subregional contexts
with distinct memberships and economic interactions. This has placed coun-
tries such as Tanzania in a quandary, as it is forced to choose negotiating an EPA
in the Southern African Development Community (SADC), the East African
Customs Union (EACU), or the East and Southern Africa (ESA) grouping. Al-
though in 2003 SADC proposed that Tanzania should continue negotiating
EPAs under SADC, the EU demanded negotiations under the EACU. Similarly,
Europe has pressured Kenya and Uganda to quit the Common Market for East-
ern and Southern Africa (COMESA), despite the reluctance of these countries
to negotiate under the EACU because of the infancy of the bloc and the weak
economies of the member states.3

Sorting out the question of membership configuration has also occasioned
delays in negotiations for EPAs in Southern Africa where countries are torn
among three negotiating blocs-regions: the East and Southern African countries
(ESA) comprising the sixteen states of COMESA and SADC (Kenya, Uganda,
Burundi, Comoros, Democratic Republic of Congo, Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia,
Madagascar, Malawi, Mauritius, Rwanda, Seychelles, Sudan, Zambia and Zim-
babwe); SADC, and the Southern African Customs Union (SACU). On one
hand, South Africa, a strong member of SADC, has a bilateral free trade agree-
ment with the EU. On the other, SACU—South Africa, Namibia, Botswana,
Lesotho, and Swaziland—are SADC members negotiating EPAs in SACU. This
has essentially left the remaining SADC members—Tanzania, Mozambique, and
Angola—scrambling for an alternative body to join for EPA negotiations.4

Although EPAs are supposed to expand intraregional trade and trade links
with Europe, Christopher Stevens has observed that they may erect new trade
barriers among African countries, defeating the objective of integration: “By
increasing the stakes, EPAs may make regional liberalization less likely. Some
countries willing to remove barriers to imports from their neighbors with
similar economies may be unwilling to offer the same terms to highly com-
petitive (and possibly dumped) EU imports. Regional groups may splinter
 between those willing to liberalize towards the EU and the others.”5
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Apart from the regional ramifications, most of the criticisms of EPAs have
focused on their potential impact on the domestic economic policies of indi-
vidual African states, notably key instruments such as tariff policies, competi-
tion, and investment rules, that all developed countries have used in their
stages of development. Negotiations over market access for agricultural prod-
ucts have, in particular, elicited considerable opposition from African states
that claim European hypocrisy through subsidies to its farmers. In addition
to subsidies, most critics of EPAs charge that they would present a threat to
African agriculture, as they require the opening up of Africa’s markets to EU
goods. Furthermore, critics contend that EPAs would take away African gov-
ernments’ ability to use trade policy instruments to protect agriculture.6

Since 2004, civil society organizations have rallied under the banner of Stop
EPAs campaigns to raise attention to the harmful facets of these agreements. In
West Africa, there has been increasing opposition to EPAs because of their po-
tential threat to regional trade and poverty reduction. In a petition to regional
governments, a coalition of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) charged
that EPAs will be built on the principle of reciprocity and envisage the aboli-
tion of all tariffs for at least 90 percent of all imports in ECOWAS from the EU:

This has de-industrialization effects and constitutes a severe threat to small,

medium scale farmers, and traders in the sub-region. The immediate effect of

EPAs would be the further decline in incomes of about 50–60 percent of people

being employed in these sectors and will retard the poverty reduction efforts in

the sub-region. We therefore call on the leaders of both countries to have the

moral fortitude to call for the stoppage of the Economic Partnership Agree-

ments in their current form.7

Amidst opposition from a broad spectrum of actors in Africa about agri-
cultural provisions, the EU reversed course in late 2006, proposing the re-
moval of all quotas and tariffs for ACP countries’ access to its markets to cover
products such as beef, dairy, cereals, fruits, and vegetables. These concessions
would apply following the signing of EPAs, with a phase-in period for rice
and sugar. Europe has made other concessions to African subregions, for in-
stance offering 5 billion euros for infrastructure development assistance to
East and Southern African states who sign EPAs. But these concessions have
not mollified opponents who have maintained that Africa’s farmers would
continue to face enormous obstacles in accessing the EU market. In the words
of one civil society actor:

This is hardly a generous offer as the EU is offering to eliminate tariffs on the

remaining 3 percent of ACP imports, and in return they demand that Africa
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eliminates 80 percent of its tariffs on EU imports. The risk and the negative im-

pacts will be far greater for Africa. Increased competition from the EU’s highly

subsidized agricultural products such as maize, milk, tomatoes, and meat could

mean the loss of domestic and regional markets for millions of African small-

holder farmers. And the loss of markets means loss of livelihoods, which in

Africa often leads to loss of life altogether.8

Oxfam International did a recent study that reveals that EPAs threaten to
deny African countries a favorable foothold in the global economy. Specifically,
the rules on liberalization of services have the potential to reduce competition,
extend the monopoly power of large companies, and drive local firms out of
business. The new rules in the EPA also pose a threat to poor people’s access to
essential services, as countries would be required to open public utilities to for-
eign investment. In addition, new investment rules would prevent African
states from requiring foreign companies to transfer technology, train local
workers, or source inputs locally. According to Oxfam, “the overall effect of
these changes in the rules is to progressively undermine economic governance,
transferring power from governments to largely unaccountable multinationals
firms, robbing developing countries of the tools they need to develop their
economies and gain a favorable foothold in global markets.”9

To reflect on the severity of the contemplated changes, some African coun-
tries have pleaded for delays in signing EPAs, citing lack of preparedness and
unfair competition. The Private Sector Foundation of Uganda (PSFU) peti-
tioned the government in early 2007 to delay the signing of the EPA, claiming
that Uganda would need a three-year extension after the expiry of the Coto-
nou exemptions. Wary of being flooded with European products, the PSFU
further claimed that the Ugandan economy was not ready to take advantage
of the reciprocity entailed in EPAs because of high production costs, a crip-
pling power crisis, a dilapidated transport infrastructure, and costly loans and
interest rates averaging a minimum of 22 percent.10

Uncertainties over the future of EPAs and trade relations in general under-
score Europe’s determination to frame the rules of partnership. Shorn of its
diplomatic niceties, partnership fundamentally reflects the asymmetries in
power that have long existed. But to the extent that negotiations for EPAs frag-
ment Africa, they have deepened rather than weakened these asymmetries.

GLOBAL MULTILATERALISM AND 
EURO-AFRICAN RELATIONS

Negotiating a new trade regime has occurred alongside Europe’s bid to cede
the parameters of economic relationships with Africa to multilateral bodies,
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notably the annual conclave of the G8 industrialized countries. Since the mid-
2000s, the G8 has assumed significance in charting the course of debates about
Africa’s economic future. In addition to the rotational leadership within the
EU, the growing importance of the G8 forum has led to sporadic attention to
African questions. Targeted invitation of African leaders to G8 gatherings has
further intensified the fragmentation of African voices, while sustaining the
 illusion of inclusion.

Tony Blair’s Commission for Africa (CfA) report exemplified Britain’s
leadership in finding a multilateral consensus on African development is-
sues.11 Coinciding with British chairmanship of the G8 and presidency of the
EU in 2005, the report tried to galvanize major donors to refocus on a host of
Africa’s economic challenges.12 Billed as the most serious analysis of Africa’s
problems for generations, the report invoked global common interests and
collective responsibilities in the search for a coherent policy toward Africa.
The central message of the report was the importance of shared responsibili-
ties in a “new kind of partnership,” based on “mutual respect and solidarity.”
On Africa’s part, leadership is essential:

Africa’s development must be shaped by Africans. History has shown us that

development cannot and does not work if policies are shaped and forced by

outsiders. It is Africa’s actions and leadership that will be the most important

determinants of progress in generating resurgence in Africa, advancing living

standards and taking forward the fight against poverty. The more effective the

action taken by Africa itself, the stronger the case for support from outside

Africa. Partnership must be constructed around Africa’s leadership. This is what

AU/NEPAD is all about.13

There is also need for wider leadership in the developed world:

Strong and sustained action from developed countries in support of Africa’s de-

velopment requires action for Africa to be a domestic political issue in devel-

oped countries. That, in turn, requires both political leadership and political

support. This can come from parliamentarians, the electorates, the media, the

private sector and civil society as a whole. Whilst all these sources of pressure

are interrelated, they all have their individual roles to play. It was political lead-

ership prompted by civil society and development campaigners that led to the

foundation of the Commission for Africa.14

The CfA report recommended, among other things: the tripling of aid
flows to Africa to $50 billion annually by 2015, an additional $10 billion an-
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nually to fight the HIV/AIDS pandemic, complete debt forgiveness, an extra
$10 billion annually for vital infrastructure, and the repatriation by banks in
the developed world of money stolen by corrupt African leaders. The report
also recommended a greater voice for Africa in the World Bank and the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF) and argued that appointments for heads of
international institutions should be based on merit and not nationality. It also
revisited the old issues of good governance and capacity building, reiterating
the importance of the creation of socioeconomic and legal frameworks for
growth and development.15 As Zoe Ware has noted, most of these recommen-
dations spoke to the broader objective of strengthening responsibilities and
reciprocities:

Although it has been criticized as more meaningless promises, it has signaled a

reinvigorated interest in the continent. The Commission’s eminent panel has

given the report credence, and it has undoubtedly benefited from having Tony

Blair as its “champion.” The report has begun to correct the image of Africa as a

hopeless beggar with an unquenchable thirst for aid by placing emphasis on a

“partnership between the developed world and the continent of Africa that goes

beyond the old donor/recipient relations.”16

At the G8 summit in July 2005 in Gleneagles, Scotland, Blair attempted to
convince his colleagues to embrace the recommendations and provide funding
to meet the policy objectives. In the run-up to the Gleneagles summit, Britain
endorsed all the recommendations of the report and mobilized considerable
diplomatic efforts to obtain support from the rest of the G8 countries. But
most of the G8 countries were skeptical of British African activism and agreed
to increase official development assistance by $25 billion per year by 2010. The
most significant concession was debt forgiveness, in the amount of $40 billion,
owed by eighteen countries (most of them in Africa).17 Blair also obtained
commitment from the G8 countries to ratify the UN convention against cor-
ruption and to take action to recover and confiscate stolen assets and return
them to their legitimate owners, deny entry to corrupt officials found guilty of
corruption, and enforce laws against the bribery of foreign public officials.18

Although the report anticipated increased scaling up of resources on the
HIV/AIDS epidemic, during the conference on the replenishment for the Global
Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malaria in September 2005, Britain dou-
bled its share of the fund, but other donors gave only $3.8 billion, $3.3 billion
short of the target. Similarly, despite Blair’s campaign for fairer trade terms for
Africa, neither the G8 countries nor the WTO Doha Development Round of
trade talks in December 2005 in Hong Kong made any breakthroughs on trade
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issues. Overall, what Blair described as the Africa 2005 agenda fell short of expec-
tations, for reasons explained by Penny Jackson:

Counterbalancing the Blair campaigns, however, were considerable political and

economic obstacles. To begin with, it seems that some G8 members thought the

diplomatic drive was an attempt by Britain to steal the high moral ground and

that it gave an insufficient recognition to their own increased commitments to

the continent. The Canadians and the French had already used their chairman-

ships to talk about African issues, and the Bush administration has taken in-

creased interest in Africa.19

Not to be overshadowed by Britain, French President Chirac launched his
own global initiative to address Africa’s plight, proposing an international sol-
idarity levy on air travel, which would raise $3 billion annually to finance aid
commitments.

Blair’s presidency of the EU produced a landmark review of Euro-African
relations to coincide with the momentum unleashed by the CfA. In October
2005, the European Commission produced a report, EU Strategy for Africa:
Towards a Euro-African Pact to Accelerate African Development, which was en-
dorsed by the Council of Ministers in December 2005. While rehashing some
of the questions raised in the revised CPA, the report brought new issues to
the fore of the relationship. Among the economic components of the EU
Strategy is the establishment of the European-African Business Forum (EBF),
a body that would forge dialogue and closer ties between the private and pub-
lic investors in Africa and Europe. As part of this initiative, the EU made a
commitment to support African Chambers of Commerce in exploring busi-
ness and trade opportunities in Europe. Related to the notion of EBF is the
proposal of twinning partnerships in business, industries, and trade unions.
Similarly, the EU Strategy gives new prominence to helping African countries
to diversify products exported to Europe.20

The EU Strategy also laid the foundation for resolving the vexing question
of migration. Promising to make migration between Africa and Europe a posi-
tive force for development, the strategy proposed finding mechanisms that
would ease the sending of remittances from Europe to Africa. Additionally, it
outlined ways of transforming brain drain into brain gain through  innovative
programs, such as “helping African countries to tap into the potential available
in their diasporas in Europe and by facilitating various forms of brain circula-
tion, including return migration and temporary or virtual return by which
African migrants can make their skills available to their home countries.”21

On political issues, the EU Strategy was less innovative, reiterating the con-
cerns about democracy, governance, and human rights.22 The governance ini-
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tiatives, however, tried to align Europe more with the local African initiatives,
notably the African Peer Review Mechanism (APRM), the flagship program
of the New Partnership for African Development (NEPAD). By backing the
APRM, Europe has tried to underscore the domestication of NEPAD’s princi-
ples of political, economic, and corporate governance. Although domestica-
tion had met many obstacles during the 1980s, the widespread convergence
around governance as a universal good and the inextricable linkages between
governance and economic development have signaled the inevitability of con-
ditionalities. The more innovative component of the strategy was the estab-
lishment of a North African Governance Facility to promote democratization
in Egypt, Libya, Tunisia, and Mauritania. On human rights, the strategy went
beyond the rhetorical fealty on human rights and instead proposed the estab-
lishment of an EU-Africa Human Rights Forum with the objective of encour-
aging the sharing of resources and expertise on human rights issues.

On African conflicts, the EU Strategy built strongly on previous documents
detailing Europe’s role in conflict resolution. Since the 1999 Commission’s
communication on EU cooperation with African countries involved in armed
conflicts, Europe has emphasized the importance of conflict prevention as the
key to its African policies. In April 2000, through the Cairo Declaration and
Cairo Plan of Action, adopted jointly by the EU and the Organization of Afri -
can Unity (OAU), the EU developed a conflict management and resolution
strategy dealing with common guidelines for arms exports, post-conflict recon-
struction, conflict diamonds, and small-arms proliferation. In a follow-up to
the Cairo summit in November 2002, the EU and African ministers agreed
to (1) exchange information on regular basis; (2) establish an inventory of in-
sti tutions dealing with conflicts; (3) strengthen the institutional capacity of
early warning and preventive diplomacy; and (4) foster good governance and
the rule of law as essential elements in conflict prevention. Toward this end, the
EU also gave 10 million euros to the African Union Peace Fund.23

Subsequently, as part of the EU-Africa dialogue on conflict prevention, the
EU established the Peace Facility in 2004, a 250 million euro allocation hived
from the European Development Fund (EDF) to foster peace, enhance early
warning, and conflict prevention. The facility specifically funds peacekeeping
operations in Africa that are carried out and staffed by Africans. Funds from the
Peace Facility have been used in support of the African Union Mission (AMIS)
in Darfur, the Central African Republic, and the European Force  (EUFOR) to
support the electoral process in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).24

Building on the success of the EU-led Peace Facility, the African Union (AU) and
G8 donors recently agreed to set up a fund to support peacekeeping missions in
Africa to augment the AU’s Complementary Peace Facility. In increasing re-
sources available for Africa-led peace support operations, the fund will also cover
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budget lines that cannot be financed by the APF.25 Under a different framework,
the EU has earmarked battle-ready groups of its own soldiers for limited peace
operations in Africa.26

In addition to being the largest donor to the AU peacekeeping missions, the
EU has been engaged in the long-term capacity-building for peace through
the Peace Facility. Similarly, the EU has assiduously promoted the Kimberley
Process, an international mechanism forged by Western countries to restrict
the sale of diamonds from conflict countries in order to undercut diamond
warlords. The 2005 Strategy sought to concretize most of the policy positions
on conflict prevention and peacekeeping in Africa within the framework of
Europe’s Common Security and Defense Identity (ESDI) and the Common
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP).

Blair’s activism raised Africa’s global profile, but dependence on the new
multilateral institutional leadership for agenda-setting raised profound ques-
tions of continuity. Thus, in 2006, when the G8 presidency passed onto Rus-
sia, a non-EU member, the focus on Africa’s problems seemed to dissipate.27

A year after the unprecedented focus on Africa at Gleneagles, the issues barely
made it on the agenda of the G8 summit at St. Petersburg.28 It was left to the
perennial African attendees at the G8 summits—South Africa’s Thabo Mbeki
and Olusegun Obasanjo of Nigeria—to chastise Europe and the world for “ig-
noring” African issues and failing to live up to the promises of Gleneagles.
Typical of these condemnations was a statement by President Mbeki: “It is im-
portant that the G8 begins to understand that making commitments to Africa
without implementation is not helping.”29

Under the presidency of Germany’s Angela Merkel, the G8 leaders in June
2007 reconfirmed their commitment to double Official Development Assis-
tance (ODA) to Africa by 2010. But studies indicate that aid flows to Africa
have remained static for two years and are set to drop in spite of donor prom-
ises to increase giving.30 Germany also proposed that each G8 member sign a
partnership agreement with one African country that is living up to the ex-
pectation of global governance standards, a proposal that irked many Africans
who saw it as paternalistic and a departure from the policy of geographic co-
herence. Reflecting the general disappointment with the 2007 G8 summit,
Archbishop Njongonkulu Ndungane of Cape Town criticized the failure of
Western countries to keep their promise:

Having put Africa as a key item on the agenda, the G8 has made a number of

proclamations about how they would contribute to Africa’s growth and devel-

opment. If G8 leaders can continue to make public pronouncements commit-

ting themselves to targets that they are failing to reach, I strongly question the

type of leadership that is content to make empty promises. G8 leaders need to
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start subjecting themselves to peer-review, where they account for why they are

lagging behind in meeting the commitments they have made. Members of the

G8 must begin to show forthright leadership by ensuring that commitments

are made with a clear road map with targets and clear time frames. Just as Eu-

rope needed a strong injection of resources from the international community

to recover from World War II, so does Africa now. The international commu-

nity, especially the G8 have this responsibility.31

When Portugal assumed the EU presidency in June 2007, there were expec -
tations that its long interaction with Africa would help reignite attention to
African issues. As part of these efforts, Lisbon announced an EU-AU summit
to be held in December 2007, the first Europe-Africa summit in seven years. But
even before its convention, the summit was embroiled in controversy stemming
from Europe’s attempts to bar Zimbabwe’s President Robert Mugabe from the
event. To the chagrin of African states, Portugal first suggested that Mugabe
would be unwelcome, but the new British prime minister, Gordon Brown,
raised the ante, threatening to boycott the summit because Mugabe’s presence
would contravene an EU visa ban imposed on the Zimbabwean leader. Further-
more, Brown contended that while the summit would be a “serious opportu-
nity to forge a stronger partnership between EU and Africa, in order to fight
poverty, tackle climate change, and agree on new initiatives on education,
health and peace-keeping . . . if he attended, President Mugabe would under-
mine the summit, divert attention from the important issues that need to be re-
solved. In those circumstances, my attendance would not be appropriate.”32

Responding to the campaign to bar Mugabe, SADC’s chair, Zambian Presi-
dent Levy Mwanawasa threatened to mobilize other African countries to boy-
cott the Lisbon summit. Declaring “No Mugabe, No Summit,” Mwanawasa
announced, “I will not go to Portugal if Mugabe is not allowed and I don’t
know how many African leaders will be prepared to go to Portugal without
Mugabe.”33 Similarly, Gertrude Mongella, the Tanzanian president of the Pan-
African Parliament, condemned Brown’s threat: “We do know there are some
problems, but if somebody wants to arm-twist Zimbabwe, that’s not the best
way to solve the problems. I think this is again another way of manipulating
Africa. Zimbabwe is an independent nation.”34

THE DYNAMIC OF AFRICA-AS-A-PROBLEM 
IN EURO-AFRICAN RELATIONS

The debate on Mugabe symbolizes lingering questions about EU perceptions
of the African predicament in the twenty-first century. Global multilateralism
has not reversed the creeping pessimism that has dominated Euro-African
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 relations since the late 1990s. Following decades of civil strife and economic
stagnation in Africa, Afro-pessimism pervaded the development agenda,
breeding aid fatigue among Western publics. Fearful of the growing domestic
inertia on African issues and African marginalization, the EU has tried to re -
define most of the twenty-first-century security concerns as fundamentally
having African origins. At the heart of the hardheaded realism that pervades
this perspective is the assumption that Africa matters because it is the source of
most of the global travails—weak states, environmental degradation, the
threats of terrorism, Islamic fundamentalism, the AIDS pandemic, and migra-
tion. Since these issues have the potential to create chaos with resonance in Eu-
rope, the EU has an obligation to assist Africa in dealing with these problems.

This policy perspective has found conceptual defense in the works of
Patrick Chabal and Jean-Pascal Daloz that purport widespread chaos and dis-
order as “normal” patterns of African politics.35 Encapsulated in the broad
ideas of a Fortress Europe, this policy has fostered preventive strategies that
would insulate Europe from the quandary of Africa’s presence and proximity.
Noting that Europe’s Africa policy oscillates between tepid engagement and
neglect of African concerns, one of the leading French Africanists, Jean-
François Bayart, has warned of the dangers of “abandoning” Africa:

Europe has condemned Africa to further military turmoil in the form of civil

wars and interventions of a para-colonial type by some Sub-Saharan states. Eu-

rope has abandoned the field of action to religious revolutions associated with

sects and charismatic movements of a frequently obscurantist nature, which are

formidable vehicles of changing political values. The logical outcome, other

than a frightening decline in the conditions of life and a worrying political de-

cay, is an unstoppable wave of emigration. Fortress Europe has no response

other than bureaucratic and police repression. The ravages of HIV-AIDS, tu-

berculosis and malaria, the incidence of crime, the destruction of the forest, and

the growing brutality of wars are all indicators that should worry Europe and

suggest to Europeans that their continent will not remain immune from this

turbulence forever.36

Although interest in chaos serves to refocus public engagement with
Africa, it invariably reinforces the Africa-as-a-problem dynamic that, then,
precludes engagements and partnerships that go beyond these problems. A
perverse form of the globalization of the “African problem” is seen in the aca-
demic and policy debates across the Pacific, appropriately labeled, the
“Africanization of the South Pacific.”37

More than any other issue, African migration underlies Europe’s Africa-as-
a-problem posture. Captured in President Chirac’s above-quoted statement, it
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also finds resonance within the larger public opinion. As a European citizen
wrote to the British Broadcasting Corporation, “Rather than pulling Africans
to our level (in an ideal world this would be great), migration is going to sink
us to their level.”38 With an estimated 40,000 people making the often per-
ilous sea crossing from West Africa to Spain’s Canary Islands in 2006 alone,
stemming the illegal migration tide on the southern shores of Europe has be-
come the dominant irritant in EU-African relations. Although the EU Strat-
egy of 2005 covered the softer side of migration, such as remittances and the
brain drain, it was silent on the more difficult questions of mass crossings in
the Mediterranean.39

Efforts to address illegal migration occupied the attention of the EU-Africa
Ministerial Conference on Migration and Development in Tripoli in Novem-
ber 2006. This gathering tried to find a comprehensive and balanced approach
to migration, taking into account migration trends as well as links between
migration and economic, social, political, and humanitarian issues.40 In yet
another critical meeting that focused attention on migration in Rabat, Mo-
rocco, in July 2006, African and European states deliberated on developing a
common approach, including tougher policing action against human traffick-
ing and measures to deal with the poverty and conflict that drive would-be
migrants to seek better lives in Europe. The then French interior minister,
Nicholas Sarkozy, warned that the failure to offer opportunities to African
youth today would spell disaster for Europe tomorrow: “Let us offer Africa
youth a future of dignity. Then it will not risk resorting to violence and ex-
tremism, or choosing, en masse, the paths of exile.”41

Bilateral agreements, particularly between Spain and West African nations,
have failed to halt the flow of African migrants to Europe. Similarly, the EU
hurriedly created FRONTEX, a border patrol force to operate in the Mediter-
ranean, but patrols and helicopter surveillance units off the coasts of Senegal,
Mauritania, Cape Verde, and the Gambia have been ineffective. The influx of
illegal immigrants to Europe has also occasioned clashes among EU mem-
bers, as illustrated in the EU summit on migration issues in Tampere, Fin-
land, in September 2006. At these talks, Spain pleaded for help to deal with
the surge of African migrants, repeatedly stating that it was unable to cope
with the influx: “These people coming from the African continent are knock-
ing on the door of the whole of the European Union—we just happen to be
the closest border country towards the African continent.”42 More poignantly,
President Ricardo Melchior of the Canary Islands threatened to “send these
people arriving in small ships to Madrid and Brussels so that they can under-
stand how serious the situation is.”43 But the rest of Europe was less sympa-
thetic to Spanish pleas. While Germany noted that Madrid should not be
asking for Europe’s economic support, Austria criticized Spain’s decision to
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grant amnesty to 500,000 undocumented foreigners in 2005, a decision that
had rewarded illegal immigration.44

CONCLUSION

The Euro-African marriage that was consummated in Rome in 1957 has
reached a predictable midlife crisis. The key challenge is whether the relation-
ship will evolve into a comfortable maturity of respect and tolerance that
comes with old age, or whether it confronts perpetual crises that stem from
enduring issues of incompatibility. The relationship may adapt to these reali-
ties or collapse, but the trajectories in either direction are uncertain. For now,
Europe, the dominant partner, seems to be speaking to Africa with a prover-
bial forked tongue—selling EPAs to demonstrate the maturation of economic
relationships, while perennially reneging on G8 aid promises that ultimately
seek to equip African countries to absorb and deal effectively with the EPAs.45

Yet the negotiations for the EPAs reveal that the days of nonreciprocal
trade ties are over, awaiting new arrangements that will dovetail with current
imperatives. Although these negotiations are difficult, there is growing recog-
nition that future trade relations need a more solid anchor, even though there
are enormous short-term adjustment costs. Similarly, in the realm of political
conditionality and conflict resolution, the acknowledgment of reciprocities
and responsibilities seems to be the way out of the debilitating debates that
had previously hampered discussions about these questions. As NEPAD’s do-
mestication of the donor conditionality regime reveals, policy selectivity and
differentiation among African countries has gradually evolved from a broader
pattern of external and internal expectations about accountability, probity,
good government, and common sense. Ultimately, an exit strategy out of de-
pendency is the cure for political conditions and external superintendence,
Herculean tasks at the heart of African economic development. Initiatives
such as the launch of the first Pan-African Infrastructural Development Fund
being financed by Africans to focus on energy, transport, telecommunica-
tions, and water and sanitation are crucial to dependency-reduction, but they
remain rare.

In the recent evolution of Europe-Africa relations, African countries have
found representation at the annual summits of G8 countries. Similarly, the
Davos committee has routinely invited leaders of South Africa, Nigeria, and a
smattering of other African countries to the annual conclave. There was also
the much-publicized presence of Tanzania’s Benjamin Mkapa and Ethiopia’s
Meles Zenawi on the Blair Commission for Africa. These invitations connote
a growing respect and recognition of African presence in shaping the global
economic agenda, but they also raise deep concerns as to whether such lim-
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ited and sporadic participation trivializes and, at worst, fragments African
perspectives. How much of what passes for African participation at Davos and
at the G8 is substantive representation, and how much of it is tokenism that
sustains the illusion of movement on African questions?
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13

China’s Engagement in Africa
Scope, Significance, and Consequences*

Denis M. Tull

China’s vastly increased involvement in Africa over the past decade is one of
the most significant recent developments in the region. It appears to contradict
the idea of international marginalisation of Africa and brings significant eco-
nomic and political consequences. China’s Africa interest is part of a recently
more active international strategy based on multipolarity and non- intervention.
Increased aid, debt-cancellation, and a boom in Chinese-African trade, with a
strategic Chinese focus on oil, have proven mutually advantageous for China and
African state elites. By offering aid without preconditions, China has presented an
attractive alternative to conditional Western aid and has gained valuable diplo-
matic support to defend its international interests. However, a generally asym-
metrical relationship differing little from previous African-Western patterns,
alongside support of authoritarian governments at the expense of human rights,
make the economic consequences of increased Chinese involvement in Africa
mixed at best, while the political consequences are bound to prove deleterious.

INTRODUCTION

The period since the end of the Cold War, when observers would invariably
name the US, France and the UK as the only foreign powers to have substantial
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interests in Sub-Saharan Africa, is drawing to a close. Over the course of the
past ten years or so, the People’s Republic of China has established itself as an
increasingly influential player across the continent. Given the impressive scale
and scope of its renewed engagement, China’s forays into Africa may turn out
as one of the most significant developments for the region in recent years. For
one thing, China’s return may single-handedly invalidate the conventional wis-
dom on Africa’s international marginalisation; even more so since other states
of the global south, notably India and Brazil, are also forging closer ties with
Africa. For another, China’s political and economic involvement in Africa has a
palpable impact on the domestic scene in many African states, which will fur-
ther augment should China continue to pursue a more globally oriented for-
eign policy, particularly towards non-Western regions.

Taking the general transformation of Chinese foreign policy as a starting
point, this article analyses China’s foreign policy towards Africa since the early
1990s. The first half of the paper reviews the scale of China’s political and eco-
nomic involvement and examines the objectives and strategies underlying
Chinese foreign policy towards Sub-Saharan Africa. Although by no means
Beijing’s only objective, oil interests will receive particular emphasis. The sec-
ond part of the paper looks at the impact that China’s renewed engagement
has on the countries of the region by considering its economic and political
repercussions. It is argued that China’s economic impact may prove to be a
mixed blessing whereas the political consequences of its return are likely to
prove deleterious.

CHINA’S SHIFTING FOREIGN POLICY

China’s increasing involvement on the African continent is a manifestation of
the remarkable transformation of the country’s foreign policy over the past
10–15 years. Although China watchers are still debating the nature and scope of
that change, they mostly agree that China has been seeking a more active role in
the international system in recent years. Beijing has expanded and intensified
its bilateral relations throughout the world, has joined regional  bodies dealing
with security and economic issues and has extended its involvement in multi-
lateral organisations. As a result, China’s foreign policy as a whole is by and
large considered to be more dynamic, constructive, flexible and self-confident
than was the case during the preceding decades (see Medeiros & Taylor Fravel
2003; Sutter 2004). As veteran diplomat Zbigniew Brzezinski asserts: ‘China is
clearly assimilating into the international system.’ (Brzezinski & Mears heimer
2005:46).

Chinese efforts to conduct a more active foreign policy beyond its Asian
neighbourhood set in as early as 1989.1 The fierce reactions of Western states
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to the massacre in Tiananmen square (June 1989), including an arms em-
bargo imposed by the US and the European Union (EU), and the persistent
Western criticism of China’s human rights record ever since induced Beijing
to seek closer ties to non-Western countries. Developing countries were effec-
tively elevated to a ‘cornerstone’ of Chinese foreign policy in an effort to build
coalitions to shield Beijing from Western criticism. Given their numerical
weight in international organisations, African states played an important role
in the Chinese stratagem. Since many African leaders were themselves at the
time under growing domestic and external pressure to liberalise their political
systems, they were more than willing to go along with China’s claims that
Western demands for democracy and the respect for human rights amounted
to thinly veiled imperialistic manoeuvres intent on interfering in the domestic
politics of developing states and undermining their stability and progress at
large. Gauging the relations between developing and developed states in terms
of a North-South conflict, this discourse served as a powerful glue whereby
China sought to construct a common identity with African states vis-à-vis the
paternalistic West. With these considerations in mind, China moved swiftly to
increase its assistance to developing countries substantially, most of which
were African nations (Taylor 1998:450).

A second factor that led the Chinese leadership to steer a more active for-
eign policy course in the post-1989 period was the expected emergence of an
uncontested international hegemony of the US which, it was feared, would
hold back China’s ascendancy as a global political power (Muekalia 2004:10).
To address the problem, Beijing advanced the concept of multipolarity, de-
fined as the construction of more or less flexible alliances to contain every
form of hegemony and to build a new and just international order. Since
China obviously conceived of itself as one indispensable pole in the interna-
tional system, the government reached out to non-Western states to bolster its
international position vis-à-vis the US, particularly its room for manoeuvre
within the UN Security Council and other international bodies. The coming
into office of the administration of G.W. Bush, which conceptualised China as
a ‘strategic competitor’—President Clinton had referred to China as a ‘strate-
gic partner’—probably reinforced Beijing’s belief in the necessity of a multi-
polar world and the need for new allies (see Economy 2003:243–49).

At the end of the same decade a third factor corroborated Beijing’s view that
a global foreign policy had become a sheer necessity. While the strength of
China’s economy was to no small degree based on its dynamic integration into
the world economy, the financial crisis in Asia in 1997 alerted the Chinese lead-
ership to the risks of economic interdependence as it exposed the vul nerability
of the country’s outward-oriented economy to external shocks. By implication,
regional and international stability, mainly but not exclusively in economic
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terms, turned into strategic objectives (Weinstein 2005). Therefore Beijing
moved to modify and broaden the conceptualisation of its (inter)national in-
terests. For if outside events could imperil the country’s continued economic
growth, China’s precarious domestic situation, including increased social ten-
sions, would no doubt pose a serious challenge to the political monopoly of the
Communist Party. Consequently, the Chinese leadership regarded a more ac-
tive foreign policy as the best strategy to defend and assert its national interests.
The need to expand and strengthen China’s bilateral relations, including those
with the states in Africa south of the Sahara, was part of this strategy. Accord-
ingly, China’s rapidly increasing engagement in Africa is not so much reflecting
a singular or specific policy towards the continent. Instead, it is part and parcel
of a wider policy thrust which manifests itself equally in China’s relations to-
wards other regions of the world such as Latin America and the Middle East.2

TAKING STOCK OF CHINA’S 
INVOLVEMENT IN AFRICA

Western responses to the Tiananmen massacre in 1989 provided the initial
trigger which compelled the Chinese government to seek closer ties to Africa
after a lengthy period of reduced activity.3 In the three years following the car-
nage, Chinese foreign minister Qian Qichan visited no less than 14 African
countries and thus laid the foundation for an intense diplomacy that continues
unabated until today (see Taylor 2004:87; Marchal forthcoming). During the
past two years, for example, more than one hundred high-level meetings have
taken place between Chinese and African diplomats and envoys (see BBC
Monitoring Newsletter 2005). In addition, and at a time when Western states
are generally inclined to roll back their diplomatic presence in Africa, China
maintains embassies in every African country—except for the six states enter-
taining diplomatic relations with Taiwan.4 By the same token, the number of
Chinese commercial representations is growing fast.

Although an emerging economic superpower, China continues to portray
itself, at least to African audiences, as a developing nation to underline the
quasi-natural convergence of interests between China, ‘the biggest developing
country and Africa, the continent with the-largest number of developing
countries’ (Jiang Zemin). At the same time Beijing acknowledges its superior
international standing and uses its permanent seat in the UN Security Council
to position itself as a mentor of African countries. This includes China’s claims
to support fairer global trade and Africa’s various reform-oriented institutions
such as the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) and the
African Union (AU) and an enlarged UN Security Council. While most of
these pledges have remained extremely vague, China’s increasing involvement
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in UN peacekeeping missions in Africa has been substantial. In 2004, some
1,400 Chinese participated in nine UN missions on the continent. The biggest
contingent (558 troops) was sent to war-torn Liberia after the incoming Liber-
ian government (2003) ended its diplomatic relations with Taiwan.5

As another signal of its commitment to Africa, Beijing points to its support
for debt cancellation in favour of African countries. Over the past few years,
China has cancelled the bilateral debts of 31 African countries totalling some
$1.27 bn (BBC Monitoring Newsletter 2005). Similarly, President Hu Jintao’s
promise to provide development assistance ‘within our power’ is part of Bei-
jing’s repertoire to underline its support for Africa (The Christian Science Moni-
tor 6.1.2005). In 2002 some 44% of China’s widely spread overall assistance to
developing countries of $1.8 bn went to Africa (The Economist 7.2.2004; L’Hu-
manité 4.2.2004). Although this represents a large amount when measured
against China’s GDP per capita (2002: $911), the country clearly lags behind the
volumes disbursed by major Western nations.6 As a result, it is far from clear
whether China is prepared to become a dedicated donor nation, with the obli-
gations and commitments this may entail, or whether it will continue to em-
phasise its own status as a developing country, defining whatever it deems to be
‘within its power’ and thus foregoing international agreements among donors.

However, the limited financial value of China’s aid is considerably en-
hanced by political considerations. The Chinese government and its African
counterparts frequently stress that Beijing’s aid comes with little political
strings attached. Contrary to Western donors, China’s cooperation with or
support of African governments does not hinge on conditionalities pertaining
to specific political objectives or standards (i.e. human rights, democracy). Of
course, the notable exception from China’s purported rejection of political
demands is the issue of Taiwan; that is, Beijing’s insistence that it is the only
legitimate representative of China. The ‘One China’ principle therefore re-
mains an important objective, even though the race for recognition between
both countries is no longer as important as it was in the past, partly because
in recent years Beijing was considerably more successful than Taipei in its at-
tempts to convince African countries to shift recognition away from its rival
(see Taylor 2002).

Out of the wide range of Chinese activities in Africa, economic trans -
actions provide the most powerful evidence of China’s increasing interests in
the continent. The skyrocketing of Chinese-African trade deserves particular
emphasis. Between 1989 and 1997 the bilateral trade volume grew by 430%
and since then has more than quintupled. It reached $24 bn in 2004, amount-
ing to 6.3% of the extra-regional trade of the states south of the Sahara.7 In
the first ten months of 2005 Chinese-African trade grew by 39% to $32.17 bn
(BBC Online 6.1.2006). As a result, China has overtaken the UK as Africa’s
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third most important trading partner in 2005 (after the US and France).
However, Africa’s share of Chinese external trade is only about two per cent
and the Chinese-African trade represents a mere 40% of the US-African trade
volume.

Beijing’s active promotion of economic interaction with Africa has signifi-
cantly contributed to the impressive growth rates of bilateral trade. In institu-
tional terms, this has been flanked by the creation of the Forum on China-Africa
Cooperation in 2000 (see IRIN News, 17.12.2003; Muekalia 2004:8–10; Taylor
2004:89–91). Furthermore, a Chinese-African Chamber of Commerce was
opened in Beijing in March 2005, which aims at promoting trade and economic
relations with initially five African countries.8 That institution is only the latest
among a fast growing number of initiatives and agreements between China and
Africa. As of 2005, China has bilateral trade and investment agreements with
75% of Africa’s states. Of the 40 bilateral investment agreements China entered
between 1995 and 2003, 18 were established with African countries (UNCTAD
2004). Enhanced Chinese economic interest in Africa is also reflected by the fact
that some 700 Chinese enterprises with a total investment of about $1.5 bn are
currently operating in Africa (Beijing Time 16.12.2003). Finally, China has sig-
nalled its willingness to negotiate the establishment of a free trade zone with
southern African states (China Daily 26.11.2004.).

What are the factors behind the Chinese-African trade boom? The massive
export of goods to Africa is part of the story. Due first to its large and cheap
labour force and second to the acute poverty in vast parts of Africa, China of-
fers low-price export goods such as textiles and clothing, electronic devices and
machines, which find a huge and soaring demand. In 2003 China was the sec-
ond biggest exporter of goods (11%) to the member states of the Economic
Community of West African States (ECOWAS). Given its burgeoning exports
to Nigeria, West Africa’s largest economy, China has since then almost certainly
narrowed the gap with ECOWAS’ leading supplier, i.e. France. After Nigeria’s
imports from China had multiplied by a factor of ten in the period between
1994 and 2002, Nigerian imports from China climbed from $1.76 bn in 2003
to $2.28 bn in 2004 (Mail & Guardian 23.5.2005).

Chinese imports from Africa have grown even faster. In comparison to the
primarily commercial objectives of its export trade with Africa, the strategic
value of China’s imports from the continent stands out. It is driven by Beijing’s
need to secure natural resources to sustain its economic boom at home (see
Zweig & Janhai 2005). For instance, China’s share in the increase in global de-
mand for some mineral resources such as aluminum, nickel and copper varies
between 76 and 100% (Kaplinsky 2005). Similarly, China’s oil consumption
will increase dramatically over the next three decades; and so will its reliance
on oil imports, which accounted for 37% of its oil consumption in 2003.9
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Africa’s resource-rich countries are in a position to provide an ample per-
centage of China’s requirements. There is little doubt that natural resources
are at the core of China’s economic interests in Africa—or perhaps even its
overall interest in the continent. In terms of China’s imports from Africa, nine
out of its ten most important trading partners are resource-rich countries.
Remarkably, the list even includes emerging oil-producer Chad, one of the
few African countries to recognise Taiwan.

It is probably no coincidence that Beijing’s rising interest in Africa comes at
a time when sizeable new discoveries of oil have been made on the continent,
particularly in the Gulf of Guinea. Africa’s largest producers, Angola and Nige-
ria, are set to at least double their production within the next decade. Impor-
tant oil fields have also been explored in Equatorial-Guinea, São Tomé e
Principe and Chad while minor reserves are located in Mauritania and Côte
d’Ivoire (Ellis 2003:135). Together with long-standing producers Congo-
 Brazzaville and Gabon, these new discoveries could bring Africa’s oil output to
seven million barrels a day within the next 10–15 years (International Herald
Tribune 31.7.2004). Bolstered by a massive infusion of investments of $360 bn
(2001–2030) that transnational companies have announced to make, produc-
tion could reach 13 million barrels per day in 2020.10

Regardless of these projections, Africa’s contribution to China’s overall oil im-
ports is already significant. In 2004 Africa’s share of Chinese overall oil imports
reached 28.7%, up from 25.2% in 2003.11 Angola, Beijing’s most important
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TABLE 13.1 China’s most important African trading partners in 2004 (imports)

Millions of $US %

Angola 3,422.63 27.4

South Africa 2,567.96 20.6

Sudan 1,678.60 13.4

Republic of Congo 1,224.74 9.8

Equatorial Guinea 787.96 6.3

Gabon 415.39 3.3

Nigeria 372.91 3.0

Algeria 216.11 1.7

Morocco 208.69 1.7

Chad 148.73 1.2

TOTAL 11,043.72 88.4

Source: International Monetary Fund, Direction of Trade Statistics (Washington, D.C.: IMF, May
2005).
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African oil supplier, exported 117 million barrels to China in 2004, a 60% in-
crease from the previous year.12 With a share of about 13% of Chinese oil im-
ports, Angola came close to the level provided by China’s leading oil supplier, i.e.
Saudi-Arabia (125 million barrels).

STRATEGIC ELEMENTS OF CHINA’S 
POLICY TOWARDS AFRICA

The extent to which China appears to be welcomed with open arms by many
of Africa’s leaders is perhaps the most striking element of recent Sino-African
relations. By offering their African counterparts a mix of political and eco-
nomic incentives, the Chinese government is successfully driving home the
message that increased Sino-African cooperation will inevitably result in a
‘win-win situation’ for both sides. The power of this argument is enhanced by
a subtle discourse which posits China not only as an appealing alternative
partner to the West, but also as a better choice for Africa. While this is cer-
tainly debatable with respect to Africa and its ordinary citizens as a whole,
there can be little doubt that sizeable benefits of China’s return will accrue to
state elites.

Most obviously, an important appeal stems from the fact that China stub-
bornly sticks to the dogma of national sovereignty. It fiercely continues to re-
pudiate the increasingly powerful notion that outside interference into the
domestic affairs of a state can be legitimate. China’s donor policies reflect this
state-centred orthodoxy to the degree that, the issue of Taiwan aside, no polit-
ical conditions are attached to its development assistance. Western donors, in
contrast, have progressively undermined the sovereignty of African states by
imposing reform agendas on them: first in the guise of Structural Adjustment
Programs (SAPs) in the 1980s, followed in the 1990s by demands for demo-
cratic reform. In light of the persistent stress which economic and political
conditionalities have forced on African governments, it is hardly surprising
that the Chinese stance on the issue of sovereignty is gratefully acknowledged
by African governments. In a barely concealed complaint against the intrusive
attitudes of Western donors, a spokesman of the Kenyan government no
doubt echoed a widespread sentiment on the continent when he noted: ‘You
never hear the Chinese saying that they will not finish a project because the
government has not done enough to tackle corruption. If they are going to
build a road, then it will be built.’13 Such observations underline that non-
 intrusive China presents an attractive partner of African governments; that is,
not only for plainly authoritarian leaders, but also for the great many of
African governments presiding over hybrid regimes for whom the distribu-
tion of patronage remains an exigency of political survival.14
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That a number of African regimes have been unable to manage the politi-
cal economy of reform over the past two decades, sometimes with disastrous
consequences such as outbreaks of violent conflict, was not lost on the Chi-
nese government. In conjunction with the wholesale failure of economic re-
forms (SAPs), these setbacks, in Beijing’s view, have but confirmed its analysis
that the patchy record of Western-driven reform efforts in Africa will inadver-
tently facilitate Chinese advances on the continent. As Renmin Ribao, the offi-
cial newspaper of the Communist Party, noted:

‘. . . owing to the general failure in the West’s political and economic behaviour

in Africa, African nations, which were only suspicious at first, are now negating

Western-style democracy and have reinitiated “Afro-Asianism” and proposed

“going towards the Orient.” This has opened up new opportunities for further

enriching the content and elevating the quality of China-Africa cooperation’

(BBC Monitoring Newsletter 8.1.2004).

Furthermore, Chinese aid tends to benefit the governments of receiving
countries more directly than the policies of Western donors, who are preoccu-
pied with the reduction of poverty. The Chinese, unlike Western countries, do
finance grandiose and prestigious buildings (presidential palaces, football
 stadiums) that African leaders highly appreciate for their very own political
 reasons.

In return, Beijing can count on valuable diplomatic support by African
governments to defend its interests on the international level, particularly in
multilateral organisations with ‘one country—one vote’ arrangements. In the
United Nations Commission on Human Rights, for instance, African coun-
tries have frequently played a prominent role in frustrating Western efforts to
bring about a formal condemnation of China’s human rights record.15 More
recently, intense courting led to China’s recognition as a market-economy by
a fair number of African states. This is a crucial status in the wake of China’s
WTO accession, helping to shield it from accusations of dumping.16 Finally,
diplomatic backing by African states pertains to the recognition of the princi-
ple of ‘One China’ and the pursuit of the concept of a multipolar world.

Although non-interference remains an article of faith for the Chinese lead-
ership, it is but one factor explaining China’s growing influence in Africa. Par-
ticularly in the economic realm, it has only limited explanatory power. What
matters more are the strategies that Chinese companies pursue in their con-
quest of Africa’s markets. Firstly, Chinese firms appear to be significantly less
risk-averse than their Western counterparts, especially in war-torn states such
as Angola, DR Congo and Sierra Leone, where a ‘first mover advantage’ plays
out in favour of risk-taking entrepreneurs.17 This is also true in a more general
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sense insofar as Chinese businesses seem to consider the challenging political
and economic environment in many African states as an economic opportu-
nity. Thanks to their willingness to take significant risks, Chinese firms are able
derive huge profits from rates of return on Foreign Direct Investment said to
be much higher in politically volatile Sub-Saharan Africa than in other parts of
the developing world.18

Secondly, the success of Chinese businesses in Africa may also relate to
their focus on specific sectors. In no small part due to the feeble presence of
Western rivals, China has become a major player in the field of infrastructure
(roads, railways, barrages, power plants etc.). Strictly speaking, though, many
of these projects are not commercial. Some are financed through ‘tied’ Chi-
nese aid. Others are not profitable because the Chinese tend to set costs below
market rates. And yet, the lack of short term commercial profits does not pre-
clude that investments will yield significant returns in the long term. Since
most infrastructure projects are public sector works, China conceives its in-
vestments as goodwill projects to woo the sympathies of African state leaders.
This enables China to gain political influence, which often opens the doors
for commercially or strategically more attractive businesses in other sectors,
e.g. to win tenders for oil and mining concessions.19 A third advantage is no-
ticeable in instances where China is targeting African states suffering from
Western-imposed sanctions. Since Western states are still by far the most im-
portant trading partners of African states, Western sanctions de facto turn
these countries into niche markets. Having no legal or political obligation to
abide by Western-imposed sanctions, China can position itself as an alterna-
tive partner of ‘pariah-states’ (see Alden 2005b:155). China has adopted this
free-riding strategy in Sudan and Zimbabwe.

CHINA’S OIL INTERESTS

Since 1998, when a White Paper of the Chinese Ministry of Defence pro-
claimed energy security as an integral part of China’s overall security, the
country’s global economic, foreign and security policies have become closely
intertwined.20 In the process, Beijing stepped up its efforts both to expand its
oil imports and to diversify its oil suppliers. In line with this policy, China has
increased its oil imports from Africa and has augmented the number of its
African suppliers. In 2004 the country was reported to have oil stakes in as
many as 11 African states.21 In January 2006, China’s top offshore oil pro-
ducer, CNOOC, agreed to pay $2.3 billion for a 45% stake in a Nigerian oil
and gas field, its largest-ever overseas acquisition.22 For the time being, how-
ever, the vast bulk of Chinese oil imports from Africa is provided by two
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countries: Angola and Sudan. Beijing’s involvement in both countries is
somewhat emblematic of the approach sketched above. First, it underlines the
interconnectedness of political, diplomatic and economic strategies to secure
oil supplies. Second, it points to the fact that China’s efforts often focus on
what may be called niche markets.

From a Chinese point of view, niche countries and their oil sectors are char-
acterised by limited competition: either because Western multinational com-
panies have no or only limited access for political reasons such as embargoes
(e.g. Sudan, Iran) and/or because the countries are relatively new or emerging
oil producers offering significant opportunities. Given the inadequate financial
and technological competitiveness of Chinese oil companies (New York Times
14.12.2004), the targeting of niche countries forms a strategic decision to se-
cure oil stakes. China’s widening demand for African oil thus corresponds to
its overall energy security policy insofar as Sudan and many of West Africa’s
oil-producing countries in the Gulf of Guinea can be subsumed under the first
and second category of niche countries respectively.

A well-considered combination of diplomacy and economic incentives
forms Beijing’s key instrument to lock up African oil supplies. China’s major
oil companies are owned by the state and act as an extended arm of the Chi-
nese government, which supports the overseas activities of its oil companies
through a variety of instruments (see Downs 2004:25, 30). As such, strategic
objectives to secure oil supplies often override commercial concerns.23 By dis-
pensing soft loans and credit lines, development assistance, gifts and other in-
centives, arms deliveries and diplomatic backing, Beijing seeks to cultivate the
favour of governments in oil-producing states and, by extension, obtain privi-
leged access and opportunities for its companies.24 Thus oil interests and bi-
lateral relations between China and African countries go hand in hand.

Somewhat reminiscent of a mercantilist approach, this petro-diplomacy
can be seen in Angola where Chinese imports have grown by 400% since
2001. Recently, the state-owned China Eximbank released a $2 bn loan pack-
age to Angola in exchange for 10,000 barrels a day of oil (Africa Confidential,
17.12.2004). The deal was of mutual benefit. While it enabled the Angolan
regime to circumvent donor pressure for increased fiscal transparency, it will
strengthen the Chinese foothold in the Angolan oil economy.

The strategic elements of China’s energy security policy in Africa are
brought into its sharpest relief in Sudan. Having acquired 40% stake in the
Greater Nile Petroleum Operating Company (GNPOC) in 1996, American sanc-
tions against Khartoum and the incremental withdrawal of other Western oil
companies enabled China’s state-owned CNPC to become the largest foreign
investor in Sudan’s nascent oil production.25 When, in 2004, the full extent of
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Khartoum’s genocidal campaign in the Darfur provinces came to daylight, the
US and other Western states sought action against Sudan in the UN Security
Council. There, however, attempts to bring Khartoum to book were repeatedly
frustrated by China.26 It either abstained from casting its vote or threatened to
make use of its veto right.27

Notwithstanding its reference to state sovereignty and the concomitant ap-
praisal of Darfur as a ‘domestic issue,’ Beijing’s intransigency in the Security
Council was essentially linked to its oil interests. First, Sudan is a non- negligible
provider of China’s oil imports (6.9%). Second, the GNPOC joint venture is the
largest overseas oil investment of the Chinese CNPC. Over the years an esti-
mated $5 bn have been invested in the acquisition of exploration and drilling
 licenses, the construction of pipelines, refineries and other essential infrastruc-
ture. The scale of these investments highlights China’s long-term strategic inter-
ests in Sudan, which is expected to increase its production of 340,000 barrels a
day to 500,000 barrels a day in 2005 and 750,000 barrels a day by 2006.

It comes as no surprise therefore that Beijing opposed UN sanctions which
could have jeopardised its Sudanese investments and oil supplies for many
years to come.28 In fact, Beijing perpetuated a highly advantageous status quo.
Chinese companies can continue to operate without the competition of fi-
nancially and technologically superior Western firms whose return to Sudan
could pose a severe threat to their dominance of the Sudanese oil economy.
Interestingly, the peace agreement between Khartoum and the rebels of the
Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) of January 2005 contains an explicit
guarantee for all oil concessions, which the Sudanese government has granted
during the war (Berrigan 2005). The clause undoubtedly presented a reward
for China’s steadfast diplomatic support for Khartoum during the diplomatic
height of the Darfur crisis.

CHINA’S ECONOMIC IMPACT

China’s undeniable appeal to African states, notably as a trading partner, is the
flipside of their fading economic importance to the West. Partly as a result, a
good number of African elites and intellectuals appear to regard China as both
an appealing economic model worth emulating and a potential catalyst for
 socio-economic development. No less important, they conceptualise emergent
South-South-relations as a historical opportunity for Africa’s states to escape
the neo-colonial ties to the West. And yet, it is not evident that  Chinese-African
trade differs significantly from Western-African trade patterns; nor is it clear
that China’s engagement will substantially improve Africa’s prospects for devel-
opment. Judging from its most important trading partners (imports), Beijing’s
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economic interests in Africa do not vary from those of Western states.29 This
seems to suggest that rapidly growing economic exchanges between Africa and
China will neither fundamentally alter Africa’s asymmetrical integration into
global markets, nor will they reduce Africa’s dependency on a few price-volatile
primary goods that account for 73% of its overall export revenues.30 Even out-
side the extractive sector, there is some reason to doubt that China’s economic
engagement will encourage sustainable economic growth in Africa. The evi-
dence from an examination of textile industries, one of the few African eco-
nomic success stories in recent years, is ambivalent indeed.

When the US-sponsored African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA)
came into effect in 2000, a fair number of Chinese textile companies established
themselves in Africa. The move had two closely related objectives: first, to ex-
ploit the preferential access to the US market that AGOA had conceded to cer-
tain African products, including clothing and textile.31 Second, shifting parts of
the production to Africa enabled Chinese firms to circumvent the trade barriers
the Agreement on Textiles and Clothing of the so-called Uruguay Round had
imposed on them to protect markets in Europe and the US from cheap Asian
imports. The combined effect of the AGOA agreement and the flexible strate-
gies of Chinese companies contributed to the rise of textile industries, notably
in southern and eastern Africa.

When the Agreement on Textiles and Clothing expired on 1 January 2005
and access restrictions for Asian textiles to Western markets were removed,
Africa’s intermittent textile boom witnessed a meltdown. American demand for
African textiles plunged in favour of even cheaper garments made in China and
Africa-based Chinese companies were already relocating their production back
to China.32 In the process, tens of thousands of workers have lost their jobs or
risk doing so in the near future, for example in South Africa, Zimbabwe,
Lesotho and Kenya.33 Thus African textile producers will be hit by losses of
global market shares whereas the efforts of African countries to diversify their
economies and exports will endure a severe setback. Even South Africa, the con-
tinent’s most sophisticated economy, is negatively affected. To begin with, man-
ufactured goods as a share of exports to China fell from 50% in 1993 to eight
per cent in 2003. The structure of South Africa’s trade relations with China thus
mirrors the wider problem of Africa’s unbalanced trade relations insofar as
some 90% of its exports to China consist of raw materials (e.g. ore, platinum,
and diamonds). In 2004 South Africa incurred a trade deficit with China of $1.9
bn. Were it not for Beijing’s imports of oil and other raw materials, the aggre-
gated African trade with China would show a huge deficit (see Taylor 2004:98).

To make matters worse, most African producers are simply not in a posi-
tion to compete with Chinese companies even in Africa’s domestic markets as
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they are unable to undercut Chinese production costs and prices.34 Local re-
tailers, too, are faced with the rapidly increasing business competition from
expatriate Chinese traders.35 Although there is some evidence that the eco-
nomic activities of Chinese entrepreneurs can make a positive contribution to
local development (Bräutigam 2003), a cursory perusal of local press reports
indicates that their remarkable presence also stirs significant local resent-
ments (Alden 2005b:157).36

Although the diversification of trading partners is an encouraging sign,
African countries have to recognise that China will not per se have a positive
impact on their economies. China’s foreign trade policies are not driven by al-
truistic motives (see Mbeki 2004). Chinese and African businesses are first
and foremost economic contenders for investments and markets, in particular
in the field of labour-intensive and export-oriented manufacturing like textile
and clothing (see Jenkins & Edwards 2004). To date, however, nothing indi-
cates that Africa will be able to compete successfully with China, a result of
which is that its exports to China are by and large limited to capital-intensive
commodities. If anything, this imbalance may have had the effect of Africa
creating jobs in China while Chinese imports have undermined job markets
in Africa. While this is the result of legitimate market competition, it nonethe-
less contravenes Chinese statements that enhanced Chinese-African interac-
tion always results in win-win situations. The least one can say is that Beijing’s
high-flying rhetoric often pales in the face of stark realities. So far, for exam-
ple, the relative sparseness of Chinese long-term investments in Africa outside
of the extractive sector certainly belies what official Beijing likes to cast as its
economic commitment to Africa. Therefore African governments would be
naïve to take Beijing’s rhetoric of South-South solidarity at face value. For the
harsh reality is that China is no less self-serving than any other state. If any
proof was needed, the recent episode in Chinese-Zimbabwean relations pro-
vided it.37

The Zimbabwean regime of Robert Mugabe has in recent years turned to
China to soften the impact of US and EU sanctions. But when Mugabe trav-
elled recently to China to secure a bailout from the Beijing government he re-
turned almost empty-handed, reportedly receiving a mere $6 m for grain
imports.38 According to one report, ‘the platinum concessions offered by
Zimbabwe were not a sufficient incentive for China to grant funds on the
scale requested by Mugabe.’39 That China’s interests supersede vague dis-
courses on ‘South-South’ solidarity is also a lesson learned by South Africa.
Complaining that cheap Chinese textile imports threaten to annihilate local
industries, South African trade unions exhorted the Pretoria government to
take recourse to the WTO to protect textile industries. Reacting to these con-
cerns, a Chinese official dryly noted that ‘any move by the South African gov-
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ernment to restrict textile imports from China would violate the WTO free
trade agreement.40

China’s hard-nosed economic interests are also reflected in Angola where
some 2,500 Chinese workers have arrived to work for Chinese companies
whose work will be financed by the oil-backed loan that Beijing granted to the
Angolan government. According to one source, a total of 30,000 Chinese
workers are expected eventually in Angola for the same purpose (Le Monde
6.7.2005). The least one can say is that China’s massive transfer of personnel is
doubtful to have a positive impact on African job markets, the building of lo-
cal capacities and the transfer of technologies (see Alden 2005a).

POLITICAL CONSEQUENCES

To assess the political impact of China’s growing involvement on the conti-
nent, it may be useful to differentiate three groups of African countries. First,
China’s manifest return to Africa occurs at a time when many countries of the
region continue to undergo difficult political transitions from authoritarian
to democratic political systems (democratising/transition countries). The as-
sumption that China will make a constructive contribution to support transi-
tions to democracy in Africa’s fragile states appears somewhat far-fetched. In
contrast to all other major donors in the region, except Libya, the promotion
of democracy is not an objective of China’s foreign policy. Such a policy ap-
pears inconceivable to the extent that it does not square with Beijing’s rela-
tivistic conception of individual human and political rights. In addition, the
self-interest of the political elite of the one-party state does contravene the
notion of democracy support abroad. Doing so would logically imply that
China’s Communist leaders would dent their domestic political legitimacy.
This is one of the reasons why Beijing doggedly clings to the dogma of non-
interference. Its defence of sovereignty, often to the benefit of unsavoury
regimes, is likely to undermine existing efforts at political liberalisation at
large. For revenues from trade (and taxes), development assistance and other
means of support widen the margins of manoeuvre of Africa’s autocrats and
help them to rein in domestic demands for democracy and the respect for hu-
man rights.41 These mutually advantageous interactions are at the core of
China’s attractiveness to African state leaders and they are likely to go to the
detriment of ordinary Africans (see Alden 2005b:153).

Second, China’s impact on mineral-rich countries is also a source of con-
cern. Chinese interest in African resources comes at a time when Western
non-governmental organisations, recently supported by governments, have
initiated an ever more prominent debate on the relationship between mineral
wealth on the one hand and its detrimental effects on developing countries on
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the other. It revolves around possible options and regulatory frameworks to
transform mineral wealth from a ‘curse’ into a vector of socio-economic de-
velopment. In light of its rapidly growing reliance on imports, it seems im-
plausible that China will join these efforts, let alone subordinate its economic
interests to international attempts to solve the structural problems of richly
endowed countries, as these are likely to hold back its access to resources.42

What is more, Beijing has no economic incentive to fall in line with West-
ern views on issues such as fiscal transparency and accountability. By rejecting
regulation efforts on the grounds of non-interference, China can position it-
self as a free-rider and is prone to win the political favour of and, by exten-
sion, economic benefits from sovereign-conscious governments (e.g. Angola).
In that regard, the case of Darfur/Sudan is illuminating in so far as it under-
scores the extent to which China is prepared to defend its economic interests.
If Sudan provides any clue for the future, it seems inconceivable that Beijing,
unencumbered by the humanitarian tragedy in Darfur, will compromise its
interests for the sake of ‘minor’ (domestic) issues such as transparency.

A third group of countries where China’s forays may be particularly percep-
tible are post-conflict states. One the one hand, China’s increasing involvement
in UN peacekeeping in those states is certainly a positive development, even
more so since only a small minority of Western industrialised states has shown
the political willingness to make troops available for peacekeeping on the con-
tinent. On the other, however, one has to question the coherence and credibil-
ity of Chinese peacekeeping efforts if the country otherwise pursues strategies
which may contribute to the eruption or prolongation of violent conflicts. For
example, while China is currently an important troop- contributing country to
the UN Mission in Liberia, its economic interests helped President Charles
Taylor to maintain himself in power. China imported almost half of Liberia’s
timber in 2000 and thus provided Taylor with considerable wherewithal. It was
only in July 2003 that China and France, likewise an important buyer of Liber-
ian timber, brought themselves to reluctantly nod to UN sanctions against
Liberia’s timber exports, which both had previously opposed on the devious
grounds of ‘increased unemployment’ in Liberia (Johnston 2004:447). The
plummeting of revenues from timber exports and rebel groups forced Taylor
to leave the country in August 2003 and the peace process finally began.

CONCLUSION

Will China’s powerful return to the continent and the concomitant diversifica-
tion of Africa’s external relations change in any meaningful way the position of
African states in the international system? In political terms, this may well be
the case in the future, but it appears that this question will not be decided
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upon in Africa, but in Beijing and Washington. Should Brzezinski’s contention
be correct that China is assimilating into the international system, the answer,
at least in the long run, will probably be no. For if China’s integration in global
markets is socialising the country’s foreign policy and if in turn Beijing’s inter-
ests, notably energy security, will be accommodated by non- confrontational
Western behaviour, China’s needs for allies in Africa and other parts of the
non-Western world are likely to diminish. In economic terms, China’s impact
on Africa’s place in the global economy is equally uncertain. To begin with, the
diversification of Africa’s external economic ties is a potentially promising de-
velopment. However, the big picture so far is one in which Chinese-African
economic relations are widely unbalanced and tend to replicate Africa’s asym-
metrical relationships with the West—a West Beijing so vividly claims to differ
from. As a result, Africa’s marginal place in the global system, defined by its
limited value as a provider of mineral resources, may in effect be perpetuated
by the fact that China’s economic interests in Africa do not differ substantially
from those of Western states. As the case of textile industries demonstrates,
 initial economic impulses from Chinese investments may not be sustainable
insofar as Chinese companies pursue cool-headed strategies in the hunt for
comparative advantages in an era of economic globalisation. As for develop-
ment assistance, China’s aid may have a marginal socio-economic impact. Not
only is much of its aid tied, it also helps to underpin the political economies of
narrow state elites. Judging from its increasing influence, however, China’s
elite-centred modes of assistance have proven extremely effective. They help to
cultivate the goodwill of African leaders who provide Beijing with diplomatic
support and valuable contracts as a matter of reciprocity. In this sense, state
elites are probably the economic and, by extension, the political winners of
China’s growing involvement in Africa.

That aspect hints at the political repercussions of China’s engagement with
African states. Beijing uses the pillars of its foreign policy, notably uncondi-
tional respect for state sovereignty and its corollary, non-interference, in the
pursuit of its interests, be it energy security, multipolarity or the ‘One China’
principle. To achieve these goals, Beijing is prepared to recklessly defend auto-
cratic regimes that commit human rights abuses and forestall democratic
 reforms for narrow ends of regime survival. Finally, China’s increasingly
prominent role as a supplier of arms to Africa is also a source of concern.

In summary, there is virtually no way around the conclusion that China’s
massive return to Africa presents a negative political development that ‘almost
certainly does not contribute to the promotion of peace, prosperity and democ-
racy on the continent’ (Taylor 2004:99). Despite this, Western decision-makers
have little reason to claim the moral high-ground vis-à-vis China. A fair num-
ber of flaws and criticisms that need to be levelled against Beijing’s politics in
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Africa do equally apply, though to a lesser extent, to Western policies towards
Africa.43 And yet, it also needs to be borne in mind that the policies of Western
governments towards Africa have come to reflect a more normative and
 reform-oriented edge in recent years and, despite pervasive ambiguities, have
broadly sought to promote democracy, human rights and conflict prevention.

More important, however, will prove to be the nature of the relationship be-
tween Africa’s international organizations (i.e. AU, NEPAD and ECOWAS) and
an increasingly influential China. Beijing’s support for AU and NEPAD has so
far proven little more than rhetoric and is ambivalent at best. For instance,
China is insisting that its support for NEPAD be channelled through the
framework of the China-Africa Cooperation Forum, thereby enabling it to
avoid ‘the potentially awkward position of having to support the key structural
elements that are ultimately necessary for NEPAD’s success: transparency, de-
mocracy, free press . . . ’ (Thompson 2005:2). Similar ambiguities surround
China’s support for the AU, which seems to be limited to warm words and
smaller ad hoc payments. That the Chinese government donated $400,000 in
support of the AU’s mediation efforts to resolve the Darfur crisis in early 2005,
a move it hailed as a contribution to peace-building in Africa, appears discon-
certingly cynical.44 This raises important questions as to the relationship be-
tween China and Africa’s reform-minded bodies exactly because AU, ECOWAS
and NEPAD have recently espoused procedures and principles which clearly
contravene the cornerstones of Chinese statecraft (i.e. sovereignty, non-
 interference). The progressive pathway taken by African Union and ECOWAS
in regard to the prevention and resolution of violent conflicts is particularly at
odds with Beijing’s political concepts, for both organisations claim far- reaching
prerogatives, including military intervention, in order to prevent or terminate
large-scale human rights abuses and crimes against humanity. One may also re-
count that NEPAD’s so-called African Peer Review Mechanism is, at least in the-
ory, an instrument of political interference in the domestic affairs of states,
which aims at promoting development and democracy in Africa. In the final
analysis, it is not obvious how these competing conceptions can be squared—
provided that Africa’s regional bodies are determined to put their pledges for
democracy and human rights into practice.

NOTES

1. This section is based on Taylor 1998.
2. Note, however, that Beijing recently issued an official paper on its policy to-

wards Africa. The paper (China’s Africa Policy) is available on the website of the Chi-
nese Ministry of Foreign Affairs: http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/zxxx/t230615.htm.

3. For the historical background see Snow 1989.
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4. These are Burkina Faso, Chad, Gambia, Malawi, São Tomé e Principe and
Swaziland. In October 2005, Senegal (once more) established relations with Beijing
instead of Taiwan.

5. However, China also provided 125 police officers in the UN mission in Haiti
which recognises Taiwan.

6. For example, Germany’s bilateral assistance to Sub-Saharan Africa was $1.34 bn
in 2002.

7. Source: International Monetary Fund, Direction of Trade Statistics. The United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) puts the figure much higher, i.e. $29.64
bn. See http://www.undp.org.cn.

8. The creation of the institution was supported by UNDP. See UNDP Press Re-
lease, 18.3.2005.

9. See ‘China struggles to fulfill spiraling energy demands’; Jane’s Intelligence Re-
view 2004, 16, 7:56.

10. See International Energy Agency 2003:167; Africa Confidential 28.5.2004.
11. For 2004, see Dow Jones Newswire 21.1.2005; for 2003: Institute of Energy Eco-

nomics 2004.
12. See Energy Information Administration http://www.eia.doe.gov/emeu/ipsr/

t11b.xls.
13. Cited in USA Today 21.6.2005.
14. On the political economy of reform and non-reform see van de Walle 2001.
15. See, for example, International Herald Tribune, 15.5.2002.
16. See Inter Press Service 13.6.2004; Rumbaugh & Blancher 2004:12.
17. See, for instance, SouthScan 30.6.2005; Financial Times 15.3.2005.
18. See United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) 2005:78.
19. For the example of Ethiopia, see The Wall Street Journal, 29.3.2005; on Cameroon,

see Cameroon Tribune, 30.5.2005.
20. See ‘China struggles to fulfill spiraling energy demands’; Jane’s Intelligence Re-

view 2004, 16, 7: 56.
21. Africa Energy, August 2004, 77: 12, 19; Africa Confidential, 28.5.2004.
22. See The Wall Street Journal, 9.1.2006.
23. See ‘NOCs 1–IOCs 0,’ Petroleum Economist, 2005, April issue: 4–9; see also Inter-

national Herald Tribune, 2.3.2005.
24. According to Grimmett (2004:27), China ranked second in arms transfers

agreements with African states from 2000 to 2003. See also Taylor 2004:94–97.
25. American sanctions and the pull-out of Western companies were related to Su-

dan’s support of terrorism and human-rights violations in the oil-producing south.
See Johnson 2003:162–164; Human Rights Watch 2003.

26. See Reuters, 15.9.2004; The Independent, 15.10.2004.
27. Needless to say, China does not bear the sole responsibility for the international

failure in Darfur. One has also to take into account the inconsistent positions of the
US government and the ambiguous role of France. See Clough 2005:24–39.
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28. Oil fields in Darfur may be another reason for Beijing’s position. See New York
Times, 8.8.2004.

29. See Table 1. The pattern is also evident in regard to investments since the ex-
tractive sector attracts 50 to 80% of all foreign direct investments to Africa. See EIU
Business Africa, 1.10.2004, ‘FDI–oil be back.’

30. EIU Business Africa, 16.11.2004.
31. As of 2005, 37 African states are participating in AGOA.
32. International Monetary Fund (IMF) 2005:15–20.
33. Business Report, 20.5.2005.
34. Independent, 25.4.2005; The Reporter (Gaborone), 27.5.2005.
35. For example, some 5,000 Chinese live in Lesotho, some 3,000 in Cameroon, i.e.

the country hosts by now more Chinese than French citizens. Nigeria has a population
of some 50,000 Chinese. See BBC Monitoring, 7.8.2005; Author’s interview, Yaoundé,
Western diplomat, May 2005.

36. The titles of some articles are highly indicative: ‘Zimbabwe’s New Colonialists,’
Weekly Standard, 25.5.2005; ‘Mixed Reaction to Chinese Invasion,’ The Reporter,
24.5.2005; ‘Uganda Should Invite “Real” Chinese Investors,’ New Vision, 10.5.2005;
‘Mozambique Invaded by China, Claims Renamo,’ AIM, 10.5.2005.

37. For an assessment of Zimbabwe’s relations with China see Friedrich-Ebert-
Foundation (FES) 2004.

38. Zimbabwe Independent, 29.7.2005. In the same week, however, China opposed
discussion at the UN Security Council of a UN report into Zimbabwe’s demolition
campaign that left some 700,000 persons homeless.

39. BBC Online 1.8.2005.
40. See IRIN News 29.6.2005.
41. For the case of Zimbabwe, see The Christian Science Monitor 30.5.2005.
42. For a useful overview over the menu of options in resource-rich countries, see

Bannon & Collier 2003.
43. See various contributions on Western policies towards Africa in Taylor &

Williams 2004.
44. People’s Republic of China, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Press Release, 6.1.2005.
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14

Reconciling Sovereignty 
with Responsibility
A Basis for International 
Humanitarian Action

Francis M. Deng

INTRODUCTION

The end of the Cold War was greeted with relief throughout the world. It was
assumed that the era of global tension and insecurity was over and that hu-
manity had ushered in a new world order that would guarantee peace, secu-
rity, and respect for the universal principles of human rights and democratic
freedoms. The reverse has been the case. With the disappearance of the bi -
polar alliance system and control mechanisms of the Cold War, a process of
violent disintegration became the plight of many states, especially under for-
merly oppressive regimes. As the situations in the former Yugoslavia, in the
former Soviet Union, and on the African continent testify, since the end of the
Cold War, conflicts around the world have resulted in unprecedented human-
itarian tragedies and, in some cases, have led to partial and even total collapse
of states. A new development that has complicated the situation further has
been the emergence of international terrorism, dramatized by the horrific as-
sault on the twin towers of the World Trade Center in New York on September
11, 2001. That event triggered a global war on terror that, while unifying the
international community against terror, appears to have polarized the world
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in a way somewhat reminiscent of the Cold War ideological divide. As was the
case in the Cold War, states are also inclined to compromise human rights
protection in the name of security from a real or perceived threat of terror.

These developments combined have stimulated a multifaceted trend to-
ward international involvement in weak, impoverished, and conflict-prone
countries, both on humanitarian grounds, and to prevent them from provid-
ing a fertile ground for international terrorism. The result is a complex situa-
tion involving sometimes conflicting motivations: On the one hand, there are
mounting pressures for global humanitarian action, sometimes involving
forced intervention, with an urgent quest for peacemaking and peacekeeping.
On the other hand, there is the ideologically driven war on terror that is po-
larizing the international community into those accused or suspected of sup-
porting terror and those fighting it. The end result of both forces is the
inevitable erosion of traditional concepts of sovereignty, in order to ensure in-
ternational humanitarian access to protect and assist the needy population
and punish actual or potential terrorists. This has in turn generated divergent
reactions from the targeted states: cooperation on the part of those govern-
ments that stand to benefit from the alliance with the United States and other
major allies in the war on terror, and defensive militancy on the part of those
perceived as perpetrators or supporters of international terrorism. In both
cases, states are becoming fearful of international intervention and are re-
asserting with a defensive vigor the traditional principles of sovereignty and
territorial integrity. The resulting tug-of-war is acquiring a cross-cultural di-
mension that is confronting the international community with severe dilem-
mas, as both positions represent legitimate concerns.

Much has been said and written about the processes of economic, political,
and cultural globalization that the post–Cold War world was supposedly un-
dergoing. There is, however, a process of fragmentation and localization that
is concurrently under way, but which has not received commensurate atten-
tion. In Africa and indeed in many parts of the world, the state is undergoing
a formidable national identity crisis in which sovereignty is being contested
by forces in internal confrontation and by their external supporters. This cri-
sis is rooted primarily in the problems of racial, ethnic, cultural, and religious
diversities, rendered conflictual by gross disparities in the shaping and sharing
of power, national resources, and opportunities for social, cultural, and eco-
nomic development.

Indeed, the fate of the state in the post–Cold War international system is es-
sentially dualistic in nature. During the Cold War, there was a tendency to re-
late all the problems around the world to the ideological confrontation of the
superpowers. But in the post–Cold War era, problems are now being better
 understood in their proper national and regional context, where internal con-
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flicts, violations of human rights, denial of democracy, and mismanagement of
the economy are the pressing problem areas. In confronting these problems,
the state is being pulled in opposite directions by the demands of various local
groups and by the pressures of globalization of the market economy and uni-
versalizing political and cultural trends. The assignment of responsibility for
addressing these challenges must also recognize the fundamental shift that has
taken place in the post–Cold War era. Dependency is being replaced by na-
tional responsibility and accountability. This new scenario implies recasting
sovereignty as a concept of responsibility for the security and general welfare
of the citizens, with accountability at the regional and international levels.

The guiding principle for reconciling these positions is to assume that un-
der normal circumstances, governments that enjoy internal legitimacy are
concerned about the welfare of their people, will provide them with adequate
protection and assistance, and, if unable to do so, will invite or welcome for-
eign assistance and international cooperation to supplement their own ef-
forts. The conflict arises only in those exceptional instances when the state has
collapsed or the government lacks the requisite capacity and is unwilling to
invite or permit international involvement, while the level of human suffering
dictates otherwise. This is often the case in civil conflicts characterized by
racial, ethnic, cultural, or religious crises of national identity in which the
conflicting parties perceive the affected population as part of “the enemy.” It is
essentially the need to fill the vacuum of moral responsibility created by such
cleavages that makes international intervention such a moral imperative.

The paradox of the compelling circumstances that necessitate such inter-
vention is that the crisis has gone beyond prevention and has become an
emergency situation in which masses of people have fallen victim to the hu-
manitarian tragedy. Since it is more costly now to provide the needed human-
itarian relief than it would have been at an earlier stage, the obvious policy
implication is that the international community must develop normative and
operational principles for a doctrine of preventive intervention. Such an
 approach would require addressing the root causes of conflict, formulating
normative guidelines, establishing the mechanisms for an appropriate institu-
tional response, and developing strategies for timely intervention.

This is indeed a tall order. The humanitarian crisis resulting from the
genocidal war in the western Sudanese region of Darfur, the inability or un-
willingness of the Sudanese government to stop the carnage, and the impo-
tence of the international community to intervene effectively to protect the
civilian population indicate that, often, the stakes are too high for potential
international interveners. There are, however, no easy alternatives but to reaf-
firm the primary responsibility of the state to protect and assist its citizens
and, if it lacks the capacity, to call on the international community to assist in
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a positive spirit of cooperation. Should it lack the capacity and/or the will to
do so, the responsibility to protect must inevitably fall on the international
community in its multilevel structures: subregional, regional, global, and al-
liances of willing and capable states preferably acting collectively, but if need
be, acting unilaterally, to stop genocide, mass atrocities, or crimes against hu-
manity. The question is how to make this phased sharing of responsibility
 effective.

THE MAGNITUDE OF THE CRISIS

The events in the former Yugoslavia, the latest dramatization of which was the
horrific situation in Kosovo, and in several hot spots in the former Soviet
Union demonstrate that the crisis is truly global. As former UN Secretary-
General Boutros Boutros-Ghali observed in his Agenda for Peace: “Poverty,
disease, famine, oppression and despair abound, joining to produce 17 mil-
lion refugees, 20 million displaced persons and massive migrations of peoples
within and beyond national borders. These are both sources and conse-
quences of conflict that require the ceaseless attention and the highest priority
in the efforts of the United Nations.”1 Although the global dimension of the
crisis needs to be stressed, it is fair to say that some regions are more affected
than others. Africa is perhaps the most devastated by internal conflicts and
their catastrophic consequences. Of an estimated 20 to 25 million internally
displaced persons worldwide, over 10 million are African, as are the refugees
throughout the world. It was in Africa—specifically, Rwanda—that the world
witnessed genocide comparable to the horrors of Nazi Germany. In the con-
flict in the southern region of Sudan, nearly 2 million people are estimated to
have died since the resumption of the civil war in 1983; about a quarter per-
ished as a result of war-induced famine and related humanitarian tragedies.
The conflict in Darfur has resulted in the death of between 200,000 to 400,000
people, according to varying estimates, displaced over 2 million people, and
forced 1 million people to seek refuge in Chad. The Democratic Republic of
Congo has also been a theater of massive carnage. In Liberia and Sierra Leone,
untold atrocities were perpetrated by all sides to the conflicts. And, of course,
the collapse of Somalia stands out as an example of the threat looming over a
number of fragile and vulnerable states on the continent. The intervention of
Ethiopia, which initially promised to bring peace and stability to Somalia, has
proved to be an aggravating factor.

African leaders, diplomats, scholars, and intellectuals have recognized the
plight of their countries and their people and are demonstrating a responsive-
ness commensurate to the challenge. The OAU Mechanism for Conflict Pre-
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vention, Management and Resolution, proposed by Secretary-General Salim
Ahmed Salim in the 1992 Dakar summit and adopted by the summit in Cairo
in June 1993 represented the shift in attitude. In introducing his proposals to
the Council of Ministers in Dakar in 1992, the secretary-general said:

Conflicts have cast a dark shadow over the prospects for a united, secure and

prosperous Africa which we seek to create. . . . Conflicts have caused immense

suffering to our people and, in the worst case, death. Men, women and children

have been uprooted, dispossessed, deprived of their means of livelihood and

thrown into exile as refugees as a result of conflicts. This de-humanization of a

large segment of our population is unacceptable and cannot be allowed to con-

tinue. Conflicts have engendered hate and division among our people and un-

dermined the prospects of the long-term stability and unity of our countries

and Africa as a whole. Since much energy, time and resources have been de-

voted to meeting the exigencies of conflicts, our countries have been unable to

harness the energies of our people and target them to development.2

The change of the Organization of African Unity (OAU) to the African
Union (AU) was more than a change of names. It signified a substantive and
procedural shift from the old sacrosanct commitment to the narrow concept
of state responsibility, and from noninterference in the internal affairs of
states to a more responsible and response oversight and constructive involve-
ment to promote peace, security, and stability within state borders. Article
4(h) of the Constitutive Act of the AU provides for “the right of the Union to
intervene in a member State pursuant to a decision of the Assembly in respect
of grave circumstances, namely war crimes, genocide and crimes against hu-
manity.” In promotion and protection of a democratic system of governance,
sub-article (p) of Article 4 provides for the “condemnation and rejection of
unconstitutional changes of government,” implicitly by military coups. To
meet the challenge, however, Africa must address the issue of sovereignty.

THE ISSUE OF SOVEREIGNTY

Protecting and assisting the masses of the people affected by internecine in-
ternal conflicts entail reconciling the possibility of international intervention
with traditional concepts of national sovereignty. With the post–Cold War
reapportionment of responsibility for addressing these problems, primary re-
sponsibility is now placed on the states concerned, with a graduated sharing
of responsibility and accountability at the subregional and regional levels and,
residually, throughout the international community, both multilaterally and
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bilaterally. In this emerging policy framework, national sovereignty, as already
noted, acquires a new meaning. Instead of being perceived as a means of insu-
lating the state against external scrutiny or involvement, it is increasingly be-
ing postulated as a normative concept of responsibility. National sovereignty
requires a system of governance that is based on democratic popular citizen
participation, constructive management of diversities, respect for fundamen-
tal rights, and equitable distribution of national wealth and opportunities for
development. For a government or a state to claim sovereignty, it must estab-
lish legitimacy by meeting minimal standards of good governance or respon-
sibility for the security and general welfare of its citizens and all those under
its jurisdiction. Fulfillment of these standards, in turn, requires the formula-
tion of a normative framework stipulating standards for the responsibilities of
sovereignty and a system of accountability at the various interactive levels,
from national to subregional and regional to international. The consensus
now is that the problems are primarily internal and that, however external
their sources or continued linkages, the responsibility for solutions, especially
in the post–Cold War era, falls first on Africans themselves. Africans are rec-
ognizing that the time has long since come to stop blaming colonialism for
Africa’s persistent problems.

The irony, however, is that the principal modern agent of Africa’s political
and economic development and the interlocutor in the international arena is
the state, itself a creature of foreign intervention. Although Africans have, for
the most part, accepted the state with its colonially defined borders, African
states lack the indigenous roots for internal legitimacy. And although democ-
racy has been expanding since the end of the Cold War, it tends to be rather
narrowly associated with elections that are often not entirely free and fair; in-
deed, the state is often not representative or responsive to the demands and ex-
pectations of its domestic constituencies. It is important in this context to
distinguish between recognizing the unity and territorial integrity of the state
and questioning its policy framework, which might be attributable to a regime
or might be structural in nature. A structural problem would require a funda-
mental restructuring of the state to meet both the internal standards of good
governance and the international requirements of responsible sovereignty.

Failure on the one level usually implies failure on the other. When a state
fails to meet the standards prescribed for membership in the international
community, thereby exposing itself to external scrutiny and possible sanc-
tions, it is likely to assert sovereignty and cultural relativism in an attempt to
barricade itself against the threat of foreign interference. Sovereignty has
evolved enough not only to prescribe democratic representation but also to
justify outside intervention. As one scholar of international law observed:
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In the process, the two notions have merged. Increasingly, governments recog-

nize that their legitimacy depends on meeting a normative expectation of the

community of states. This recognition has led to the emergence of a commu-

nity expectation: that those who seek the validation of their empowerment

patently govern with the consent of the governed. Democracy, thus, is on the

way to becoming a global entitlement, one that increasingly will be promoted

and protected by collective international processes.3

Another has argued that

there is a clear trend away from the idea of unconditional sovereignty and to-

ward a concept of responsible sovereignty. Governmental legitimacy that vali-

dates the exercise of sovereignty involves adherence to minimum humanitarian

norms and a capacity to act effectively to protect citizens from acute threats to

their security and well-being that derive from adverse conditions within a

country.4

During the extensive consultations I conducted in connection with my UN
mandate as Representative of the Secretary-General on Internally Displaced
Persons, representatives of several governments commented that national
sovereignty carries with it responsibilities that, if not met, put a government
at risk of forfeiting its legitimacy. One spokesperson for a major power even
went as far as saying, “To put it bluntly,” if governments do not live up to
those responsibilities (among which he specified the protection of minority
rights), “the international community should intervene by force.”5 Similar
views have been expressed by representatives of African countries who were
voicing a global humanitarian concern.

Such pronouncements have almost become truisms that are rapidly mak-
ing narrow concepts of legality obsolete. When the international community
does decide to act—as it did when Iraq invaded Kuwait, when Somalia de-
scended into chaos and starvation, and (albeit less decisively) when the for-
mer Yugoslavia disintegrated, especially in Kosovo—controversy over issues
of legality become futile or of limited value as a brake to guard against precip-
itous change. One observer summarized the new sense of urgency regarding
the need for an international response, the ambivalence of the pressures for
the needed change, and the pull of traditional legal doctrines as follows:

In the post–Cold War world . . . a new standard of intolerance for human mis-

ery and human atrocities has taken hold. Something quite significant has oc-

curred to raise the consciousness of nations to the plight of peoples within
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sovereign borders. There is a new commitment—expressed in both moral and

legal terms—to alleviate the suffering of oppressed or devastated people. To ar-

gue today that norms of sovereignty, non-use of force, and the sanctity of inter-

nal affairs are paramount to the collective human rights of people, whose lives

and well-being are at risk, is to avoid the hard questions of international law

and to ignore the march of history.6

To intervene is, however, not an easy choice. In 1991 former UN Secretary-
General Javier Perez de Cuellar highlighted this dilemma when he said, “We
are clearly witnessing what is probably an irresistible shift in public attitudes
towards the belief that the defense of the oppressed in the name of morality
should prevail over frontiers and legal documents.” But he also asked, “Does
[intervention] not call into question one of the cardinal principles of interna-
tional law, one diametrically opposed to it, namely, the obligation of non-
 interference in the internal affairs of states?”7 In his 1991 annual report, he
wrote of the new balance that must be struck between sovereignty and the
protection of human rights:

It is now increasingly felt that the principle of non-interference with the essen-

tial domestic jurisdiction of States cannot be regarded as a protective barrier

behind which human rights could be massively or systematically violated with

impunity. . . . The case for not impinging on the sovereignty, territorial in-

tegrity and political independence of States is by itself indubitably strong. But it

would only be weakened if it were to carry the implication that sovereignty,

even in this day and age, includes the right of mass slaughter or of launching

systematic campaigns of decimation or forced exodus of civilian populations in

the name of controlling civil strife or insurrection. With the heightened inter-

national interest in universalizing a regime of human rights, there is a marked

and most welcome shift in public attitudes.

To try to resist it would be politically as unwise as it is morally indefensible.

It should be perceived as not so much a new departure as a more focused

awareness of one of the requirements of peace.8

Preferring to avoid confronting the issue of sovereignty, de Cuellar called
for a “higher degree of cooperation and a combination of common sense and
compassion,” arguing that “we need not impale ourselves on the horns of a
dilemma between respect for sovereignty and the protection of human
rights. . . . What is involved is not the right of intervention but the collective
obligation of States to bring relief and redress in human rights emergencies.”9

In An Agenda for Peace, de Cuellar’s successor, Boutros Boutros-Ghali,
wrote that respect for sovereignty and integrity is “crucial to any common in-
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ternational progress”; but he went on to say that “the time of absolute and ex-
clusive sovereignty . . . has passed,” that “its theory was never matched by real-
ity,” and that it is necessary for leaders of states “to find a balance between the
needs of good internal governance and the requirements of an ever more in-
terdependent world.”10 As one commentator noted, “The clear meaning was
that governments could best avoid intervention by meeting their obligations
not only to other states, but also to their own citizens. If they failed, they
might invite intervention.”11

But although negative interpretations of sovereignty prevail as “a prerogative
to resist claims and encroachments coming from outside national boundaries—
the right to say no,” the question can be, and has been, posed as to whether eras-
ing the doctrine of sovereignty from the minds of political leaders would reduce
those forms of human suffering associated with extreme governmental failure.
“Would such an erasure strengthen sentiments of human solidarity on which an
ethos of corrective responsibility and individual accountability depends?”12 The
withdrawal of the international community from Somalia once the humanitar-
ian intervention proved costly in American lives, the astonishing disengagement
from Rwanda in the face of genocide in 1994, and the indifference to the atroci-
ties and gross human rights violations in Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Sudan, to
mention just a few examples—as contrasted to the dramatic, high-tech inter-
vention on behalf of the Kurds in Iraq and the Albanians in Kosovo—prompt a
resounding no in answer to the question. Selectivity in the manner and scale of
response is the fundamental reality.

Boutros-Ghali’s successor as secretary-general was even more vocal than his
predecessors on the need to curtail the constraints of sovereignty. In an address
to the Commission on Human Rights on April 7, 1999, Kofi Annan said,
“When civilians are attacked and massacred because of their ethnicity, as in
Kosovo, the world looks to the United Nations to speak up for them. When
men, women and children are assaulted and their limbs hacked off, as in Sierra
Leone, here again the world looks to the United Nations. When women and
girls are denied their right to equality, as in Afghanistan, the world looks to the
United Nations to take a stand.” Emphasizing the expectation of “our global
constituency” that the UN will intervene to protect “the tortured, the op-
pressed, the silenced, the victims of ‘ethnic cleansing’ and injustice,” Annan
posed a rhetorical, but pertinent question: “If, in the fact of such abuses, we do
not speak up and speak out, if we do not act in defense of human rights and ad-
vocate their lasting universality, how can we answer that global constituency?”13

Although sovereignty as such is no longer a barrier to intervention on hu-
man rights and humanitarian grounds, the determining factor is the political
will of other states based on national interest, combined with a compelling
level of humanitarian concern. However, assertions of sovereignty can also be
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invoked by powers lacking the will to become involved. Since intervention is
often costly in terms of lives and material, it is convenient to avoid it unless
imperative national interest dictates otherwise. Sovereignty then elicits be-
nign conformity to the principle of noninterference or provides a convenient
excuse for inaction. If the constraints of sovereignty against justifiable inter-
vention are to be circumvented, and more importantly, if governments and
other controlling authorities such as insurgent movements are to be inspired
or at least motivated to discharge their obligations, it is necessary to prescribe
“normative sovereignty,” or “sovereignty as responsibility.”14

The ambivalence about intervention by the international community arises
not only from reluctance to become involved but also from motives for exter-
nal intervention, which are by no means always altruistic. Self-interest there-
fore dictates an appropriate and timely action in terms of self- protection. This
was the point made by the secretary-general of the Organization of African
Unity, Salim Ahmed Salim, in his bold proposals for an OAU mechanism for
conflict prevention and resolution. “If the OAU, first through the Secretary-
General and then the Bureau of the Summit, is to play the lead role in any
African conflict,” he said, “it should be enabled to intervene swiftly, otherwise it
cannot be ensured that whoever (apart from African regional organizations)
acts will do so in accordance with African interests.”15 Criticizing the tendency
to respond only to worst-case scenarios, Salim also emphasized the need for
preemptive intervention: “The basis for ‘intervention’ may be clearer when
there is a total breakdown of law and order . . . and where, with the attendant
human suffering, a spill-over effect is experienced within the neighbouring
countries. . . . However, pre-emptive involvement should also be permitted
even in situations where tensions evolve to such a pitch that it becomes appar-
ent that a conflict is in the making.”16

The secretary-general went so far as to suggest that the OAU should take
the lead in transcending the traditional view of sovereignty, building on the
African values of kinship, solidarity, and the notion that “every African is his
brother’s keeper.”17 Considering that “our borders are at best artificial,” Salim
argued, “we in Africa need to use our own cultural and social relationships to
interpret the principle of non-interference in such a way that we are enabled
to apply it to our advantage in conflict prevention and resolution.”18

In traditional Africa, third-party intervention for mediation and concilia-
tion is always expected, regardless of the will of the parties directly involved in
a conflict. Even in domestic disputes, relatives and elders intercede without
being invited. Indeed, “saving face,” which is critical to conflict resolution in
Africa, requires that such intervention be unsolicited. But, of course, African
concepts and practices under the modern conditions of the nation-state must

354 FRANCIS M. DENG

0813343648 text.qxd:0813343648 text  5/16/08  2:35 PM  Page 354



still balance consideration for state sovereignty against the compelling hu-
manitarian need to protect and assist the dispossessed.

Even in the modern context and sovereignty notwithstanding, as former
Secretary-General Kofi Annan put it, there is a need for a third party to speak
out and say, “Stop, this is enough. This cannot be allowed to happen.” Elabo-
rating on the role of a third party, Annan said, “the third party has a very im-
portant role we should never underestimate, not only in speaking out trying
to get help, but it also gives inspiration and strength to those who are caught
in the situation.”19 Annan was even more emphatic when he said: “Govern-
ments must not be allowed to use sovereignty as a shield to systematically
deny their people of human rights and undertake gross systematic abuses of
human rights. If that were to happen, shouldn’t the international community
have some responsibility of going to assist these people?”20

The normative frameworks proposed by the OAU secretary-general and
the UN secretary-general’s Agenda for Peace are predicated on respect for the
sovereignty and integrity of the state as crucial to the existing international
system. However, the logic of the transcendent importance of human rights as
a legitimate area of concern for the international community—especially
where order has broken down or where the state is incapable or unwilling to
act responsibly to protect the masses of citizens—would tend to make inter-
national inaction quite indefensible. Even in less extreme cases of acute inter-
nal conflicts, the perspectives of the pivotal actors on such issues as the
national or public interest are bound to be sharply divided both internally
and in terms of their relationship to the outside world. After all, internal con-
flicts often entail a contest of the national arena of power and, hence, sover-
eignty. Every political intervention from outside has its internal recipients,
hosts, and beneficiaries. Under those circumstances, there can hardly be said
to be indivisible national sovereignty behind which the nation stands united.

Furthermore, it is not always easy to determine the degree to which a gov-
ernment of a country devastated by civil war is truly in control when, as often
happens, sizable portions of the territory are controlled by rebel or opposing
forces. Frequently, though a government may remain in effective control of the
capital and the main garrisons, much of the countryside in the war zone will
have practically collapsed. How would a partial but significant collapse such as
this be factored into the determination of the degree to which civil order in
the country has broken down? A government cannot present a clear face to the
outside world when it keeps others from stepping in to offer protection and as-
sistance in the name of sovereignty after allowing hundreds of thousands (and
maybe millions) to starve to death when food can be made available to them;
to be exposed to deadly elements when they could be provided with shelter; to
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be indiscriminately tortured, brutalized, and murdered by opposing forces,
contesting the very sovereignty that is supposed to ensure their security; or to
otherwise allow them to suffer in a vacuum of moral leadership and responsi-
bility. Under such circumstances, the international community is called upon
to step in and fill the vacuum created by such neglect. If the lack of protection
and assistance is the result of the country’s incapacity, the government would,
in all likelihood, invite or welcome such international intervention. But where
the neglect is a willful part of a policy emanating from internal conflict, pre-
ventive and corrective interventions become necessary.

As former secretary-general, Kofi Annan argued that the issue is more than
the culpability of governments, but the limits to their capacity in the face of
the globalizing challenges facing them: “I can understand a nation’s right . . .
to protect its sovereignty. On the other hand, . . . the traditional concept of
sovereignty is being changed by the developments in the world today, from
globalization—there are lots of areas governments do not control. They do
not control the external factors that affect their economy. They do not control
financial flows. They do not control some of the environmental issues. Why
should abuse of human rights be the only area that they should insist they
should be allowed to control without any interference?”21

It is most significant that the Security Council, in its continued examination
of the secretary-general’s Agenda for Peace, welcomed the observations con-
tained in the report concerning the question of humanitarian assistance and
its relationship to peacemaking, peacekeeping, and peacebuilding.22 In partic-
ular, the council established that, under certain circumstances, “there may be a
close relationship between acute needs for humanitarian assistance and threats
to international peace and security”;23 indeed, it “[noted] with concern the in-
cidents of humanitarian crises, including mass displacements of population
becoming or aggravating threats to international peace and security.”24 The
council further expressed the belief “that humanitarian assistance should help
establish the basis for enhanced stability through rehabilitation and develop-
ment” and “noted the importance of adequate planning in the provision of hu-
manitarian assistance in order to improve prospects for rapid improvement of
the humanitarian situation.”25

Absolute sovereignty is clearly no longer defensible; it never was, but it has
now been significantly curtailed. The critical question now is under what cir-
cumstances the international community is justified in overriding sovereignty
to protect the dispossessed populations within state borders. The common as-
sumption in international law is that such action is justified when there is a
threat to international peace. The position now supported by the Security
Council is that massive violations of human rights and displacement within a
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country’s borders may constitute such a threat.26 Others contend that a direct
threat to international peace as the basis for intervention under Chapter
Seven of the UN Charter has become more a legal fiction than the principle
justifying international action, nearly always under conditions of extreme hu-
manitarian tragedies.

To avoid costly emergency relief operations, the international community
must develop a response to conflict situations before they deteriorate into hu-
manitarian tragedies. Such a response calls for placing an emphasis on peace-
making through preventive diplomacy, which in turn would require an
understanding of the sources of conflicts and a willingness to address them at
their roots.

RECASTING SOVEREIGNTY AS RESPONSIBILITY: 
RECENT DEVELOPMENTS

Recasting sovereignty as responsibility is the fundamental norm that guided
my work and dialogue with governments for twelve years as Representative of
the U.N. Secretary-General on Internally Displaced Persons from 1992 to
2004. Two initiatives helped shape my perspective on the emerging challenge.
One was the development of an African Studies Project in the Foreign Policy
Studies Program at the Brookings Institution. The other was participating in
the initiative of then former head of state of Nigeria and subsequently twice-
elected president Olusegun Obasanjo, toward a Helsinki-like Conference on
Security, Stability, Development, and Cooperation in Africa (CSSDCA).

In the Brookings Africa Project, we made an initial assessment of conflicts
in Africa and the challenges they posed in the post–Cold War era.27 Next, we
undertook national and regional case studies to deepen our understanding of
the issues involved.28 A synthesis of these case studies led to the main conclu-
sion that as conflicts were now being properly perceived as internal, they also
primarily became the responsibility of governments to prevent, manage, and
resolve. Governance became perceived primarily as conflict management.
Within the framework of regional and international cooperation, state sover-
eignty was then postulated as entailing the responsibility of conflict manage-
ment. The envisaged responsibility involved managing diversity, ensuring
equitable distribution of wealth, services, and development opportunities,
and participating effectively in regional and international arrangements for
peace, security, and stability. In subsequent work, we tried to put more flesh
on the skeleton of the responsibilities of sovereignty, building largely on hu-
man rights and humanitarian norms and international accountability. Since
internal conflicts often spill across international borders, their consequences
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also spill across borders, threatening regional security and stability. In the
 “apportionment” of responsibilities in the post–Cold War era, regional organ-
izations provide the second layer of the needed response. And yet, the interna-
tional community remains the residual guarantor of universal human rights
and humanitarian standards in the quest for global peace and security. Hence,
the stipulation of sovereignty as responsibility with implicit accountability to
the regional and international layers of cooperation.

The development of the Helsinki process for Africa was motivated by the
concern that the post–Cold War global order was likely to result in the with-
drawal of the major powers and the marginalization of Africa. It was, there-
fore, imperative for Africa to take charge of its destiny and observe principles
that would appeal to the West and thereby provide a sound foundation for a
mutually agreeable partnership. This was found in the Helsinki framework of
the Economic and Security Cooperation in Europe (ESCE), which became the
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). A series of
meetings culminated in the 1991 conference in Kampala, Uganda, which was
attended by some 500 people, including several heads of state and representa-
tives from all walks of life. The conference produced the Kampala Document,
which elaborated the four “calabashes,” so termed to distinguish them from
the OSCE “baskets,” and give them an African orientation. The calabashes are
security, stability, development, and cooperation. The adoption of the CSS-
DCA by the Organization of African Unity (OAU) was initially blocked by a
few governments that felt threatened by its normative principles. Obasanjo’s
imprisonment by the Nigerian dictator Sani Abacha also removed the lever-
age need to exert pressure on the OAU. When Obasanjo returned to power as
the elected president of Nigeria, he was able to push successfully for the incor-
poration of CSSDCA into the OAU mechanism for conflict prevention, man-
agement, and resolution.29

In connection with these initiatives, I began to focus attention on promot-
ing the need to balance conventional notions of sovereignty with the respon-
sibility of the state to provide protection and general welfare to citizens and
all those under state jurisdiction.30 Given the sensitivity and controversy sur-
rounding my mandate as Representative of the U.N. Secretary-General on In-
ternally Displaced Persons responsible for the protection and assistance of
internally displaced populations worldwide, the only way to bridge the need
for international protection and assistance for the internally displaced and the
barricades of the negative approach to sovereignty was to build on the funda-
mental norm of sovereignty as a positive concept of state responsibility to-
ward its citizens and those under its jurisdiction. Most states discharged this
responsibility under normal circumstances, and if they lacked the capacity to
do so, called on the international community to assist them in discharging
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their responsibility. But in the exceptional cases where states failed to do so,
the international community needed to assume that responsibility, if neces-
sary, by overriding state sovereignty. In making that argument in my dialogue
with governments, I would end by noting that the best way for a state to pro-
tect and preserve its sovereignty is to discharge, and be seen to discharge, its
responsibility to protect and assist its needy citizens, or call for international
assistance to complement its efforts. Otherwise, the world will not watch in-
nocent civilians die or suffer without intervening. As Secretary-General Kofi
Annan explained: “If citizens’ rights are respected, there will be no need for
anyone to want to intervene either through diplomatic means or coercive
means. . . . The governments should see it not as a license for people to come
in and intervene. We are talking about those situations where there are serious
and gross and systematic violations of human rights. I think that govern-
ments who protect their citizens and their rights and do not create that kind
of situation have no reason to worry that anyone would intervene.”31 The
main point however, was to persuade the governments to accept the positive
recasting of sovereignty and the responsibility it entails. This approach was
quite effective in the dialogue with governments.

The principle of sovereignty as responsibility has been strengthened and
mainstreamed by the Canadian-sponsored Commission on Intervention and
State Sovereignty and has continued to gain wide support from the interna-
tional community.32 The Secretary-General’s High Panel on Threats, Chal-
lenges, and Changes also endorsed the principle. As the UN prepared for its
sixtieth anniversary celebration, the secretary-general pleaded that “we must
embrace the responsibility to protect.”33 The World Summit of Heads of State
and Government, which convened in New York in September 2005, “stressed
the need for the General Assembly to continue consideration of the responsi-
bility to protect populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and
crimes against humanity.”34

Kofi Annan, who at the beginning of his first term as secretary-general had
provoked considerable controversy by calling for the right of humanitarian
intervention by the international community, reflected on the progress made
in stipulating the responsibility to protect:

The Canadian Commission . . . took the concept further, and in fact gave it a

better diplomatic name than I had done. I had referred to humanitarian inter-

vention, and then took up the “responsibility to protect”—that the govern-

ments have the responsibility to protect their people, and where they fail or

show unwillingness to do that or are incapable of doing it, that responsibility

may fall on the international community and the membership at large, the

world community, to do something about it.35
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The challenge that postulating sovereignty as responsibility poses for the
international community is that it implies accountability. Obviously, the in-
ternally displaced themselves and other victims of internal conflicts trapped
within international borders, marginalized, excluded, often persecuted, have
little capacity to hold their national authorities accountable. Only the interna-
tional community, including subregional, regional, and international organi-
zations, has the leverage and clout to persuade governments and other
concerned actors to discharge their responsibility or otherwise fill the vacuum
of irresponsible or irresponsive sovereignty. A soft, but credible threat of con-
sequences in case of failure to discharge the responsibility of sovereignty,
combined with the promise of the benefits of international legitimacy and co-
operation could be an effective inducement.

However, the fact is often that governments of affected countries, even if
willing to discharge the responsibility of assisting and protecting their needy
populations, lack resources and the capacity to do so. Offering them support in
a way that links humanitarian assistance with protection in a holistic, integrated
approach to human rights should make the case more compelling and persua-
sive. No government deserving any legitimacy can request material assistance
from the outside world and reject concern with the human rights of the people
on whose behalf it requests assistance. Doing so would be like asking the inter-
national community to feed them without ensuring their safety and dignity, an
implausible logic. Now that the standard of sovereignty as responsibility has
been set, the focus of the international community should shift to the need for
implementation and persuading the states to honor it as an essential ingredient
of their legitimacy, both domestically and internationally.

ADDRESSING THE CAUSES OF CONFLICT

In most countries torn apart by war, the sources and causes of conflict are gen-
erally recognized as inherent in the traumatic experience of state- formation
and nation-building, complicated by colonial intervention and repressive post-
colonial policies. The starting point, as far as Africa is concerned, is the colonial
nation-state, which brought together diverse groups that were paradoxically
kept separate and unintegrated. Regional ethnic groups were broken up and
affiliated with others within the artificial borders of the new state, and colonial
masters imposed a superstructure of law and order to maintain relative peace
and tranquility.

The independence movement was a collective struggle for self- determination
that reinforced the notion of unity within the artificial framework of the newly
established nation-state. Initially, independence came as a collective gain that did
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not delineate who was to get what from the legacy of the centralized power and
wealth. But because colonial institutions had divested the local communities
and ethnic groups of much of their indigenous autonomy and sustainable liveli-
hood, replacing them with a degree of centralized authority and dependency on
the welfare state system, the struggle for control became unavoidable once con-
trol of these institutions passed on to the nationals at independence. The out-
come was often conflict—over power, wealth, and development—that led to
gross violations of human rights, denial of civil liberties, disruption of economic
and social life, and the consequential frustration of efforts for development.

As the Cold War raged, however, these conflicts were seen not as domestic
struggles for power and resources but as extensions of the superpower ideolog-
ical confrontation. Rather than help resolve them peacefully, the superpowers
often worsened the conflict by providing military and economic assistance to
their own allies.

Although the end of the Cold War removed this aggravating external fac-
tor, it also removed the moderating role of the superpowers, both as third
parties and as mutually neutralizing allies. The results have been unmitigated
brutalities and devastation from identity conflicts. It can credibly be argued
that the gist of these internal conflicts is that the ethnic pieces that were put
together by the colonial glue, reinforced by the old world order, are now
pulling apart and that ethnic groups are reasserting their autonomy or inde-
pendence. Old identities, undermined and rendered dormant by the struc-
tures and values of the nation-state system, are reemerging and demanding
participation, distribution, and legitimacy. In fact, it may be even more accu-
rate to say that the process has been going on in a variety of ways and within
the context of the constraints imposed by the nation-state system.

The larger the gap in the participation and distribution patterns based on
racial, ethnic, or religious identity, the more likely the breakdown of civil or-
der and the conversion of political confrontation into violent conflict. When
the conflict turns violent, the issues at stake become transformed into a fun-
damental contest for state power. The objectives may vary in degree from a
demand for autonomy to a major restructuring of the national framework,
either to be captured by the demand-making group or to be more equitably
reshaped. When the conflict escalates into a contest for the “soul” of the na-
tion, it turns into an intractable zero-sum confrontation. The critical issue
then is whether the underlying sense of injustice, real or perceived, can be
remedied in a timely manner, avoiding the zero-sum level of violence.

Viewing the crisis from the global perspective, it is also pertinent to recall the
words of UN Secretary-General Boutros-Ghali, who observed in An Agenda for
Peace: “One requirement for solutions to these problems lies in commitment to
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human rights with a special sensitivity to those of minorities, whether ethnic,
religious, social or linguistic.”36 On the need to strike a balance between the
unity of larger entities and respect for the sovereignty, autonomy, and diversity
of various identities, the secretary-general further noted:

The healthy globalization of contemporary life requires in the first instance solid

identities and fundamental freedoms. The sovereignty, territorial integrity and

independence of states within the established international system, and the prin-

ciple of self-determination for peoples, both of great value and importance,

must not be permitted to work against each other in the period ahead. Respect

for democratic principles at all levels of social existence is crucial: in communi-

ties, within states and within the community of states. Our constant duty should

be to maintain the integrity of each while finding a balanced design for all.37

Where discrimination or disparity is based on race, ethnicity, region, or reli-
gion, it is easy to see how it can be combated by appropriate constitutional
provisions and laws protecting basic human rights and fundamental freedoms.
But where discrimination or disparity arises from conflicting perspectives on
national identity, especially one based on religion, the cleavages become more
difficult to bridge. In some instances, religion, ethnicity, and culture become so
intertwined that they are not easy to disentangle. Such is the case in the Sudan,
where Islam has gained momentum and is aspiring to offer regionwide and,
indeed, global ideological leadership. Islam in the Sudan has been closely asso-
ciated with Arabism, which also gives the movement a composite ethnic, cul-
tural, and religious identity, even though the Islamists themselves espouse the
nonracial ideals of the faith. The composite identity of Islam and Arabism
poses the threat of subordination to non-Muslims, who also perceive them-
selves as non-Arabs. It is consequently resisted, especially in the South.

What makes the role of religion particularly formidable is that there are le-
gitimate arguments on both sides of the religiously based conflict. On the one
hand, the Islamists, representing the Arabized Muslim majority, want to fash-
ion the nation on the basis of their faith, which they believe does not allow the
separation of religion and the state. The non-Muslims, on the other hand, re-
ject this, seeing it as a means of inevitably relegating them to a lower status as
citizens; they insist on secularism as a more mutually accommodating basis for
a pluralistic process of nation-building. The dilemma is whether an Islamic
framework should be used to encompass a religiously mixed society, imposing
a minority status on the non-Muslims, or whether secularism should be the
national framework, thereby imposing on the Muslim majority the wishes of
the non-Muslim minority. The crisis in national identity that this dualism
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poses is that there is not yet a consensus on a framework that unquestionably
establishes the unity of the country. During the colonial period, the country
was governed as two separate entities in one, and since independence, it has in-
termittently been at war with itself over the composite factors of religion, eth-
nicity, race, and culture.

If responsibility for Africa’s problems is now being assigned to the Africans
as represented by their states, the logic should extend down to embrace citizen
participation—a process that might be termed the challenge of localization.
This process would broaden the basis of participation to include not only the
wide array of organizations within the now popular notion of civil society but
also, and primarily, Africa’s indigenous, territorially defined, local communi-
ties, with their organizational structures, value systems, institutional arrange-
ments, and ways of using their human and material resources.

Given its centrality and pervasiveness, ethnicity is a reality no country can
completely afford to ignore. Thus, African governments have ambivalently
tried to dismiss it, marginalize it, manipulate it, corrupt it, or combat it in a
variety of ways. But no strategic formula for its constructive use has been
 developed38—this despite the fact that an overwhelming majority of Africans,
however urbanized or modernized, belong to known “tribal” or ethnic origins
and remain in one way or another connected to their groups. Indeed, as one
African scholar noted, “urban populations straddle the two geographical
spaces—urban and rural—with the result [that] the politics of one easily
spills into the politics of the other.”39 The other side of this spectrum is flexi-
bility or adaptability that allows considerable room for molding identity to
suit changing conditions or serve alternating objectives, some destructive.

Ethnic identities in themselves are not conflictual, just as individuals are not
inherently in conflict merely because of their different identities and character-
istics. Rather, it is unmanaged or mismanaged competition for power, wealth, or
status broadly defined that provides the basis for conflict. Today, virtually every
African conflict has some ethno-regional dimension to it.40 Even those conflicts
that may appear to be free of ethnic concerns involve factions and alliances built
around ethnic loyalties. Analysts tend to hold one of two views regarding the
role of ethnicity in these conflicts. Some see ethnicity as a source of conflict;
others see it as a tool used by political entrepreneurs to promote their ambi-
tions.41 In reality, it is both. Ethnicity, especially when combined with territorial
identity, is a reality that exists independently of political maneuvers. To argue
that ethnic groups are unwitting tools of political manipulation is to under -
estimate a fundamental social reality and to assume that members of the group
lack value judgment on the issues involved. On the other hand, given the emo-
tional fervor and the group dynamics of the identity issues it evokes, ethnicity is
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clearly a resource for political manipulation and entrepreneurship, which
African states are loath to manage constructively.

Ethiopia, after Eritrea’s breakaway, can claim credit for being the only
African country that is trying to confront the problem head-on by recognizing
territorially based ethnic groups, granting them not only a large measure of
autonomy but also the constitutional right of self-determination, even to the
extent of secession.42 Ethiopia’s leaders assert emphatically that they are com-
mitted to the right of self-determination, wherever it leads. But it can also be
argued that giving the people the right to determine their destiny leads them to
believe that their interests will be safeguarded, which should give them a rea-
son to opt for unity. In fact, the Ethiopian constitution stipulates that the right
to independence can only be exercised after following an elaborate process to
establish the necessity and appropriateness of that ultimate step, and indeed no
ethnic community has so far exercised or demanded the right to independence
constitutionally. In contrast to the case of Ethiopia, the 2005 Comprehensive
Peace Agreement (CPA) that ended the decades of war in Southern Sudan
grants the people of the South the right of self- determination through a refer-
endum to be held after a six-year interim period to decide whether to remain
in a united Sudan under the interim arrangements of the CPA or become an
independent state. The agreement, however, stipulates that during the interim
period, efforts will be exerted to make unity an attractive option for the South.

As the hope for a unity vote in the stipulated referendum in the Southern Su-
dan indicates, self-determination does not necessarily mean secession. After all,
one of the options of self-determination is to remain within the state. But per-
haps even more significant is the reconceptualization of self- determination as a
principle that allows people to choose their own administrative status and ma-
chinery within the country.43 It has been noted that internal self- administration
“might be more effectively used in a way that would help avoid suffering of
the kind that so regrettably become commonplace when communities feel
that their only option is to fight for independence.”44 In that sense, self-
 determination becomes closely associated with democracy and protection of
minorities and not conterminous with independence. As Sir Arthur Watts, one
of the principal proponents of internal self- determination, has observed, inde-
pendence is a complicated process that can be traumatic. For many communi-
ties, it is not necessarily the best option. Often, no advantage is gained by
insisting on independence, excluding other kinds of arrangements, especially if
they would grant a community all it wants without the additional burdens of a
wholly independent existence.45

Ultimately, the only sustainable unity is that based on mutual understand-
ing and agreement. Unfortunately, however, the normative framework for na-
tional unity in modern Africa is not the result of consensus. Except for a very
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few cases, as in post-apartheid South Africa, Africans won their independence
without negotiating an internal social contract that would forge and sustain
national consensus. Of course, the leaders of various factions, ethnic or polit-
ical, negotiated a framework that gave them the legitimacy to speak for the
country in their demand for independence. Political elites certainly negoti-
ated a common ground for independence in Zimbabwe, Namibia, and, with
less satisfactory results, Angola. And independent leaders debated over feder-
alism in Nigeria and ethnic representation in Kenya, Uganda, and the Ivory
Coast (Côte d’Ivoire). Indeed, in virtually every African country, indepen-
dence was preceded by intense dialogue and negotiation between various
groups, parallel to negotiations with the colonial powers. But these were tacti-
cal agreements to rid the country of its colonial yoke and, in any case, were
elitist negotiations that did not involve the grass roots, as the South African
negotiations did through a broad-based network of political organizations
and elements of civil society.

Typically, the constitutions that African countries adopted at indepen-
dence were drafted for them by the colonial masters and, contrary to the au-
thoritarian modes of government adopted by the colonial powers, were laden
with idealistic principles of liberal democracy to which Africa had not previ-
ously been introduced and in which it had no experience. The regimes built
on these constitutions were in essence grafted foreign conceptualizations that
had no indigenous roots and therefore lacked legitimacy. In most cases, they
were soon overthrown with no remorse or regrets from the public. But these
upheavals involved only a rotation of like-minded elites or, worse, military
dictators, intent on occupying the seat of power vacated by the colonial mas-
ters. They soon became their colonial masters’ images. In the overwhelming
majority of countries, the quest for unity underscored the intensity of dis-
unity, sometimes resulting in violent conflicts, many of which have intensified
in the post–Cold War era—as evidenced by Burundi, Congo, Liberia, Sierra
Leone, Somalia, Rwanda, and Zaire, now the Democratic Republic of Congo.
African states must respond to the demands of justice, equity, and dignity by
the component elements or risk disintegration and collapse. As Michael
Chege noted in a different context, “It is time to bring this highly variegated
menu to African statesmen and citizens and to convince them that self-
 determination of groups need not always lead to the feared disintegration of
the present states into a myriad of small ethnic units.”46

There are four policy options for managing pluralistic identities. One is to
create a national framework with which all can identify without any distinction
based on race, ethnicity, tribe, or religion. This is clearly the most desirable op-
tion. The second option is to create a pluralistic framework to accommodate di-
versity in nations that are racially, ethnically, culturally, or  religiously divided.
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Under this option, probably a federal arrangement, groups would accommo-
date each other’s differences with a uniting commitment to the common pur-
pose of national identification and nondiscrimination. For more seriously
divided countries, the third option may be some form of power sharing, com-
bined with decentralization that may expand federalism into confederalism. Fi-
nally, where even this degree of accommodation is not workable, and where
territorial configurations permit, partition ought to be accepted.

This is the normative framework in which the crisis in the Sudanese region
of Darfur should be addressed. Although the Sudan has made appreciable
progress in ending the half-century-long war in the South, including the accep-
tance of self-determination that includes the possibility of secession, in the
hope that unity will be made attractive during the interim period, the nation is
only at the beginning of its long journey toward addressing its history and rec-
onciling the injustices of its past with the promise of a national framework that
will define a country that belongs to all of its citizens. The country continues to
be challenged by the tragedy in the Darfur region and the tensions that threaten
eruption in the eastern Beja region and other fragile areas of the country.

In this respect, it is worth noting that the international response to Darfur
tends to see the crisis in isolation rather than as an aspect of a national quest
for justice and equality that began in the South in the 1950s, extended to the
adjacent regions of the North in the mid-1980s, and then to the Beja region in
the late 1980s, and finally to Darfur. The struggle is expected to spread to
other regions, as the dominant Arab center fights ruthlessly to preserve its
power against the threats posed by proliferating rebellions in the marginalized
and discriminated non-Arab regions of the country.

The appropriate response from the international community should be
threefold: provide humanitarian assistance to the needy, protect the civilian
population, and press for a political solution to achieve peace with justice. As
long as war rages on, the government will continue to use the Arab tribal mili-
tias, the infamous Janjaweed, as a weapon against the rebels. Whatever the
government may say in response to the pressure from the international com-
munity, it will never rein in the Janjaweed as criminals to be punished. They
are allies in the genocidal war for survival. If, on the other hand, emphasis is
placed on the search for peace, there is a good chance that both parties may be
induced to adopt a more positive and constructive attitude toward interna-
tional support for the peace process.

THE IMPACT OF THE WAR ON TERROR

The war on terror, in the aftermath of September 11, has created a world or-
der that, to a certain degree, calls to mind the Cold War ideological polariza-
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tion into Western democratic and Eastern communist blocs, with the United
States and the Soviet Union heading these blocs. The difference is that these
former superpowers are no longer on opposite sides but indeed on the same
side in the global war on terror. What is still in common with the Cold War
ideological divide is that, from a human rights perspective, what was crucial
in evaluating the performance of a given country was what bloc it fell into.
The tendency was to support any government that was ideologically allied
with the superpower concerned, whatever its domestic record on human
rights, democracy, or good governance in general. Conversely, the evils of a
government on the opposite side were considered legitimate targets for expo-
sure and condemnation.

In a way, a similar polarization appears to have emerged with the global
war on terror. This is reflected in a number of ways, including military con-
frontation in which many innocent civilians fall victim to the cross fire. While
the obvious cases are Afghanistan and Iraq, the war against terror is also fuel-
ing the hostilities and atrocities of the chronic conflicts in the Middle East.
The recent invasion of Somalia by Ethiopia, which aimed at ousting the Is-
lamists deemed as posing a terrorist threat in the region, paradoxically aggra-
vated a situation that seemed to have improved under the dominant Islamic
courts. The war on terror is also inducing responses in the United States and
other Western democracies that are restrictive of human rights and civil liber-
ties in the name of security, as the controversy over the treatment of prisoners
in Guantánamo attests. In the polarization generated by the war on terror, the
tendency seems to be that as long as a government is an ally in the war, its own
human rights record at home can be overlooked or criticized rhetorically
without punitive action. Furthermore, governments opportunistically declare
rebel movements as terrorists, however justified their struggle, and expect
support, political and even military, from their allies in the war against terror.

The global war against terror has reversed the post–Cold War withdrawal of
superpower strategic interests in Africa and turned the continent into a theater
of confrontation with Islamic terrorists. As Lieutenant Commander Pat Pater-
son of the U.S. Navy Special Operations Command in Europe explained in an
article titled “Into Africa: A New Frontier in the War on Terror,” for the United
States, in its war with a growing movement of Islamic fundamentalism, the
biggest political and military concern in Africa is terrorism.47 The dire condi-
tions of border disputes, ethnic conflicts, corruption and mismanagement,
famine, and HIV make Africa a fertile breeding ground for Muslim extremism
and terrorist recruitment. “On a continent where 50% of the population is
 under 15 years old and where the population is expected to grow from 800 mil-
lion to 2 billion by 2050, this vast pool of angry, unskilled youth is a population
vulnerable to jihadist sentiment and creates a critical problem  demanding
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 immediate attention.”48 Paterson goes on to substantiate the presence and ac-
tivities of Islamic terrorists on the continent: “The history of al Qaeda in Africa
goes back to 1991, when Osama bin Laden used Sudan as his operating base
until U.S. and international pressure forced the Sudanese government to with-
draw the welcome mat for him in 1996. In August 1998 al Qaeda exploded two
massive car bombs outside the U.S. embassies in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, and
Nairobi, Kenya, killing 224 people (including 12 Americans) and injuring
5,000. In response, U.S. Navy warships fired cruise missiles into suspected ter-
ror sites near Khartoum later that month during Operation Infinite Reach.”49

Evidence of terrorist activities continues in Paterson’s account:

In 2002, al Qaeda operatives killed 15 people in an Israeli-owned hotel in Mom-

basa, Kenya, and simultaneously fired surface-to-air missiles at an Israeli pas-

senger jet departing Mombasa’s airport. In 2003, four suicide bombers attacked

Jewish, Spanish, and Belgian sites in Casablanca, Morocco, killing 33 people.

The 11 March 2004 train bombings in Madrid were carried out by African

 jihadists and killed 191 people and wounded 1,400 others. The 7 July 2005 Lon-

don bombers who killed 51 people and injured more than 700 were assisted by

collaborators from Africa.

In September 2005, the U.S. Department of State listed the African organiza-

tion Salifist Group for Call and Combat (GSPC) as a foreign terrorist organi -

zation putting it on par with al Qaeda. The GSPC gained notoriety with its June

2003 kidnapping of 32 Western tourists in Algeria. Terrorist groups such as

GSPC use the vast ungoverned expanses of the Sahara Desert to their advan-

tage, ferrying arms, cash, and contraband along established smuggling routes.50

Africans are reported to be fighting the United States in Afghanistan and Iraq:
“Pentagon officials estimate that 25% of the foreign fighters in Iraq—
 estimated to be 5,000–8,000—are Africans. The officials also indicate that a
stream of veteran jihadists from the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan are re-
turning to Africa to train new soldiers and use insurgent tactics against their
native countries.”51

With Africa emerging as a significant scene, if not actor, in the global war
on terror, the U.S. government has quietly opened up a front in its war on ter-
ror in East Africa:

Military spending in the four years following 9/11 has doubled the amount ex-

pended in the preceding four years. The total spent or allocated for arms, train-

ing, and regional peacekeeping operations that focus primarily on training and

arming sub-Saharan militaries in the four-year period from 2002 until the end
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of 2005 will amount to $597 million, whereas for 1998–2001 it was $296 mil-

lion. At this rate it will take a comparatively few years to equal the $1.5 billion

that some believe was spent during the three decades of the Cold War on arms

for African allies.52

The new U.S. Africa Command, AFRICOM, which was announced in Feb-
ruary 2007 and is expected to be operational in the fall of 2008, aims at work-
ing in concert with African partners to create a stable security environment in
which political and economic growth can take place. This means combining
humanitarian development assistance with helping Africans pursue the war
against terrorism more effectively. As Ryan Henry, principal Defense Depart-
ment Under Secretary for Policy, told reporters in June 2007, “AFRICOM will
emphasize humanitarian assistance, civic action, military professionalism,
border and maritime security assistance, and responses to natural disasters.”
He added that terrorism is a problem in Africa, and it is something African
nations are very concerned about, but “it is clearly not the primary focus” of
AFRICOM, which has no intention of committing troops to the continent to
pursue terrorists.53

Generally speaking, the war on terror is posing a threat to human rights
and democratic freedoms, as Jennifer Cook and Steve Morrison have perti-
nently cautioned:

As Africa has become conspicuously important in the intensified global war on

terror and in U.S. efforts to win support within multilateral forums for military

action against Iraq, policymakers confront the risk that geopolitical goals may

trump locally specific human rights, democracy, and developmental interests. If

this risk is not managed effectively, the United States easily could make mistakes

reminiscent of the Cold War, in which the United States based strategic partner-

ships overwhelmingly on African leaders’ anticommunist credentials, with en-

during negative consequences for African governance and U.S. credibility on

the continent.54

Even in the Sudan, where the war on terror appeared to have produced pos-
itive results in pressuring the parties to end the war in the South, lest they be
accused of terror, with severe consequences, contradictory developments have
taken place. While the government in Khartoum remains on the State Depart-
ment’s list of states that support terrorism, and Congress continues to be vo-
cally antagonistic to the National Islamic Front, since renamed the National
Congress Party (NCP) and in control of the government in Khartoum, the
Bush administration has adopted an ambivalent attitude toward Khartoum,
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and the NCP has shrewdly responded opportunistically to gain Washington’s
favor. As an observer noted, President Omar al-Bashir’s regime, “having hosted
Osama bin Laden in Khartoum in the 1990s, has played its hand carefully in
the U.S. war on terror. Under pressure from Washington, Khartoum sent its in-
telligence chief, Salah Abdallah Gosh, to brief Western intelligence officials
about al-Qaeda networks in Sudan and beyond.”55 As Greg Miller and Josh
Meyer have reported, “Sudan has moved beyond sharing historical informa-
tion on al-Qaeda into taking part in on-going counter-terrorism operations,
focusing on areas where its assistance is likely to be most appreciated.”56 They
go on to write:

Sudan has secretly worked with the CIA to spy on the insurgency in Iraq, an ex-

ample of how the U.S. has continued to cooperate with the Sudanese regime

even while condemning its suspected role in the killing of thousands of civilians

in Darfur.

President Bush has denounced the killings in Sudan’s western region as

genocide and has imposed sanctions on the government in Khartoum. But

some critics say the administration has soft-pedaled the sanctions to preserve

its extensive intelligence collaboration with Sudan.

The relationship underscores the complex realities of the post-Sept. 11

world, in which the United States has relied heavily on intelligence and military

cooperation from countries, including Sudan and Uzbekistan, that are consid-

ered pariah states for their records on human rights.57

Sudan’s cooperation with the United States is said to go beyond Iraq. “Su-
dan has helped the United States track turmoil in Somalia, working to culti-
vate contacts with the Islamic Courts Union and other militias in an effort to
locate al-Qaeda suspects hiding there” and “has provided extensive coopera-
tion in counter-terrorism operations, acting on U.S. requests to detain sus-
pects as they pass through Khartoum.” The paradox is that “at a time when
Sudan is being condemned in the international community, its counter-
 terrorism work has won precious praise. The U.S. State Department recently
issued a report calling Sudan a ‘strong partner in the war on terror.’”58 This
ambivalent attitude toward Khartoum may be a factor in the contradictory
hard-talk, soft-action attitude that the United States policy has adopted on in-
ternational response to the genocidal conflict in Darfur. Indeed, the sanctions
announced by the Bush administration in late May 2007 have been described
as “window-dressing,” designed to appear tough while putting little real pres-
sure on the Sudan or the Arab militias, which the country is believed to be us-
ing against rebels and civilians alike in Darfur.59
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Another paradoxical development as a result of the war on terror has been
improved relations between the United States and Libya, despite Muammar
Qaddafi’s controversial human rights record. The United States restored full
diplomatic relations with Libya in June 2006 and removed it from the State
Department’s list of terrorism sponsors, ending long-standing tensions in bi-
lateral relations and U.S.-imposed sanctions. Objectively, it is noteworthy that
Muammar Qaddafi has, in recent years, made significant constructive
changes. He is now viewed as having played a positive role in Africa, his most
striking achievement being his initiative and strong support for the African
Union. He has also taken steps to align himself with the United States in an ef-
fort to gain Western trust. His government apologized for its past violence, ac-
cepted responsibility for the 1988 Lockerbie terrorist attack, dismantled its
weapons of mass destruction program in 2003, and is cooperating with the
United States in the war on terror. It is, however, widely contended that

Libya’s track record of human rights abuses is still among the worst in the

world, calling into question whether the administration is worthy of US sup-

port. Freedom House gave Libya the lowest possible rating in all categories—

political rights, civil liberties, and freedom—citing poor prison conditions,

arbitrary arrest and detention, torture, domestic violence against women, the

prohibition of independent human rights organizations, and the ban on inde-

pendent press. Any form of political opposition is brutally and unsubtly

quelled.60

Critics of the U.S. and European shift of policy toward Libya argue that it
will entrench Libya’s poor human rights record:

The United States and the European Union face the risk that their new diplo-

matic partnerships with Libya will help legitimize the regime and perpetuate

the country’s poor conditions. Libyan dissidents claim that Qaddafi will most

likely use this new relationship to consolidate his political base and continue

stamping out any possibility for political reform. There are also repercussions

in the international arena. The United States has portrayed the war on terror as

not only a military conflict but also an ideological struggle; current nation-

building processes in Iraq and Afghanistan are inextricably linked with the

words and values of ‘freedom,’ ‘liberty,’ and ‘democracy.’ In Libya, Qaddafi’s ea-

ger suppression of the opposition Libyan Islamic Fighting Group (LIFG), rec-

ognized as a terrorist organization, has only reinforced beliefs that U.S. and EU

motives are not those of building democracy but of self-interested security.

Critics of a Western alliance with the Qaddafi regime claim that this “Western

Reconciling Sovereignty with Responsibility 371

0813343648 text.qxd:0813343648 text  5/16/08  2:35 PM  Page 371



hypocrisy” further alienates the Muslim world and gives radical Islamists even

more ammunition to attack the West.61

Thus, the global war on terror, while justified by the horrific events of Sep-
tember 11, has triggered a chain of policies and actions that threaten to re-
verse the progress made in the international promotion and protection of
human rights. While hindsight on whether a more targeted pursuit of the in-
dividual criminals involved in that incident might have produced different re-
sults would be superfluous and futile, there is reason to think carefully about
how to pursue the war on terror without compromising the human rights
standards that have been painstakingly developed since the end of World
War II and the creation of the United Nations. Considering that African states
are already prone to the abuse of power and egregious violations of human
rights, this development poses a particular danger to be guarded against in the
continent.

OPERATIONAL STRATEGIES OF INTERVENTION

Although addressing the issue of sovereignty and the root causes of conflict
are critical prerequisites to intervention, formulating credible operation prin-
ciples is the most pivotal factor in the equation. These principles relate to
 institutional mechanisms and strategies for action, both preventive and cor-
rective. Ideally, from an institutional or organizational perspective, problems
should be addressed and solved within the immediate framework, with wider
involvement necessitated only by the failure of the internal efforts. Hence,
conflict prevention, management, or resolution progressively moves from the
domestic domain to the regional and, ultimately, to the global levels of con-
cern and action.

As already noted, those conflicts in which the state is an effective arbiter do
not present particular difficulties since they are manageable within the national
framework. The problem arises when the state itself is a party to the conflict.
Under those conditions, external involvement becomes necessary. In the Afri -
can context, it is generally agreed that the next-best level of involvement should
be the AU, but there are obvious constraints on its role, as its in effectiveness in
Darfur demonstrated. One such constraint has to do with limited resources,
both material and human. But perhaps even more debilitating is the question of
political will, since, in the intimate context of the region, governments feel they
are subject to conflicts arising from the problematic conditions of state forma-
tion and nation building and are therefore prone to resist any form of external
scrutiny. And since the judge of today may well be the  accused of tomorrow,
there is a temptation to avoid confronting such problems. The result is evasive-
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ness and malign neglect. Beyond the AU, the United Nations is the next logical
organization, for it represents the international community in its global con-
text. But the UN suffers from the same constraints affecting the AU, though to a
lesser degree. It, too, must deal with the problem of resources and the reciprocal
protectiveness of vulnerable  governments.

As recent events have demonstrated, the role of the major Western powers
acting unilaterally, multilaterally, or within the framework of the United
 Nations—though often susceptible to accusations of selectivity and self-
 interested strategic motivation—has become increasingly pivotal. The prob-
lem in this regard is more one of their unwillingness to become involved or
their lack of adequate preparedness for such involvement. Perhaps the most
important aspect of the involvement of Western industrial democracies in
foreign conflicts is the fact that these nations are often moved to act by the
gravity of the humanitarian tragedies involved. Thus, their involvement is
both an asset in terms of arresting the tragedy and a limitation in terms of
preventing the tragedy at an earlier stage. Even with respect to humanitarian
intervention, lack of preparedness for an appropriate and timely response is
generally acknowledged as a major limitation.62

Nevertheless, some argue that there is a strong presumption that the inter-
ests of these countries are powerfully engaged and that they will eventually be
driven to uphold and promote such interests through humanitarian interven-
tion in crisis situations. Industrial democracies, they further argue, cannot op-
erate without defending standards of human rights and political procedures
that are being egregiously violated. Indeed, they themselves cannot prosper in
an irreversibly international economy if large, contiguous populations descend
into endemic violence and economic depression. Given these compelling rea-
sons and the lack of preparedness for any well-planned response, the United
States and Western European countries are particularly prone to crisis-induced
reactions that are relatively easy to execute and, indeed, more symbolic than ef-
fective in addressing the substantive issues involved.

There will always be elements in a country who welcome intervention, es-
pecially among the disadvantaged groups to whom it promises tangible bene-
fits. But since intervention is, of course, a major intrusion from the outside,
resistance on the grounds of national sovereignty or pride is also a predictable
certainty. For that reason, the justification for intervention must be reliably
persuasive, if not beyond reproach: “The difference between an intervention
that succeeds and one that is destroyed by immune reaction would depend on
the degree of spontaneous acceptance or rejection by the local population.”63

To avoid or minimize this “immune reaction,” such an intervention would
have to be broadly international in character. The principles used and the ob-
jectives toward which the intervention is targeted must transcend political
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and cultural boundaries or traditions and concomitant nationalist senti-
ments. In other words, it must enjoy an effective degree of global legitimacy.
“The rationale that could conceivably carry such a burden presumably in-
volves human rights so fundamental that they are not derived from any par-
ticular political or economic ideology.”64

The strategy for preventive or corrective involvement in conflict should
constitute gathering and analyzing information and otherwise monitoring
situations with a view toward establishing an early warning system through
which the international community could be alerted to act. The quest for a
system of response to conflict and attendant humanitarian tragedies was out-
lined by the then UN Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali when, refer-
ring to the surging demands on the Security Council as a central instrument
for the prevention and resolution of conflicts, he wrote that the aims of the
United Nations must be:

To seek to identify at the earliest possible stage situations that could produce

conflict, and to try through diplomacy to remove the sources of danger before

violence results;

Where conflict erupts, to engage in peacemaking aimed at resolving the is-

sues that have led to conflict;

Through peace-keeping, to work to preserve peace, however fragile, where

fighting has been halted and to assist in implementing agreements achieved by

the peacemakers;

To stand ready to assist in peace-building in its differing contexts: rebuilding

the institutions and infrastructures of nations torn by civil war and strife; and

building bonds of peaceful mutual benefit among nations formerly at war;

And in the largest sense, to address the deepest causes of conflict: economic

despair, social injustice and political oppression. It is possible to discern an in-

creasingly common moral perception that spans the world’s nations and peo-

ples, and which is finding expression in international laws, many owing their

genesis to the work of this Organization.65

The action envisaged to address conflict situations and their humanitarian
consequences is a four-phase strategy that would involve monitoring develop-
ments to draw early attention to impending crises, interceding in time to avert
the crisis through diplomatic initiatives, mobilizing international action when
necessary, and addressing the root causes to restore peace, security, and stabil-
ity.66 The first step would be to detect and identify the problem through vari-
ous early-warning mechanisms for information collection, evaluation, and
reporting. If a sufficient basis for concern were established, the appropriate
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mechanism would be invoked to take preventive diplomatic measures and
avert the crisis. Initially, such initiatives might be taken within the framework
of regional arrangements—for example, the Conference on Security and Co-
operation in Europe, the Organization of American States, or the African
Union. In the United Nations, such preventive initiatives would naturally fall
on the secretary-general, acting personally or through special representatives,
to bring the situation to the attention of the Security Council for appropriate
action. If diplomatic initiatives did not succeed, and depending on the level of
human suffering involved, the secretary-general and the Security Council
might decide to mobilize international response, ranging from further diplo-
matic measures to forced humanitarian intervention not only to provide
emergency relief but also to facilitate the search for an enduring solution to
the causes of the conflict. A strategy aimed at this broader objective would re-
quire a close understanding of the causal link between the conditions and de-
velopments leading to the outbreak of the crisis and finding solutions that
address the root causes to ensure sustainable peace and stability.

CONCLUSION

Africa’s turbulent transformation, initiated by colonial scramble for the conti-
nent in the nineteenth century, contained by external domination for much of
the first half of the twentieth century, reactivated by the independence move-
ment at the second half of the century, and subdued by the Cold War bipolar
control mechanism, is now engaging in a renewed quest of self-liberation
from within. While this initially meant more self-reliance with minimum ex-
ternal interference, motivated by the strategic interests of the Cold War era,
the global war against international terrorism in the early twenty-first century
has reactivated international concern and propensity for varying forms of in-
tervention. The context in which this is taking place is poised delicately be-
tween globalization and isolation, initially bordering on the marginalization
of Africa, but in the context of the global war on terror, putting Africa back at
the center as a potential breeding ground for international terrorism. Para-
doxically, ideological withdrawal by the major powers is being counter -
balanced by pressures for humanitarian intervention, while the war on terror
threatens to relegate human rights to a lower level of concern. This situation
calls for a more cost-effective sharing of responsibility, with the Africans as-
suming the primary role and their international partners lending a comple-
mentary affirmative, helping hand. Whether this equation is sustainable or
the war on terror will take the upper hand and lead Africa back to intensifying
dependency remains a question.
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Whatever the answer to that question, the policy framework that appor-
tions responsibilities in accordance with the emerging scale must place the
first tier of responsibility on the state. At the next level up the international
ladder, regional actors are increasingly being challenged and motivated by the
realization that their own national security is closely connected with the secu-
rity of their neighbors. This realization has propelled a range of initiatives in
which neighbors offer their good offices for third-party mediation in internal
conflicts but, if their counsel is not heeded, intervene unilaterally or collec-
tively to achieve their objectives. But as the case of Darfur has shown, regional
capacities may be inadequate for the task, and the supportive role of the inter-
national community will continue to be a necessity for effective action. The
best remedy is internal peace, security, and stability.

A number of African leaders have embraced programs of political and eco-
nomic reforms that would enhance regional security and stability. Some of
their peers remain doggedly committed to authoritarian methods of gover-
nance. The international community, weary of shouldering responsibility for
Africa’s problems, is striving to win the leaders intent on reform, give them
the support they need to carry out their programs, and thereby provide them
with the incentive to do so in earnest. These measures imply the stipulation of
national sovereignty as responsibility with regional and international ac-
countability. The way to guard against unwelcome international intervention
is to discharge the responsibilities of sovereignty and be seen to be doing so.

An important dimension of such accountability is therefore the reform of
state structures, institutions, and processes to be more equitable in their man-
agement of diversities. This reform will require pushing the process of revers-
ing Africa’s international dependency to enhance the autonomy of internal
actors, ethnic groups, and members of civil society in order to mobilize and
engage them in self-reliant processes of governance and sustainable develop-
ment. The state has been the intermediary and often the bottleneck in the
chain of Africa’s dependent relationship with the outside world. The required
reform must broaden the scope of decision-making through extensive and
genuine decentralization. It must make a more constructive use of indigenous
structures, values, and institutions for self-governance and self-sustaining de-
velopment from within. Governments genuinely committed to reform should
have no difficulty in supporting this approach, whereas those that insist on
centralization of authority wittingly or unwittingly expose their authoritarian
disposition and risk regional and international scrutiny or admonition and,
possibly, condemnation and reprisals.

The time is certainly opportune for reconciling sovereignty with the re-
sponsibilities of good governance. In balancing national sovereignty and the
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need for international action to provide protection and assistance to victims
of internal conflicts and humanitarian tragedies, certain principles are be-
coming increasingly obvious as policy guidelines.

First, sovereignty carries with it responsibilities for the well-being of the
population. It is from this precept that the legitimacy of a government de-
rives, whatever the political system or prevailing ideology. The relationship
between the controlling authority and the populace should ideally ensure the
highest standards of human dignity, but at a minimum it should guarantee
food, shelter, physical security, basic health services, and other essentials.

Second, in the many countries where armed conflicts and communal vio-
lence have caused massive internal displacement, the countries are so divided
on fundamental issues that legitimacy and, indeed, sovereignty are sharply
contested. This is why there is always a strong faction inviting or at least wel-
coming external intervention. Under those circumstances, the validity of sov-
ereignty must be judged, using reasonable standards to assess how much of
the population is represented, marginalized, or excluded.

Third, living up to the responsibilities of sovereignty implies that there is a
transcendent authority capable of holding the supposed sovereign account-
able. Some form of an international system has always existed to ensure that
states conform to accepted norms or face the consequences, whether in the
form of unilateral, multilateral, or collective action. Equality among sovereign
entities has always been a convenient fiction; it has never been backed by real-
ities because some powers have always been more dominant than others and
therefore have been explicitly or implicitly charged with responsibility for en-
forcing the agreed-upon norms of behavior. Considering that hardly any
African country has the requisite capacity, “hegemonic stability” has not been
a pattern, although Nigeria and South Africa have exercised considerable in-
fluence in their subregions.

Fourth, such a role imposes on the dominant authority or power certain
leadership responsibilities that transcend parochialism or exclusive national
interests and serve the broader interests of the community or the human fam-
ily, an area where African countries, with their politics of identity, have suf-
fered a deficit.

When these principles are translated into practical action in countries torn
apart by internal conflicts, a number of implications emerge. For example, sov-
ereignty cannot be an amoral function of authority and control; respect for
fundamental human rights and humanitarian principles must be among its
most basic values. Similarly, the enjoyment of human rights must encompass
equitable and effective participation in the political, economic, social, and cul-
tural life of the country, at least as a widely accepted national aspiration. This
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system of sharing must guarantee that all individuals and groups belong to the
nation on an equal footing with the rest of the people, however identified; they
must also be sufficiently represented and not discriminated against on the ba-
sis of the prevailing views of identity.

To ensure that these normative goals are met or at least genuinely pursued,
the international community as represented by the United Nations is the ideal
authority. The imperatives of the existing power structures and processes
may, however, require that authority be exercised by other powers capable of
acting on behalf of the international community. Multilateral action may
therefore be justified under certain circumstances. Any type of less collective
action should be closely circumscribed to guard against selectivity and ex-
ploitation for less lofty objectives of a more exclusively national character—
objectives that may erode the transcendent moral authority of global
leadership for the good of all humankind.

As a polarity emerges between those African governments committed to
participatory democracy, respect for human rights, and responsible interna-
tional partnership and those bent on repression and resistance to reform, the
international community should adopt a dual strategy that effectively sup-
ports reform with positive incentives and discourages resistance with punitive
sanctions. Living up to the responsibilities of sovereignty implies a transcen-
dent authority capable of holding the supposed sovereign accountable. Al-
though the international community has made appreciable progress in
responding to humanitarian tragedies, much more needs to be done to ensure
that governments adhere to the responsibilities of sovereignty by ensuring the
security, fundamental rights, civil liberties, and general welfare of their citi-
zens and all those under their domestic jurisdiction.

Although the world is far from a universal government, the foundations, the
pillars, and perhaps even the structures of global governance are taking shape
with the emergence of a post–Cold War international order in which the inter-
nally dispossessed are bound to benefit. Unmasking sovereignty to reveal the
gross violations of human rights is no longer an aspiration; it is a process that
has already started. Governments and other human rights violators are being
increasingly scrutinized for such violations. What is now required is to make
them fully accountable and to provide international protection and assistance
for the victims of human rights violations and unremedied humanitarian
tragedies within their domestic jurisdiction. In other words, what is called for
is not something entirely new but, rather, an intensification and improvement
of what has already been unfolding.

The global war on terror is obviously a complication insofar as it creates a
Cold War–type of polarization between allies and enemies. However, in the
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end, just as internal conflicts require internal solutions to ensure just peace, se-
curity, and stability, a global alliance against terrorism must also address the
internal conditions on which international terrorism breeds. Addressing the
symptoms without going to the root causes in the crisis of national identity—
acute economic disparities, poverty, deprivation, and all forms of indignities in
an otherwise flourishing world—experienced not only  externally but also in-
ternally for the few, will continue to generate internal conflicts in Africa with
external ramifications. True security must be comprehensive and inclusive, or
those left out will remain a source of instability, internally and globally.
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