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Socio-demographic and economic data of the Sahelian countries
Area in km2

Burkina
274200

Mali
1240200

Mauritanie
1030000

Niger
1267000

Total Population Size (millions)
Annual Population Growth Rate
Total Fertility Rate (number of children per woman)
Life expectancy at birth (in years)
Under-five mortality (per 1000 live births)
Gross National Income per Capita Atlas Method (Current US$)
Poor population ratio by national poverty line (% of the total population)

19.75
2.9
5.2
61
91
2080
55.4

19.8
3
5.9
59
97
2270
43.8

4.4
2.8
4.6
65
75
5140
42

22.44
3.8
6.9
62
83
1280
40.8

Human Development Index (HDI) / World Ranking on 189 Countries

0.434/182

0.427/184

0.527/161

0.377/189

Source: World Bank, United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)
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Word list
The study uses the name “Sahel” to refer to the G-5 Sahel interstate institutional
framework that includes Burkina Faso, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, and Chad.
The terms “armed jihadist groups” or “jihadist groups” refer to armed groups that claim to
be armed jihad and advocate the use of violence to achieve their political or other
objectives.
The “Defence Forces” refers to the military forces comprising, in the case of the Sahelian
countries, essentially the Army and the Air Force, while the “Security Forces” refers to the
police force, gendarmery or the National Guard.
The self-defense groups or militias designate groups of civilian volunteers, often armed,
more or less recognized or tolerated by the state authorities, chosen within their
communities to carry out actions to secure the neighbourhoods of cities, villages, and
populations.
Armed rebel groups are political organizations that use armed violence against states to
gain political concessions, such as independence.
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Abstract
Since 2011, the Sahel has been sinking into crisis. The NATO war against Libya, initiated
by French President Nicolas Sarkozy, liberated destabilizing forces and left the region to
violent entrepreneurs. Burkina Faso, Niger, Mali, Mauritania and Chad are today the scene
of daily violent events resulting from acts of jihadist terrorism, conflicts that mobilize
community identities for access to resources and the repressive action of defence and
security forces. This violence, which provokes humanitarian tragedies, also has as a
backdrop the trafficking of arms and drugs and the great banditry.
The Sahel has also been at the centre of a struggle of foreign influences in recent years.
For eight years, France has been deploying an external military operation described as the
most important in several decades. But the military response to the crises in the region is
increasingly showing its limits, to the point that the French army has ended up being
perceived as an occupation force. France is all the more conspicuous because it still holds
the purse strings through its multinationals and currency (CFA franc or ECO project).
Given these conditions, France and its allies must engage in peace talks with all the
political-armed forces involved in the Sahelian conflicts. The violence in the Sahel stems
from several problems that require political approaches to be resolved. The leaders of the
Sahelian populations must meet the demand for states that assume their responsibilities,
particularly in terms of fair and equitable redistribution of resources and the preservation of
harmony and civil peace.
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Introduction
Since 2011, the Sahel has been in a state of crisis. NATO's war against Libya, initiated by
French President Nicolas Sarkozy, has unleashed destabilizing forces and left the region
open to entrepreneurs of violence.
Burkina Faso, Niger, Mali, Mauritania, and Chad are now the scene of daily violent events,
resulting from acts of jihadist terrorism, conflicts that mobilize community identities for access
to resources, and repressive operations by the defense and security forces. This high level
of insecurity also has as its backdrop arms trafficking, drug trafficking, and organized crime.
This situation causes humanitarian tragedies. Throughout the region, more than 13 million
people need emergency assistance for food, shelter, water, health care and education. In
Burkina Faso, the number of people forced to flee because of violence has risen from 82,000
in early 2019 to more than one million by the end of 2020. According to humanitarian
organizations and the United Nations (UN), this number continues to grow daily. Eight million
children in the region had been out of school even before closure was imposed to mitigate
the spread of COVID-19. Between 2015 and 2019, more than 430 attacks on schools were
recorded, leading to the closure of more than 4,000 schools 1.
This increase in violence and these humanitarian tragedies are occurring at a time when the
military initiatives aimed at ending them are piling up, to the point that some people are
calling it a security logjam2. Indeed, alongside with the national armies of the countries
involved that are on the front line, sometimes with the financial and logistical support of the
European Union, the French special forces of Operation Sabre, the regular troops of
Operation Barkhane, the European task force Takuba, the G5 Sahel Joint Force that brings
together Mauritania, Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger and Chad, the American special forces and

1 https://www.lemonde.en/afrique/article/2020/10/15/au-sahel-tentate-de-repondre- a-une-crise-qui-devientl-une-pires-urgences-humanitaires-au- monde_6056140_3212.html
2 de Montclos, M. A. P. 2019. France’s policy in the Sahel : a military vision. Hérodote, (1), 137-152
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the United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA).
There is extensive research on the Sahel crisis with a rich scientific literature that attempts
to unravel its mysteries, issues and causes. Some studies question the significance of the
French military presence in the region, particularly that of Operation Barkhane. Some
authors link this presence to the "war against Islamic terror" which destabilizes states that
are Paris’ close friends and threatens the security of the French and Europeans 3. Others
believe that the Sahelian countries are of strategic importance in the African "big game" of
the Western powers, and France in particular 4.
The strong French military presence can be accounted for strategic considerations, the
defense of economic and ideological interests, and France's desire to maintain its "rank" on
the international scene. France is indeed a military power that claims to make itself heard.
This power's field of expression is Africa, a region that also ensures its energy independence
(30% of the uranium needed for the nuclear industry in the Sahel, hydrocarbons in the Gulf
of Guinea) and is a source of supply of strategic metals. In a study published by the Rosa
Luxemburg Foundation5, Idrissa Rahmane states that the main cause of conflicts is the
mobilization of local communities and states in the region by external actors whose ultimate
goals are more important to them than to these communities and states.
In his view, these different explanations are not incompatible and the French military
presence is part of a historical continuum, constituting a poor response to real problems: the
deadly endemic violence in the Sahel, the result of the decay of the region's states, the
destabilization of societies and the threat to French geostrategic interests.
Sahelian states are struggling to cope with poverty, inequality, violence and the existence of
vast areas beyond their control
____________________________________________________________
3 Chestnut tree, J. M. 2019. Sahel and France, stakes of a special relationship. Hérodote, 123-136.
4 Mohamedou, M. M. 2013. “The New Great Game” of Western Powers in the Sahel. The War
in Mali”–Understanding the Crisis in the Sahel and the Sahara. Issues and grey areas. Éditions la
Découverte, Paris.
5 Rahmane, I. 2019 Le feu à la paille: le Burkina Faso dans la zone de conflit RLS Research papers
on peace and conflict studies in West and Central Africa
http://rosalux.sn/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/02_2019-Etude-Burkina-Ridrissa- FRENCHPRINT-Final-1.pdf
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of states, administered by armed groups with parallel economies that are part of various
international trafficking networks. This general decline is linked to the structural adjustment
policies and neoliberal chaos that have dismantled the capacity of states to act. Since the
mid-1980s, most sub-Saharan African countries have been under the thumb of the Bretton
Woods institutions (World Bank, International Monetary Fund), which have imposed
neoliberal policies inspired by the Washington Consensus 6 and the post-Washington
Consensus. Whether these policies are called "structural adjustment", "accelerated growth
strategy", "HIPC initiative" (Heavily Indebted Poor Countries),
"Whether these policies are called 'structural adjustment', 'accelerated growth strategy',
'HIPC initiative' (Heavily Indebted Poor Countries), or 'Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers'
(PRSPs), they all share the common premise that market forces are best suited to fostering
this economic growth, which would be synonymous with development. The premise of this
theory is that economic growth7 promotes job creation and human development as a means
of reducing poverty. The idea is therefore to liberalize trade, deregulate the financial sector
and reduce the sphere of state intervention.
However, although these policies sometimes produce growth, they do not lead to
development. For example, the growth rates recorded on the continent in the 2010s were of
the order of 5 to 6%, but they did not reduce poverty. This growth is not strong enough to
absorb the millions of young people who join the ranks of job seekers every year and the
majority of citizens remain mired in poverty. In absolute terms, the number of poor people in
the region rose from 297 million in 1990 to 390 million in 2013 8. More seriously, these
neoliberal policies have made decent employment scarce on the continent. Most of the jobs
created are in the informal sector 9. The Gross National Income (GNI) per capita in
purchasing power parity (PPP) of the region is less than 20% of the world average for the
"richest" country in the region: Mauritania 10. Human development data are no better :
______________________________________
6 Raffinot, M. 2015. « Les politiques de développement ». Dans. M. Raffinot, Économie du
développement: Cours (pp. 169-207). Paris: Dunod.
7 Banque mondiale. & Thomas, V. 2002) Qualité de la croissance. Louvain-la-Neuve,
Belgique: De Boeck Supérieur.
8 Beegle, Kathleen, Luc Christiaensen, Andrew Dabalen et Isis Gaddis. 2017. La pauvreté dans
une Afrique en essor. Washington, DC : La Banque mondiale.
9 Atchadé, F. 2018. Démographie de l’Afrique subsaharienne : mythe et réalité. La Pensée, (4),
86-96.
10 Banque mondiale Afrique subsaharienne | Data (consulté le 10 mars 2021)
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Burkina Faso, for example, is ranked 182nd out of 189 countries on the UNDP Human
Development Index. Like many African countries, he was the victim of the overindebtedness strategy and the sinister structural adjustment plans imposed by the IMF and
the World Bank that crushed public services.
The Sahel states which currently have a population of 90 million, are also facing strong
population growth linked to high fertility and declining mortality. The UN predicts in its median
scenario that the number of inhabitants will reach 200 million by 2050. Another characteristic
of these countries is that they are lands of emigration and immigration. Emigration meets
security and/or economic considerations. It goes to neighboring countries such as Senegal,
Côte d'Ivoire, Nigeria, and Libya. Another migratory field in Europe, and in particular France.
Immigration in this area is a response to external geopolitical considerations, that is to say ,
violence in one country and having consequences on another country.
This crisis comes at a time when geopolitical and geostrategic changes took place between
the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the first decade of the 21st century 11. After experiencing
a downgrade with the end of the communist mortgage, Africa has for more than a decade
experienced a renewed interest in international relations and finds itself at the center of
global rivalries. The positions of the western capitalist powers, especially France, on the
continent are threatened by the arrival of new players, including the emerging powers of the
South, notably China, and the return of other countries such as Russia.
This study consists of three parts. In the first, I describe the crisis in the Sahel and explain
its determinants. The second part reviews the strategic context of the Sahelian crisis and the
revival that characterizes it. In the third part, I present the French military intervention in the
Sahel and identify its rationales (historical, political, economic, and diplomatic) about the
ideas that the French government has of its country and its interests. Finally, I demonstrate
that this intervention, far from allowing the resolution of the problems it claims to solve, is
counterproductive for the real interests and image of France.
This document is based on ten-day fieldwork in Ouagadougou.
___________________________________________
http://donnees.banquemondiale.org/region/afrique-subsaharienne
11 Genet,
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B. 2014. « Nouvelle approche de la géostratégie africaine ». NAQD, (1), 133-142.

During my stay, I had interviews with political actors and decision-makers, community
activists, journalists, and academics. It is also based on several ones with French and
Sahelian political figures, and several weeks of documentary and archive research. My
several years' experience in the field of development and critical analysis of France's African
policy has been a definite asset.
The Sahel crisis
According to the African Center for Strategic Studies, 1,170 violent events were observed in 2020
in the Sahel, specifically in Mali, Burkina Faso, and western Niger, representing a 44% increase
over the previous year. Two Islamist groups, present in the region since 2015, are responsible
for almost all of these rapies12: the Islamic State in the Great Sahara (EIGS) and the Macina
Liberation Front (FLM), which is part of a coalition of groups with links to Al-Qaeda in the Islamic
Maghreb known as Jama'at Nusrat al Islam wal Muslimin (JNIM) or Group of Support for Islam
and Muslims (GSIM). They attacked civilians and confronted national and regional security
forces, resulting in the deaths of 4,122 people, a 57% increase in one year. About 70% of reported
deaths were related to fighting, 21% of which occurred between JNIM and EIGS affiliates for
territory control, revenue, and recruitment of fighters.
All of this violence has displaced some 1.7 million people, including more than 170,000
refugees and 1.5 million internally displaced people. Burkina Faso has the largest number of
displaced people: about 1.1 million13. This difficult situation has contributed to increase food
insecurity, affecting more than 3 million people in Mali and Burkina Faso.
How did the region get to this point? Many factors are involved: geographical, socioeconomic, demographic, political...

________________________________________
12

Africa Center for Strategic Studies Outbreak of Islamist Violence in Africa Highlights Changing
Security Landscape
https://africacenter.org/fr/spotlight/la-flambee-de-violence-islamiste-en-afrique-souligne-un-changementdu-paysage-securitaire/
13

U.N. High Refugee Agency (UNHCR) Over two million internally displaced in Sahel as violence
increases
https://www.unhcr.org/fr/news/stories/2021/1/600af161a/millions-deplacesinternes-sahel-violences-augmentent.html
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The root causes of the crisis
The Sahelian countries face lots of challenges. The first is the climate: tropical and semi-arid,
with a long dry season and low rainfall during the rainy season, with large variations between
dry and wetter years. After a period of severe drought, there has been more rainfall since the
1990s. However, while in the southern part of the Sahel there is sufficient rainfall to allow
agriculture without irrigation, the north is occupied by deserts where agriculture is impossible
without irrigation14. The Sahelian populations also have to deal with carbon- and nutrientpoor soils, which are not very resistant to the torrential rainfall of the rainy season, and are
subject to erosion and threatened by desertification, especially in the arid zone.
The progressive silting up of water is endangering certain river basins in the region, such as Lake
Chad, the Niger, and Senegal rivers, while the surface area of Lake Chad has decreased by 90%
since 1963 and Lake Faguibine in Mali remained dry between 1976 and 200415. Yet the vast
majority of the population depends on agriculture, livestock, and fishing to meet its needs. For
various reasons, including demographic pressure, they are forced to exploit the land intensively
without observing fallow periods, which contributes to soil depletion. Over the years, they have
suffered the consequences of extreme weather events such as droughts and floods. In the 1970s
and 1980s, the gross domestic product (GDP) of Mali, Niger, and Chad fell as a result of droughts.
In addition to seasonal migration and traditional transhumance, these climatic disturbances led to
internal migration movements from the North to the South, from rural areas to the nearest towns,
and from continental areas to maritime towns. For example, many herders from the Sahel have
moved to Algeria and Libya, where the oil boom offered employment opportunities. Environmental
changes are of course increasing competition for natural resources, mainly water, and fertile land,
and are contributing to the increase in social conflicts between sedentary farmers and nomadic
herders.

____________________________________
14 Insights, O. E. C. D. 2014. Un atlas du Sahara-Sahel : géographie, économie et insécurité.
L. Bossard (Ed.). OCDE.
15 Maertens, L. 2012. « Défis écologiques [au Sahel] : environnement fragile, populations
vulnérables ». Questions internationales, (58), 61-67.
Landlocked countries and struggling economies
Other constraints: Burkina Faso, Mali, Niger, and Chad do not have direct access to the sea,
which hinders their economic development and weakens their geopolitical position. A
significant part of their territories is also poorly served by communications infrastructure – the
Sahel countries have benefited little from attempts to develop the colonial system,
infrastructure construction has been limited to the edges of the major rivers where the current
capitals are located. This translates into high transportation costs that impact imported and
distributed products. The neoliberal economic policies imposed by the Bretton Woods
institutions in the 1980s and 1990s also contributed to the collapse of states' capacities to
administer and implement reforms and public policies (health, education, housing) efficient.
22

Today, the education, health, and housing sectors are affected. Investments are insufficient
and poorly distributed, favoring capital cities and some cities.
Sixty years after their independence, the Sahelian countries still have cash economies, with some
raw material exports. In addition to cotton in Mali and Burkina Faso, uranium was produced in
Niger and phosphates in Mauritania in the 1970s. In Niger, until the early 2000s, the company
Orano (formerly Areva) enjoyed a monopoly position on its uranium, an essential resource for the
French nuclear industry. However, this situation of dependence led to contracts that were not very
advantageous for Niger. The rise in prices has only slightly benefited the country, while their
collapse had very harsh economic consequences. Since the late 1990s and early 2000s, gold has
become an important export commodity for some of these countries: the rise in prices in the 2000s
allowed Burkina Faso and Mali to earn some revenue from gold and non-ferrous metals16.
However, these profits do not contribute much to the gross domestic product (GDP) and do not
provide sufficient revenue for public finances to undertake sustainable investments. This revival
of natural resource rents has perverse effects, with the development of large-scale corruption. In
the end, the populations remain poor. While the world average gross

_______________________________________________________________________________
16 Chevrillon-Guibert, R., Gagnol, L., & Magrin, G. 2019. « Les ruées vers l’or au Sahara et
au nord du Sahel. Ferment de crise ou stabilisateur ? » Hérodote, (1), 193-215.
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national income (GNI) per capita in purchasing power parity (constant 2011 dollars) is $16918
in 2019, that of the Sahelian countries varies from $5131 per capita for Mauritania to $1278 for
Niger17.
Unemployment is a central issue in the lives of young people, many of whom are unemployed
or underemployed. The Sahelian countries are faced with strong demographic growth, which
brings larger cohorts of young people into the labor market every year, while the labor supply
cannot absorb their demands. Schools and universities have ceased to be the gateway to the
civil service, which itself, under the impact of structural adjustment policies, has continued to
deteriorate. The “dynamism” of the informal sector touted by international financial institutions
does not provide a buffer against precariousness. Young people find themselves in a situation
of sustained unemployment. Youth employment statistics are misleading in that the number of
discouraged youth is significant. This category refers to all those who have given up looking for
a job because they feel it is a waste of time. The phenomenon of discouragement, which is
essentially urban, affects young graduates more often and is sometimes the expression of the
inadequacy between educational provision and employer demand. It is also the result of other
phenomena such as the lack of information on the labor market or the absence of personalized
supports because they do not belong to a clientelist network18. In cities, young people wonder
about their future and often conclude that it requires emigration. The lack of prospects for this
youth translates into new geopolitical issues between Europe and Africa around migration
issues. In the absence of integration into economic life, these young people who are left behind
become vectors of violence.
High population growth
The problems are compounded by demographics: Sahelian countries have high population
growth, young populations, high fertility, high infant mortality, and low life expectancy.
According to the latest

___________________________________________

17 Banque mondiale Banque de données https://donnees.banquemondiale.org/
18 Jacquemot, P. 2013. Economie politique de l'Afrique contemporaine : Concepts,
analyses,
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estimates of the United Nations19, the total fertility rate varies from 4.68 in Mauritania to 7
children per woman in Niger. This fertility results in high population growth, even though infant
mortality remains high. The population of the five countries of the Sahel zone has increased from
10 million in 1950 to 90 million in 2020, a ninefold increase in seven decades. According to UN
projections, it will continue to grow to reach 117 million inhabitants in 2025, then 208 million in
2050. This scenario is based on the assumption of improved life expectancy and lower fertility.
Cities are increasingly attractive, even if they offer very few job opportunities: Nouakchott, which
had 2,000 inhabitants in 1950, now has a population of one million, i.e. more than 20% of the
Mauritanian population. In Mali, the agglomeration of Bamako has grown from 89,000 inhabitants
in 1950 to over 2.5 million in 2020, i.e. 12% of the country's population. Elsewhere, population
density remains low: it is 72 inhabitants per square kilometer in Burkina, 41 in Niger, and 4.3 in
Mauritania, for example. This population density is unevenly distributed: it is particularly low in the
northern regions of all Sahelian countries. The population is concentrated in the south of the
territory, while the great Sahara desert makes up the bulk of Mauritania, Mali, Niger, and Chad.
In this desert area live nomadic populations who do not take into account official borders in their
mobility.
Weak institutions
The Sahelian countries are struggling to solve their problems because they have had weak
institutions since their inception. They were built on those put in place by the colonial power
(parliament, army, territorial administration) and on a principle of sovereignty sanctified by the
community of existing states20. But the nation-state project has had difficulty in taking shape, for
the institutions have always had a weak legitimacy at home and have appeared dependent on the
outside. The function of the state has been limited to acting as an interface between the territory
and the rest of the world, collecting and distributing resources from the barrier itself, i.e. customs
revenues and foreign aid, permits to trade in the territory, entry and exit visas, and authorizations
to import and export currency21.

_____________________________
19 https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/
20 d'Almeida-Topor, H. 2013. L'Afrique du 20e siècle à nos jours, Armand Colin.
21 Cooper, F. 2008, L'Afrique depuis 1940. Payot.
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In the continuity of colonial states, African states have derived their authority from the contribution
of military forces from outside. More often than not, their coercive power is more effective in
mounting operations to subdue resistance fighters than in exercising day-to-day authority over the
entire territory. A leading civil society actor sums up the situation in Burkina in his way: ‘’The
problem is the weakness of our states which, apart from the coercion they exercise on citizens
who challenge the powers that be, are otherwise ineffective. When we add the fact that our
sovereignty is being sold off, we are not getting out of the squared circle. [Elections are not
representative of anything. It is an exercise disconnected from any democratic reality. It only
serves, thanks to corruption, to give respectability to bands of thugs whose only project is to
secure prebends in a system they do not want to change. [The powers that be in our countries
have little popular support. They need protection against their army and the people. [...] They also
have very little foresight. Our defense and security forces were not prepared for the challenges of
the insurgents. This is all the more incomprehensible because we are in a region where the
phenomenon is not new. What use were the facilities we granted to the Western powers in the
fight against terrorism if our armed forces find themselves lost when the phenomenon affects us?
It’s amazing, disturbing, and bizarre.”22
The Sahelian states have taken over the statist project of late colonialism for development,
i.e. the construction of schools, health structures, infrastructure to improve the living
conditions of the populations, but fail to implement it 23. Like the colonial regimes, they have
difficulties in collecting taxes, except on imports and exports, in setting priorities and
economic policies. Their economies are characterized by low tax burdens and low banking
rates. The import-export sector is one of the few sectors that pay wage income and has valueadded and accounts for almost the entire contribution to tax revenue.
The opening of markets and its consequence, "customs disarmament "24, imposed by the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World

_________________________________
22 Interview with a civil society actor
23 d'Almeida-Topor, H. 2013. L'Afrique du 20e siècle à nos jours. Armand Colin.
24 Ibriga, L. M. 1991. L'évolution des systèmes d'intégration économique en Afrique occidentale
francophone : le cas de la CEAO (Doctoral dissertation, Nancy 2)

2

Bank, have highlighted the resource deficit. Private and even foreign actors, including nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) financed by Middle Eastern monarchies and advocating
radical Islam, have taken advantage of the inability of states to provide some public services
to invest in the social field (education, health), further undermining their authority. At the same
time, networks involving traditional traders and political security elites on the one hand, and
actors in the international criminal economy on the other, all taking advantage of the
weakness of institutions.
Social conflicts
Several social conflicts have resurfaced as hopes of overcoming them within the framework
of independent nation-states have faded. These conflicts are of various kinds and mobilize
identity, tribal, social, and other registers. Some are linked to the fact that borders are not
always accepted by all populations. Issues related to land tenure, access to water points,
and grazing land, against a backdrop of climatic disasters, pressure from population growth
and food shortages, strain relations between nomads and sedentary people, between
farmers and pastoralists. Even within the group of pastoralists, which includes Tuaregs,
Fulani, and Moors, tensions are frequent. The management of natural resources proves to
be delicate in a political and legal climate marked by normative pluralism. Traditional
customary law, laws inherited from the colonial period, and reforms introduced since the
1990s, are all references that can be legitimately called upon to arbitrate conflicts.
There are also phenomena of exclusion and ethnic and racial inequalities, produced by the
policies that have underpinned the construction of Sahelian states. The diversion of
resources linked to economic and social development and the vicissitudes of the This
exclusion is seen as ethno-racial, but also as a result of the "co-optation" of the new ruling
elites. This exclusion is seen as ethno-racial insofar as it is specifically targeted at certain
communities on a geographical or ethnic basis 25.
The marginalization of these communities is reportedly also reflected in a weak, even
counterproductive, engagement of the state in peripheral areas. The failure of the
government is one of the often

_________________________________________________________________
25 Zanoletti, G., & Riche, É. 2020. Sahel : pourquoi prendre les armes ? Une revue de
littérature. Papiers de recherche, 1-76.
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cited causes of armed mobilization: lack of security, adequate health care, school facilities,
and access to water. These factors would predispose local actors to consider taking up arms
as an effective possibility for political action. The very low rate of schooling, particularly in
rural areas, is decisive in the marginalization of young people who find themselves trapped
between the lack of training and employment prospects and economic vulnerability. These
dynamics of ethno-racial exclusion are also intertwined with inter and intra-community
conflicts. Clashes over natural resources, such as land and water, which are increasingly
coveted by both farmers and herders.
All of these crises in the traditional political economy26 have led to political disorder that
exacerbates the competition and local impact of manipulations by regional and international
powers as well as non-state actors. This situation perpetuates the inability of states to manage
territory and administer it effectively.
The social and identity challenges that mobilize the actors in the conflicts are far from being
well identified: "Jihadists are recruited voluntarily. This commitment offers many young
people jobs or at least income that allows them a social fulfillment that they would not have
had if they had not done so. [...] Our leaders do not have a good understanding of security
issues. The pejorative names of the insurgents do not tell us who they are, what they want,
and how to fight them and force them to negotiate so that we can end this situation. We
need a political approach to the jihadist phenomenon. Labels referring to the religious realm,
such as 'diabolical' or psychiatric, such as 'mad', etc., only make our political representations
of the phenomenon we are facing illegible and make it difficult to find solutions to it". 27
Another of our interlocutors takes the same approach: "We must not lose sight of the fact
that the means used by the insurgents are not unrelated to the possibilities available to them.
These means are, without doubt, profitable for them from an economic

_____________________________________
26 Rahmane, I. 2019. Le feu à la paille : le Burkina Faso dans la zone de conflit RLS Research
papers on peace and conflit studies in West and Central Africa http://rosalux.sn/wpcontent/uploads/2020/01/02_2019-Etude-Burkina-Ridrissa- FRENCH-PRINT-Final-1.pdf
27 Interview with a prominent member of society and former advisor to a high state authority
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and strategic point of view. Admitting this is not synonymous with adherence but rather a
mark of lucidity in the face of a phenomenon that they want to triumph over. If we do not
choose to determine the rationality of their approach, we will not find the means to combat
them effectively. [...] Is it still relevant to refer to organizations that control whole areas of the
country as "terrorist groups"? In the Sahel and the East, there are parts of the territory that
are controlled by jihadist insurgents.’’ 28
The impact of the war against Libya
To understand the situation in the Sahel, it is also necessary to take into account the disaster
that was the war against Libya in 2011 launched by the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation
(NATO) under the presidency of Nicolas Sarkozy. This war of destabilization brought
migration to a sudden halt, even though most Sahelian countries had many nationals settled
in Libya, as well as many seasonal migrants. The latter participated in the economy of their
country of origin by sending large sums of money. Under Muammar Gaddafi, the Libyan
Arab Jamahiriya became a key partner for the Sahel states. Libyan funds financed
development projects and local infrastructure. Politically, Muammar Gaddafi was an
ambiguous figure, but a guarantor of peace. The economic destabilization that resulted from
the war was aggravated by the massive influx of refugees into the Sahelian countries. Above
all, the war in Libya has created a context of instability and security threats in neighboring
countries29. Libya has served as a training ground and weapons collection point for many
rebel or terrorist groups, some of which originate from Mauritania, Niger, or Mali.
Violence and Rebellion
Civil conflicts and insecurity, economic difficulties, and lack of prospects logically push some of
the youth to seek better living conditions elsewhere. They head for neighboring African countries,
including Côte d'Ivoire, Nigeria, and Libya, or more distant destinations such as Congo, Gabon,
and South Africa. Some of the young people go to European countries, including France. Some
Sahelian countries are also host
____________________________________
28 Entretien avec un homme politique
29 Grégoire, E. 2019. « Le Sahel et le Sahara entre crises et résiliences ». Hérodote, (1), 5-22.
countries. Niger is a transit country for sub-Saharan African nationals seeking to reach
Europe clandestinely via Agadez and then via the north of Niger 30.
Rebellions are a way for unemployed youths, but also for many other actors, including those
in the state apparatus, to access resources. The results of surveys on the motivations of
those involved in taking up arms include socio-economic, security, identity, religious,
financial, and exogenous causes.31 Armed groups often have links with other actors,
including the state apparatus. Armed groups often have links to trafficking in drugs, arms,
or other products, such as contraband cigarettes.
The widespread use of violence
The use of weapons is becoming increasingly commonplace as a result of the growing use
29

of weapons to deal with everyday problems (family conflicts over resources, theft of
livestock, etc.). Self-defense results from the need for individuals to protect themselves and
their socio-economic activities in a context of state failure and increasing competition
between communities for the control of dwindling resources.
In some communities, the use of violence is considered socially legitimate. The figure of the
rebel or former rebel is '’highly valued'’.
In this context of youth unemployment, violence becomes a factor of social emancipation.
Access to weapons allows for economic emancipation, which can take the form of a claim
to rights over local resources, trafficking, and criminal activities.
There is less consensus in the literature on the role of ideological and religious
determinants32. The ideological dimension seems to be less a matter of individual than of
community orientations. A community's attitude towards armed groups (self-defense militias,
army auxiliaries, or jihadists) or the strength of their reciprocal relations, would be linked to,
but not reducible to, socio-economic determinants. Des

______________________________
30 Choplin, A., Mareï, N., & Pliez, O. 2017. L’Afrique du Sahel et du Sahara à la Méditerranée
(p. 236). Atlanta.
31 Zanoletti, G., & Riche, É. 2020. Sahel : pourquoi prendre les armes ? Une revue de littérature.
Papiers de recherche, 1-76.
32 Zanoletti, G., & Riche, É. 2020. Sahel : pourquoi prendre les armes ? Une revue de littérature.
Papiers de recherche, 1-76.
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Studies have shown that a community's attitude towards an armed group (or the strength of
its relationship with that group) determines the basis on which young people's participation
in violence becomes acceptable or even desirable. A majority of young members of armed
groups say that their community supports these groups and shares certain values with
them.33
Non-state armed groups
According to the African Centre for Strategic Research, using information from The Armed
Conflict Location & Event Data Project (ACLED) database, violent events linked to militant
Islamist groups in the Sahel (in Burkina Faso, Mali, and western Niger) have increased
almost sevenfold since 2017. Since the 2013 French military intervention in northern Mali,
the Sahelian constellation of movements claiming to be 'Islamic jihad' and using violence
has continued to evolve. Their national, ethnic, and social bases have changed radically.
Groups that were once led and composed mainly of Algerian, Sahrawi, and Mauritanian
nationals now have local fighting bases and often leaders from indigenous communities. 34
Armed jihadist groups
The main jihadist groups in the Sahel are Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, Mujao
(Movement for Unity and Jihad in West Africa), Ansar ed-Dine, Al-Mourabitoune, and the
Macina Liberation Front led by preacher Amadou Kouffa. Since 2017, these movements
have been pooling their forces within the Jamāʿat nuṣrat al-islām wal-muslimīn (JNIM) also
known as the Group of Support for Islam and Muslims (GSIM).
The GSIM has as its emir Iyad Ag Ghali who founded Ansar Dine in 2011, when the National
Movement for the Liberation of Azawad (MNLA), refused to appoint him as its leader. He is
an Ifoghas Kel Adagh Tuareg from the Kidal region in northern Mali. He is a veteran of the
Tuareg rebellions of the 1990s who fought in Lebanon in the 1980s with Muammar
Gaddafi's Islamic Legion.

33 Ibid.
34 Assanvo, W., Dakono, B., Théroux-Bénoni, L. A., & Maïga, I. 2019. Extrémisme violent,
criminalité organisée et conflits locaux dans le Liptako-Gourma. Institute for Security Studies
(ISS), West Africa Report, (26), 10.
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In addition to the GSIM, there is the growing influence of the Islamic State (EI) in the Sahel to
which Boko Haram and the Burkinabe movement Ansaroul Islam have pledged allegiance. The
EI is led by Adnane Abou Walid al-Sahraoui, a former Aqmi military leader who created the
Islamic State of the Greater Sahara (ISG). The two groups compete, sometimes violently, to
dominate the West African jihadist movement, while building ad hoc alliances in the name of the
fight against the West35.
The JNIM's area of operations stretches from northern Mali to southeastern Burkina Faso.
Since 2017, more than 64% of all cases attributable to militant Islamist groups in the Sahel
have been carried out by GSIM.
The Front de libération du Macina (FLM) or Katiba Macina is the most active movement in
the grouping. The Macina katiba, also known as the Macina Liberation Front (FLM),
emerged in January 2015 and is active in the Mopti region and the Segou region in central
Mali. It is affiliated with Ansar Dine, and later with the Groupe de soutien à l'islam et aux
musulmans. Its name refers to the Peul theocratic empire of Macina, founded in the 19th
century by Sékou Amadou. Ansaroul Islam is considered the first militant Islamist group to
be based in Burkina Faso. It was founded in 2016 by Ibrahim Malam Dicko, a Fulani imam,
and preacher who was born in the Soum region of Mali and was influenced by Amadou
Koufa, the leader of the Macina Katiba. Ibrahim Malam Dicko's reputation is built on a radical
discourse that attacks the iniquitous social order that favors traditional chiefs and religious
authorities. In May 2017, Ibrahim Malam Dicko reportedly died and was replaced by his
brother, Jafar Dicko. This change in leadership is said to have contributed to some internal
disorganization and a decrease in Ansaroul Islam's activities. Ansaroul Islam is estimated
to have only a few hundred active fighters and a network of informers and is active in the
border territories between Mali and Burkina Faso. 36 According to one knowledgeable
observer, this movement is: '’ proof that the situation we are

__________________________
35 Eizenga, D., & Williams, W. 2020. « Le puzzle formé par le JNIM et les groupes islamistes
militants au Sahel » Bulletin de la sécurité africaine n°38 Décembre 2020
https://africacenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/ASB-38-FR.pdf
36 Le Roux, P. Ansaroul Islam : « L’essor et le déclin d’un groupe islamiste militant au Sahel.
Centre
d’études stratégiques de l’Afrique.”
https://africacenter.org/fr/spotlight/ansaroul-islam-lessor-et-le-declin-dun-groupe- islamistemilitant-a-sahel/
experiencing does not have an exclusively exogenous cause. Ansarul Islam was formed in
2016 in the Foulsaré forest in Soum by Ibrahim Malam Dicko, who is from the region. He
was indeed trained by the Malian Hamadoum Koufa, founder of the Katiba Macina, but the
fact remains that he was a child of this country." 37
Self-defense groups and pro-state militias
In Mali, the Algiers Platform of 14 June 2014 Movements, also known as the Platform of
Self-Defence Movements or simply 'the Platform', is an alliance of pro-government Malian
armed groups formed during the Malian war on 14 June 2014 in Algiers, where negotiations
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between Mali and the rebels of the Coordination of Azawad Movements (CMA) were being
held. These are groupings formed on an ethnic-tribal basis. The Platform includes the
following movements: the Imghad and Allied Tuareg Self-Defence Group (GATIA); the
Coordination of Movements and Patriotic Resistance Front (comprising three movements:
Ganda Koy, Ganda Izo, Forces for the Liberation of the Northern Regions); a wing of the
Arab Movement of Azawad (MAA), also known as the MAA loyalist; the Popular Movement
for the Salvation of Azawad (MPSA); the The Popular Liberation Front of Azawad (FPA); the
Movement for the Defense of the Homeland (MDP); the Movement for the Salvation of
Azawad (MSA).
In Burkina Faso, the Koglweogo and the Dozo are two community militias. The Koglweogo
are predominantly Mossi, but they have Gurmantche and even Fulani members. Their main
area of influence is the East and Centre of Burkina Faso, particularly in the countryside and
on the outskirts of towns. At the end of 2018, the Koglweogo claimed to have 20,000
fighters. They are not officially engaged in counter-terrorism but consider themselves
essentially an anti-banditry and anti-criminal organization.38 The Dozo are mainly present
in the West. They have a less open mode of recruitment than the Koglweogo, since they
are organized in societies, more or less secret and esoteric, and have the Dioulas as their
community recruitment base.

________________________
37 Entretien avec un journaliste spécialiste reconnu du djihadisme au Sahel
38Thurston A. 2019 L’escalade des conflits au Burkina Faso. RLS Research papers on peace
and conflit studies in West and Central Africa
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Rebel groups
These are armed groups that question the authority of the state without their claims being
religiously based on Islamic fundamentalism.
The Coordination of Azawad Movements (CMA) is an alliance of rebel groups
created in Mali in 2014 and includes the following groups: the National Movement
for the Liberation of Azawad (MNLA); the High Council for Azawad Unity (HCUA);
a wing of the Arab Movement of Azawad (MAA); other groups claim to be part of
the CMA, but are not recognized by the founding groups.
The National Alliance for the Protection of Fulani Identity and the Restoration of Justice
(ANSIPRJ : 2016-2017) has become the Alliance for the Salvation of the Sahel (since
2018). The movement is active in central Mali and claims to have been formed to fight
against the exactions committed against the Fulani, in particular by the dozo hunter
militia. It does not claim to be at war against the Malian army but accuses the Malian
state of having neglected the region.
Trafficking and armed groups from the Maghreb
Some of the armed groups originate from the civil war that tore Algeria apart in the 1990s: the
Armed Islamic Group (GIA), a split of which created the Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat
(GSPC) in 1998. These groups have claimed responsibility for numerous attacks in Algeria and
are considered by the United States and the European Union as terrorist groups directly
threatening their territory.
These armed groups are often linked to trafficking in drugs, arms, or other products such as
contraband cigarettes. The civil wars in the northern regions of Mali, Niger, and Chad,
economic difficulties, the weakening of states under the impact of structural adjustment
policies, and the tightening of migration conditions have indeed led to the development of
various forms of trafficking. Initially limited to the illegal transport of cigarettes and consumer
goods from Algeria and Libya, this trafficking changed during the 2000s. In addition to
clandestine migration channels, cocaine and heroin from South America via Nigeria and
Guinea are now being transported to Europe.
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This strategic change by the South American cartels has taken advantage of well-established
West African networks, the know-how of transporters, and the fragile institutional situation of the
territories crossed39.
The following bodies were then
created40 :
the Conference of Heads of
State, a decision-making
body
responsible
for
defining the main strategic
orientations,
whose
Presidency rotates and
meets in ordinary session
once a year and in
extraordinary sessions as
needed ;
the Council of Ministers,
the
statutory
implementation
body,
composed of the ministers
responsible
for
development.
The
decisions of this body are
taken by consensus ;
the Permanent
Secretariat, based
in Nouakchott, whose
mission is to
implement the decisions of

Box 1. The G5 Sahel
The G5 Sahel or 'G5S' is an inter-state
institutional framework created in Nouakchott
at a summit held from 15 to 17 February 2014
by five Sahel states: Mauritania, Mali, Burkina
Faso, Niger and Chad. Its existence was
formalised by the signing of the founding
convention on 19 December 2014. In 2016, it
adopted a Strategy for Development and
Security (SDS), together with a Priority
Investment Programme (PIP) and an
Integrated Priority Action Framework (IPF).
The headquarters of its permanent secretariat
is in Mauritania and the post of permanent
secretary is reserved for Niger by right. The G5
Sahel Heads of State created, by Resolution
No. 00- 01/2017 of 06 February 2017, the G5
Sahel Joint Force (FC-G5S). The mandate of
the FC-G5S is to fight terrorism, cross-border
organised crime, and human trafficking, to
contribute to the restoration of state authority
and the implementation of development
actions, and to facilitate humanitarian
operations. It has a mandate from the African
Union (AU) Peace and Security Council
endorsed by the United Nations Security
Council (G5 Sahel Integrated Priority Action
Framework (CAPI)
https://www.g5sahel.org/wpcontent/uploads/2020/11/CAPI_VF.pdf

the Heads of State, is led by a

____________________________
39 Antil, A. 2012. Trafic de cocaïne au Sahel. Études, 417(10), 307-316.
40 Bagayoko, N. 2019. Le multilatéralisme sécuritaire africain à l’épreuve de la crise
sahélienne. A Stabilizing Mali Project Report, June. Montréal : Centre FrancoPaix en résolution
des conflits et missions de paix.
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Permanent Secretary whose mandate is four years, renewable once;
- the National Action Coordination Committees, composed of experts in the various
fields of intervention of the G5/Sahel;
- the "Defense and Security Committee" (DSC), which brings together the Chiefs of Staff
and officials mandated to deal with security issues by the Member States, in accordance
with Article 13 of the Convention. This body is responsible for defining a common
defense and security strategy, developing bilateral and multilateral strategic
partnerships, and coordinating national efforts. It has received particular support from
France since the signature of a Military Partnership for Cross-Border Cooperation
(PMCT) in November 2015. The PMCT formalized a technical framework for
cooperation between the G5/Sahel armies and Operation Barkhane.
On 2 July 2017, the G5 Sahel summit held in Mali, in the presence of French President
Emmanuel Macron, saw the official launch of the cross-border joint military force, the FC-G5S,
composed of five battalions of 750 men, one battalion per country. The G5 Sahel leaders hope
that this force can be gradually increased to 10,000 men. Its main objective is the fight against
jihadist groups, but it is also responsible for intervening against drug, arms, and migrant
trafficking. The force has the right of hot pursuit on both sides of the border. The LiptakoGourma, also known as the "three borders zone", at the crossroads of Mali, Niger, and Burkina
Faso, is considered its priority area of action (it is also the area of the Barkhane force).
While it claims to encourage African peace and security initiatives, France keeps sending
the opposite signals with the G5 Sahel. This organization is perceived as being under
French tutelage and its effectiveness is questionable. Its military force is slow to move away
from the image of being a substitute for Operation Barkhane 41. The regular organization in
Paris of G5 Sahel chiefs of staff meetings is an ordinary example. In recent years, the
summits have been held in the presence of the French president and the 'partners'.
After eight years of presence in the Sahel, the Barkhane force is less
________________________
41 Oulon, Atiana Serge. 2018. Comprendre les attaques armées au Burkina, Émile Sia éditeur
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and less unanimous4243. Paris is moving in two directions: 'internationalization', in reality,
Europeanisation, through the Takuba special forces grouping and the handover to local
national armies, and especially to the FC-G5S44.
Strategic Renewal
The Sahel has been at the centre of a struggle for influence for some years. This is the result of
a long process. On the eve of independence, the image of the Sahel was that of a sparsely
populated area with limited resources, except the oil resources discovered in the Saharan region.
The prospect of oil exploitation led France to create the(OCRS) (OCRS)45. The idea was to
create, on the eve of independence (in 1957), a territorial collectivity grouping together southern
Algeria and the northern regions of Mali, Niger, and Chad, to keep the oil resources of the Sahara
under French administration. The failure of this initiative left its mark on the Tuareg independence
movements.
After gaining independence in 1960 and throughout the Cold War period, the countries of the
zone (Mauritania, Mali, Niger, Burkina Faso, and Chad) were neglected by the great powers,
except France, for whom they constituted part of its 'domain territory. Western strategists
considered that they should play a role as a buffer zone to the regional powers, namely Algeria
and Muammar Gaddafi's Libya, which they considered the most important threat in the region.
Throughout his reign, Gaddafi has indeed multiplied initiatives towards his southern neighbors:
attempts at rapprochement, financing of cooperation projects, influence on local Islam through
the dissemination of his Green Book, but also support to several rebellions in Mali, Niger, and
Chad,
____________________________

42 Sahel : cinq ans après sa création, Barkhane peine toujours à convaincre
https://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20190801-g5-sahel-afrique-barkhane-cinq-ans-france
43 Bruno Clément-Bollée « Au sujet du Sahel, la France a de quoi s’inquiéter : l’opération “Barkhane”
semble dans l’impasse » https://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2019/11/04/pour-sortir-du-bourbier-ausahel-il-est-urgent-de-repenser-notre-strategie_6017912_3232.html
44 Sommet du G5-Sahel : pourquoi la France veut passer la main aux Africains et à ses partenaires
https://www.francetvinfo.fr/monde/afrique/societe-africaine/sommet-du-g5-sahel- pourquoi-la-franceveut-passer-la-main-aux-africains-et-a-ses-partenaires_4297917.html
45 Boilley, P. 1993. « L’organisation commune des régions sahariennes (OCRS) ». E. Bernus et al.,
Nomades et commandants. Administration et sociétés nomades dans l'ancienne
AOF, Paris, Karthala, 215-240.
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and even territorial disputes with Niger and Chad (Aouzou strip). Some of these initiatives
led to direct French intervention, such as in Chad in 1983 46.
Migration in Africa is primarily regional
At the beginning of the 21st century, geostrategic representations of the Sahel are changing47. It
is perceived as a triple threat, embodied by illegal immigration, trafficking, especially of drugs,
and terrorist Islam, which are now at the heart of international interventions.
In many analysis notes, West Africa and the Sahel, in particular, are described as regions that
provide a source of migrants who would attempt to illegally enter the territory of the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and European Union countries. This
analysis, although poorly supported by statistics, has been widely used. In fact, in 2017, 258
million people were living outside their country of origin, a significant increase from 153 million in
1990. Africa accounts for 10% of international migration (Europe 35% and Asia 25%). Migration
in Africa is primarily regional. In 2015, 52% of African migrants were in Africa, with Europe
receiving only 27%. In total, 34 million of Africans are in international migration compared to 104
million Asians, 62 million Europeans, and 37 million Latin Americans. In the European Union,
African migrants are mainly from the Maghreb. To deal with "illegal immigration", the European
Union has multiplied agreements with North African countries, transforming Libya, which has
returned to the good graces of the West, into a privileged partner in the control of migratory flows
from the Sahelian countries. This strategy has resulted in the increased development of
clandestine channels by smugglers.
A very rich subsoil
Alongside the rise of armed groups and trafficking, the energy needs of many Western and Asian
countries have increased considerably. This new situation has turned the Sahel into a race for
natural resources.

___________________________
46 Debos, M., & Powell, N. 2017. « L’autre pays des « guerres sans fin ». Les temps modernes,
(2), 221-266.
47 Deycard, F. 2012. Sahel : Une région à l'importance internationale croissante. Questions
international, (58), 8-17
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The Sahel is rich in raw materials: salt, gold, oil, gas, iron, phosphate, copper, tin, uranium, rare
earths.
Mali, for example, has had known gold potential for centuries. The Arab chronicler Al-'Omari
(1301-1349) reports that the Emperor Kankan Moussa (1312-1337), passing through Cairo
on his way to Mecca, put a quantity of gold on the market which caused the price of the
metal to fall for several years 48. Mali has significant natural gas reserves, notably in
Bourakèbougou, and also has many other resources such as uranium (Kidal region),
manganese (in the Gao region), diamonds (Kayes and Sikasso regions), iron, bauxite, and
phosphates. These largely untapped resources make the country of strategic interest to the
powers that be in the race for African minerals. Since the beginning of the 21st century, the
entire Sahel has been experiencing a "gold rush" with pioneer fronts where hundreds of
thousands of miners are engaged in artisanal production 49.
The growing energy demand, coupled with an increase in oil prices in the first decade of the
2000s, has made some known but undeveloped sites profitable due to their cost price. At
the same time, the opening up of resource markets to new international competition has put
an end to previous exclusive relationships. New international players, including China,
Canada, and Malaysia, have entered the field of natural resource exploitation. In the context
of China's rapidly growing industrial development, the raw materials of the Sahel may be of
interest. In the second half of the 2000s, China increased its acquisition of mineral licenses.
Similarly, Chinese investment in the region has increased exponentially. From infrastructure
construction to mining to agricultural projects: in less than two decades, Beijing has become
one of the main investors, competing with the United States and Europe. This race for
resources has in some cases enabled the governments of Sahelian countries to strike better
deals with established companies, to raise the price of mining permits, and to
48 Kaké, I. B. 1974. « La civilisation de la boucle du Niger du XI e au XVI e siècle ». Présence
africaine, (89), 75-100.
49 Chevrillon-Guibert, R., Gagnol, L., & Magrin, G. (2019). « Les ruées vers l’or au Sahara
et au nord du Sahel. Ferment de crise ou stabilisateur ? » Hérodote, (1), 193-215.
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negotiate associated development projects in the regions where the sites are located. But it
has often had destabilizing effects on states and painful consequences for local populations:
stigmatization, war, government instability, increased dependence on external aid.
Struggle for influence
For all these reasons, the Sahel is at the heart of a tough struggle for influence. Although
tensions are higher than ever, they are not new. During the Cold War, the colonial powers,
all belonging to the 'Western camp', managed the transition to independence in such a way
that the new African states remained in their fold. To this end, they selected the new leaders.
The only East-West confrontation took place in Angola by proxy, with the United States
supporting the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA) via South
Africa, and the USSR providing material support for the Cuban military intervention that
ensured the victory and continued rule of the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola
(MPLA).50 In the early years of independence, the USSR was the only country to support
the MPLA. In the early years after independence, many African countries, including those in
the Sahel, initiated economic policies aimed at regaining some sovereignty. They were
fought with brutality and determination in the name of liberal and free-trade dogmas.
Various types of strategies have been confronting each other since the end of the Cold War. The
North Africans see the Sahel as their strategic continuity, while the Westerners, attracted by the
natural resources, also focus on the security aspect, which takes over from the humanitarianism
of the 1980s. Europeans also have concerns about migration flows. China, for its part, is
interested in hydrocarbons and is pursuing its implantation. The intrusion of Algerian jihadists
into Mali and the rise of cocaine trafficking has provided additional leverage for some North
African actors, often in collusion with their Sahelian counterparts. The humanitarian presence,
both from the West and from the Arab oil monarchies, aggravates economic distortions and
unbalances the political dialogue51.
__________________________
50 Genet, B. 2014. « Nouvelle approche de la géostratégie africaine. » NAQD, (1), 133-142.
51Vallée , O., Spinoza , J. 2012. « Un système de crises complexe ». Questions
Internationales, (58), 2012, 21-29
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Reconfiguration
Although the USSR ultimately had little influence in Africa, its support for the ANC and the South
African Communist Party's struggle against apartheid and its support for the newly independent
Algeria, its demise opened the door to a reconfiguration of the continent in which Africa still finds
itself. The first transformation concerns relations between Western countries. The United States
began to exert direct military influence, no longer leaving this monopoly to its French and British
allies. The beginnings of this new interventionism in the 1990s were rather complicated, as
shown by the calamitous intervention in Somalia. But the United States quickly built up a circle
of countries with which it would have privileged links (for Egypt, a strategic country well beyond
the African zone, this had already been done since the death of Nasser): Morocco, Uganda,
Rwanda, Kenya.
They also increase their presence and influence in the former French colonies in Central and
West Africa. At the same time, they are becoming a major buyer of African oil and natural gas in
Nigeria, Angola, and Algeria in particular. The arrival in power of George Walker Bush and the
neo-conservatives in 2001 gave a new dimension to this policy. After declaring a 'war on terrorism
following the attacks of 11 September 2001, the United States began fighting it on the African
continent. While Afghanistan was initially considered the center of the fight against global
terrorism, the Sahel-Saharan strip became the "second front" during the 2000s. From 2002, they
implemented a military-economic strategy under the guise of the fight against terrorism. Initiatives
followed one another: the Pan-Sahel initiative in 2002, bringing together Mauritania, Mali, Chad,
and Niger, followed in 2005 by the Trans-Sahara Counterterrorism Partnership, which also
includes the Maghreb countries Nigeria, Senegal, Burkina Faso and Libya, the Sahel initiative,
the Trans-Saharan counter-terrorism partnership, and the United States Africa Command
(AFRICOM). But they are concentrated on one part of the continent: from the Mediterranean to
the Gulf of Guinea from north to south, and from Morocco to Djibouti from west to east. In the
equatorial zone, apart from the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) and further south, US
influence is less important. Angola, where US oil companies have never stopped operating even
during the civil war, has one of the best armies in Africa, along with Algeria, and maintains relative
strategic independence.
As for South Africa, the leading industrial country and economy in Africa, it is firmly anchored
to the BRICS group and can no longer be subjugated. If we summarize
American actions in their main area of intervention, the Sahelian strip in the broadest sense,
we can see that their presence coincides with Islamist terrorism, arms trafficking, and drug
trafficking.
The new "big game" of Western powers in the Sahel
Since 11 September 2001, the rhetoric of security has emerged authorizing the projection of
military forces against armed groups identified as 'terrorist' and hostile to the West. The war is
waged in their sanctuaries to eliminate them militarily; the term 'terrorism', evacuating the social,
political, and economic determinants of the conflict.
According to Mohammed-Mahmoud Ould Mohamedou, the big game'52 of the 19th century has
been updated in recent decades, thanks to a series of public legitimization devices such as
'good governance, 'human rights, 'democratization' or the fight against 'terrorism', the 'South'
appears less 'passive' than in the past. Three major developments (...) deserve to be highlighted

1

(...) The first is linked to the inability of post-colonial regimes to establish a stable and sovereign
state-building project: the 'regimes' of the South have shown themselves to be increasingly
authoritarian, internally, without succeeding in reappropriating, externally, the instruments of the
geopolitics of influence. This double tendency was further accentuated after September 11: the
neo-authoritarianism of these regimes is all the more tolerated by the 'international community'
as this mode of governance ends up putting the keys to local sovereignty in the hands of external
'security partners', thus laying the groundwork for future interventionism.
The second transformation (...) is the emergence of non-state armed groups capable of
projecting their force in a transnational mode (...). The traditional monopoly of the use of
force by the state is therefore seriously undermined and the traditional grammar of
conflictuality (...). The deployment of these apparently uncontrolled and
52 Mohamedou, M. M. 2013. « Le nouveau" grand jeu" des puissances occidentales au Sahel ».
La guerre au Mali–Comprendre la crise au Sahel et au Sahara. Enjeux et zones d’ombre. Paris :
Éditions la Découverte.
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uncontrollable groups contribute to the fragmentation of states and at the same time seem to
justify the new military-security rhetoric of Western powers (...).
The third development characterizing the new big game' is that it is now part of the growing
competition - particularly in Africa - between Western countries and emerging powers, with
China and India at the forefront. The proximity of Niger's uranium sites - exploited by France but
coveted by other powers, notably China - is thus not an inconsequential fact in international
geostrategies in the Sahel, behind the rhetoric of the "war on terror".
The novelty of this great game is the demand for external interference by some regimes as seen
in the Sahel. This contrasts with the rejection of any idea of intrusions "in internal affairs" in
previous decades. The combination of opportunism of regimes lacking legitimacy and the
geostrategic interests of states facilitate military interventions in Africa. The French intervention
in the Sahel is part of the new security paradigm imposed by the United States, particularly in
Afghanistan and Iraq, since the fall of the Berlin Wall. This new 'great game' empties the concept
of sovereignty, which is one of the foundations of the state, of all substance.
The characteristics of this new "big game" are described in direct terms by a Burkinabe
intellectual, using France as an example: "I suspect that France is in league with the terrorists to
maintain an instability that makes them indispensable to our rulers. France plays a double game
and does not want peace in our regions at all, but rather incomplete peace in which they are the
real winners. France maintains an unstable situation that makes it indispensable. The case of Mali
is revolting. It is skirting around with the powers and supporting the terrorists so that their help is
always requested. They are both judge and jury in our regions. This conflict will never end as long
as the French have an interest in it. Soldiers who become businessmen. Just recently in a country
called Mali, gold bars were found in a French military plane after it was checked.53 A journalist
who is well known as a specialist of the issue says the same thing: "Official France, in power,
maintains its ex-colonies in perpetual

53 Entretien

avec un universitaire burkinabè
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dependence and does not want other powers to put their feet in its "domain". The case of the
CAR shows perfectly well that France does not want to leave. [France has helped the
Malian authorities to keep power while weakening their state, as shown by its refusal to
allow Mali to extend its sovereignty over parts of the territory such as Kidal. The fight against
terrorism is the means found by the French to perpetuate their domination in Africa 54

54 Interview
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with a Burkinabe journalist

Focus on a few extra-continental stakeholders in African geopolitics
The United States
Since the end of the Cold War, the Americans have exerted direct military influence in Africa.
They no longer leave this monopoly to their French and British allies. The beginnings of this
new interventionism in the 1990s were rather complicated, as shown by the hasty departure
from Somalia.
According to Philippe Leymarie, "American special forces are in large numbers in the Sahel
crescent, from Mauritania to Somalia. Their numbers tripled between 2014 and 2018 to
reach 1,200 men, Africa becoming their second area of intervention (after the Middle East,
where 5,000 men of the Special Operations Command are deployed). Some of these elite
soldiers intervene in small, highly mobile groups, for limited periods, in the training of
"counter-terrorist units" within some twenty African armies, in principle without participating
directly in operations. Others carry out missions (...) in the Sahel and the Horn of Africa for
the US military staff, using drones, from the military hubs of Djibouti, Morón (Spain) and
Agadez (Niger). Since 2008, there has been a United States Africa Command (AFRICOM)
with 7,300 soldiers or civilians under contract, 6,000 of whom are deployed on the continent
with a network of some thirty locations and facilities, notably in Niger, Tunisia, Cameroon,
Chad and Senegal55.
China
Since the birth of the People's Republic of China in 1949, its relationship with Africa can be
broken down into three phases. The first period (1949-1971) was one of ideology against
the backdrop of Sino-Indo-Soviet rivalry for leadership in the Third World. The second
period (1972-1993) was characterized by an endogenous withdrawal, marked by the impact
of the Cultural Revolution and the reforms initiated by Deng Xiaoping. From 1993 onwards,
the pursuit of Chinese reforms, the new actors, institutions, and means put at the service of
Beijing's foreign policy, China's energy dependence, its

___________________________
55 Leymarie, P. 2019. « Partage du travail au Sahel ». Dans : Bertrand Badie éd., Fin du
leadership américain : L'état du monde 2020 (pp. 199-206). Paris: La Découverte.
foreign exchange reserves and their extraordinary growth favored this Chinese 'return' to
Africa56.
China is Africa's largest trading partner, with trade between them increasing 40-fold over
the past 20 years. China is also Africa's largest creditor, holding 20 percent of its debt.
African countries borrowed about $143 billion from China in the form of government bonds
and commercial loans between 2006 and 2017. 57 In less than two decades, China has
become the world's largest creditor to Africa. In less than two decades, China has become
Africa's largest export market and the most active country in infrastructure construction.
From $10 billion in 2000, the volume of bilateral trade exceeded $200 billion in 2018
according to the Chinese Ministry of Commerce. This "cooperation between developing
countries", as it is called, is based on mutual respect and described as a "win-win
relationship". As such, China refrains from imposing political conditions on its partners. Its
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only requirement is that they renounce recognition of Taiwan. The Chinese presence in
Africa, which has progressed according to a logic of economic and social cooperation since
the 1990s, has undergone a shift, still slight, over the past decade, with an increasingly
important involvement in the security affairs of the continent. This change dates from 2012,
on the occasion of the China-Africa Forum. Apart from Asia, Africa is the only continent
where the deepening of its economic presence has been accompanied by such an
evolution.
Germany
The commonplaces of geopolitics, according to which France looks to the South and Germany
to the East, however true they may be, no longer correspond to reality58. Germany has been
looking more sharply to the South, and particularly to Africa, for more than a decade. In the
nineteenth century, after some hesitation, Bismarck embarked on a colonial adventure, but this
ended quickly after the First World War with the Treaty of Versailles of June 1919, which
deprived the country of its African colonies. During the Cold War, while the Federal Republic, an
ally of the Western camp, refrained from participating in any military
_______________________________
56 Aurégan, X. 2016. « Temps et non-temps de la Chine en Afrique ». Géoéconomie, (4), 177- 195.
57 Duchâtel, M. 2019. « Géopolitique de la Chine ». Collection : « Que sais-je?» n° 4072. Paris
: PUF.
58 Demesmay, C. 2018. Idées reçues sur l’Allemagne : un modèle en question. Le Cavalier bleu
éditions
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or bloc confrontation on the continent, the Democratic Republic, a member of the Warsaw
Pact, showed its support for the 'brotherly' socialist countries of Angola, Ethiopia,
Mozambique, and Tanzania.
Despite its relative historical strategic interest on the continent, Germany has pursued a
proactive aid and development policy there since the 1950s. It is from 2007-2008 that the
government, in reaction to the economic growth of some African countries, began to change
its policy, seeing Africa as the "continent of opportunities" - before seeing it, a few years
later, as the continent of instability and threats such as the "migration challenge "59.
Since the "refugee crisis" of 2015, Germany has been trying to develop an Africa policy.
Germany's G20 presidency in 2017 made a partnership with Africa a priority. In the same
year, the "Compact with Africa" initiative was launched to promote investment in Africa.
However, Germany's interest in Africa does not alter the fundamentals of its strategic vision:
priority to the development of economic exchanges and the choice of multilateralism. It
should be noted that since the 2000s, German soldiers have participated in UN missions in
Africa, but these do not combat operations. For example, the Bundeswehr is particularly
present in Mali, where it has been training local troops since 2013 and has participated in
the UN stabilization operation since 2017.
In July 2017, together with France and the European Union, Germany launched the Sahel
Alliance. The World Bank, the African Development Bank, and the United Nations
Development Programme quickly joined the initiative. More recently, Italy, Spain, the United
Kingdom, Luxembourg, Denmark, and the Netherlands have announced their membership.
The Sahel Alliance aims to "provide an appropriate, ambitious and effective response to the
challenges faced by the G5 Sahel countries".
India
India has long enjoyed a positive image in Africa, due to the aura of Gandhi and Nehru, two
major figures in the decolonization process. Today, India's presence and influence in Africa is
based on a diaspora
59 Tardis, M. 2019. « L’UE est-elle prête pour les prochains défis migratoires ? » Politique étrangère,

3(3), 99-112

of more than three million people spread mainly in Eastern and Southern Africa (South
Africa, Uganda, Tanzania, Kenya, Mozambique, Madagascar).
In Mauritius, the history of settlement means that 70% of the population originates from the
Indian sub-continent. In South Africa, labor migration from India to the sugar cane
plantations in Natal has created a community of 1.8 million people (2.6% of the South
African population). India's trade with Africa has increased tenfold over the past two
decades. The country is positioning itself in services, pharmaceuticals, and high-tech
industries while developing cooperation that gives priority to oil.
The European Union
The European Union differentiates its relations between Northern Africa, South Africa, and
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the ACP (African, Caribbean, and Pacific) countries. The four pillars of these relations are
peace and security, governance, trade integration and trade, and development. It
intervenes in Africa mainly through partnership, multilateralism, field diplomacy, and soft
power. The European Union intervenes in three areas: preventive diplomacy, military war
management, and peaceful resolution. European policies lack coherence and are highly
dependent on those of the Member States, particularly France.
Eastern powers
For a long time, some Middle Eastern states counted on the dynamism of Islam and its
financial aid to strengthen their diplomacy in Africa or to keep the lid on Israel and defend
the Palestinian cause. But in recent years, Iran, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates
(UAE), Turkey, and Qatar have adopted new strategies. The religious approach has been
replaced by a combination of military intervention in some countries in conflict and financial
aid and economic investment in others.
Turkey announced as early as 2005 its "opening to Africa". In 2008, it organized its first
Turkey-Africa summit, mobilizing all its political and religious institutions and actors. Turkey
has played a leading role in the confrontation in Libya since the fall of Muammar Gaddafi.
On the
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economic front, in less than a decade, a vast diplomatic offensive has enabled Turkish
companies to carry out more than 1,150 projects worth $65 billion and Turkey has gone from 12
embassies in 2009 to 41 in 2019. At the same time, its exports to Africa will amount to $16 billion
in 2020. But here too, Turkish investments are part of a geopolitical war of influence with other
Sunni states in the Middle East (Saudi Arabia, Egypt, UAE), especially on the Red Sea. Middle
Eastern diplomacy on the continent is thus in a new dynamic of repositioning, oscillating between
religion and geopolitical reasons, in competition with the Western powers60.

60 Bouba Nouhou, A. 2020. « De nouvelles interactions avec l’Afrique ». Dans : Bertrand Badie éd.,
Le Moyen-Orient et le monde : L’état du monde 2021 (pp. 152-157). Paris : La Découverte.
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France in the Sahel, how to revamp things?
France is currently very present in the Sahel in various ways. Firstly, in monetary terms,
with the CFA franc. This currency remains under the supervision of the French Ministry of
Finance. It is presented by its supporters as a factor of development, attractiveness, and
ensuring the integration of economies. In reality, however, it is a real millstone around the
neck, hampering the development of the countries in the franc zone. Its use has not allowed
for the local transformation of raw materials and has even less encouraged trade between
economies in the zone. On the other hand, the CFA franc allows African multinationals and
comprador bourgeoisies to easily repatriate capital to Europe. This explains their
attachment to this currency, which is in osmosis with the liberal policies applied in the zone.
Modeled on that of the Eurozone (the CFA franc has a fixed parity with the euro), monetary
policy in the franc zone is restrictive, to the detriment of genuine industrial and agricultural
development, and prevents the deployment of a policy of social progress that would provide
real jobs and thus mobilize internal resources, especially fiscal resources. Its role as
'guarantor' of this currency allows France to maintain its control over the economies of its
former colonies61.
The Barkhane operation
The French presence is also very strong on the military level. On 11 January 2013, the
French authorities launched Operation Serval in Mali, with 4,500 troops, officially to "stop
the jihadist offensive that threatened Bamako" and "put an end to the industrial organization
of terrorism that had developed in northern Mali". According to the French authorities, Serval
made it possible to "transfer the stabilization mission in Mali" to the Malian partners and the
UN forces through the United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilisation Mission in
Mali (MINUSMA)62.
___________________________
61 Pigeaud, F., & Sylla, N. S. (2018). L'arme invisible de la Françafrique, Une histoire du Franc CFA.
Paris : La Découverte.
62
Ministère des Armées Dossier de presse Opération
Barkhane
https://www.defense.gouv.fr/operations/afrique/bande-sahelo- saharienne/barkhane/dossier-dereference/operation-barkhane

51

Operation Barkhane, which took over from Serval on 1 August 2014, is the largest French
deployment in an external operation: according to the Ministry of Defence, it brings together more
than 5,100 military personnel, some 20 helicopters, 400 logistics vehicles, 220 light armored
vehicles, 290 heavy armored vehicles, seven fighter planes, three drones, and some ten
transport planes. It would cost 1 billion euros per year63. Its scope of intervention is wider than
Serval's since it includes Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Chad (thus replacing Operation Épervier64
launched in 1986), and Burkina Faso. According to the French authorities, this enlargement aims
to respond to the cross-border nature of the "terrorist threat". It would make it possible in a vast
desert territory like Europe to "deal with the ramifications of the terrorist organization".
Operation Barkhane is presented as an instrument of partnership with the G5 Sahel Joint Force,
which brings together Burkina Faso, Niger, Mali, Mauritania, and Chad65 and constitutes an
institutional framework for monitoring regional cooperation on development and security. This
partnership extends to other forces involved in the stabilization process in Mali and the LiptakoGourma region: the UNMISM66, the European Training Mission Mali (EUTM)67, and the armed
forces of the countries concerned. Barkhane's official mission is to fight the terrorist threat
directly, to accompany partner forces, to support international forces and actions in favor of the
population to allow "a gradual return to normality in areas where the authority of states is
challenged". Among other things, it is to hinder the freedom of action of armed terrorist

63Senate Financing external operations: sustainably preserving the operational capacity of our
armies, Information report by Mr. Dominique de LEGGE, made on behalf of the Finance
Committee No. 85 (2016-2017) - October 26, 2016
Available at: https://www.senat.fr/rap/r16-085/r16-085.html (accessed March 2, 2021)
64 Operation Sparrowhawk in Chad was launched in February 1986 at the initiative of France
after Libyan armed forces crossed the 16th parallel in support of Goukouni Oueddei, who had
been overthrown in late 1981 by Hissène Habré with the support of France and the United
States. It succeeded Operation Manta, which had been launched in 1983-1984 for the same
reasons.
65Made up of about 5,000 men, it is intended to coordinate the fight against terrorism and
organized crime on the borders.
66 The United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali
(MINUSMA) is a UN peacekeeping operation in Mali. 67 The European Union Training
Mission for the Malian Army (EUTM Mali) was launched on February 18, 2013, following
the adoption of UN Security Council Resolution 2085. It is part of the comprehensive
approach led by the European Union (EU) to strengthen security in Mali and the Sahel.
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groups, to deprive them of their means of combat, by dismantling their caches of weapons,
ammunition, explosives, and means of communication. It is supposed to seek to create the
conditions for the return of public services and development and to provide "direct aid" to
the population.
Barkhane's strategy is to rely on the capacities of its partners to concentrate its efforts in the
so-called three-border region (Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger) while being able to intervene in the
entire area. Since the summer of 2020, Barkhane has included a special European force,
Task Force Takuba, composed of several hundred soldiers from other European nations.
The official mission of Takuba, placed under the command of Barkhane, is to advise, assist
and accompany the Malian Armed Forces (FAMA) in combat.
On 10 June 2021, French President Emmanuel Macron announced the "transformation of
the military apparatus in the Sahel with the transition to a logic of cooperation and
partnership." This process began in September 2021 and is expected to continue throughout
2022.
A long tradition of foreign intervention
France has a long tradition of deploying its military forces outside its borders. It has
permanent military bases in several parts of the world: 3,700 soldiers in five countries in
Africa and the Middle East68. Currently, more than 7,000 French soldiers are also deployed
in the framework of "external operations": 5,100 for the French Army and 5,000 for the
French Navy. (Opex): 5,100 for Barkhane in the Sahel, 600 for Chammal in the Levant (Iraq
and Syria), 1260 for United Nations (UN), NATO, and European Union (EU) missions, and
500 for maritime missions. The reasons given for these deployments are multiple:
maintaining peace and international security, counter-insurgency, the fight against weapons
of mass destruction, protection of victims of mass crimes. France also invokes its right to
individual or collective self-defense and engages in the framework of UN Security Council
resolutions or other decisions taken by international organizations.
Although Paris has been deploying troops abroad for several decades,
_______________________________________
68The presence forces under bilateral agreements are stationed in the United Arab Emirates (Al
Dhafra), Côte d'Ivoire, Djibouti, Senegal (Dakar) and Gabon (Libreville). They are placed under the
authority of the Force Commander (COMFOR) who represents the Chief of Staff of the Armed Forces
(CEMA)
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it was not until the law of 18 December 2013 on military programming for 2014-2019 that there
was an official definition of what an 'Opex' is. This text indicates that it is an
intervention outside the national territory which aims, through the projection of military
capabilities, to protect French and European nationals, to protect French interests in the
world, and to honor our international commitments and responsibilities.
Article L4123-12 of the Defence Code (amended on 13 July 2018) refers to an operation
mobilizing military capabilities, taking place outside French territory or territorial waters,
whatever its purpose, duration, or scale, including digital actions, hostage rescue, evacuation
of nationals, or policing on the high seas69.
Since 1963, France has conducted 120 OPEX, which have cost the lives of more than 600
soldiers, who died in 17 theatres of operation.
Lightweight institutional arrangements for interventionism
The institutional arrangements allow for relatively easy mobilization of troops for these external
operations, which are valued within the military institution70. The decision to commit the armed
forces is taken by the President of the Republic in the Defence Council, based on his
prerogatives under Article 15 of the Constitution and Article 5, paragraph 2, which make him the
'guarantor of national independence, territorial integrity, and respect for treaties'. Parliament is
excluded from decision-making on the organization of national defense, the development of
strategy, and defense or military cooperation agreements. In the area of OPEX, it cannot force
the government to change any of its decisions, for example using a resolution taken under
Article 34-1 of the Constitution. Since the amendment of the provisions of Article 35 of the
Constitution in 2008, the government must inform the parliament within three days if it decides
to engage in the armed intervention. A parliamentary debate without a vote can be organized,
as was the case on 24 September 2014 during France's intervention in Iraq with
Operation Chammal, or on 25 September 2015 during the engagement of air forces in Syria.

69Fernandez, Julian and Jeangène Vilmer, Jean Baptiste. Les Opérations extérieures de la France,
CNRS Editions,
70 Ibid.
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If the external intervention extends beyond four months, the government submits this extension
to Parliament for authorization. The government may ask the National Assembly to take the final
decision. In addition to these weak institutional provisions, the French population is generally
permissive towards the use of force.
Since 2011 and the Harmattan operation in Libya, OPEX has multiplied. They differ from previous
operations by their simultaneous nature, their high intensity (several thousand soldiers are
mobilized at the height of the operation), and their duration (generally more than a year).
Operation Harmattan, launched based on UN Resolution 1973 voted by the UN Security Council
on 17 March 2011, was an integral part of the international operation "Unified Protector". It ended
on 31 October 2011. In total, Operation Harmattan officially mobilized up to 4,200 troops. This
was followed by Operation Serval, which was succeeded by Operation Barkhane. Sangaris took
place in the Central African Republic from December 2013 to October 2016. It was the 7th French
military intervention in this country since its independence in 1960. Chammal is the name given
from 20 September 2014 to the French armed forces acting within the coalition against the
Islamic State in Iraq and Syria.
A policy based on the 'greatness' of France
French foreign policy cannot be properly understood without taking into account its ideological
underpinnings and the myths on which it is based71. The idea that French elites have of France,
of its 'greatness' and its destiny, permeates the positions and strategy of its diplomacy in
international relations. The fundamental myth of French history is that of the unity of the kingdom,
of the state embodied by its king, creator, and unifier of the nation beyond the diversity of
populations and territories. According to this vision, France is the product of this will embodied by
the kings, by Napoleon, by the Republic, by de Gaulle, and his successors. France is sovereign
with a "great nation", as Napoleon put it, with universal aspirations.
It is in the name of these principles that it arrogates to itself 'a duty of civilization', as Jules
Ferry said, towards the peoples it has colonized.
Even if these grandiloquent terms are no longer used, the idea of the
71 Lefebvre, M. 2019. La politique étrangère de la France, Collection « Que sais-je ?», n° 4157. Paris ;
PUF.
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The greatness and singularity of the country's destiny remain in the speeches and actions
of French officials. France has been a great world power and wishes to remain so. Its
position on the international scene is of paramount importance for its self-image. General
de Gaulle embodied this desire to "hold its own", and all his successors have kept this
concern in mind. Thus, French statesmen do not lack imagination when it comes to
characterizing France in international relations. France is a great middle power' according
to President Valéry Giscard d'Estaing, a 'power of influence' according to Laurent Fabius,
Minister of Foreign Affairs (2012-2016), and a 'middle power of global influence' for Hubert
Védrine, Minister of Foreign Affairs (1997-2002). This last oxymoron sums up the French
dilemma well: how to position oneself in a rapidly changing world while the means
corresponding to the country's ambitions are increasingly difficult to mobilize?
A key concept: maintaining France's 'rank' and 'independence’
It should be remembered that France emerged from the Second World War severely
handicapped. Defeated in 1940 and occupied for the duration of the war, it was not invited
to the Yalta (February 1945) and Potsdam (July 1945) conferences. At the end of the conflict,
it was a country that was downgraded in the concert of nations. Thanks to Churchill, France
barely obtained permanent membership of the United Nations Security Council and an
occupation zone in Germany. Despite its weaknesses, it did not give up its claim to 'great
power status. The post-war period was characterized by a hard alignment with the West and
decolonization marked by the defeat in Indochina and the insurgency in Algeria. The real
turning point in French foreign policy came with the return to power of General de Gaulle,
founder of the Fifth Republic. He intended to re-establish France's "rank" and
"independence" and ensure that it had "a place" of its own. All of De Gaulle's successors
have more or less followed this logic.
In theory, the principles that inspire French foreign policy are "the defense of the country's
interests, the attachment to multilateralism, to Western values and European construction".
France's European commitment is based on a community and intergovernmental approach.
It is a perilous exercise in the sense that the objective is to "make Europe without undoing
France", as Georges Bidault declared in March 1953 before the national representation. In
this context, France relied on its partnership with Germany to move Europe forward. It
"claims to belong to the Western world through its history and values (democracy, human rights)
and is a member of the Atlantic Alliance. It actively participates in the development of
international law, even if in practice it quite regularly puts its power interests before respect for
the rules "72.
Foreign policy choices are the responsibility of the President of the Republic. He expresses
them in speeches on the occasion of solemn events such as the opening of the annual
conference of ambassadors at the end of August. In practice, the real strategic foresight
exercise concerns defense with the White Papers, which aim to orientate the military
programming laws. This shows that France is above all a military power in the world. The first
"White Paper on national defense" was published in 1972, others followed in 1994, 2008, and
2013. In 2017, after the election of Emmanuel Macron, the exercise took a shorter form, in
the form of a Strategic Review of Defence and National Security73.
The 1972 "White Paper on National Defence" enshrined the concept of "middle power". Marked
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by a national approach, centered on nuclear deterrence and the entrenchment of the territory, it
takes into account European solidarity and interventions outside Europe. The 1994 White Paper
highlighted new threats (terrorism, organized crime, etc.) and defined the main functions of the
French defense tool, while the 2008 White Paper took up the American concept of "national
security" and defined an "arc of crisis" extending from Mauritania to Pakistan. The 2013 White
Paper on "Defence and National Security" does not make any major changes, and places
France's defense policy within the framework of a desire to relaunch European defense, while
maintaining the need for France to retain the capacity to act, alone or in the coalition. The 2017
Strategic Review of Defence and National Security takes into account the strengthening of
Russia and China. It also emphasizes the terrorist threat, now described as "Islamist".

_____________________________
72 Lefebvre, M. 2019. La politique étrangère de la France : Collection « Que sais-je ?» n° 4157.
Paris : PUF.
73 République française Revue stratégique de défense et de sécurité nationale 2017
https://www.defense.gouv.fr/dgris/presentation/evenements-archives/revue- national-defenceand-security-strategy-2017
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France-Africa: a militarized relationship
It should be borne in mind that France has long had a military presence in sub-Saharan
Africa. The colonial conquest was carried out primarily by its army, whether in West Africa,
Central Africa, or Madagascar, through violent 'pacification' operations aimed at destroying
all resistance. In the years preceding decolonization, it again used military force to break up
independence movements and parties, as in Cameroon (1955-1960) or a few years earlier
in Madagascar (1947-1948), before installing in power political leaders that it had chosen.
In the early 1960s, direct imperial domination was replaced by a relationship without
equivalent elsewhere in the world, referred to as 'Françafrique'74, 'the Franco-African
state'75, etc. As we shall see, this relationship can only be understood in the light of the
Cold War and France's will to power76.
At the end of the Second World War, the two main victors, the United States, and the USSR
reshaped international relations with the creation of the UN, the North Atlantic Treaty
Organisation (NATO), and the Warsaw Pact. The charters of these organizations and the rise of
nationalist ideas and the right of peoples to self-determination had an impact on France's
relations with its sub-Saharan African colonies. When these territories gained independence in
1960, this new framework made French-speaking Africa France's exclusive sphere of influence.
On a practical level, Paris set up technical, economic, monetary (CFA franc) and cultural
mechanisms, etc., with a view to cooperation and development aid and to better preserve its
influence and access to African raw materials.
The French will to influence the political destiny of the new states once again relied heavily
on military instruments. At independence, Paris had its African 'partners' sign military or
defense cooperation agreements that allowed it to maintain permanent military bases in
several countries (Senegal, Côte d'Ivoire, Chad, Djibouti, Gabon, Cameroon, Central African
Republic), to keep 'pre-positioned' French

______________________________________
74 Verschave, F. X. L. F. 1998. Le plus long scandale de la République. Paris: Stock.
75 Dozon, J. P. 2002. L’état franco-africain. Les Temps Modernes, (4), 261-288.
76 Charbonneau, B. 2017. « De Serval à Barkhane : les problèmes de la guerre contre le
terrorisme au Sahel ». Les Temps Modernes, (2), 322-340 ;

58

troops, to have French officers stationed in the ranks of the African armies, and to retain
the possibility of intervening militarily almost anywhere.
From the 1960s until the fall of the Berlin Wall, which marked the end of the Cold War,
France conducted numerous military expeditions in Africa. These ranged from landing
troops to support or overthrow political regimes according to French interests, to operations
such as military exercises. Similarly, the protection of French citizens, humanitarian
deployments, and missions in support of the United Nations are all occasions for military
intervention. Africa has become both a prestigious exercise ground for French troops and a
place to demonstrate the strength and utility of the French army.
In terms of geopolitics and international relations, the Cold War gave legitimacy to the French
'monopoly' on military intervention in Francophone Africa. This interventionism has influenced
the trajectory of many African states. In the end, French military power is used to keep corrupt
and incompetent elites in power, whose only qualities are to be allies of the Western camp. The
French army is also used to repress all those who, in the name of the right to insurrection, to
resist oppression or inequality, and even to determine the foundations of the community, stand
up against the established powers.
The La Baule speech
On 20 June 1990, in a speech given at La Baule, on the occasion of a France-Africa summit,
President François Mitterrand apparently inaugurated a new policy, inviting the 37 heads of state
and government of African countries present to develop democracy in their countries. He made
French aid conditional on the introduction of a multiparty system, declaring: "France will link its
entire contribution to the efforts that will be made to move towards greater freedom". This
principle was not put into practice, since French aid fell from 34 dollars per inhabitant to 21 dollars
between 1990 and 2001, even though some countries made the effort to follow its
recommendations77. The 'democratic' inflection of

____________________________
77 Sénat Rapport d'information n° 324 (2010-2011) de M. Josselin de ROHAN, fait au nom de la
commission des affaires étrangères, déposé le 28 février 2011 https://www.senat.fr/rap/r10324/r10-324_mono.html
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1990 did not modify the French military posture on the continent, as evidenced by its involvement
in the civil war in Rwanda and the expeditions it conducted in Comoros.
The year 1994 was the year when the ideological pillars of 'French militarism in Africa'78 were
challenged. The adoption of the Balladur doctrine in January 1994, with the devaluation of the
CFA franc, and the conditionality of signing agreements between African states and the Bretton
Woods institutions before any financial aid from France, turned the tradition and practices
inherited from the Cold War upside down. This new situation seemed to 'normalize' FrancoAfrican relations by integrating them into the multilateral framework of globalization. For the
military, the shock came from Rwanda. The French involvement in the Rwandan civil war from
October 1990 onwards and, above all, during the genocide in 1994 (including accusations of
complicity) shows the serious consequences that militarism and close relations between French
and African elites can cause. The Rwanda fiasco imposes the need for fundamental changes.
French militarism in Africa had to reinvent itself if it was to survive.
The 1990s and 2000s were marked by the implementation of instruments of global liberal
governance, a declared multilateralism, and the further integration of Europe. For France, the
European Union became a multilateral framework par excellence. In this way, the French
government seeks to ensure the international legality of its military interventions and the sharing
of costs. Europe thus provides the resources necessary for the continuation of French military
interventions. At the same time, the rhetoric that the France-Africa relationship is not an exclusive
one is becoming increasingly important. French military bases should help Africa build a peace
and security architecture, Paris repeats. However, the French military intervention in Côte
d'Ivoire, starting in 2002, reminds us of the gap that can exist between rhetoric and reality. In
remarks79 made in South Africa on 28 February 2008, President Nicolas Sarkozy stated that the
priority objective of the French military presence was to build collective security through the
establishment of the African Union (AU) 'standby force'.
____________________________
78 Charbonneau, B. 2017. « De Serval à Barkhane : les problèmes de la guerre contre le
terrorisme au Sahel ». Les Temps modernes, (2), 322-340.
79 Déclaration de M. Nicolas Sarkozy, Président de la République, sur les relations franco- sudafricaines et franco-africaines, Le Cap le 28 février 2008.
https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/169890-declaration-de-m-nicolas-sarkozy-president-de-larepublique-sur-les-r
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These new logics are intertwined with the discourse of the 'war on terror since the events of
September 2001, as well as that of the 'responsibility to protect, a principle reinforced by the
2005 United Nations summit and endorsed by Resolution 1674 of 2006. Even if the multilateral
approach remains France's preferred framework for intervention, it remains subordinate to the
bilateral approach, as shown by the Serval operation ordered by President François Hollande.
The idea that French policy in Africa can be broken or changed is questioned by a large section
of African public opinion. The following comments are emblematic of this skepticism: '...all French
powers, left and right, are pursuing the same policy in Africa. For us, the right and the left make
the same policy in the ex-colonies. Only the language distinguishes them but not the policy.
When it comes to Africa, they agree and do the same thing. [They force our leaders to follow
them. When leaders like Sankara emerge, they find a good man to kill them. "80 Other comments
are even more radical: "If you want to enjoy power in peace and tranquillity in Africa, you must
not attack French interests. (...) France doesn't care about our development or our
underdevelopment, what matters for it is to maintain its domination. The colonies can die of
hunger, that is their business. As long as France's interest is assured. If you want to enjoy power
in peace and tranquillity in Africa, you must not attack French interests. [...] Our heads of state
no longer have any desire to be free. They do anything, as long as they have France's approval.
The Ivorian and Guinean examples are there to show it "81 but the most severe in their judgment
are optimistic about the inevitable end of this approach: "France is fighting a losing battle. It will
be increasingly difficult for it to keep the African states it formerly colonized in its fold.'82 This
optimism is nevertheless tinged with fatalism since it does not recommend any action: 'If you tell
the French to go back, they will do everything to destabilize you.'83
The French war on terror and its dead ends in the Sahel
_______________________________
80 Entretien avec un intellectuel burkinabè 81
Entretien avec un responsable associatif 82
Entretien avec un responsable politique
83 Ibid.
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The strategy pursued by France today is defined84 by the Chief of Staff of the Armed Forces,
General François Lecointre, as to a global approach to crisis management centered on

the populations and their perception of the development of the crisis. This concept is
inherited from our colonial adventure. In the way in which the French soldiers, from
Gallieni to Lyautey, thought about the establishment of a colonial empire, there was,
first of all, a humanist vision of crisis management and war.
For the French, victory was "won in the hearts and minds of the populations we come to help, in
the regions we seek to stabilize". It is clear that the international military engagement in the Sahel
is rooted in the theoretical framework of counter-insurgency thinking that is largely inspired by
the experiences of French armies in Africa but adapted from the experiences of NATO in
Afghanistan.85
Counterinsurgency is a theory of military operations that promotes the primacy of politics, the
satisfaction of development needs, and the need for close military-civilian relations. In reality,
counterinsurgency is a mode of government, a way of creating governable populations.86 There
is no doubt about the political intent.
Operations in cooperation with armed groups
Barkhane and its allies in the regular forces have enlisted non-state armed groups, such as GATIA
and MSA, in their counter-terrorism efforts. Regions of these countries are de facto governed by
various armed groups. The links between them and between them and the states diverge and
fluctuate over time, but it is clear that Barkhane's policy of collaboration with some of them has
contributed to increasing their coercive power and moral authority. One of the effects of these
counter-terrorist collaborations is the aggravation of inter-community tensions. However, the
consequences of

_____________________________________
84 National Assembly Foreign Affairs Committee Hearing, behind closed doors, of Army General
François Lecointre, Chief of Staff https://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/dyn/15/comptes- rendus/
cion_afetr/l15cion_afetr1920012_compte-rendu
85 Charbonneau, B. 2020. « Sahel : la gouvernance contre-insurrectionnelle ». Bulletin
FrancoPaix Vol. 5, n° 1 JANVIER 2020
https://dandurand.uqam.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Bulletin-FrancoPaix- vol5n1.pdf
86 Ibid.
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Barkhane's counter-insurgency pragmatism does not stop at the rise of local tensions. As in
Somalia, counter-insurgency contributes to the fragmentation of national Malian territory, for
example. More or less officially recognized areas of influence have been built and are being
consolidated (Kidal, Ménaka, etc.). In each of these territories, a power held by dominant
elites emerges, which governs according to particular norms and rules, relying on
paramilitary forces, financed by transnational trafficking and international counter-terrorist
rents87.
In reality, the 'global approach' as advocated in the Sahel by Barkhane is leading to the
construction and consolidation of new local and sub-regional political orders, as can be seen in
Mali. The constitution of these orders is in contradiction with the objectives of restoring the
authority of the Malian state, safeguarding its territorial integrity, and fostering national
reconciliation. Similarly, an economy of war "against terrorism" is being established with its
winners having an interest in maintaining the status quo. The French army keeps repeating that
it is in the Sahel to accompany the African troops since they will take a long time to build up their
strength to face the challenge of terrorism. It is thus clear that what characterizes the "global
approach" is its perpetuation in the name of the fight against terrorism. Counter-insurgency
cannot be a solution to the region's problems, as it requires endless military engagement. It
becomes a mode of governance that makes international military operations an integral part of
states that societies despise for their inability to address the problems of democracy, social
justice, and development that arise.
Challenging the military presence
A section of the Sahelian population is increasingly distrustful of the French military
presence, particularly the Barkhane force, which is perceived as an occupying force. This
phenomenon revives the colonial episode in new ways. The streets of Bamako,
Ouagadougou, Niamey, and others are buzzing with recriminations, and social
87 Charbonneau, B. 2020. « Sahel : la gouvernance contre insurrectionnelle ». Bulletin
FrancoPaix Vol. 5, n° 1 JANVIER 2020 https://dandurand.uqam.ca/wpcontent/uploads/2020/01/Bulletin-FrancoPaix-vol5n1.pdf
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networks and media and academic debates compete with harsh words to characterize the
French presence and the 'war on terror. The governments in place are, in the same breath,
described as incompetent, corrupt, unpatriotic, and mere puppets in the hands of the French.
On the economic front, this 'Francophobia' finds expression in the questioning of the
monopolistic strategies of companies such as the Bolloré group and in the criticism of the franc,
which is seen as hampering development.
These protests and criticisms sometimes provoke ubiquitous reactions, such as the retaliatory
measures decided by French diplomacy88 against the singer Salif Keïta, after he criticized
Barkhane's presence in a video that went viral on YouTube. There are countless instances of
social networking between French diplomats and Sahelian media, artistic and intellectual
protesters. At other times, the response to this questioning takes dramatic forms, as in early
2020 in Niger, with the deadly repression of demonstrations demanding the departure of French
troops.
As for the coup d'état that deposed Malian President Ibrahim Boubacar Keïta in August 2020, it
started from a strong popular protest against his government's action, judged to be subservient
to foreign powers, including France. This all-out denunciation of Barkhane's presence led French
President Emmanuel Macron to convene a summit in Pau in January 2020 of the Sahel heads
of state. He demanded that they publicly reaffirm their support for the French military presence
on their territories, on pain of a French withdrawal. The leaders thus lectured complied and the
Pau Summit resulted in... an increase in the number of French troops in the Sahel (600 additional
troops).
The challenging for the French military presence in the Sahel thrives on old ground. Contrary to
the idea that French governments and some analysts in a hurry convey, the French are not hated
in Francophone Africa. The sources of criticism of France are political and economic and refer to
'Françafrique' and the 'Franco-African state', which are seen as the guarantors of an iniquitous,
anti-democratic order that perpetuates domination from
____________________________
88 France info Paris denounces the "defamatory" remarks of the singer Salif Keita
who accuses France of financing terrorists in Mali.
https://www.francetvinfo.fr/monde/afrique/societe-africaine/paris-denonce-lespropos-diffamatoires-du-chanteur-salif-keita-qui-accuse-la-france-de-financer-les-terrorists-aumali_3708485.html
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another age. It is not specific to Sahelian countries and has regular outbreaks and periods
of exacerbation, as in Côte d'Ivoire during the 2002-2011 crisis, where the French position
was perceived as a desire to oppose Laurent Gbagbo's policy of breaking with the neocolonial order.89 In Togo, the contestation of the French state is not only a question of the
French state but also a question of the state's ability to defend itself. In Togo, the protest
against the dictatorship of the Gnassingbe fathers and sons, who have been in power since
1967, was fuelled by this 'Francophobia'. In Cameroon90, it has a history that has its roots
in the atrocious war that France waged in the 1950s against the Union des populations du
Cameroun, a political party that was fighting for independence. This criticism is latent
throughout Francophone Africa. It sometimes takes ironic bifurcations from a historical point
of view, as when a competitor or supposed enemy of France is perceived with sympathy.
This is illustrated by the positive perception of Russia's return to Africa, with the Central
African Republic as a bridgehead. Francophobia sentiment is also sometimes used by
Paris's most loyal allies to put pressure on the French authorities, for example when they
seek financial support (this explains the violent criticism of the CFA franc by Chad's
President Idriss Deby in 2015).91
The security situation in the Sahel is deteriorating. The inability of governments to protect
their populations leads to the formation of militias, often on an ethnic basis. The failure of
the constellation of foreign forces to overcome the jihadist forces, who now have the
initiative, makes them look like 'useless occupying forces'. 92 After eight years of presence,
the Barka operation is now in its second phase. After eight years of presence, the Barkhane
operation is perceived as an instrument in the service of the French desire to monopolize
the natural resources of the Sahel, which leads Paris to fabricate 93, support94, and allow95
jihadism. Popular pressure for

89 Pigeaud, F. 2015. « France Côte d'Ivoire : une histoire tronquée ». Vents d’ailleurs.
90 Deltombe, T., Domergue, M., & Tatsitsa, J. 2016. « La guerre du Cameroun ». L'invention de
la Françafrique, Paris : La Découverte.
91 Survie Billets d’Afrique / 2015 / 249 - septembre 2015 Deby et le CFA, les Vérités du faussaire https://
survie.org/billets-d-afrique/2015/249-septembre-2015/article/deby- et-le-cfa-les-verites-du-4996
92 Institute for International and Strategic Affairs (IRIS) Interview with General Bruno Clément-Bollée
The G5 Sahel Summit in Pau: an anachronistic summit https://www.iris-france.org/143466-le-sommet-dug5-sahel-a-pau-un-sommet- anachronistic/
93 Interview with a senior left-wing politician from Burkina Faso
94 Interview with a prominent member of Burkina Faso's civil society and journalists
95 Interview with a leading politician who has held high-level positions

65

the departure of the Barkhane force continues to mount, even if it raises fears of reprisals
because of the 'nuisance capacity of our French friends'96. In the interviews conducted in
Burkina Faso as part of this study, the idea that the solution cannot come from Barkhane and
that France is part of the problem is prevalent. Some interlocutors go so far as to speak of
connivance between the French army and the jihadists.
France inspires fear and is perceived as an integral part of the internal coercive apparatus that
it imposes on powers perceived as mere principals. There is a process of "recolonization" to
which the war against jihadist terrorism serves as a "Trojan horse", according to some Sahelian
citizens, including many intellectuals. The following testimonies are not those of highly educated
people, well aware of world affairs: "France is perceived as being protective of terrorists. What
is the point of the French presence if not to protect those who attack us? It has to be said that
they have succeeded in this. They make us believe that they are protecting us from a threat that
they are helping to make real. They win every time! They make our leaders their servants and
maintain a status quo of domination.
What political force with a chance of coming to power can dare to alienate the French? It is like
the late 1950s when France was sorting out the political elites and forces that would lead the
independent states. It's a return to the past!
"The situation is so explosive and the distrust of the French within the public opinion is so strong
that the authorities have to give proof that they are taking it into account. The retention in the
government of a Chérif Sy who criticized the French presence is a way for President Rock
Christian Kaboré to tell the public that he is taking account of their feelings. But in the end,
nothing changes because we have not managed to break away from this dependence. Our elites
are afraid to be with the people and to take the gamble of independence. 98
Despite the growth in the budgets and military personnel of Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger,
and despite the involvement and determination of UN and French troops, the failure of the
responses to a never-ending crisis can only be noted. In the face of what some no longer
hesitate to describe as a stalemate, criticism is becoming increasingly virulent, aimed
particularly at France.

Interview with a Burkinabe politician
Interview with a former high ranking politician
98 Interview with a Civil Society activist
96
97
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Recommendations
1°/ France must create the conditions for the very short-term departure of its troops from
the Sahel. This disengagement must be unambiguous and take place according to a
realistic timetable resulting from negotiations.
2°/ France and its allies must engage in peace talks with all the political and armed forces
involved in the Sahelian conflicts.
3°/ France and its allies must end the indiscriminate repression that contributes to the
radicalization of jihadist movements and facilitates their recruitment.
4°/ Sahelian governments must respond to the demand for states to assume their
responsibilities, particularly in the fair and equitable redistribution of resources and the
preservation of concord and civil peace.
5°/ The post-colonial state must be overcome and a break must be made with the so-called
'reforms' initiated by the International Financial Institutions under the heading of 'good
governance. The state must be democratized.
6°/ The idea of territory (borders and property) must be rethought so that it takes into
account the mobility of populations. The various African integration treaties, particularly
those relating to the free movement of people, must be applied to the populations of border
areas.
7°/ It is necessary to fight against the various forms of trafficking (drugs, arms, human
beings, or natural resources) and banditry activities that contribute greatly to conflict. The
interpenetration between local mafia systems and international financial systems requires
national and international responses, with the mobilization of the United Nations.
8°/ The fight against tax evasion must also be carried out, because the countries of the
Sahel, like other countries, are thus deprived of immense and precious means of financing
their development.
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Conclusion
In the Sahel, from the "Serval" operation to the Barkhane force, violence is escalating. After
more than eight years of implementation, the sole military response to the crises that are
shaking the region has shown its limits. The enthusiasm of the welcome given by jubilant
Bamakois crowds to François Hollande, then President of the French Republic, on Saturday
2 February 2013, is now a distant memory.
Today, France is perceived as an occupying force, and is all the more reviled because it
still holds the purse strings through its multinationals and the currency (CFA franc or ECO
project). The French military intervention in the Sahel is part of a historical tradition whose
presuppositions and schemes belong to a vanished world that we are trying to keep alive
by various devices. It is a bad solution to real problems: the violence in the Sahel and the
threat to what are perceived as 'French interests'. France's interests cannot be reduced to
those of a few companies, even transnational ones. companies, even if they are
transnational. France has the capacity to play other cards than military interventionism to
safeguard its influence in the to safeguard its influence in the region. A paradigm shift is
needed, starting from the interests of the Sahelian and French peoples. It This would require
abandoning the reflexes stemming from the position of position as a former tutelary power
and turn its back definitively on this perverse game which leads France to play the
pyromaniac fireman.
Even if it is called '3D’ (Defence, Development, Diplomacy), the 'war on terror in the Sahel
exacerbates the various conflicts and contributes to the disintegration of the states it is
supposed to protect. It reflects the inability of the post-colonial state to meet the huge social
needs of the majority of the population. It also reflects the extent of class contradictions
within societies. Violence is the response of the disenfranchised to the inequity and
repression of the ruling class. There are also reasons for a political economy such as the
question of land and property, the relationship between farmers and herders, the control of
cross-border markets, and the management of the commons. The idea of territory poses
challenges for states by forcing them to deal with the social and geographical mobility of the
region's populations. If France is not in a strategy of chaos, the militaristic approach is a
bad answer to all these challenges. By consolidating, through its presence and cooperation,
regimes that refuse to tackle the structural causes of violence, it contributes to the
perpetuation of what it claims to be fighting: the destabilization of states.
The violence in the Sahel has several mechanisms and resolving the crisis requires political
approaches. Safeguarding French interests requires a region at peace and security. The
concept of security defended here cannot be reduced to that of the state and its institutions.
It is a multidimensional approach to security centered on the people. Security in this sense
is consubstantial with freedom and human dignity, the guarantees of a true exercise of
citizenship. The legitimacy of the state to promote must be based on its capacity to create
a framework conducive to the development of the population. Access to basic social
services is one of how the state's claim to ensure order and civil harmony can be legitimized,
and not the least. From this perspective, the construction of a welfare state based on
solidarity, an expression of the social pact and the desire to live together, is a requirement.
Helping the Sahelian countries means creating an international framework that allows them
to implement endogenous development choices that create jobs and make the most of the
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wealth of the soil and subsoil for the benefit of the people, with broad social programs and
a return to public services.
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