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JOHN STANFIELD

PROFESSOR, FORMER SSR CHAIR OF AFRICAN STUDIES AT THE UNIVERSITY OF MAURITIUS

“Ithink that deep in the corridors of the US State Department
there is the belief that French Africais alost cause’

L'express talks to Professor John Stanfield, former Professor at Yale University, and former SSR Chair
of African Studies at the University of Mauritius and Director of the Pan-African think tank ASARPI about
the changing geopolitical picture in Africa. And why France seems to be losing out.

1 'We have seen a number
of coups, Niger, Mali, Chad,
Gabon and so on. With the
possible exception of Gabon,
one consistent theme has
been

more complex because they are
not textbook coup leaders. We
have a hard time understanding
this because we are talking about
movements that go outside the

‘Why is that taking place?
Because France happens
to be what I call a propped-up
colonial power. It was invaded
by Germany in World War 2
and afterwards the US, UK and
the newly-formed UN that gave
France back its colonies. France
has one of the weakest econo-
‘mies in Europe which makes it
very dependent on its ex-colo-
nies, while the UK pulled out of
its colonies in the 1960s, France
never left economically. 30-35%
of the French economy being
dependent on its ex-colonies, so
they are in a very rough place.
Now you have a generational
shift and a changing geopolitics
in Africa and Asia and this is one
of the implications of that. You
have had, what eight coups since
2020.This is going to be become

of
coup governments, This started
with the Arab Spring where so-
cial media was used, the domino
effect, people are learning pro-
test and regime change. So its
a generational change, its anti-
colonial sentiment and what is
striking about this is that many of
these coups are ‘pro democratic’.
‘They are tired of autocracy and
poor governance and foreigners
having a hand in governance.
Meanwhile, Macron the
French Presidentis stuck between
arock and a hard place, he may
be liberal and progressive but in
office he has inherited a traditio-
nal establishment. So all this has
taken him by surprise and he has
a big right-wing to placate. He
cannot just do the Harold Wil-
son ‘winds of change’ thing. Wil-
son also had a right wing to deal

with, but they too were convinced
of the need for change. But in
France, the government’s back is
against the wall.

I There is also a secu-
rity context in which this
is taking place: since 2014
France has deployed more
than 5000 troops into five
countries across the Sahel
region to combat armed
groups in the region. This
has been the biggest deploy-
ment into Africa since the

ian war. Fast forward
to 2022, Mali that first asked
the French to come in, as-
ked them to leave and many
states turned to Russia and
the Wagner Group. During
that period, violence in the
region has only got worse
with 43% of all deaths linked
to terrorism taking place
there. To what extent has that
mthry fallure played a part
in all this?

You've h|( in the nail on the
head. What historically spea-

by Igbal Ahmed KHAN

kmg has basically kept France
in Africa is its military. Now
Africans have a choice, they can
go the paramilitary route like
‘Wagner, they can turn to China.
The world is not straitjacketed
anymore, you cannot just send
in the troops. The one thing that
France cannot afford is a war.
And they just walked into a mess
on that one.

I One thing you men-
tioned is that this is a gene-
rational change. One thing
that stands out is the relative
youth of many of the leaders
of these new governments.
Such as in Burkina Faso to
take one example. But how
new is this really? We have
had coups in the past led by
young, junior army officers
and even those talking about
democracy such as Jerry
Rawlings in Ghana and to-
day’s coup leaders hark back
to Thomas Sankara in Bur-
kina Faso.

It's very new. What we
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are talking about is one of the
symptoms of what a post-Cold
‘War Africa looks like, unders-
tanding they have choices and
are looking to negotiate with
different powers. This is very
different from the older genera-
tion of leaders. This is not just
limited to the new coup govern-
ments but can be seen even in
South Africa which has been
very assertive in pushing back
against the West.

I Lets talk specifically
about the Macron adminis-
tration’s strategy. He came in
in 2017 saying that he wanted
a new relationship with the
continent. One can remem-
ber similar statements from
Francois Mitterrand in 1990
and Nicolas Sarkozy in 2008.
Let’s start with economics,
one thing that characterized
the French sphere in Africa
was the CFA Franc used in
14 states and were obliged
to put half their foreign re-
serves in France, all this was
criticized for not allowing
these countries to manage
their own currencies and
economies. In 2019 France
announced the setting up of
a new common currency for
the region but still pegged
to the Euro and still with an
exchange rate set by France.
Do you think the changes
did not go far enough, would
that be a fair criticism?

Oh yeah it would. Keep in
mind that Macron came in as a
progressive, but still adhered to
the old way of doing things. It
looks different, but more of the
same. That's the problem that
drove a lot of anger.

1 But surely it didn’t stay
the same. Macron came in
wanting to change the rela-
tmnslup by movmg 1( fmm

from Africa and cracking
down on migration. It seems
to be a mixed message
doesn’t it?

‘What you are saying is very
comparable to what's happening
in the UK. You know the whole
issue is I think what they wanted
to do is look for more ways to
engage with civil society in their
former colonies. That backfired
because civil society in many
of these countries have actually
backed these coups. And one of
the reasons why the ECOWAS
headed by Nigeria’s President
backed off from military inter-
vention in Niger was that it was
opposed by civil society in his
OWn country.

1 So they misunderstood
civil society in Africa?

Yes, many of these regimes
were overthrown with the sup-
port of civil society. Look at
the ousting of Robert Mugabe
in Zimbabwe with tanks. Civil
society came out and celebrated
with the military. The thing is
that they did their own miscalcu-
lation about dealing with African
civil society. And then there is the
problem of the gulf with the civil
society in France itself which is
going more right- -wing in terms
of opposing African_immigra-
tion or doing things like provo-
cative caricatures.

1 So you mean that Paris
did not realize that the civil
society they were dealing
with in francophone Africa
did not look too kindly on
France

president originally wanted
to do, or is there a genuine
confusion within Paris?

That's what it is. Macron
wants to do the right thing. If he
was able to do what he wanted,
the relationship between Paris
and its ex-colonies in Africa
would be different. But the
problem is the right-wing wit-
hin France that is pushing back
against that and the economic
problems of France. They need
the cash to keep coming in from
somewhere and traditionally
they have resolved that problem
by keeping an iron-grip on their
former African colonies. That's
a common problem that leaders
face, they want to do the right
thing but then there are all these
constraints they have to deal
with. I am thinking about leaders
like John E Kennedy, Franklin D.
Roosevelt or even Barack Oba-
ma. But that’s politics, who you
are what you want to do versus
what's really out there. But Ma-
cron is in a tough spot in ways
that 1o other French President
has been in,

1 What about the way
that regional organizations
in Africa have dealt with this
problem. When the coup in
Niger happened, the head of
ECOWAS threatened mili-
tary intervention if the coup
‘was not reversed. That led to
ECOWAS almost splitting
and going to war with itself.
Nothing happened in the
end. Do you think regional
ions like ECOWAS

‘There you go! That is part
of that. And many of the civil
society groups they did deal with
were not really representative of
the views on the ground.

Wasn’t there also the
problem of mixed messa-
ging, on the one hand in

channe]led through friendly
African leaders. He came
in with a ‘neoliberal’ view
where he wanted the French
private sector would lead

2018 a report

by the French government
identified 66,000 cultural
artefacts taken from Africa
to return them. And Macron
came out in public calling

with
ica. Aside from a few
le i and

a “crime against
humanny’ 'while at the same
started co-

start-ups, nothing much re-
sulted from that. And that at
a time when other non-Eu-
ropean powers were willing
to pour billions into infras-
tructure. Was that a miscal-
culation in Paris?

Oh yes it was. They were a
bit myopic about the way that
the world has changed. Africa
now has choices.

1 Another issue was that
Macron wanted to
with civil society in Africa.
You had this France-Afri-
ca summit in Montpellier
in 2021 where only civil
society came. At the same
time, France raised tuition
rates for foreign students
in French university where
about 50% of students come

mmg up to start teaching the
“positive aspects” of colo-
nialism in French schools.
Is this about right wing pres-
sures within France under-
cutting what the French

have been dealing well with
this development of decli-
ning French influence?

1 give full credit to Nigerian
civil society that pulled the reins
on their own President, who had
just got elected. He probably just
listened to phone calls from out-
side of how ECOWAS should
deal with the situation. What he
forgot about was that there are
seven provinces in Nigeria that
border Niger where they share
community links across the bor-
der and any conflict in Niger
would have spilled over into
Nigeria easily. So Nigerian civil
society and its parliament said
they would not go along with
that. The leaders in Niger said
they would bring in the Wagner
people and China was not too far
behind, but behind the scenes.
So ECOWAS was right to pull
back eventually. ECOWAS has

WHEN | TALKED ABOUT EURO PEAN
POWERS WANTING TO STAY RELEVANT,
THAT’S THE STORY OF FRANCE IN

THE INDIAN OCEAN. THIS IS NOT JUST
ABOUT ECONOMICS OR POLITICS,
BUT ALSO ABOUT EMOTIONS TOO.»

to tread more carefully now and
start to look more within, rather
than outside.

In the beginning the US
was doing the same old thing
and seemed to back France
but quickly realized that was
not going o work, Wagner was
right around the corner in Mali.
What the US did not want to
do was get itself involved in
a conflict. In the end, the US
played a constructive role with
its diplomats talking to regio-
nal leaders and then backing
out. That may not have pleased
Paris. Another reason the US
pulled back was that the coup
leaders in Niger were not tam-
pering with human rights.

1 So it’s not the Mobutu
model, but more the Jerry
Rawlings model in Ghana?

That’s right. A lot of these
leaders have learned from Raw-
lings. He’s considered their
hero because of his way of
running things along a more
African, rather than a Western
model. France is now getting
a bit isolated in West Africa,
it cannot rely on the US just
having a knee-jerk reaction of
supporting them, Their inte-
rests are very different. I think
that deep in the corridors of
the US State Department
there is the belief that French
Africa is a lost cause and what
is happening now was bound to
happen eventually, so why get
involved? I mean now you even
have other Europeans, such as
the Italian President criticising
France in Africa. Propping up
France in its ex-colonies is just
too dangerous now with Wa-
gner and China just around the
corner. US diplomats know that
they blew it by ignoring Africa
in the 1990s which just created
a vacuum for China to fill.

I Are we seeing a histo-
ric shift in Africa like what

continent that understand that.
And many states are understan-
ding thatit’s not like the old days
anymore, where you just show
up and bribe your way through.
There are some very sophisti-
cated leaders in Africa now that
are thinking strategically. Even
out of these coups, what we
see is that its leaders are getting
organized amongst themselves.
There are a lot of European
states wanting to remain rele-
vant and are looking at ways of

ing with African states.

business together.

I In Mauritius, since
the 1970s we have been
quite uneasy about coups
on the continent. While
you have explained the
societal contexts of the
recent coups in Africa
and French policy there,
here in the Indian Ocean
France might have territo-
rial disputes with different
states - with the Como-
ros over Mayotte or with
over Tromelin

But there are others that don’t
do that and disconnected them-
selves all together. Affica is very
different today, it’s the youngest
continent and are getting their
acts together. Even many Asian
powers have understood the
need for collaboration, many of
these Asian leaders have per-
sonal relationships or went to
school with many of the new
African leaders and now do

- but it’s a resident power
because of Reunion Island.
What spillover of Paris’
troubles on the continent
can we expect to see in
our region?

When I talked about Euro-
pean powers wanting to stay
relevant, that’s the story of
France in the Indian Ocean.
This is not just about econo-
mics or politics, but also about
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themselves. In Africa we see
other powers such as China,
which represent a new force for
colonization, not that keen on
Africa coming up with its own
models. There are some in the

vendus tels quels.

livraison le méme jour.

Visite le jour de la vente a partir de 9h00. Les véhicules seront
I

Avaloir min de Rs 10,000 obligatoire aprés chaque achat.
Paiement cash/chéque vise a I'ordre de C. Samouilhan et la




