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EDITORIAL
BY VASU GOUNDEN

My first trip to Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, was in 1993. 

There was a small, crowded airport, with no conveyor 

belt. Bags were placed on a table and people scrambled to 

retrieve their luggage. Passport control was essentially one 

person, who monotonously processed each passport. It was 

evident that the country had emerged from an authoritarian 

system where people feared making mistakes and erred on 

the side of rechecking everything. 

The drive to the Hilton Hotel laid bare the under-

development of the country – dilapidated buildings, 

untarred roads and the sight of poverty around every corner.  

The Hilton was the only decent hotel – its poor upkeep 

indicating no competition in town. However, the hotel’s 

charm was evident from the first day I entered and now, 

after 28 years of visiting, I am still taken by its ambience, 

character, wide open spaces, lively foyer where one is likely 

to meet a colleague, friendly staff, the traditional coffee 

station, and the old Sheba bar, where late-night whiskey 

and long political conversations combine. 

The other hotel, the grand old Ghion, built in 1951, was 

the place to stay during the reign of Emperor Haile Selassie. 

In 1993, its manicured gardens had stood the test of time 

and a stroll would sweep you back to an age of grandeur. 

However, its rooms had seen better days. Despite these 

setbacks of a country recently liberated from a brutal 

dictatorship, I fell in love with Ethiopia from the first time 

I set foot in the country. Over 28 years of visiting Ethiopia, 

I witnessed first-hand some remarkable achievements. The 

transport infrastructure, housing, government buildings 

and tourist amenities are now indicators of a country that 

has made huge strides. The new, modern and efficient 

airport, with a well-functioning passport clearance facility, 

is to be admired. 

When I travelled to the peri-urban and rural areas,  

I was also pleasantly surprised by the advancements 

in development, although a long road still lay ahead.  

One could sense the pride and confidence that grew as the 

country made advancements. For an African, disappointed 

by the many examples of slow progress across our 

continent, Ethiopia showed that with the right leadership, 

clear vision and a development programme, it was possible 

to make a difference.

Today, as I observe the current developments between 

the Federal Government and the Regional Territory of 

Tigray, I worry that the progress may all unravel and 

deteriorate into civil war. The stirrings of ethnic nationalism 

are evident in Ethiopia. In the post-Mengistu Haile Mariam 

era, Ethiopians carefully managed their ethnic diversity. 

Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed Ali has the unenviable task of 

trying to maintain national unity amid a growing global 

trend of ethnic nationalism. Whether to choose self-rule, 

self-determination, federalism, autonomy or the various 

other variations of managing regional and identity desires 

depends on how close or how marginalised the periphery 

feels from the centre. 

The current crisis in Ethiopia is complex, with deep 

historical fault lines; ongoing regional rivalries; an evolving 

global order; and continuously shifting local, regional and 

global alliances that impact the balance of power. Those 

seeking to assist should not be quick to judge but should be 

quick to learn, and to play a constructive role when, and if, 

the parties are ready for impartial external assistance.

As a pan-Africanist, I find the Ethiopian conflict deeply 

disappointing. As a human rights lawyer, I find the atrocities 

committed against civilians, who have already suffered 

many decades of abuse, unforgivable. As a mediator in 

political conflicts across Africa for the last 30 years, I am 

convinced that this conflict will end at the negotiating table. 

It is just a matter of how long it will take to get there, and 

how many lives will be lost before the parties realise that 

winning or losing the current battle will not win the war 

against the underlying causes of this conflict. 

I pray that the Ethiopia I saw flourish will not turn back 

the clock, and that the able and visionary leadership of Prime 

Minister Abiy Ahmed Ali and the experienced leadership 

of the Tigray People’s Liberation Front will prevail, to lead 

Ethiopia to peace and even greater heights.  

Vasu Gounden is the Founder and Executive 
Director of ACCORD.
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INSURGENCY IN MOZAMBIQUE: THE ROLE 
OF THE SOUTHERN AFRICAN DEVELOPMENT 
COMMUNITY

Introduction 

Since early October 2017, when the Islamist militants or 

jihadists – identified as the Ansar al-Sunna – launched their 

first attacks in the villages and towns of Mozambique’s 

northern province of Cabo Delgado, insurgency and conflict 

has continued to escalate, targeting civilians, public 

infrastructure and government buildings. Although the 

Government of Mozambique continues to make concerted 

efforts to fight and subdue the terrorist insurgency through 

its national defence forces, the Forças Armadas de Defesa de 

Moçambique (FADM), a series of battles with the terrorist 

militants has resulted in widespread violence, insecurity, the 

death of over 2 400 people1 and the displacement of over  

500 000 civilians by the end of November 2020.2 It has also 

disrupted economic activities, especially farming, thereby 

worsening food insecurity.

It is now four years since the first attack in Mozambique 

was launched by Islamist militants on 5 October 2017. 

Mozambique requested assistance and support from the 

Southern African Development Community (SADC) member 

states at the SADC Extra-Ordinary Organ Troika Summit of 

Heads of State and Government, held in Harare, Zimbabwe, 

BY CLAYTON HAZVINEI VHUMBUNU

Above: The Ansar al-Sunna insurgent group in 
Mozambique  is  driven  by  Islamic  fundamentalism. 
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on 19 May 2020, to fight against 

the terrorist insurgency in northern 

Mozambique.3 So far, the regional 

body has not intervened to assist in 

managing and resolving the conflict. 

Instead, SADC member states, at their 

40th Ordinary Summit of Heads of State 

and Government meeting in August 

2020, only “expressed solidarity and 

commitment to support Mozambique 

in addressing the terrorism and 

violent attacks”.4 At the SADC Extra-

Ordinary Organ Troika Summit held 

on 27 November 2020 in Gaborone, 

Botswana, the regional body again 

“noted with concern” the ongoing 

insurgency in Cabo Delgado, and 

“expressed continued SADC solidarity 

with Mozambique”.5 Although the 

summit directed the urgent “finalization 

of a comprehensive regional response 

and support” to Mozambique,6 no 

concrete action has been taken thus 

far. This is despite the fact that the 

terrorist insurgency in Mozambique has 

the potential to cause instability and 

insecurity in the region, and that one of 

the objectives of SADC, as stated under 

Article 5 of the SADC Treaty of 1992, is 

“to promote peace and security”.7 

This article will therefore examine 

the role that SADC can play in 

managing and resolving the insurgency 

and conflict in Mozambique. In doing 

so, the analysis focuses on the need, 

rationale, justifications, nature and form of interventions, as 

well as the possible nationwide and region-wide implications 

of such interventions.

Background and Origins of Conflict and Insurgency in 

Mozambique

The terrorist insurgency in Mozambique is traced to 5 

October 2017, when 20 armed members of the Ansar 

al-Sunna attacked three police stations (a police command, a 

natural resources and environment police patrol station, and 

a police post) in a pre-dawn raid in Mocímboa da Praia, a 

coastal district in Cabo Delgado Province.8 The attackers, 

who spoke Portuguese, Kiswahili and Kimwani (a language 

widely spoken along the coast of Cabo Delgado Province), 

killed two policemen during the raid.9 

It has been reported that Ansar al-Sunna (Helpers of 

Sunnah) is driven by Islamic fundamentalism. Sunnah 

(“habitual practice” in Arabic) generally refers to traditional 

and legal customs of the Islamic community. Some refer to 

the group as Ahlu Sunna Waljama’a (ASWJ) – itself a name 

associated with an Islamic paramilitary group based in 

Somalia that opposes hardline and radical Islamist groups 

such as Al-Shabaab – whilst there has been footage where 

the insurgents claim that they belong to the “Islamic State 

Central Africa Province” (IS-CAP). Thus, Ansar al-Sunna in 

Mozambique is made up of Islamic fundamentalists who are 

Mozambicans from the districts of Mocímboa da Praia, Palma 

and Macomia, together with foreign nationals from Somalia 

and Tanzania. The insurgent group continues to recruit 

members locally, as militias. 

Different theories and explanations attempt to locate the 

root causes and origins of the insurgency. Like many terrorist 

groups, the insurgents have no public face. The dominant 

argument has been that the insurgency in Mozambique has 

been instigated by poverty, lack of socio-economic 

opportunities, marginalisation, discrimination, inequality and 

the frustrations of young people as a result of prolonged and 

unresolved conflict in the country. In 2017, when the first 

insurgent attacks were recorded, Mozambique’s economy 

was experiencing a slowdown. The gross domestic product 
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(GDP) growth was 3.8% in 2016 and 3.7% in 2017, compared 

to an average growth of 7.3% in the previous 10 years.10 

Mozambique’s overall public sector debt accounted for 112% 

of the country’s GDP in 2017 – way above debt sustainability 

thresholds.11 In terms of poverty prevalence, 46.1% of the 

population was living below the poverty line in 2017.12 

Economic governance deteriorated, with the country 

recording a decreasing score of 3.3 in 2017, down from 3.6 in 

2017, as ranked by the African Development Bank’s Country 

Policy and Institutional Assessment. This was below the 

continent’s average, itself a reflection of the poor quality of 

economic policies and institutions.13 Youth unemployment 

was 41.7% in 2017.14 Only 29% of the national population had 

access to the electricity grid, whilst only 20.5% of the 

population had access to safely managed sanitation 

facilities.15 Almost 20% of the population was food insecure 

and 25% of the population experienced hunger or 

malnourishment in 2017.16 

Given the high inequality in Mozambique, the economic 

reality was consistent with the relative deprivation theory, 

often attributed to sociologist Robert Merton, which explains 

that revolutions and social movements occur when poor 

masses are deprived.17 This is relevant, considering that 

Mozambique is rich in resources, with vast mineral deposits 

that include coal, iron ore, tantalum, titanium, copper, 

bauxite, lithium and gold, as well as the newly discovered 

natural gas reserves in Rovuma Basin, which have the 

potential to transform the country into a significant exporter 

of liquified natural gas (LNG). By 2017, Mozambique was 

among the most unequal countries in the world, with a Gini 

Co-efficient Index of 54%, and also ranked 180 out of 189 

countries in the world in terms of human development.18 The 

possibility that Cabo Delgado may have turned into a theatre 

of natural resource-curse wars – as has been the case in most 

resource-rich countries and regions – cannot be dismissed. 

When the estimated 180 trillion cubic feet of natural gas 

reserves were discovered off the coast of northern 

Mozambique (which is second in size only to Nigeria and 

Algeria), resulting in a US$20 billion financial investment 

decision in 2019, there was a stampede of oil and gas 

exploration companies including Total, ExxonMobil, ENI, 

Shell and China National Petroleum Corporation. This, 

coupled with frustrations and political discontent due to 

perceived delayed delivery of proceeds from natural gas 

exploitation, may have provided fertile ground for the 

manipulation (by elites) of local grievances and 

dissatisfaction with public procurement and investment 

decisions in Cabo Delgado.

Insurgency in Mozambique has been instigated by poverty, lack of socio-economic opportunities, marginalisation and 
inequality.
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There are, however, other explanations that the 

insurgency in Mozambique has been instigated by Muslims 

radicalised by preachers from Kenya and Tanzania, whilst 

others attribute this to the conservative Islamism 

(Wahhabism) of Mozambican students who studied in Egypt, 

Saudi Arabia and Sudan.19

The Implications of Insurgency in Mozambique

The insurgent group has engaged in several raids on 

homes, villages and communities in Cabo Delgado Province, 

resulting in communities abandoning their homes for 

security reasons. The majority of people have sought refuge 

in some parts of Mocímboa da Praia town, other safer parts 

of the province and in the neighbouring provinces of 

Nampula, Niassa and Zambezia. As of 8 December 2020, 

there were 711 violent attacks by the insurgency, according 

to estimates from the Armed Conflict Location and Event 

Data Project (ACLED).20 Given the nature of terrorism and 

insurgency, it is highly probable that numerous attacks in 

Cabo Delgado go unreported; hence, the ACLED estimates 

may be an underestimation.

As is the case with most terrorist groups, Ansar al-Sunna 

has used several unconventional warfare tactics and 

strategies. The insurgents have attacked civilians and used 

gruesome killing methods, such as decapitating and burning 

victims. They have also burned houses, pillaged the 

properties of fleeing families, destroyed public infrastructure 

facilities, targeted vehicles and stolen firearms and 

ammunition from national security forces.21 Based on various 

reports from the media, police and government, there are a 

significant number of affected villages and communities in 

Cabo Delgado,22 with civilians (including women and 

children) having been kidnapped, killed, injured or displaced, 

and properties either pillaged or burnt. 

Attacks and raids by the terrorist militia have also 

extended to public infrastructure and business operations. 

On 21 February 2019, for example, suspected insurgents 

attacked Anadarko Petroleum Corporation on two occasions 

in the town of Palma in Cabo Delgado, killing one worker and 

injuring several others.23 Anadarko Petroleum Corporation, a 

United States petroleum and hydrocarbon exploration 

company, led the LNG project on the Indian Ocean coast 
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The remains of the burned and destroyed village of Aldeia da Paz, outside Macomia, following an attack by Islamist 
insurgents on 24 August 2019.

GIVEN THE NATURE OF TERRORISM AND 

INSURGENCY, IT IS HIGHLY PROBABLE 

THAT NUMEROUS ATTACKS IN CABO 

DELGADO GO UNREPORTED; HENCE, 

THE ACLED ESTIMATES MAY BE AN 

UNDERESTIMATION 

6 I conflict trends



before it was replaced by Total at the end of 2019. There 

were also reports that a company vehicle for Fenix 

Construction Services, a construction firm subcontracted by 

Total South Africa on the Mozambique LNG project, was 

ambushed by insurgents just outside Mocímboa da Praia 

town on 27 June 2020, and eight workers were killed.24  

The national power utility company, Electricidade de 

Moçambique (EdM), had a repair truck ambushed in 

Muidumbe District by insurgents on 28 September 2020, as 

its workers attempted to repair power lines that had been cut 

by the insurgents. The workers were captured and injured 

before being released.25 Another EdM worker was killed by 

suspected insurgents in Awasse in September 2020, whilst a 

primary school was vandalised and a hospital burnt in 

September 2019.26 The insurgents captured the district 

capital of Quissanga and the town of Mocímboa da Praia – 

including the connecting roads to the towns – in March 

202027, and the strategic port of Mocímboa da Praia in August 

2020.28 Thus, the insurgency in Mozambique continues to 

affect national peace, security, saf  ety, livelihoods of the 

people, economic activities, and national development 

projects and programmes. 

Due to the escalating violence and displacement of 

civilians caused by the terrorist militias, the Government of 

Mozambique dispatched its national defence and security 

forces to fight the insurgency. These include the FADM, the 

Mozambique Republic Police (PRM), the Rapid Intervention 

Unit and the National Criminal Investigative Service 

(especially the Counter-Terrorism Unit). The national defence 

and security forces have recorded both victories and 

casualties in the asymmetric warfare and counterinsurgency 

against the terrorists. For example, on 29 October 2020, the 

PRM Commander-General reported that they had pursued 

and killed 108 terrorists in Cabo Delgado, and had seized 

huge quantities of war materials from the terrorists in the 

“past 72 hours”.29 

The insurgency has had far-reaching implications within 

the social, economic, humanitarian and political spheres. 

What is undeniable is the fact that Mozambique has not yet 

been able to contain and subdue the insurgents, as they 

Soldiers from the Mozambican army patrol the streets in Mocimboa da Praia, following a two-day attack by suspected 
Islamists (7 March 2018).  

THE NATIONAL DEFENCE AND SECU-

RITY FORCES HAVE RECORDED BOTH  

VICTORIES AND CASUALTIES IN THE 

ASYMMETRIC WARFARE AND COUNTER-

INSURGENCY AGAINST THE TERRORISTS
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need more capacity in terms of training, military intelligence, 

reconnaissance and equipment. It is against this background 

that the role of SADC is not only unavoidable but also 

obligatory, consistent with the SADC Treaty and other 

relevant SADC and African Union (AU) instruments. Other 

compelling security and political factors also warrant SADC 

intervention in Mozambique.

The Role of SADC: Rationale, Justification and 

Implications

Given the state of insurgency in Mozambique, especially 

the rising death toll, kidnapping and displacement of 

civilians, human rights abuses of people in the hands of 

insurgents, disruption of economic activities and the 

potential that the continued insurgency will have on the LNG 

project in Cabo Delgado, there is sufficient basis and 

justification for SADC to intervene. 

SADC has at its disposal a number of instruments to 

facilitate an intervention: the SADC Treaty of 1992; the SADC 

Protocol on Politics, Defence and Security of 2001, and the 

SADC Common Agenda (as amended in 2009); the Strategic 

Indicative Plan for the Organ on Defence, Politics and 

Security (SIPO); and the SADC Mutual Defence Pact of 2003. 

The structures and institutions that can be used include the 

Summit of Heads of States or Government; Council of 

Ministers; Organ on Politics, Defence and Security 

Cooperation (OPDSC); and the Troika. 

There are four crucial factors that constitute the 

justification for SADC to intervene in Mozambique. First, 

SADC member states have a legal and moral obligation to 

assist another member state facing security threats and 

challenges. One of the objectives of SADC, as stated under 

Article 5 of the SADC Treaty of 1992, is “to promote peace 

and security”.30 On the other hand, under Article 2, the SADC 

Protocol on Politics, Defence and Security also provides that 

the OPDSC shall “protect the people and safeguard the 

development of the region against instability arising from 

the breakdown of law and order, and intra-state conflict”.31

It further obligates the OPDSC to “prevent, contain and 

resolve inter- and intra-state conflict by peaceful means” as 

well as to allow for cooperation between police and state 

security services to promote “community-based approaches 

to domestic security”.32

By November 2020, the insurgency in northern 

Mozambique had resulted in the death of over 2 400 people, 

the displacement of over 500 000 civilians, disrupted 

economic activities and worsened food insecurity.33 In 

addition to this, there is a humanitarian crisis in northern 

Mozambique as displaced civilians – especially children (who 

constitute 45% of displaced people), the elderly, women and 

girls, people living with disabilities, and people living with 

HIV/AIDS – face protection risks and are exposed to 

exploitation.34 It has also been reported that 10% of these 

internally displaced persons (IDPs) are staying in collective 

sites, which are overcrowded and have limited access to safe 

shelter, water and sanitation facilities.35 The intrastate conflict 

in Mozambique therefore qualifies and satisfies the 

conditions under which SADC is obliged to intervene in 

member states, as provided under in the SADC Protocol on 

Politics, Defence and Security. Article 11(2)(b) of the Protocol 

provides that the SADC OPDSC shall seek to resolve “large 

scale violence between sections of the population, or 

between the state and sections of the population” and “a 

condition of civil war or insurgency”.36 Thus, SADC not only 

has a legal basis to intervene in Mozambique, as provided 

for under its own legal instruments, but also has moral 

justification to assist Mozambicans as they continue to be 

exposed to death, kidnapping, abuse, displacement and all 

the effects of insecurity and instability posed by the 

insurgents. In addition, the country is facing the ramifications 

of COVID-19, having recorded 17 002 cases and 143 deaths 

as of 15 December 2020.37 Mozambique is also yet to fully 

Displaced women who fled attacks by insurgents in 
Cabo Delgado are housed at the Centro Agrrio de Napala  
(11 December 2020).
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recover from cyclones Idai and Kenneth of 2019, which 

claimed 603 lives, injured over 1 600 people, destroyed over 

200 000 houses and left 3.8 million people in need of 

humanitarian assistance in the provinces of Zambezia, 

Sofala, Manica, Tete and Inhambane.38

Second, SADC member states are legally obligated to 

honour commitments that they have made at the continental 

level under the AU through various instruments. These 

include the Organization of African Unity (OAU) Resolution 

on the Strengthening of Cooperation and Coordination 

among African States (1992), the OAU Declaration on the 

Code of Conduct for Inter-African Relations (1994), the OAU 

Convention on the Prevention and Combating of Terrorism 

(1999), the AU Plan of Action for the Prevention and 

Combating of Terrorism (2002), and the AU Protocol to the 

Convention on the Prevention and Combating of Terrorism 

(2004), which all call for African states to cooperate in 

combating terrorism and insurgency through collective and 

collaborative approaches. Although only three SADC 

member countries (Lesotho, Mozambique and South Africa) 

have ratified the AU Protocol to the Convention on the 

Prevention and Combating of Terrorism (2004), and only five 

SADC member countries (Botswana, Democratic Republic of 

the Congo, Eswatini, Zambia and Zimbabwe) have not 

ratified the OAU Convention on the Prevention and 

Combating of Terrorism of 1999, the Protocol and the 

Convention entered into force in 2014 and 2002 respectively.39 

SADC member states are therefore legitimately expected to 

honour the letter and spirit of these AU commitments and 

intervene in Mozambique, in line with the pacta sunt 

servanda principle of international law. Moreover, SADC 

member states, being member states of the AU, agreed in 

2013 to cooperate in ending all wars, civil conflicts, violent 

conflicts and human rights violations under “Silencing the 

Guns in Africa by 2020”, one of the flagship projects of the 

AU’s Agenda 2063.

Third, the Government of Mozambique has requested 

assistance and support from SADC member states to assist 

in fighting insurgency in line with the procedural regularities 

provided for under Article 11(4) of the SADC Protocol on 

Politics, Defence and Security. This was done officially at the 

SADC Extra-Ordinary Organ Troika Summit of Heads of State 

and Government held in Harare, Zimbabwe, on 19 May 

2020.40 However, there appears to be indifference or lack of 

political will to intervene on the part of SADC. Mozambique 

was requested by the SADC Summit to prepare a roadmap 

to address insurgency in Cabo Delgado, for consideration by 

the SADC Inter-State Defence and Security Committee 

(ISDSC) and Inter-State Politics and Diplomacy Committee 

(ISPDC).41 However, despite the gravity of the matter, it was 

reported in September 2020 – four months later – that the 

ISDSC and ISPDC had not met, as they wanted to provide 

more time to Mozambique “to finalise preparations of the 

roadmap” and an indication of the required assistance from 

SADC.42 

Although there have been allegations that Zimbabwe 

and South Africa have deployed troops to fight insurgency in 

Mozambique, the Government of Zimbabwe has dismissed 

such news as fake and stated that it has not done so,43 whilst 

the Government of South Africa has neither confirmed nor 

denied such allegations, even after Parliamentary probing.44 

Instead, the South African Minister of International Relations 

and Cooperation, Naledi Pandor, stated that South Africa 

was ready to assist Mozambique with intelligence services or 

military upon request, adding that SADC had requested 

Mozambique to provide a roadmap on the nature of 

assistance needed before a decision on the course of action 

is considered.45 What is worrying is that despite the existence 

of the SADC Mutual Defence Pact of 2003, which facilitates 

mutual cooperation in defence and security matters, 

Mozambique is now looking for help beyond SADC, and has 

requested humanitarian, logistical and capacity-building 

assistance from the European Union (EU) to fight the 

insurgency.46 Further, there are indications that the Wagner 

Group/Grupa Vagnera – a Russian private paramilitary 

organisation that is believed to be an arms-length unit of the 

Russian Ministry of Defence – is reportedly providing military 

aid, combat troops and military equipment to Mozambique 

to prop up the anti-terrorism fight.47

Mozambican president, Filipe Jacinto Nyusi, is the 
chairperson of the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC).
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Fourth, SADC has to intervene in Mozambique, since the 

insurgency may threaten regional peace and security. Article 

11(2)(b) of the SADC Protocol on Politics, Defence and 

Security justifies the basis for SADC intervention if 

“a conflict threatens peace and security in the region or in 

the territory of another state”.48 Given the trend, nature and 

intensity of the insurgency in Mozambique, there is a 

reasonable basis to suggest that this may spill into 

neighbouring SADC countries if not addressed, especially 

those countries contiguous to Mozambique, namely 

Zimbabwe, Tanzania, South Africa, Eswatini, Zambia and 

Malawi. Already, South Africa has made it clear that 

Mozambique may destabilise the region, reverse regional 

peace gains and dividends, increase the inflow of IDPs into 

South Africa and neighbouring countries, and disrupt 

possibilities of South Africa importing natural gas from 

Mozambique.49 There are security risks and challenges for 

SADC countries, as they fear reprisals from the insurgents if 

they intervene in Mozambique. Perhaps, this is why most of 

the bilateral and even regional engagements between 

Mozambique and SADC are highly classified and confidential. 

For example, there have been communications from the 

Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant/Islamic State of Iraq and 

Syria (ISIS), which is linked to the insurgents, to the effect 

that if South Africa intervenes in Mozambique, it would 

“open the fighting front” within South Africa’s borders.50 

However, experiences with insurgency and terrorism 

elsewhere in Africa (such as Boko Haram in Nigeria; 

Al-Shabaab in Somalia; Ansar Dine in Mali; Al-Qaeda in the 

Islamic Maghreb in Algeria, Mali and Niger; Ansar al-Shari’a 

in Benghazi and ISIS in Libya; Islamic State West Africa 

Province in Nigeria and Lake Chad region; and others) 

present instructive lessons to Africa on how terrorist and 

insurgent groups easily expand their networks and 

recruitment base, as well as scale up their sophistry and 

radicalise, if they are not contained in their infancy. 

Insurgents in Mozambique reportedly carried out cross-

border raids in the village of Kitaya in Tanzania’s Mtwara 

region on 14 October 2020.51 This prompted Tanzanian 

authorities to sign a memorandum of understanding with 

Mozambique to facilitate security cooperation along the 

common border. For SADC, a stitch in time may save nine, to 

defuse the insurgency in Cabo Delgado before it spreads 

across the region.

Conclusion and Recommendations

The insurgency in Mozambique is escalating and its 

political, security, humanitarian and cross-border 

implications are far reaching. This has tested the efficacy of 

established SADC norms and response frameworks, as well 

as the commitment of the regional body to its instruments, 

especially the SADC Treaty; the SADC Protocol on Politics, 

Defence and Security; the SADC Common Agenda; SIPO; and 

the SADC Mutual Defence Pact, as well as commitments 

made at the AU level to fight terrorism and insurgency. SADC 

has the legal, moral and security justification to intervene in 

Naledi Pandor, South Africa’s Minister of International Relations and Cooperation, indicated that South Africa was 
ready to assist Mozambique with intelligence and military services upon request .  
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Mozambique. In terms of scope of assistance, SADC may 

assist through providing military troops, technical training, 

intelligence gathering and information sharing, military 

equipment and maritime security cooperation – especially 

South Africa, given its military might in terms of 

technological advancement, combat service support capacity 

and operational or logistical capability. Diplomatically, SADC 

also has the latitude to facilitate or mediate negotiations 

between the Government of Mozambique and identified 

interlocutors in the insurgent group. Mozambican president, 

Filipe Jacinto Nyusi, has expressed willingness to negotiate 

with the insurgents on the condition that they “unmask” 

themselves.52 SADC, however, appears to be adopting a 

measured and unhurried approach. The current chairperson 

of SADC is Mozambican President Nyusi, whilst the OPDSC 

is chaired by Botswana’s president, Mokgweetsi Eric 

Keabetswe Masisi. The Mozambican president may need to 

leverage on his current chairpersonship of SADC to push for 

a more swift and rapid response to the crisis in Cabo 

Delgado. 

It is in the interests of SADC to urgently address the 

insurgency in Mozambique before the insurgents develop a 

regional terrorist hub and spoke networks, as has been the 

case in the Sahel region, Lake Chad Basin and the Horn of 

Africa. The AU may need to put diplomatic pressure on 

SADC to step up efforts in assisting Mozambique. A conflict-

free Mozambique will ensure peace, security and stability in 

the region, thereby creating a conducive environment for the 

pursuit of the SADC vision for socio-economic development 

and transformation.  

Dr Clayton Hazvinei Vhumbunu is a Technical Officer 
at Rhodes University, Faculty of Humanities (Public 
Service Accountability Monitor) in Grahamstown, 
South Africa.
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               ELECTIONS AND ELECTORAL VIOLENCE 
IN CÔTE D’IVOIRE: ECOWAS’S EFFORTS 

TOWARDS STABILITY

Introduction  

Côte d’Ivoire’s presidential election on 31 October 2020 

marked the fifth presidential election held in the country 

since the death of the “pere foundateur de la nation” (father 

of the nation), Félix Houphouët-Boigny, in 1993. The election 

was held in a tense political and volatile security atmosphere, 

driven by opposition protests against President Alassane 

Ouattara’s third-term candidacy, which was a breach of the 

2016 constitution. The political contest among the political 

stakeholders also bordered on matters around the electoral 

code, the voter register, implementation of the constitutional 

reforms and the composition of the Independent Electoral 

Commission (IEC), which opposition parties denounced as 

non-inclusive, unbalanced and partisan.1 The inability of 

the ruling party and the opposition parties – which formed a 

common political front, led by Henri Konan Bédié – to reach 

common ground in addressing these issues led to a series of 

protests, which escalated into violence across the country. 

BY MUBIN ADEWUMI BAKARE

Above: Côte d’Ivoire’s presidential election on 31 October 
2020 was held in a tense political and volatile security 
atmosphere, driven by opposition protests against 
President Alassane Ouattara’s third-term candidacy, 
which was a breach of the 2016 constitution.
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On the eve of the election, Bédié and Pascal Affi N’Guessan, 

the two major opposition candidates, reneged their 

participation in the election and called on their supporters to 

block the election.  

The election result declared by the IEC proclaimed 

Ouattara as the winner, having amassed 94.27% of the 

votes cast. N’Guessan got 0.99%, Bédié was credited with 

1.66% and Kouadio Konan Bertin obtained 1.99%.2 These 

results, which were ratified by the Constitutional Council 

on 9 November 2020, as stipulated in the constitution, 

endorsed President Ouattara as the winner. However, 

N’Guessan, on behalf of the opposition parties, announced 

his non-recognition of Ouattara’s victory and thereby 

installed a National Transitional Council, with Bédié as 

the president. Protests by opposition parties and their 

supporters led to violence, which resulted in about 85 deaths 

recorded in localities including Yopougon, Bonoua, Mbatto, 

Bongouanou, Daoukro and others.3 

It is important to note that 

the 31 October 2020 election 

was organised against the 

backdrop of a history of 

electoral violence in Côte 

d’ Ivoire.  The 2011 post-

electoral crisis resulted in the 

death of about 3 000 people.4 

Despite this, Côte d’Ivoire 

regained relative stability and 

enabled economic prosperity, 

and huge investments were 

recorded in the country. Côte 

d’Ivoire is a major economic 

player in the region. For close 

to a decade, the economic 

indices of the country have 

been impressive, with an 

average record of 8% growth 

annually.5 Consolidating this 

relative peace and economic 

development raised the stakes 

in the recent election in Côte 

d’Ivoire. 

Côte d’Ivoire is also a 

strategic and central country 

in the Economic Community of 

West African States (ECOWAS) 

reg ion .  The  impress ive 

economic prosperity recorded in the country recently has 

impacted positively on the fortunes of the region. More 

importantly, Côte d’Ivoire shares borders with a number of 

fragile countries including Guinea, Mali, Burkina Faso and 

Liberia. Burkina Faso and Mali are experiencing deadly 

attacks by terrorist groups. A deep crisis in Côte d’Ivoire 

could destabilise the region, due to the volatile and degraded 

security situations in Burkina Faso and Mali.  

HOWEVER, N’GUESSAN, ON BEHALF OF 

THE OPPOSITION PARTIES, ANNOUNCED 

HIS NON-RECOGNITION OF OUATTARA’S 

VICTORY AND THEREBY INSTALLED A 

NATIONAL TRANSITIONAL COUNCIL, 

WITH BÉDIÉ AS THE PRESIDENT
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This article provides an overview of the trends of 
elections in Côte d’Ivoire. Specifically, it analyses the major 
dynamics that have characterised elections by examining 
the patterns of votes and voting, political alliances and the 
current conflict atmosphere in Côte d’Ivoire. The article also 
examines ECOWAS’s efforts to manage and prevent conflict 
in Côte d’Ivoire. The article concludes with recommendations 
to consolidate democracy, peace and security in Côte 
d’Ivoire.  

Election Trends and Dynamics in Côte d’Ivoire  
Since the death of Houphouët-Boigny, Côte d’Ivoire 

has been ruled by three presidents: Bédié, Laurent Gbagbo 
and Ouattara, who were elected at polls, while Robert Guéï 
became president after the 24 December 1999 coup d’état.  

Bédié, as the president of the National Assembly, 
succeeded Houphouët-Boigny after the latter’s death in 1993, 
in conformity with the constitutional requirement. President 
Bédié won the 1995 presidential election, while Gbagbo 
and Ouattara boycotted the election in protest against the 
introduction of an exclusionary principle of Ivorite into 
the electoral code. The principle of Ivorite stipulates that 
candidates for the presidency must be of Ivorian origin, born 
of a father and a mother of Ivorian origin. This principle was 
a political tool allegedly used by Bédié to block Ouattara, 
whose father was allegedly a Burkinabe, from the contest. 
While this further formalised the perceived exclusion 

of “northerners” in Ivorian politics, Bédié was however 

removed from power in a coup d’état on 24 December 1999. 
The 2000 presidential election was conducted against the 

backdrop of the 1999 coup d’état. The late General Guéï, who 
was installed as president after the coup, and Gbagbo were 
the main contenders in the 2000 election. The candidacies of 
Ouattara and Bédié had been rejected by the constitutional 
court on the eve of the election in 1999. Gbagbo emerged 
as winner and was sworn in as the president of Côte d’Ivoire 
in a chaotic atmosphere orchestrated by Guéï’s refusal to 
concede defeat. Ouattara and Bédié also rejected Gbagbo’s 
victory, on the grounds that the electoral contest was not 
inclusive. What is clear is that the trio of Bédié, Gbagbo and 
Ouattara continue to hold sway in the political development 
trends in the country. 

The 2010 presidential election was a landmark electoral 
contest in the annals of the Ivorian political trajectory.  
The election was held following a protracted rebellion, which 
was marked by a country divided into the north and south. 
After the adoption of several peace accords, the candidacies 
of the three principal political figures (Bédié, Gbagbo and 
Ouattara), among others, were validated to contest the 2010 
presidential election. The turnout rate for the election was 
the most impressive since 1993 (see Table 1). However, 
the contestation of the run-off results between President 
Gbagbo and Ouattara pushed Côte d’Ivoire into violent 

Laurent Gbagbo casts his ballot at a polling station in Abidjan during the 2010 presidential election.
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conflict, with over 3 000 people killed.6 The 2015 presidential 
election was held in a calmer political atmosphere, with 
President Ouattara seeking re-election. President Ouattara 
won the election under a unified Rally of Houphouëtists for 
Democracy and Peace (RHDP).

A cursory look at the electoral trajectory in Côte d’Ivoire 

shows a trend that can be summarised in four points. First, 

Bédié, Gbagbo and Ouattara have continued to dominate the 

political space for over 25 years. Second, Côte d’Ivoire has 

never experienced a peaceful transfer of power. The 1995 

presidential election, won by Bédié, was interrupted by a 

coup d’état in December 1999, and the second republic, 

which featured the 2000 election, won by Gbagbo, was 

abruptly interrupted by a rebellion in 2002. Significant post-

electoral violence erupted after the 2010 election. With the 

exception of the 2015 election, the electoral trajectory in Côte 

d’Ivoire has been marred by violence. This experience has 

not been favourable for deepening of democratic 

consolidation, peace and security in the country.  

Third, the outcome of elections clearly reveals the 

sociopolitical configuration of the national electoral map in 

Côte d’Ivoire. Regional and ethnic patterns define voter 

alignment. Ouattara remains the dominant political figure in 

the north (Dioula), while Bédié dominates the centre (Baoulé) 

and only Gbagbo appears to have moved beyond his 

traditional (Bété) ethnic stronghold in the west, winning 

significant support in the south (Abidjan) and east of the 

country.7 

Fourth, the principle of inclusivity/exclusivity is 

significant in determining the sustainability of the regime in 

Côte d’Ivoire. The disqualification and subsequent boycott of 

key candidates in the 1995 and 2000 presidential elections 

resulted in military incursion and invasion to disrupt 

democratic order. Conversely, the 2010 presidential election 

was the first time the three political protagonists (Bédié, 

Gbagbo and Ouattara) could contest in Côte d’Ivoire, and the 

election was not only peaceful but the turnout was the 

all-time highest in Ivorian electoral history. President 

Ouattara, under a unified RHDP (coalition comprising Bédié, 

Guillaume Soro, Albert Toikeusse Mabri and so on), emerged 

winner in a run-off.  

The 2015 presidential election was unique, as President 

Ouattara was the only one in the contest among the three 

key political figures, and the aftermath of the election was 

peaceful. President Ouattara was adopted as the sole 

candidate of the unified RHDP, as Gbagbo was facing trial at 

the International Criminal Court (ICC) in The Hague. The 

implication is that it takes an alliance of two out of the three 

key political protagonists (Bédié, Gbagbo and Ouattara) to 

convincingly win a presidential election in Côte d’Ivoire. The 

31 October 2020 presidential election was the first time that 

President Ouattara contested against the other two major 

traditional political parties, PDCI-RDA and FPI. The opposition 

parties adopted Bédié as their rallying point and de facto 

leader. 

The 2020 election was expected to be keenly contested 

among the three major political parties – RHDP, PDCI-RDA 

and FPI – considering their historical rivalry. The incumbent 

president and flagbearer of the RHDP, President Ouattara, 

was seeking re-election for a third term, and was expected to 

take on Bédié and N’Guessan. This would have marked the 

second time that President Ouattara and Bédié would have 

faced each other, with President Bédié having defeated 

Ouattara in 1995, although Ouattara boycotted the election. 

President Ouattara, under a unified RHDP, defeated 

N’Guessan in the 2015 election – so the 2020 election would 

have marked a second go-around of N’Guessan against 

President Ouattara. While Bertin, a PDCI-RDA dissident, was 

unlikely to make a significant impact on the overall outcome, 

reasonably, his candidacy was potentially injurious to 

PDCI-RDA. However, on the eve of the election, Bédié and 

N’Guessan, the two major opposition figures, reneged their 

participation in the election and called on their supporters to 

block the polls.  

Voting Pattern 
Voter turnout is one of the crucial indicators of how 

citizens participate in the governance of their country8. Higher 

Table 1: Presidents in Côte d’Ivoire (1993 to date) 

President Year in office Length of presidency Political party

Henri Konan Bédié 1993–1998 5 years
Democratic Party of Ivory Coast –  

African Democratic Rally (PDCI-RDA)

Robert Guéï
December 1999– 

October 2000
10 months Military/Transition 

Laurent Gbagbo 2000–2010 10 years Ivorian Popular Front (FPI)

Alassane Ouattara 2010 to date 10 years to date RHDP

Source: Data compiled by the author 
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voter turnout is, in most cases, a sign of the vitality of 
democracy, while lower turnout is usually associated with 
voter apathy and mistrust of the political process.9 Forming 
of alliances among the three political protagonists (Bédié, 
Gbagbo and Ouattara) and respect for the principle of 
inclusivity has continued to determine the voting pattern in 
Côte d’Ivoire.  

In 1995, the turnout rate in the election was a little above 
average. This could be attributed to the boycott staged by 
Ouattara and Gbagbo due to the insertion of the Ivorite 
principle in the electoral code, allegedly to prevent Ouattara 
from taking part in the contest. Also, Table 2 shows that 
despite an increase in the number of registered voters – from 
3 756 926 in 1995 to 5 475 143 in 2000 – turnout declined 
from 52.32% to 37.42% in the 2000 presidential election. This 
decline can be predicated on the boycott staged by Ouattara 
and Bédié, due to the disqualification of their candidacies by 
the constitutional court over issues of nationality and 
financial misconduct respectively.  

Table 2: Voter turnout and number of registered 
voters in Côte d’Ivoire (1995–2020)10

Year of 
election

Total registered 
voters

Voter turnout 
%

1995 3 756 926 52.32

2000 5 475 143 37.42

2010 5 780 804 81.12

2015 6 301 189 52.86

2020 7 495 082 53.90

Source: Data compiled by the author  

The 2010 election had the most participation, as the three 
key political protagonists (Bédié, Gbagbo and Ouattara) 
participated in the election. Table 2 shows that this election 
saw the highest turnout (81.12%) recorded since 1993. This 
can be attributed to the fact that none of these key political 
actors were unjustly disqualified from participating in the 
election.  

Furthermore, it is worth noting that despite the increase 
in the number of registered voters – from 5 780 804 in 2010 
to 6 301 189 in 2015 – turnout declined from 81.12% to 
52.86% in the 2015 presidential election. This sharp decline 
can be attributed to two reasons. First, the continued trial of 
Gbagbo and Charles Blé Goudé in The Hague frustrated 
genuine efforts aimed at reconciling various ethnic groups 
after the 2011 post-electoral crisis. Hence, Gbagbo’s 
supporters and kinsmen boycotted the 2015 election. 
Second, Bédié’s popularity waned within the PDCI-RDA as 
his call for the adoption of President Ouattara as the sole 
candidate of the unified RHDP created dissidence in the 

PDCI-RDA. Three other presidential candidates – Charles 
Konan Banny, Essy Amara and Kouadio Konan Bertin – 
emerged as dissident candidates of the PDCI-RDA to contest 
the 2015 presidential election.  

With respect to the 2020 presidential election, registered 
voters increased from 6 301 189 to 7 495 082, a 18.9% 
increase. Despite this hike in the number of registered 
voters, voter turnout for the elections was not only 
unimpressive but also controversial. The IEC pegged the 
total turnout at 53.90%, but local and international civil 
society organisation (CSO) observation groups – such as the 
Electoral Institute for Sustainable Democracy in Africa 
(EISA), the Carter Center and Indigo – maintained a contrary 
position. This could be justified due to the fact that only 
41.15% of voter cards were collected in advance of the 
polls.11 In addition, the EISA-Carter Center International 
Election Observation Mission (IEOM) noted that the turnout 
at the polls showed strong disparities across the country, 
with relatively high rates in the north and lower rates in the 
centre and west, and were variable in the south of the 
country.12 The IEOM also noted “concerns that the overall 
context and process did not allow for a genuinely 
competitive election”.13 This unimpressive turnout was 
largely caused by the opposition’s call for active boycott of 
the electoral process. 

Conflict Atmosphere in Côte d’Ivoire 
The recent political atmosphere in Côte d’Ivoire is 

characterised by electoral violence. At least 85 people have 
been killed thus far in election-related violence14 between 
supporters of incumbent President Ouattara, security forces 
and opposition protesters. As of 2 November 2020, more 
than 3 200 Ivorian refugees had arrived in Liberia, Ghana 
and Togo.15 The complex interaction of structural and direct 
violence were the causes of the electoral violence in the 
2020 presidential election. Political instability and threats to 
peace and security in Côte d’Ivoire have been stimulated by 
structural  factors such as lack of  respect  for 
constitutionalism, a crisis of legitimacy, the politics of 
exclusion, challenges of internal party democracy, a 
compromised judiciary, disrespect for the rule of law and 
human rights, challenges of reconciliation, democratic 
control of the armed forces and the role of the 
superpowers.16  Emerging triggers of conflict in Côte d’Ivoire 
have been underpinned by factors such as inflammatory 
and inciting statements, civil disobedience, violation of 
human rights, operation of political militia and armed 
groups, dissemination of fake news and misinformation 
across communities.  

Inflammatory and Inciting Statements
In the prelude to the 31 October 2020 polls, politicians 

from both the parties, in power and opposition, indulged 
in inflammatory and inciting statements. Ranking political 
figures were not exempt from this dangerous act. The prime 
minister, Hamed Bakayoko, publicly requested President 
Ouattara’s permission to allow the RHDP’s supporters to 
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respond to the provocation of the opposition parties. Some 

key figures in the opposition parties have also revamped 

the old debate on the xenophobic exclusionary principle 

of Ivorite. While these inciting statements heightened the 

already-tense political atmosphere, due to the multi-ethnic 

nature of Côte d’Ivoire, it also sparked intercommunal 

clashes in some communities. In fact, about 15 people were 

killed in intercommunal violence in August and September 

2020 across the country after Ouattara announced 

his intention to run for a third term.17 Recently, inter- 

communal clashes occurred in Bongouanou, the stronghold 

of opposition candidate and former prime minister, 

N’Guessan, as residents from different ethnic groups fought 

with machetes while houses and shops were set on fire.18 

Since the ruling party and opposition parties have agreed 

to engage in dialogue, inciting and inflammatory statements 

should be curbed by all means possible. Key peace actors, 

both within and outside the country, are critical in curbing 

this challenge. For full effectiveness, ECOWAS has a role to 

play in impressing and holding accountable political leaders 

indulging in inciteful speeches, given the regional body’s 

sanction role and power. Politicians should maintain issue-

based and peace messaging in public discussions and 

political debates.  

Civil Disobedience
The call for civil disobedience by the opposition parties 

impacted heavily on the electoral process. It manifested in 

the withdrawal of the representatives of the PDCI and FPI 

from the IEC in protest by the opposition platform against 

Ouattara’s third-term ambition. Subsequently, opposition 

parties renounced their participation in the last election. 

Also, opposition party supporters were not only called to 

refrain from participating in the electoral process, but were 

also asked to undertake actions geared towards impeding 

the conduct of the 31 October 2020 election. Specifically, 

opposition parties were directed to obstruct the distribution 

of the  voter cards, as well as other activities. Consequently, 

several polling stations were ransacked in opposition 

strongholds on election day and, following the election, 

election materials were burned. In the eastern town of 

Daoukro, protesters erected roadblocks. Meanwhile, teargas 

was used to stop demonstrators who gathered where the 

president cast his ballot in Abidjan. Tensions generated by 

the opposition parties’ rioting obstructed electoral processes 

in some areas such as Daoukro, Bongouanou, Yopougon and 

Gangnoa. The implication of civil disobedience by the 

opposition parties had far-reaching effects on the conduct of 

peaceful elections in Côte d’Ivoire.

After the polls, the opposition party announced the 

establishment of a National Transitional Council. Headed by 

Bédié, the Council is expected to facilitate the organisation of 

more inclusive and transparent elections in the shortest 

period of time. However, legal action by the government and  

the current build-up to the holding of a dialogue among the 

A woman casts her vote at a polling station in Abidjan, during the presidential election in Côte d’Ivoire  
(31 October 2020).
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political stakeholders has killed the momentum in the 

operationalisation of the National Transitional Council. 

Violation of Human Rights
Human rights violations have continued to mar the 

electoral period in Côte d’Ivoire. There have been arbitrary 

arrests and a crackdown on members of opposition parties 

and CSOs. Pulchérie Edith Gbalet and her two colleagues, 

members of the Alternatives Citoyenne Ivoirienne (ACI), 

were arrested and detained on 15 August 2020 after they 

called for protests against the third-term bid of President 

Ouattara. The arbitrary arrest and detention of N’Guessan 

and other opposition leaders in the aftermath of the October 

2020 election is a human rights concern.  

In addition, there were serious concerns about 

restrictions on civil liberties, freedom of expression, and the 

right to vote and be elected. The government banned civil 

protests throughout the country. This ban did not allow 

citizens to exercise their fundamental freedoms in this 

critical period, and these freedoms continue to be violated. 

The disqualification of key political actors was another 

serious human rights concern. Albert Mabri Toikeusse, 

Mamadou Koulibaly and Marcel Amon Tano were 

disqualified by the constitutional court on the grounds of 

their failure to accrue the requisite number of signatories 

from their supporters across the country, in line with the 

parrainage policy. This policy requires every presidential 

candidate to be adopted by at least 1% of the registered 

electorates in 17 out of the 31 regions across the region.19 

However, Toikeusse had contested for the presidential 

election under Union pour la Democratie et la Paix en Côte 

d’Ivoire (UDPCI) in 2010, winning 2.3% of the vote, whilst 

Koulibaly, as the flagbearer of Liberte et Democratie pour la 

Republique (LIDER), polled just 0.1% in the 2015 presidential 

election.20 While these candidates were unlikely to make a 

significant impact on the overall outcome, their exclusion 

was not in line with inclusive democratic practices and 

constituted an affront to their fundamental human rights.  

Political Militia and Armed Youth
The tense political atmosphere being experienced in 

Côte d’Ivoire is partly fuelled by the activities of “microbes” 

and other rival militias and armed youth groups associated 

with political parties. Microbes are armed youth who 

participated in the struggle for the restoration of Ouattara’s 

mandate during the post-electoral crisis of 2011. Despite the 

government’s efforts towards the microbes through the 

disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration programme 

following the 2011 post-electoral crisis, these armed groups 

have remained active and perpetrated violence in the period 

leading to, during and after the recent election. A clash 

between supporters of the ruling party and supporters of the 

opposition parties in Dabou between 19 and 21 October 2020 

resulted in 16 deaths and 67 people injured.21 According to 

Côte d’Ivoire’s Minister of Security and Civil Protection, 

Diomandé Vagondo, about 70 people were arrested between 

10 and 14 August 2020 for “disrupting public order, 

incitement to revolt, violence against law enforcement 

agents and destroying property”.22 

Fake News and Misinformation
Access to the internet and social media provides citizens 

opportunity to engage in public discourse, participate in the 

voting process and hold public office holders accountable; 

all of which are basic ingredients of a democratic society. 

However, false information, rumours and doctored videos 

have been used to incite violent protest and rioting during 

electoral periods in Côte d’Ivoire. Violence in Mbatto, which 

claimed many lives, was fuelled by the sharing of doctored 

videos, inciting one community against the other, on 

WhatsApp and Facebook.  

ECOWAS and the Prevention of Conflict in Côte 

d’Ivoire  

Realising the strategic importance of the election in Côte 

d’Ivoire to the political, economic and geostrategic dynamics 

Côte d’Ivoire’s opposition political leader, Pascal Affi 
N’Guessan was arrested and detained following the 
country’s presidential election in October 2020.  
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of the region, ECOWAS activated its peace and security 

architecture to prevent and manage threats to the conduct of 

peaceful, credible elections whose outcome will be accepted 

by Ivorian political stakeholders.  

The ECOWAS peace and security intervention in Côte 

d’Ivoire can be divided into two parts. The first part 

comprises ECOWAS’s electoral support. This electoral 

support, made up of electoral assistance and the deployment 

of election observation missions, was implemented as a 

structural conflict prevention measure. In line with the 

relevant provisions of the Protocol on Democracy and Good 

Governance, ECOWAS deployed an Exploratory and 

Evaluation Mission and Long-term and Short Term 

Observation Missions to assess the level of preparedness of 

the electoral management bodies and political actors, as well 

as the legal framework under which the elections would be 

conducted; observe political developments and activities in 

the period leading to the election; and observe the voting 

process on election day. These missions were complemented 

by technical assistance to enhance the capacities of political 

parties, media practitioners and the IEC, provided by the 

ECOWAS Commission.  

The second part constitutes preventive diplomacy 

measures – notably, the Joint High Level Solidarity Mission 

executed by the ECOWAS, the African Union (AU) and the 

United Nations (UN) from 4 to 7 October 2020. The Joint 

Mission, among others, impressed on the IEC the need to 

deepen engagement with the candidates to find lasting 

solutions to issues around voter registers and the 

composition of the Central Electoral Commission. The Joint 

Mission also called on contending political parties to 

embrace dialogue as a tool to address their grievances, to 

ensure that the 31 October 2020 polls were held in an 

atmosphere that was peaceful and stable. However, lack of 

confidence and mutual mistrust among the major political 

actors hampered the organising of a dialogue with a view to 

fostering consensus and compromise on key contentious 

issues. The situation necessitated the need for a third-party 

mediator/facilitator to facilitate and/or mediate among the 

ruling party and opposition parties.  

In addition to the Joint Mission, the Ministerial Mission 

on Preventive Diplomacy was deployed to Côte d’Ivoire from 

17 to 19 October 2020. The Ministerial Mission was 

remarkable in its recommendations. It impressed on the 

opposition parties the need to reconsider their decision to 

boycott the electoral process and the call for their supporters 

to embark on civil disobedience in protest to Ouattara’s third-

term bid. Due to the growing dissemination of hate and 

inflammatory speeches, the Ministerial Mission called on all 

political stakeholders to exercise restraint in their political 

outbursts that invoked old rhetoric, capable of reawakening 

divisive sentiments of the past and inciting violence. These 

preventive diplomacy missions were timely in dousing 

tensions in the Ivorian polity. However, little was done to 

facilitate discussion among the contending ruling party and 

opposition parties.  

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The political trajectory of Côte d’Ivoire has been 

characterised by electoral violence, which has often resulted 

in the loss of lives and property. The peaceful transfer of 

power has eluded the country since 1993. The hope of 

consolidating stability and development was dashed by the 

contentions and violence that marred the 2020 presidential 

election. Issues around the implementation of constitutional 

and electoral reforms, as well as other structural challenges, 

have been the major causes of electoral violence in Côte 

d’Ivoire. These issues continue to undermine democratic 

consolidation and the preservation of peace and security in 

the country.  

ECOWAS has been a major regional actor engaged in the 

consolidation of democracy, peace and security in Côte 

d’Ivoire. Operationalising its peace and security architecture 

has brought about considerable impact in dousing tensions, 

mitigating further escalation of violence and encouraging 

political actors to embrace dialogue. ECOWAS needs to 

reinforce its efforts in Côte d’Ivoire by deploying a facilitator/

mediator to facilitate discussion and/or mediate peace 

between the incumbent government and opposition parties. 

Recommendations
The following recommendations are provided as a 

possible way forward to mitigate against threats to 

democracy, peace and security in Côte d’Ivoire.  

For the government of Côte d’Ivoire
1. Establish an Inquiry Commission to investigate 

responsibility for  human rights violations, acts of 
violence and cases of murder, particularly the 85 
persons who reportedly died during the electoral 
period.23

2. Commit genuinely to political dialogue, initiated by 
President Ouattara to address grievances and attain 
political solutions to the post-electoral crisis the country 
is presently facing.

3. Impress on members of the cabinet and leadership of 
parties in power, and opposition, to exercise restraint in 
inflammatory and hate speeches on both social media 
platforms and traditional media spaces.

4. Contain the activities of microbes and armed youth 
groups associated with both the ruling parties and 
opposition parties to prevent further escalation of 
intercommunal clashes.

5. Ensure the immediate and unconditional release of 
political prisoners, members of the opposition parties 
and civil society actors, detained for holding different 
political opinions in the exercising of their freedom of 
expression.

6. Ensure the safe return of all political actors in exile, 
particularly Gbagbo, Guillaume and Goudé, to foster 
genuine reconciliation, stability and lasting peace in 
Côte d’Ivoire.

7. Abrogate extant law, regulations and policy that 

infringes on freedoms and contradicts principles of 

human rights.  
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For political parties
1. Embrace dialogue and other peaceful measures to 

address any differences emanating from the electoral 

processes in the period leading to, during and after 

elections.

2. Refrain from civil disobedience and embrace legal means 

to agitate and advocate for the respect of freedom, 

human rights and political opinions.

3. Resist the propagation of fake news, inflammatory and 

inciting speeches on both news media and traditional 

media outlets to douse tensions in the polity, particularly 

in local communities across the country. 

For armed and security forces
1. Remain neutral, impartial and professional in the 

discharge of duties of security and defence of the 

territorial integrity of Côte d’Ivoire.

2. Refrain from any attempt to wrest power from a 

democratically elected government in Côte d’Ivoire. 

For ECOWAS 
1. Encourage the government to continue the political 

dialogue with the opposition parties to attain political 

solutions to address all the contentious issues 

emanating from the electoral process in Côte d’Ivoire. 

In this regard, ECOWAS should dispatch a facilitator/

mediator to facilitate discussion and/or mediate between 

the incumbent government and opposition parties.

2. Impress on the opposition parties the need to continue 

to embrace constitutional means and established legal 

means to resolve their grievances.

3. Reconfigure its extant normative and legal instruments 

on democracy and good governance to address 

emerging political reforms that favour the undemocratic 

retention of political power.   

Mubin Adewumi Bakare is a Human Rights and 
Rule of Law Advisor in the Democracy and Good 
Governance  Division  at  the  ECOWAS  Commission.  
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FEMALE PARTICIPATION IN PEACEBUILDING 
EFFORTS IN AFRICA: A REVIEW OF RECENT 
ACADEMIC CONTRIBUTIONS 

BY JENNY NORTVED

Introduction 

The year 2020 marked the 20th anniversary of the 

unanimous adoption of the United Nations (UN) Security 

Council Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security;  

25 years since the World Conference on Women in Beijing; 

and the conclusion of the African Women’s Decade. Since 

2000, the UN has adopted 10 subsequent resolutions and 

several strategies under the normative framework of the 

women, peace and security (WPS) agenda. On the African 

Above: The advancement of women’s meaningful 
participation in peacebuilding efforts and the promotion 
of gender equality in peace and security has been slow.
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continent, the African Union (AU) and its member states have 

promoted the WPS agenda through several legal guidelines, 

training manuals and normative frameworks, including 

Aspiration 6 of Agenda 2063, the Solemn Declaration on 

Gender Equality in Africa (2004), The Protocol to the African 

Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of 

Women in Africa (2003) and the AU Gender Policy (2009). 
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The United Nations Security Council unanimously adopts Resolution 1325 calling for the participation of women in the 
prevention, management and resolution of conflict (31 October 2000).

Furthermore, in 2016, more than 19 AU member states 

adopted Resolution 1325 national action plans and, in 2018, 

the AU adopted the regional Strategy for Gender Equality 

and Women’s Empowerment (2018–2028).2 Still, despite 

progress in many areas, the advancement of women’s 

meaningful participation in peacebuilding efforts and the 

promotion of gender equality in peace and security has 

been slow.3

Since the adoption of Resolution 1325 and the 

resolutions that followed, which now constitute the WPS 

normative framework, a substantial body of literature has 

emerged. The literature has concentrated on some key 

thematic areas – participation, protection, prevention and 

gender perspectives – which, to a large degree, mirror the 

four main pillars in Resolution 1325. In 2018, The Oxford 

Handbook of Women, Peace and Security examined the 

growing academic and policy contributions to the WPS 

agenda over the past two decades and highlighted remaining 

challenges.4 Therefore, the recent anniversary presents an 

opportunity to continue on this track and to take stock of 

recent and ongoing empirical studies and emerging topics 

within the WPS agenda. This review explores (1) recent 

academic and policy contributions to the WPS agenda on 

the African continent from 2017 onwards, with a special 

emphasis on participation; and (2) relevant new contributions 

regarding emerging challenges to female participation in 

peacebuilding efforts.

There have been several reviews regarding the 

operationalisation and implementation of the goals set out in 

Resolution 1325 by both the UN and the AU, and in academic 

communities – for example, the AU Commission Review; 

Implementation of the Women, Peace, and Security Agenda 

in Africa; the Continental Results Framework: Monitoring and 

Reporting on the Implementation of the Women, Peace and 

Security Agenda in Africa (2018–2028);5 the review Women, 

Peace and Security – Implementing the Maputo Protocol 

in Africa (2016),6 the recent 10-year Review of the Women, 

Peace and Security Agenda of the AU Peace and Security 

Council (2020)7 and the 2015 UN review, including the UN 

Global Study.8 However, the main focus of this article is a 

review of the academic contributions in the past few years, 

to evaluate the empirical foundation for the next decade of 

the WPS agenda.

Recent Studies on Participation 

Increased female participation at all levels in 

peacebuilding efforts has become a well-cited aim in WPS 

literature since the adoption of Resolution 1325, and much 

recent academic work focuses on this pillar, which calls for 

“increased representation of women at all decision-making 
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BOTH FORMER AND RECENT STUDIES 

ON FEMALE PARTICIPATION IN PEACE 

NEGOTIATIONS AND PEACE OPERATIONS 

STRESS THAT PLACING WOMEN IN KEY 

POSITIONS IS MORE IMPORTANT THAN 

INCREASING THE NUMBER OF WOMEN 

INVOLVED

levels in national, regional and international institutions and 
mechanisms for the prevention, management, and resolution 
of conflict”.9 Hendricks emphasises how the representation 
of women in the African peace and security architecture has 
improved, but there are still gaps at the programmatic level 
in peace support operations and peace negotiations.10 The 
number of women deployed also speaks for itself – women 
constituted only 4.4% of military personnel and 11.15% of 
police personnel in 2019.11 The same can be said of female 
leadership in peace operations. As of 2020, only 10% of force 
commanders were women.12

Increasing female participation is still a challenge, even 
though there is growing agreement that female participation 
enhances the chances for lasting peace following a conflict.13 

Both former and recent studies on female participation in 
peace negotiations and peace operations stress that placing 
women in key positions is more important than increasing 
the number of women involved.14 In recent years, we have 
seen both quantitative and qualitative research regarding 
the inclusion of women in peace processes. The Council of 
Foreign Relations created a dataset generated from empirical 
studies of peace processes since 1990 and found that parties 
are more likely to reach an agreement when women’s groups 
exercise strong influence on the process.15 Nagel examines 
how gender relations in specific countries affected the 
chances of the countries engaging in peace negotiations 
between 1775 and 2014. He finds that the countries which 
marginalise women’s participation in public life are less 
likely to participate in peace negotiations.16 Another 
important contribution is the WPS Index, which tracks 
sustainable peace through inclusivity, justice and security 
for women every year.17 On the qualitative side, there are 
several recent contributions regarding the potential of 
women’s leadership at the community and grassroots level.18 
An interesting contribution is Kezie-Nwhoa and Were’s 
study of grassroots activism and informal peacebuilding 
efforts in South Sudan, which highlights the valuable and 
often unrecognised work of women’s organisations.19 
Imam, Biu and Yahi further investigate women’s chances 

Women constitute a small percentage of military and police personnel.
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of participation in peacebuilding efforts in north-eastern 

Nigeria and find that even though women are often seen as 

victims, they still engage in informal peacebuilding efforts 

and, through these efforts, they become activists in their 

own right.20 Finally, Conolly explores the situation in The 

Gambia, and emphasises how three areas have prevented 

the escalation of conflict: women’s empowerment; youth 

empowerment and entrepreneurship; and transitional justice 

and governance.21 

The notion of increasing female participation in peace 

operations has often been linked to the argument of how 

increasing the number of women improves the overall 

operational effectiveness of the mission.22 This focus is still 

central in recent contributions that emphasise the role of 

women in community outreach, better protection of civilians, 

and how the inclusion of women in peace operations creates 

a better understanding of conflict drivers.23 These arguments 

were reinforced by recent survey data from the Norwegian 

Institute of International Affairs, where a clear majority of 

the respondents affirmed that women contribute positively 

to “better outreach to the local community; increased 

legitimacy as perceived by the local population; better 

intelligence gathering; higher reporting of sexual violence; 

and better situational understanding”.24 

Related to the argument of operational effectiveness is 

the argument that female participation decreases incidents 

of sexual exploitation and abuse (SEA) by peacekeepers 

within peace operations.25 One of the methods highlighted 

as preventive for SEA is the comprehensive training of 

peacekeeping personnel, and a recent study by Caparini 

examines to what extent gender was integrated in the 

content of four different approaches to gender training 

for police forces between 2014 and 2016. The study 

demonstrates how the different courses varied considerably 

in method. The study concludes that while a standardised 

curriculum serves a purpose, it produces only a minimum 

requirement in training. Troop- and police-contributing 

countries (T/PCCs) should draw on teaching methodologies 

and innovative approaches in their training of police and 

other forces to improve the understanding of gender in 

peace operations.26

Meeting numbers and targets is only one part of 

the meaningful integration of women – it also requires 

a better understanding of the barriers and expectations 

of women in peacebuilding efforts.27 A central ongoing 

study of the participation of women in peace operations 

is the Elsie Initiative, launched by Canada in 2017. Its goal 

is to help overcome barriers to female participation and 

increase the number of uniformed women in UN peace 

operations. The initiative published its baseline study in 

2018, and is currently conducting research in different 

countries with a common barrier assessment methodology.  

The study identified the following 10 barriers to female 

participation: eligible pool, deployment selection, 

deployment criteria, household constraints, top-down 

leadership, inadequate accommodation and equipment, 

negative experiences, disincentives to redeploy, 

stereotypical gender roles, and social exclusion.28 The 

barriers identified were based on existing literature, and 

also correspond with a recent survey on the assumptions 

and barriers to female participation in peace operations, 

which found that the three main barriers included: 

lack of gender equality in the country they come from; 

stereotypical gender roles; and eligible pool – that is, 

MEETING NUMBERS AND TARGETS IS 

ONLY ONE PART OF THE MEANINGFUL 

INTEGRATION OF WOMEN – IT ALSO 

REQUIRES A BETTER UNDERSTANDING 

OF THE BARRIERS AND EXPECTATIONS OF 

WOMEN IN PEACEBUILDING EFFORTS

Troop- and police-contributing countries should draw on 
innovative teaching methodologies and approaches in 
their training of police and other forces to improve the 
understanding of gender in peace operations. 
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the low number of women available for combat roles.29  

A recent 2020 report by Vermeij looks into taboos and 

stigmas as key barriers to women’s deployment in peace 

operations, and finds that women are often perceived as 

weaker than men and in need of protection. In addition, 

almost all the women interviewed felt they constantly 

needed to prove themselves.30 One key trend that can 

be drawn from the existing literature is that many of the 

barriers to female participation seem related to the policies 

and national recruitment strategies of T/PCCs. A recent 

interesting contribution in this regard is the Foreign Policy 

Analysis’s 2020 Special Issue on Gender and Foreign Policy 

analysis. One of the articles by Haastrup investigates gender 

norms in South African foreign policy, and finds that the 

domestic context is crucial in shaping the feminist aspects of 

a country’s foreign policy.31 

Recently, there has been increased scholarly focus on 

context awareness and context-specific data in different 

peace operations. The Elsie Initiative aims to support T/PCCs 

in identifying the specific barriers in their specific contexts, 

and there are similar tendencies in other studies concerning 

the participation of women in peace operations. Empirical 

studies from the Effectiveness of Peace Operations Network 

(EPON) emphasise the importance of context awareness and 

context sensitivity.32 For example, a well-known assumption 

in the literature is that women often have better outreach 

to local communities. The EPON study of the AU Mission in 

Somalia (AMISOM) demonstrates how the “added” value of 

female peacekeepers was difficult to measure, due to high 

security risks linked to physical engagement. In AMISOM, the 

“bunkerisation” of mission staff created a distance between 

the mission and local communities, which often made 

engagement impossible.33 This example underlines how 

context-specific challenges may influence the impact of both 

female and male peacekeepers. 

Critique and Changing Discourse?

Many current studies are moving away from essentialist 

arguments and assumptions on the “added value” of female 

participation in peace negotiations and peace operations. 

Essentialist arguments often portray gender stereotypes, 

such as that women are more peaceful and compassionate 

than men, which may contribute to women being placed 

in specific roles within missions, such as gender advisers 

or focal points for victims of sexual violence.34 An example 

is the rhetoric concerning female participation and the 

decrease of SEA in peace operations. Hernandez points to 

the problem of viewing women as a “quick fix” to sexual 

abuse in peacekeeping.35 However, the discourse on the 

“added value” of women in peace efforts is also being 

The added value of female peacekeepers in the African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) was difficult to measure due 
to the high security risks linked to physical engagement. 
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criticised for other reasons. Several studies underline how 

there is a lack of evidence on the connection between female 

participation and increased operational effectiveness and 

sustainable peace.36 This is a relevant strand of literature that 

questions the established assumptions regarding the effects 

of female participation and the methods and data produced. 

These researchers argue that the many assumptions of 

women’s added value for peace operations confuse the 

debate between normative and empirical argumentation, 

and the arguments on women’s added value end up being 

counterproductive for gender equality.37 Wilèn emphasises 

how the discourse on the added value of women in peace 

operations creates a higher burden of proof on female 

peacekeepers – they need to prove their added value, while 

men do not have the same expectations.38 An ongoing 

research project funded by the Elsie Initiative is Uniformed 

Women in Peace Operations: Challenging Assumptions 

and Transforming Approaches, which explores female 

participation in the UN Police, and also emphasises the 

need for more in-depth nuanced research that does not 

essentialise gender.39 

The debate between those who justify women’s 

participation with arguments on operational effectiveness 

and those who question these common assumptions is also 

visible between practitioners and within institutions such as 

the UN Security Council. In the Council’s latest resolution 

on women and peacekeeping, Resolution 2538 adopted in 

August 2020, there was a change in wording regarding the 

added value of female peacekeepers.40 Dustin highlights how 

some elected members noted the stereotypical language 

regarding “female peacekeepers’ indispensable role” when 

discussing protection and the prevention of SEA in peace 

operations. This led to a change in language in Resolution 

2538. While it still focused on operational effectiveness, it 

avoided direct links between female peacekeepers and the 

level of SEA in peace operations, while protection was linked 

to the balance of women and men in the operations, not the 

mere presence of women.41 

Two Emerging Challenges to Female Participation

Climate Change
Two years ago, the Oxford handbook included cross-

cutting topics such as climate change in its review of the 

WPS agenda.42 The academic literature will always follow the 

changing context and nature of conflict, and in several parts 

of the world, women and girls’ livelihoods are especially 

affected by the direct and indirect consequences of climate 

change. The African continent is disproportionally affected 

by climate change, as 20 African countries are warming at 

the fastest pace in the world.43 The WPS agenda has started 

to recognise climate change as a security issue, even though 

the academic responses are still limited and lack empirical 

focus. However, some recent scholarly contributions 

emphasise how women should be agents of change in 

addressing these issues, and how their participation is 

key.44 Smith examines the WPS action plans of UN member 

states and emphasises the need for concrete goals and 

meaningful participation by affected groups in policies and 

governance. This is echoed in the 2020 report by De Coning 

and Krampe regarding the effects of climate change on 

security and development in the Sahel and the Lake Chad 

Basin. The report emphasises how regional strategies should 

ensure the active participation of diverse groups of women 

Isatou Njie Saidy (left), the former vice president of The Gambia, addresses a press conference on the need for a gender 
perspective in dealing with the economic, food and climate change crises in Africa (2009). 
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in decision-making, policies and programmes focusing 

on climate change and related security and development 

risks. Fostering relationships between youth and women’s 

organisations may also create common platforms and build 

capacities for young women peacebuilders.45

COVID-19 Pandemic
The most recent contributions included in the WPS 

literature concern the consequences of COVID-19. The 

year 2020 was supposed to take stock of the achievements 

made since the adoption of Resolution 1325 and address 

the remaining challenges ahead. Instead, most of the 

year’s events were cancelled or postponed as policymakers 

struggled to cope with the repercussions of COVID-19. 

Efforts to enhance gender equality and to incorporate gender 

expertise in peacebuilding initiatives already face a range of 

challenges, especially in times of budget cuts, contentious 

political climates and pushback on the WPS agenda.46 

Taylor and Baldwin emphasise how commitments to gender 

equality are under threat, and that a growing number of 

states are questioning the standards of women’s rights. This 

makes the WPS agenda especially vulnerable in the face of 

the COVID-19 outbreak, because as Tryggestad highlights, 

a lack of resources often impacts women more than men.47 

Experience from the outbreak of the Ebola virus in Liberia 

showed that the prevention measures heavily impacted 

women’s livelihoods, especially due to travel restrictions 
and their work at local markets. As the COVID-19 measures 

constrain both the work of the AU and peacebuilding efforts 

across the continent, it is especially important that gender 

mainstreaming and gender-related work are not being 

sidelined.48 

Conclusion 

As we move towards the next decade of the WPS, this 

review has taken stock of some recent empirical studies of 

the WPS agenda on the African continent, with an emphasis 

on the participation pillar of Resolution 1325. Currently, 

there are several interesting studies of  female participation 

in national and local peace processes, as well as  ambitious 

projects on how to decrease barriers to female participation 

The United Nations (UN) event “Beyond the Pandemic: Opening the Doors to Women’s Meaningful Participation” 
celebrates the 20-year anniversary of the UN Security Council Resolution 1325 on women, peace and security  
(28 October 2020).

EXPERIENCE FROM THE OUTBREAK OF 
THE EBOLA VIRUS IN LIBERIA SHOWED 
THAT THE PREVENTION MEASURES 
HEAVILY IMPACTED WOMEN’S LIVELI-
HOODS, ESPECIALLY DUE TO TRAVEL 
RESTRICTIONS AND THEIR WORK AT 
LOCAL MARKETS
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PATRIARCHY IS THE CONSTRAINT: 
RESOLUTION 1325 TWO DECADES LATER

BY SEEMA SHEKHAWAT

Two decades ago, history was made as far as gender 

security is concerned. The United Nations Security Council 

(UNSC) led a revolutionary policy change by passing 

Resolution 1325 – also known as the women, peace and 

security (WPS) agenda – on 31 October 2000. The resolution 

marked the United Nations’ (UN) full-fledged attention to 

gendered aspects of peace and conflict. This was 

revolutionary: advocacy for placing women at the centre of 

peace processes – not merely as victims, but as 

peacebuilders. The resolution called for the full participation 

of women in all efforts towards conflict prevention, 

resolution, peacemaking and post-conflict reconstruction. 

This resolution is considered a crucial international 

document for advocating gender equality in all processes of 

peacebuilding, both during conflict and post-conflict.1  

It brought into focus the official endorsement of the 

involvement of women in formal peace processes.2 This 

article3 argues that since we recently celebrated the 20th 

anniversary of UNSC Resolution 1325 in Africa, and 

elsewhere, a reality check is in order. 

Resolution 1325 and Change

Resolution 1325 recommends that all actors involved in 

conflict transformation must adopt a gender perspective 

when negotiating and implementing peace agreements. 

 

Above: Resolution 1325 advocates for placing women at 
the centre of peace processes - not merely as victims, but 
as peacebuilders.
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It emphasises that inclusive conflict transformation can be 

realised through taking into account the specific needs of 

women during repatriation and for rehabilitation, 

reintegration and reconstruction; policymaking and 

implementing measures to support women’s peace 

initiatives; ensuring the protection of and respect for human 

rights of women; and, most importantly, involving women in 

peacemaking processes. Two years after the passing of 

Resolution 1325, the UN urged member states to develop 

national action plans (NAPs) that detail the steps they would 

take to implement the resolution within their territorial 

boundary. 

The UNSC also adopted other WPS resolutions (1820, 

1888, 1889, 1960, 2106, 2122) emphasising the urgency of 

women’s inclusion in peace efforts. To mark the resolution’s 

15th anniversary in 2015, the UN held a high-level review of 

the resolution in October of that year. The high-level review 

panel emphasised achieving the set goals. UN Women 

published a report, titled Preventing Conflict, Transforming 

Justice, Securing the Peace: A Global Study on the 

Implementation of United Nations Security Council 

Resolution 1325,4 which mapped the progress and 

challenges, and made recommendations for advancing the 

goals of the resolution. The Sustainable Development Goals, 

which included a strong focus on gender equality and peace, 

and related to Resolution 1325, also reflected the necessity to 

make peacemaking processes inclusive of gender.

There are notable instances of women playing an active 

role in peace processes and making a difference. Women in 

Uganda safeguarded provisions for specific institutions and 

facilities to cater to their gender-specific needs.5 Women’s 

groups ensured inclusion of several critical gender-specific 

issues including, but not limited to, equal access to land, 

medical care, education and vocational training in the peace 

agreement in Guatemala. In Liberia women’s participation in 

peace talks facilitated the transitional process and paved the 

way for their political participation. 

The awareness about the urgency of inclusion of women 

in peacebuilding has grown internationally. Research 

suggests that the experience of women and men in situations 

of tension, war and post-conflict reconstruction is 

significantly different.6 Therefore, gender-blind peace efforts 

cannot lead to sustainable peace. The achievement of 

To mark Resolution 1325’s 15th anniversary, the United Nations held a high-level review of the resolution in October 2015.
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sustainable peace is a complex process, hence the 

involvement of women is critical. Elisabeth Rehn and Ellen 

Johnson Sirleaf note: “Post-conflict reconstruction and 

peace-building must support a society’s transition [by]…. 

involving women.… Indeed, investing in women may be one 

of the most effective means for real, sustainable 

development and peace-building.”7 Azza Karam notes: 

“Bringing women to the peace table is useful in so far as 

various individuals and groups of women put across their 

viewpoints in a gender-sensitive, honest, experientially 

defined way…. women bring to the table the need to talk 

directly about the most difficult issues, rather than 

postponing them or getting entangled in bureaucratic logic. 

In addition, women’s participation in processes of negotiated 

settlements is important because it transgresses the matter 

of ‘putting rights on paper’, and enables practical actions to 

be taken.”8 A study in 2015, by Marie O’Reilly, Andrea Ó 

Súilleabháin and Thania Paffenholz, reveals that a peace 

agreement is 35% more likely to last at least 15 years if 

women are part of the overall process.9 A UN report notes an 

increased recognition of women’s pivotal role as 

peacebuilders and contends that in 2015, about seven out of 

10 peace agreements included gender-specific provisions.10 

Another UN report in 2015 noted that between 1990 and 

2000, merely 11% of peace agreements signed included a 

reference to women. Since the adoption of Resolution 1325, 

as much as 27% of peace agreements have referenced 

women.11

The Constraints

The reality, if put alongside the theory of UNSCR 1325, 

offers a dismal global scenario. Largely, Resolution 1325’s 

agenda of protection, representation and participation has 

not translated into aspired development. Notwithstanding 

the intentions of Resolution 1325, women largely remain 

undervalued in peacebuilding. Their under-representation in 

peace processes is a harsh reality, despite NAPs and 

legislation in several states. The gender insensitivity in 

peacemaking processes in Africa, and elsewhere, reflects a 

critical scenario where the implementation of the resolution 

remains constrained. In October 2020, the African Peer 

Review Mechanism (APRM) and the UN Office of the Special 

Adviser on Africa called for greater inclusion of women in 

President Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf of Liberia walks by members of the Women in Peacebuilding Program (WIPNET) at the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Monrovia (5 November 2011).  
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peace processes. It was argued that “[d]espite the notable 

achievements by African women, their contribution to the 

four pillars of UNSCR 1325, namely conflict prevention, 

peacekeeping, conflict resolution, and peacebuilding, still 

needs to be strengthened”.12 For instance, in 16 African 

peace mediation processes between 1992 and 2011, only two 

had 5% female signatories, and only three of the 16 

processes had female-led mediators, according to the AU 

Special Envoy on WPS. In addition, African countries are 

lagging behind in developing or adapting NAPs on UNSCR 

1325. The APRM study on Governance, Gender and 

Peacebuilding reveals that in some African regions, only a 

quarter of countries have NAPs on UNSCR 1325.13

What is hindering effective gender mainstreaming in 

peace processes in Africa and elsewhere? Primarily, the 

scholarship argues that the representation of women merely 

as victims and not as active agents of change is problematic. 

Laura Shepherd problematises Resolution 1325 to conclude 

that it and other UN documents “permit the violent 

reproduction of gender”.14 The representation of women in 

UN documents rely on “an essentialist definition that allows 

male decision-makers to keep them in the subordinated 

position of victims, thus removing their agency,” argues 

Nadine Puechguirbal.15 For Judy El-Bushra, “essentializing 

women as wives, mothers and nurses excludes them from 

the world of active players and decision-makers.”16  

A deconstruction of the language of Resolution 1325 and 

other resolutions certainly brings forth the perpetuation of 

the gender assumption of women as primarily vulnerable 

victims. While conceding that this gendered stereotype 

prohibits gender equality, it must also be argued that gender 

equality is majorly constrained by a sociocultural setup that 

is highly patriarchal. There is something inherently wrong – 

beyond text and language – within the societal context that 

needs to be corrected to promote gender equality in 

peacebuilding and all other areas. The highly masculinised 
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sociocultural structure has to be changed to bring the desired 

outcomes. Until existing highly gendered power structures in 

society and polity are challenged and corrected, all attempts 

to tackle gender inequities – however genuine – will merely 

at the best retain, if not multiply, the existing gendered 

realities. Women remain deprived of the roles of decision-

makers and effectively contributing to peace and security, 

not because of the linguistic constraints of UN resolutions 

and documents but because of the deep-rooted patriarchal 

social environment. Hence, one then reinforces the other in a 

gendered oppression cycle.

Patriarchy is deep-rooted. Irrespective of gender,  

positions of power do not necessarily make people less 

patriarchal. States run by patriarchal leadership would, at the 

most, institute cosmetic changes; changes that may not 

uproot existing sociocultural norms. At the international and 

national level, masculinised contexts are also highly visible. 

In such scenarios, expecting a desired change through mere 

UN resolutions may not be practical. 

The typical patriarchal mindset is predominantly visible 

in traditional contexts. Women in traditional societies are 

highly constrained to claim their public space. Patriarchal 

norms are insidious, known for their constant reinventions to 

ensure their survival.17 Reinventing itself even amidst claims 

of its demise, patriarchy remains omnipresent, only with 

varying intensity, in pre-conflict, during conflict and post-

conflict situations in traditional societies. Until gender 

discriminatory social constructions are challenged and 

subdued, resolutions – such as 1325 – will remain more 

theory and less practice. The roots of patriarchy and the 

consequent gendered constraints for women lie in the 

concept of superiority of a particular gender. 

For women, claiming public space in peacemaking 

processes in an atmosphere of patriarchal domination, 

where men are groomed to believe in their “natural” 

physical and mental superiority, is a daunting task. The 

socially constructed gendered hierarchies remain 

unchallenged in all situations, and this mental construction is 

ingrained across genders. In the reiteration of the patriarchal 

falsities and the belief that these are natural, gendered 

discrimination thrives. In such a scenario, understanding and 

acknowledging the gender discrimination and, more 

importantly, transgressing the established gendered norms 

to claim their rights as peacebuilders, is problematic for 

women. 

I have been documenting the impact of patriarchy on 

women in conflict situations in Asia and Africa for over a 

decade.18 A cursory look at the responses of some male and 

For women, claiming public space in peacemaking processes in an atmosphere of patriarchal domination, is a 
daunting task.
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Patriarchal norms and related sociocultural constraints support gender-based exclusion and women’s inability to participate 
in peace processes as leaders.

female respondents from Kashmir, Kathmandu and Manipur 

helps to understand that ushering change through the 

passage of resolutions such as 1325 is problematic unless 

the root causes of gender discrimination are addressed. This 

assertion stands true, more or less, for all traditional 

societies, including African ones. The opinion of most male 

ex-combatants was that women are merely good followers, 

not leaders. Through reasons such as women’s inability to be 

away from home, their unwillingness to get involved in 

political processes, their safety and other related issues, 

women’s absence from peace processes was projected as 

normal. When I posed a question regarding women’s 

absence from peace attempts to an armed group leader, the 

response was: “Women have to perform several routine 

work. They are busy in homes and families. They don’t have 

time to travel and work for peace outside their homes.”19 

There is an intrinsic patriarchal resistance on the part of men 

even to acknowledge the significant position of women in 

conflict; consequently, women’s exclusion from peace 

processes is considered normal. A male ex-combatant noted: 

“Women helped us… there are certain cultural norms and 

women should adhere to them. This would maintain peace in 

society as well as family. Women’s limited presence in the 

public space for a cause does not give them liberty to cross 

their traditional boundaries.”20 “Women are happier in their 

homes and families. Women have no understanding of 

issues such as war and peace. They are also not interested in 

participating in formal peacemaking. They contribute to a 

protest movement when they are asked to do so and go back 

when their job is over,” argued another male respondent.21 

“Women are natural ‘healers’ and ‘pacifiers’, but not 

decision-makers. I do not think involving women in peace 

negotiations is necessary. During a conflict, they are 

followers… they do what they are told to do… men initiate a 

conflict and end that, women are merely players. It is not an 

issue of equality but that of ability. Women have no 

capability to negotiate formal peacemaking,” asserted 

another male combatant.22 Yet another male respondent 

stated: “Women prefer peace, but they cannot negotiate 

peace. Preferring peace and negotiating peace are not the 

same.”23

Interestingly, the majority of female respondents echoed 

the opinions of their male counterparts. “Women are led. 

They do not lead. They have no capability to make important 

decisions,” said a respondent.24 “What can we do?” is the 
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MISSION TO CIVILISE: THE FRENCH 
WEST AFRICAN FEDERATION

BY CHRISTOPHER ZAMBAKARI

 

Introduction

Imperial powers such as Rome, Persia, Japan and China 

have justified their conquests as a benefit to those that were 

conquered by virtue of bringing a superior civilisation to their 

world.1 Among imperial powers, one of the most strident 

were the Second and Third French Republics.2 The civilising 

mission – or what French historian Raoul Girardet refers to 

as “colonial humanism”3 – came to define French colonial 

statecraft in the early 19th century crusade to improve the 

lives of people who France saw as backward in Asia, Africa 

and the Pacific. For intellectuals such as Leroy-Beaulieu, 

civilisation was to be spread through commerce, trade and 

exchanges between people, rather than through conquest.4 

By the early 1800s, the republican ideals that inspired the 

French Revolution were slowly abandoned for a more forceful 

assimilationist policy exemplified by colonial expansionist 

policies. According to Jules Brévié, governor-general of 

French West Africa from 1930 to 1936 and of French Indochina 

from 1936 to 1939, the most important task for the French 

was to bring about a cultural renaissance to the indigenous 

people.5 Brévié called for a redefined mission with a focus 

on teaching colonised subjects to live according to “authentic 

African traditions”.6 As with the British before them, French 

policy adapted to the local context and shifted towards a 

more “indirect mode of rule”,7 casting foreign rule as the 

protectors of indigenous cultures. 

This article analyses the French imperial project in 

Africa, with a focus on the Federation of French West Africa 

Above: The French wanted to bring about a cultural 
renaissance to the indigenous people of Africa. 
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(consisting of today’s Benin, Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, 

Guinea, Mali, Mauritania, Niger and Senegal). It outlines 

differences and similarities between the French mode of direct 

rule and the British mode of indirect rule. To understand the 

methodology of rule, one must first understand the system of 

knowledge production that informed, shaped and guided the 

colonial project. A policy change occurred after the French 

experienced a crisis of empire, which ushered in fundamental 

transformations before World War I (1909 and 1912) and the 

interwar years between 1918 and 1939 (from “assimilation” 

to that of “association”). The new policy shifted the focus 

from antagonism towards Islam to collaboration with Islamic 

representatives, from civilisations to conservation, from a 

focus on progress to law and order, and a preoccupation with 

local customs while managing social and cultural differences 

(pluralism).8 This article is offered as an important contribution 

to the political and intellectual history of the largest colonial 

state in Africa: the Federation of French West Africa. 

Direct and Indirect Rule: Define, Divide and Conquer 

Colonial projects in the Americas, Asia and Africa rested 

on the assumed superiority of race and culture transmitted 

through education and the perfectibility of humankind. In 

the French view, given this logic, one could slowly evolve 

if one were properly taught French values, adopted French 

culture, became an evolué (a label used during the colonial 

era to refer to a native African or Asian who had “evolved” 

by becoming Europeanised through education or assimilation 

and had accepted European values and patterns of behaviour) 

or even a naturalised French citizen. In French West Africa, 

this ideology was evident in the work and contribution of 

various governors-general such as François Clozel and Brévié, 

scholars and administrators such as Maurice Delafosse and 

French military officers such as Paul Marty.9 

Political theorist Karuna Mantena analyses the 

transformation of 19th century British imperial ideology and 

defines indirect rule as “patterns of rule – actual institutional 

configurations – but more centrally, a distinct philosophy 

of rule that self-consciously contrasts itself to more direct 

or interventionist policies”.10 According to Mahmood 

Mamdani, indirect rule as a mode of governance sought 

“not just to acknowledge difference but also to shape it”.11 

Writing about the British imperial project, Mamdani notes 

that the institutional legacy of colonialism was a mode of 

rule undergirded by a set of institutions: “[R]acialized and 

tribalized historiography, and bifurcation between civil and 

customary law.”12 This mode of rule was an administrative 

apparatus that distinguished between natives and 

 conflict trends I 39



non-natives and privileged the natives while discriminating 

against non-natives. The central feature of the British colonial 

policy was simple: first, define and address the subjective 

perspectives, feelings, beliefs and desires of the ruled, then 

divide the population to effectively rule. Mamdani notes that 

colonial statecraft was a “quintessentially modern” mode of 

rule. It sought “not just to acknowledge difference but also to 

shape it”.13 

If the India of Sir Henry Sumner Maine14 (1822–1888) was 

the incubator in which the British tested their earliest ideas in 

modes of rule,15 then it was the Algeria of Governor Louis 

Faidherbe (1818–1889) that served as the testing ground for 

France and its experimentation with rule over a large Muslim 

population. In his seminal work France and Islam in West 

Africa, 1860–1960, Christopher Harrison16 offers a nuanced 

analysis of French policies in West Africa and its evolution 

alongside social sciences. Harrison shows how French 

intellectual thought and government policy towards African 

colonies was inextricably linked to major debates in France, 

as well as the impact these debates had on such topics as 

secularisation of the state after the decade-long Dreyfus 

Affair17 and how these played out in the colonies. 

Harrison explores the struggle over the legitimacy of 

colonial rule, the development of French policy towards 

Islam, the adaptability of colonial administrators to local and 

global events, and the relationship between the French 

colonial and Islamic authorities in Francophone West Africa. 

The first period (1850–1898) focuses on French policies that 

were informed by lessons from Algeria, with an emphasis on 

containing the Islamic Sufi Brotherhood.18 An example of this 

was Xavier Coppolani, an explorer and self-styled Islamist for 

the French colonial government, who devoted his time to 

working on treatises about pre-colonial Muslim culture and 

ways to use it to serve the French colonial project.

In the second period (1898–1912), French policies focused 

on the conspiratorial roles of the Sufi Brotherhood and fears 

of Islam. The French, like the British before them, faced a 

fundamental crisis of colonial rule: for the British, the crisis 

was marked by the 1857 uprising in India and the Morant Bay 

rebellion in the 1860s in Jamaica.19 For France, it was some 40 

years later and was evident in events surrounding various 

crises, such as the Futa Jallon crisis and the trial of Thierno 

Aliou, the wali of Goumba, in 1911.20 The global backdrop to 

which the French project unfolded during these years also 

included the Persian Constitutional Revolution (1905–1911), 

the deposition of both the Ottoman and the Moroccan Sultans 

(1908), the growing radicalism of Egyptian nationalism, and 

the first Italian-Sanusiyya War in 1911.21 

In the third period (post-1912), French administrators 

such as Clozel, Delafosse and Marty faced resistance, and the 

colonial project needed to be reconfigured. It was the 

contribution of these scholar-administrators that added value 

Louise Faidherbe was the Governor and colonial 
administrator of Algeria. 

Xavier Coppolani, an explorer and self-styled Islamist 
for the French colonial government, worked on treatises 
about pre-colonial Muslim culture and ways to use it to 
serve the French colonial project. 
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to the notion of respecting and conserving traditional African 

systems, religions, customs and beliefs. This can be seen as a 

prelude to the shift to indirect rule. The French crisis in this 

period forced the conscription of Africans to fight alongside 

the French during World War I, beginning in 1914, and led to 

a reconception of the colonial mission. The conscription 

began with the Senegalese and was known as the Tirailleurs –  

African soldiers who constituted the colonial infantry in the 

French Army. France’s enormous losses on the Western Front 

led to an expanded recruitment of France’s great conscript 

army in French West Africa, and in Central and eastern Africa. 

This period was marked by insurrection that threatened the 

colonial state. Historians McLean Andrews and Alexander 

Kanya-Forstner note that by “the end of the war French Africa 

had sent 450 000 soldiers and 135 000 factory workers to 

Europe”.22

This third period marked a near-total turnaround to 

indirect rule for the French, and the use of a methodology 

that preserved the traditional modes of rule and established 

order through native institutions. Both direct and indirect 

rule were not necessarily consecutive phases of colonial rule. 

The shift in the aftermath of the crisis of empire – marked 

by the intense struggle over the legitimacy of colonial rule, 

and uprisings that challenged colonial hegemony in Syria, 

Morocco and various parts of the empire – forced the French 

to reconfigure the mission in West Africa.23 This led to a policy 

that not only sought to assimilate, but was also determined 

to manage differences: “[T]he practice shifted from religious 

conversion to spreading the rule of law. And yet the claims 

for civil law as the universal marker of civilisation coexisted 

with the recognition of different systems of customary law.” 24 

Islam and Colonial Rule

In the earliest phase of French conquest and pacification, 

Islam was presented as a conquering ideology in North 

Africa. From the conquest of Algeria (1830s onwards) to 

the colonisation of West Africa (broadly, with the exception 

of Senegal, from 1880s onwards), the dominant ideology 

remained intact from one set of administrators to the next.25 

For colonial administrators, Islam was seen as contaminating 

African modes of thought. It was argued that it was the 

IN THE EARLIEST PHASE OF FRENCH 

CONQUEST AND PACIFICATION, ISLAM WAS 

PRESENTED AS A CONQUERING IDEOLOGY 

IN NORTH AFRICA

French President, Francois Hollande (right), and Senegal’s President, Macky Sall attend a ceremony at the Military 
Cemetery of Thiaroye in Dakar, to pay hommage to the “Tirailleurs Senegalais” (30 November 2014).  
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duty of Europe, particularly France, to bring civilisation to 

the colonised. French administrators sought to manage the 

practice of Islam in their colonies, to bring the perceived 

resistance into lockstep with the French perception of 

modernity. The influences of Islam were systematically 

viewed as impediments to social progress. 

For the French, there was no alternative history where 

Islam could have otherwise been accepted, adopted and 

integrated into African society. Africans needed to be 

rescued from the tyranny of Islam. The pioneers of this 

view, Octave Depont and Coppolani, claimed that the key 

to Islamic influence and acceptance lay in the sword, but 

more importantly in compromises with the local beliefs and 

customs.26 Instead of attempting to impose a military solution 

on the Sufi Brotherhood, Depont and Coppolani set out to 

enlist the Sufi Brotherhood by attempting to collaborate and 

subvert the organisation from within. Harrison notes that 

the French acknowledged that attempts to destroy the Sufi 

Brotherhood by force in the past had failed. Instead, Depont 

and Coppolani argued that French administrators should:

... try and work with rather than against them. Discreet 

official sponsorship of education together with subsidies 

for the construction of lodges for the brotherhoods 

were favoured as the methods of gaining future political 

control. By faithfully pursuing such policies France would 

do much, they concluded, to remove the threat of a 

pan-Islamic rebellion and would be assured of a broad 

sweep of allies rather than having to rely on a handful of 

proven collaborators.27

However, this view of Islam changed from the early 

20th century onwards. There was a change in policy – from 

antagonism towards Islam to collaboration with Islamic 

representatives. This policy sought to distinguish the 

universal civilisations from local custom while managing 

social and cultural differences (pluralism).28 The change 

in policy was not a smooth progression, however, and 

several contradictory policies were enacted to deal with 

the challenges that the French were faced with in the 

1910s–1930s. 

First, a policy was put forward where Islam was 

positioned as a civilising force for Africans. This attitude 

was reflected in the systematic attempts to build and elevate 

Islam above African religions. Second was the reduction of 

any forms of African expression and practice, which were 

derogatorily dismissed as “fetishism”. In the hierarchy of 

progress, Islam ranked higher than fetishism. For the French, 

who did not fully understand African religious practices, 

In early colonisation, French administrators sought to manage the practice of Islam in their colonies.

C
A

R
S

T
E

N
 T

E
N

 B
R

IN
K

42 I conflict trends



The French dismissed African religious beliefs and practices as fetishism and believed they were signs of a lack of 
civilisation. 

these beliefs and practices were signs of a lack of civilisation. 

In West Africa, confronted with increases in Qur’anic 

schools, French administrators advocated for the creation 

of alternative Islamic schools or madrasas. Alongside the 

attempt to assimilate the colonised into French culture, 

French administrators saw these developments as necessary 

steps towards the creation of a liberal pro-French Islam in 

Africa.29

The political objective was to bring the empire closer to 

Islam and to construct the ideological image of France as 

being a “Muslim power”, thus strengthening the legitimacy 

to rule Muslim subjects. When this failed, the French moved 

to isolate and attack Islam. Between 1908 and 1915, under 

the governorship of William Ponty, a crisis of rule emerged. 

This required immediate attention, at the same time as 

France became engulfed in World War I. The main question 

was how to establish order and what to do with Islam in 

West Africa. The answer, according to Ponty, was to brush 

Islam with the stigma of slavery.30 Ponty advocated for a 

repositioning of France as the protector of the masses from 

the tyranny of Islam and the oppressive marabouts. All major 

marabouts had to be under surveillance and their activities 

monitored, and this information was shared across the vast 

confederations of French West Africa. 

In Ponty’s politique des races (racial policy) – the riddance 

of racial hierarchy and suppression of those tribes that 

resisted, and a policy under which traditional chiefs would 

inherit much more security than they then possessed –  

he noted that the first phase of the conquest required the 

abolition of slavery and slave trade, and the second phase 

required the abolition of tyranny and ethnic exploitation.31 

According to Ponty: “We provoked this progression by 

abolishing slavery. Now we find ourselves obliged to abolish 

the hideous tyranny of kinglets and chiefs, whose authority 

from now on must depend on us and be based on our own 

domination.”32 Donal Cruise O’Brien, a scholar on Islam in 

Africa, noted that the objective of this approach to containing 

the pan-Islamic movement was, among other things, the 

preservation of “ethnic particularism by ensuring that each 

ethnic group had chiefs appointed from its own people”.33

Another innovation was Ponty’s decree, issued in 

May 1911, which banned the use of Arabic in juridical and 

administrative matters. This shift moved French to become 

the language of the state and provided a point of emphasis 
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in the protection of Africans from the contamination of Arab-

Islamic influences. Then there was the development of l’Islam 

noir (black Islam)34 as a counter to the North African form of 

radical Islam. Jean-Louis Triaud notes that in the context of 

French rule of sub-Saharan Muslims, l’Islam noir “connoted 

the idea of a degraded Islam tainted by animist practices 

and therefore different from the pure Islam practiced in Arab 

countries”.35

This development marked a powerful change in West 

Africa. The shift in policy represented a swing from a focus 

on the assimilés – those under the influence of a deliberate 

indoctrination in language and culture and the positioning of 

them as French citizens – to a concentration on the évolués –  

as noted earlier, Africans who had become “Europeanised” 

through education or assimilation. The latter were trained to 

work in administrative positions. The best-known example of 

this new class of educated Africans was Blaise Diagne, the 

first African elected to the French National Assembly, who 

served in that capacity for 20 years. Diagne defended the 

évolués as French citizens and was a pioneering advocate for 

equal rights for all, regardless of race.

According to French Empire historian Alice Conklin, 

governors Ernest Roume and Ponty’s responsibilities were to 

carry the mandate to civilise through assimilationist policies. 

However, their mandate was too vast and their resources 

very limited, so many plans involving economic development 

and infrastructure (ports and railways), hospitals and 

schools were never completed.36 The major stresses caused 

by World War I and the post-war political, economic and 

military environment disrupted this policy direction. When 

failure was imminent, French policymakers had to come up 

with an alternate plan to legitimise their rule, as well as to 

reduce the cost involved with the colonial project. Resistance 

and economic cost weighed heavily on France and led to a 

systematic reduction of military expenditures. 

The result of the reconciliation between the demand for 

a military presence in the colonies and the call to reduce 

military expenses led to the creation of various intermediary 

institutions to help alleviate the cost of the massive French 

presence in the region. There was a call to forge a strategic 

alliance with the Muslim leadership. This could be seen as a 

shift from direct to indirect rule, and it marked a departure 

from the perception of Islam as a threat to a modification 

that positioned Islam to suit the colonial project. In Algeria, 

this was the incorporation of the Sufi Brotherhood into the 

system during the 1920s and 1930s; in West Africa, it was 

evident in the close collaboration between marabouts and 

administrators. In Algeria, the invention of l’Islam noir was 

a way to distinguish between the forms of Islam practised 

by Arabs and that practised by Africans in French colonies. 

This methodology was also a way to contain and split North 

African radical nationalists from the West African group, 

define them separately and contain them collectively. This 

was important to the effort to prevent and fragment the 

unification of a force that the French feared would lead to 

disorder and their ultimate defeat, if containment failed.  

A political line was drawn to sever the relationships between 

North and western Africa.

Rethinking the Mission Civilisatrice
As France continued to face opposition in its colonies, 

there was a call to rethink the mission civilisatrice (civilising 

mission). In her book, A Mission to Civilize: The Republican 

Idea of Empire in France and West Africa, 1895–1930, Conklin 

notes that “to be civilized was to be free from specific forms 

of tyranny: the tyranny of the elements over man, of disease 

Blaise Diagne was the first African elected to the French 
National Assembly. 

WHEN FAILURE WAS IMMINENT, FRENCH 
POLICYMAKERS HAD TO COME UP WITH 
AN ALTERNATE PLAN TO LEGITIMISE THEIR 
RULE, AS WELL AS TO REDUCE THE COST 
INVOLVED WITH THE COLONIAL PROJECT
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over health, of in  stinct over reason, of ignorance over 

knowledge and of despotism over liberty”.37 

The ideology of the conquest required a framing of 

Africans as subjects, not citizens, with duties but few rights. 

To this, Conklin shows that colonial statecraft was, in large 

part, an act of state-sanctioned violence.38 The republican 

ideals of freedom, social equality and liberal justice were 

reserved for citizens only, not subjects. In spite of the 

contradiction between professed ideals and lived reality, the 

French republicans never saw the glaring contradictions 

between their democratic institutions and their imperial 

ambitions.39 Conklin offers details of French colonial policy 

under the governors-general who administered the area from 

1902 until 1930 in West Africa and the shift from 

assimilationist policies towards association.40 Harrison, on the 

other hand, offers both the reality in the colonies and the 

policymaking in the cabinet and legislature in Paris, along 

with the ideas that were informing governance in West 

Africa.41 “Association”, the idea championed by ethnologist 

Delafosse, called for the administration to work with African 

institutions, shaping them in subtler ways and co-opting 

them whenever possible, rather than trying to crush them by 

force, as was the case with the doctrine of assimilation.42 

However, James Searing shows that the relationship between 

imperial France and the African elites was a double-edged 

sword. Colonial chiefs acted as intermediaries between the 

colonial administration and the rural population. The chiefs 

also maintained underground patronage networks to 

safeguard their social status, whereas France viewed these 

chiefs as corrupt and oppressive to their societies. In French 

West Africa, some of the earlier counter-elites were those 

Muslim leaders who went on to replace the aristocracy as the 

community leaders in the countryside. The elites of the Four 

Communes, Senegal’s four oldest colonial towns in French 

West Africa, organised the earlier resistance movement to 

colonial occupation.43

A non-linear process unfolded between the centre and the 

periphery, between the lessons learnt and the transfer of 

those lessons to the reality on the ground. The effects of fear 

and paranoia of the unknown and the “other”, and how this 

influenced decisions and outcomes, were also components of 

the process. O’Brien notes that French colonial policy in 

Africa was not static. It depended on local context, politics in 

France and the preferences of individual local administrators, 

which varied with changing personnel.44 

There were features of French policies that remained 

relatively stable. Among those was the attempt to divide and 

conquer the colonised. This was a long-running pursuit 

through physical and intellectual machinations to shape the 

subjectivity of local population, either through force or 

diplomacy or, as was often the case, assimilation – the 

management of social and cultural differences in what 

Mamdani calls a shift from direct to indirect rule.45

What emerged was a complex set of policies, 

contradictions and adjustments when crises arose between 

citizens and subjects. France was not always confident in its 

dealings, and displayed suspicions towards the intentions of 

the colonised. 

Conclusion
This article revisits French colonial policy in West Africa 

by showing the adaptability of colonial administrators to local 
and global events. The original mission to civilise Africans 
and the non-Western world faced resistance at every turn – 
which, when combined with the impact of World War I, turned 
into a mission to establish law and order, containing the 
influence and mobilisation of Islamic leaders in West Africa.46 
The ideology of the conquest and colonisation of Africa 
required a framing of Africans as subjects with few rights, 
rather than citizens with duties.47 The republican ideals of 
freedom, social equality and liberal justice were reserved for 
citizens, not subjects. 

In the first period (1850–1898), French policies focused 
mainly on containing the Sufi Brotherhood. In the second 
period (1898–1912), French policies shifted to a focus on the 
conspiratorial roles of the Sufi Brotherhood and fears of 
Islam, and Islam was presented as a conquering ideology in 
North Africa. In the third period, French administrators faced 
resistance, and the colonial project had to be reconfigured. 
The final period was a reconfiguration of the colonial mission 
from assimilation to cultural preservation, and the notion of 
respecting and conserving traditional African systems, 
religions, customs and beliefs. This recomposition marked a 
turn from direct to indirect rule. However, the French still 
maintained an inclination towards assimilation, which was 
the precept of the mission civilisatrice. 

In the aftermath of the crisis of empire, the French shifted 
focus from antagonism towards Islam to collaboration with 
Islamic representatives, from civilisation to conservation, and 
from progress to law and order, while managing social and 
cultural differences. Throughout the period of conquest, 
French imperial policy relied on political and intellectual 
thought produced in France and in the colonies by colonial 
administrators. Understanding the mechanisms and ideology 
of conquest requires that one engages with the system of 
knowledge production that informed, shaped and guided the 
colonial project in Africa. 

All this becomes paramount when seeking to better 
comprehend the colonial rule that still exists in the world 
today. Nearly 20 non-self-governing territories – from the 
Falkland Islands to Bermuda, and from American Samoa to 
French Polynesia – have limited self-governance, with little or 
no control over their respective futures. Remnants of 

THE IDEOLOGY OF THE CONQUEST 

REQUIRED A FRAMING OF AFRICANS AS 

SUBJECTS, NOT CITIZENS, WITH DUTIES 

BUT FEW RIGHTS
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colonialism remain in these early decades of our 21st century. 
The protracted French imperial project in Africa, particularly 
the Federation of French West Africa, is thus an important 
case study in the lab of residual colonial research.  

Dr Christopher Zambakari is Founder and Chief 
Executive Officer of The Zambakari Advisory. He is a 
Professor at the College of Global Studies at 
Cambridge Graduate University International. 
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Introduction

Since International Youth Day was celebrated on  

12 August 2020, it is a good time to take stock of the youth 

and their role in peacebuilding and peace processes in 

Africa. With the youth, peace and security agenda gaining 

ground in recent years, this is an opportune time for youth-

focused organisations to strengthen their work on youth and 

peacebuilding, while contributing to the ongoing discourse.

The youth, peace and security agenda is currently backed 

by three United Nations Security Council (UNSC) resolutions 

adopted between 2015 and 2020, namely UNSC Resolutions 

2250 (2015), 2419 (2018) and 2535 (2020). Among other 

priorities, the resolutions emphasise the importance of youth 

as agents of change in the maintenance and promotion of 

peace and security;1 reiterate the need for stakeholders to 

take young people’s views into account and facilitate their 

equal and full participation in peace and decision-making 

processes at all levels; and recognise the positive role young 

people can play in negotiating and implementing peace 

agreements and in preventing and resolving conflict.2 The 

third resolution, adopted in July 2020, also establishes a 

regular biennial reporting requirement on youth, peace and 

security by the United Nations (UN) Secretary-General, 

which is a great step forward in mainstreaming the youth, 

peace and security agenda into the work of the UN – 

especially since youth engagement in peacebuilding and 

peace processes is ad hoc and intermittent. The reporting 

requirement will therefore provide a snapshot of ongoing  

YOUTH ENGAGEMENT IN PEACE 
PROCESSES IN AFRICA

BY MARYLINE NJOROGE
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Above: Youth are important agents of change in the 
maintenance and promotion of peace and security. 
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processes and how engagement can be enhanced and 

deepened in future processes.

The Protecting Children in Armed Conflict in Sub-Saharan 

Africa programme, implemented by Save the Children, is 

now in its third phase and includes a component on youth 

and peacebuilding. Its main objective is to enhance the 

meaningful engagement of youth in peacebuilding processes 

through organised groups, as well as to advocate for well-

established platforms where youth can articulate their needs 

and wishes. The programme has run for two phases: the first 

phase ran from 2013 to 2016, and the second phase from 

2017 to 2019. The first phase of the programme was mainly 

focused on offering training on child protection to troop-

contributing countries that deployed troops to African Union 

(AU)-mandated peace support operations. Since then, the 

programme has incorporated other components of child 

protection for children living in situations of armed conflict, 

such as accountability for violations committed against 

children, designing and delivering advocacy strategies to 

various stakeholders, and child participation. As defined by 

World Vision International, child participation is one of the 

core principles of the Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(CRC), which asserts that children and young people have the 

right to freely express their views and that there is an 

obligation to listen to children’s views and to facilitate their 

participation in all matters affecting them within their 

families, schools, local communities, public services, 

institutions, government policies and judicial procedures.3 

The right of children to express themselves and participate in 

matters affecting them is also enshrined in the African 

Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC), 

specifically Articles 4 and 7.4 The youth and peacebuilding 

work was birthed from the child participation work carried 

out from 2017 to 2019, incorporating research, advocacy and 

campaign initiatives through engaging with children, where 

a gap was witnessed in the transition from childhood to 

adulthood. How do children successfully transition to 

adulthood while still being empowered to fight for their 

rights? How do we ensure that the rights of children and 

youth are advocated for, without leaving one group behind 

or focusing on one group at the expense of another?

From the consultations and collaborative research of the 

Protecting Children in Conflict programme conducted with 

children in Mali, Somalia, South Sudan and Sudan in 2018 

and 2019 as part of the child participation work, one thing 

was clear from the children who shared their experiences: 

“We want peace, we want it now. And we want to be part of 

the story, the process, the struggle to achieving peace.”5  
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The first phase of The Protecting Children in Armed Conflict in Sub-Saharan Africa programme offered training on child 
protection to troop-contributing countries.

48 I conflict trends



But as the children get older and they have to fend for 

themselves, they are not supported to continue with their 

work and therefore fall into the risk of recruitment into armed 

groups and lack of employment opportunities, as evidenced 

by children and youth who experience lost years of schooling 

and poor-quality education in conflict-affected areas. This 

impedes young people’s chances of achieving economic 

independence, as seen in West Africa and Central Africa.6 

This is compounded by the fact that young people’s views 

are frequently left out of the conversations on conflict 

resolution and peacebuilding. Young persons and children 

affected by armed conflict struggle to influence the decisions 

that have impact and influence on their lives. It is 

encouraging that the impact of armed conflict on youth and 

children is increasingly considered in the African political 

agenda, and that various mechanisms are in place to prevent 

and respond to violence against children affected by armed 

conflict. However, the reality is that these are rarely informed 

by the demographic whom they are designed to protect. 

Decisions, policies and processes that do not involve the 

youth in their design will naturally not respond as effectively 

to the needs of young people. An example of this is with the 

annual open session on children and armed conflict held by 

the AU, where there has been no meaningful participation of 

children, either directly or indirectly, to date.

The Role of Children and Youth in Building and Fostering 
Peace in Africa

Save the Children, in collaboration with other child- and 

youth-focused organisations, is well positioned to deepen its 

work on youth and peacebuilding, and in supporting child 

human rights defenders to continue with their work into 

adulthood and even mentor younger activists and defenders 

who are fighting for the rights of their peers living in conflict. 

This can be achieved through hosting capacity-building 

sessions for child human rights defenders, and devising and 

implementing advocacy and campaign initiatives with 

children and youth taking the lead and adults acting as 

facilitators and support mentors. Research has shown that 

grassroots youth organisations are well placed to contribute 

to high-quality analysis and experience-based responses to 

conflict, as they have extensive networks within their 

communities and an in-depth understanding of local 

dynamics.7 Their role in peace processes should be 

recognised and harnessed for their peace and mediation 

capabilities, even though no practical frameworks target the 
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Grassroots youth organisations are well placed to contribute to high-quality analysis and experience-based responses 
to conflict, as they have extensive networks within their communities and an in-depth understanding of local dynamics. 
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specific and meaningful inclusion of youth in peace 

processes and political dialogue in Africa. While UN Security 

Council Resolution 2250 on Youth, Peace and Security calls 

for the representation of youth at all levels of political 

decision-making, much remains to be done to enable and 

ensure young people’s participation is equivalent to others at 

decision-making levels.8 The youth, peace and security 

agenda will gain new ground with meaningful and impactful 

support of youth peacebuilders, especially in Africa, where 

various peace processes and peacebuilding initiatives are 

underway – for example, in Mali, South Sudan and Sudan, 

where there are active peace agreements – yet the voices of 

youth are not considered in their implementation.

Related to peacebuilding is the involvement of children 

and youth in human rights and transitional justice processes. 

An example can be found in Rwanda, where a children’s 

summit was held in June 2004 and the children stated that 

gacaca (the traditional judicial system) did not include the 

participation of children. Children mentioned that they saw 

what happened during the genocide of 1994 and knew that 

some of the adults were not telling the truth. The children 

wanted to be involved as protected witnesses. As a result, 

the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) has been 

discussing child participation, through creating various 

spaces and structures where children can be engaged, with 

the Ministry of Justice.9 The National Children’s Summit 

began in 2004, when children requested that the president of 

Rwanda, Paul Kagame, provide them a platform for child 

participation and dialogue with decision-makers and 

development partners.10 

There are various challenges related to the lack of 

meaningful and sustained engagement of children and youth 

in peacebuilding and peace processes: 

• Differences between and across local cultures and 

contexts when defining a child and youth and taking into 

account cultural sensitivity, depending on the context: 

The age of majority is attained at different periods 
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The National Children’s Summit began in 2004, when children requested that the president of Rwanda, Paul Kagame, 
provide them a platform for child participation and dialogue with decision-makers and development partners.

RELATED TO PEACEBUILDING IS THE 

INVOLVEMENT OF CHILDREN AND YOUTH 

IN HUMAN RIGHTS AND TRANSITIONAL 

JUSTICE PROCESSES
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Young people have a clear idea of what peace should be, and have a strong desire for a future without violence. Peace 
processes must ensure meaningful inclusion of these views in their design and implementation. 

according to different religions, cultures and legal 
systems. In many cultures, “youth” is not measured by 
either physical or intellectual development alone, or by 
laws. The situation of conflict exacerbates the issue, 
where growing up is a necessity for survival, sometimes 
turning a child into the sole caretaker of the family. There 
are also limits on definitions, especially on the definition 
of a child as used by non-governmental organisations. 
An example is where many former adolescent soldiers in 
the Sierra Leone disarmament, demobilisation and 
reconciliation programme were “aged out” of family 
tracing and reunification programmes because they had 
turned 18.11

• Considering the diversity of children and youth’s 

situations and agendas: Youth is often treated as a 

homogeneous category that is usually isolated from the 

rest of society. Activities and programmes targeting 

youth must be complemented by an understanding of 

youth as a transition from childhood to adulthood.  

Youth should also be involved in the design and 

implementation of programmes, thus increasing their 

power and self-esteem when engaged and active.12

• Children and youth being involved at different stages of 

peacebuilding programmes, rather than at the beginning: 

Children and youth should be involved in the entire 

process of designing and implementing programmes, so 

as to ensure that the unique needs of the target groups 

are met.13

• Material constraints: Programmes aiming at empowering 

children and youth often suffer from insufficient funding 

and short-term perspectives. Their needs are also not 

integrated in policies and programmes from the outset.14

According to the progress report by the United Nations 

Population Fund (UNFPA) on Resolution 2250, titled The 

Missing Peace: Independent Progress Study on Youth, Peace 

and Security,15 five findings and recommendations were 

made on how young people can play a greater role in 

peacebuilding:

1. Support youth visions of peace: Even when they have 

not known life without conflict, young people have clear 

visions of what peace should be, and have a strong 

desire for a future without violence. Peace processes 

must ensure meaningful inclusion of these views in 

their design and implementation. A young person in 

YOUTH SHOULD ALSO BE INVOLVED 
IN THE DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION 
OF PROGRAMMES, THUS INCREASING 
THEIR POWER AND SELF-ESTEEM WHEN 
ENGAGED AND ACTIVE
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Access to education is fundamental to facilitating young people’s positive engagement in peace.

Azad Jammu and Kashmir said that he considers peace 

as children playing in the common fields or grounds. 

2. Create space for youth to engage in political processes: 
Many youth feel excluded from political processes, and 

from making meaningful contributions. It is crucial that 

governments make sustained commitments to rebuild 

young people’s trust and confidence in governments – 

for example, through appointing a focal point at the 

national level on youth, peace and security to implement 

commitments made by the government. There are also 

additional challenges facing women and girls in gaining 

access to public spaces that need to be addressed, due 

to traditional gender norms which undermine the role of 

women and girls in public participation. Young people 

interviewed in Afghanistan stated that they had few 

opportunities to participate politically outside their 

homes, let alone participate in the peace process at a 

local or national level.

3. Facilitate and support dignified livelihoods: Greater 

economic opportunities for youth are necessary to 

motivate young people to pursue peaceful and 

productive paths in their lives. Youth are keen to 

increase their opportunities to learn skills and develop 

entrepreneurial capacities, but these need to be made 

available to them.

4. Support education and capacity-building for peace: 
Access to education is fundamental to facilitating young 

people’s positive engagement in peace. The youth who 

were interviewed for the UNFPA study suggested 

specific and practical ways this could be realised, 

including reforms to civic education, and the 

introduction of peace education.

5. Facilitate intercommunity dialogue and exchanges: 
Distrust, stereotypes and prejudices of youth as a 

unique and homogenous group of society, resulting in 

exclusion from meaningful civic and political 

participation, can be tackled by initiatives such as 

exchanges, which encourage continuous dialogue and 

engagement between youth from different communities. 

It is particularly important that young people who have 

been directly victimised by conflict are involved, such 

that further distrust and exclusion is not exacerbated.16

THERE ARE ALSO ADDITIONAL CHAL-

LENGES FACING WOMEN AND GIRLS IN 

GAINING ACCESS TO PUBLIC SPACES THAT 

NEED TO BE ADDRESSED, DUE TO TRADI-

TIONAL GENDER NORMS WHICH UNDER-

MINE THE ROLE OF WOMEN AND GIRLS IN 

PUBLIC PARTICIPATION
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Africa is characterised by, among other things, a large 

youth population, especially in countries with ongoing 

conflict and violence such as in Mali, the Central African 

Republic and Somalia. Currently, African youth account 

for 226 million (19%) of the global population, and by 2030 

the number of youth in Africa will have increased by 42%.17  

On the continent, the AU, through its Agenda 2063, seeks 

to remove all forms of systemic inequalities, exploitation, 

marginalisation and discrimination of young people to ensure 

that youth issues are mainstreamed in all development 

agendas. Various initiatives of youth participating in 

peacebuilding can be found in Sierra Leone, where the 

Africa Youth for Peace and Development organisation works 

with national governments to obtain input from youth on 

how to be the drivers of peace; Burundi, where UNICEF 

is developing the leadership and peacebuilding skills of 

youth and adolescents to strengthen their resilience against 

violence through livelihood programmes; and South Sudan, 

where theatre has become a tool to activate the role of young 

people in enhancing the pace of reconciliation. 

On the AU front, various initiatives have taken root, 

which will continue to advance progress of the youth in 

engaging with peace processes and peacebuilding.  

The Peace and Security Council has dedicated an annual 

open session on youth, peace and security during its 

sessions, for youth peacebuilders to brief the Council on their 

work in peacebuilding, the challenges they may be facing, 

and their recommendations to the Council on achieving and 

maintaining peace. In 2019, a Continental Framework on 

Youth, Peace and Security was also adopted. The overall 

objective is “to facilitate the meaningful engagement and 

participation of African youth in all spectrums of peace and 

security at national, regional and continental levels”.18  

A Youth for Peace (Y4P) Africa programme of the Peace and 

Security Department also exists. This programme seeks to 

promote the meaningful participation of youth in all 

spectrums of peace and security by engaging them as 

leaders, partners and implementers of peace initiatives.  

In addition, African Youth Ambassadors for Peace for the five 

regions of Africa have been selected. These ambassadors 

will engage their peers in their respective regions on 

dialogues for peace, and how they can contribute to the 

discourse.

In as much as these initiatives are promising, the results 

of the initiatives should flow from the continental level all the 

way to the national level. Youth, especially those from 

Africa is characterised by, among other things, a large youth population, especially in countries with ongoing conflict 
and violence.
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marginalised and vulnerable populations, should be part of 

and participate in the initiatives emanating from the 

continental level and own the processes and results, 

especially being involved in the initiatives that have been 

devised by the Office of the AU Special Envoy on Youth. 

Without buy-in from various groups of youth, such initiatives 

will not work and will not produce the desired results 

expected. Youth should also be part of the monitoring, 

evaluation and learning of the initiatives, and how they can 

be improved for future phases. 

Continental, regional and national institutions should 

play a vital role in supporting African youth to become 

effective and impactful peacebuilders, as this cannot be the 

responsibility of just one organisation or institution.

Conclusion

As the theme of 2020’s International Youth Day stated, 

“Youth Engagement for Global Action”, the time is now to 

ensure meaningful and sustainable engagement of youth 

in peacebuilding and for it to be mainstreamed in broader 

peacebuilding programmes at various levels, by involving 

the youth in key decision-making processes. Activities 

and programmes led by youth activists and youth-focused 

organisations need to be linked for maximum impact, from 

the grassroots level all the way to the continental level. 

The participation of youth in peacebuilding and peace 

processes should be mainstreamed, with youth having a 

regular platform where they can voice their concerns and 

express their recommendations on fostering peace. The 

biennial reporting requirement to be established by the 

UN will provide a comprehensive overview of how youth 

participation in peacebuilding is being conducted, and what 

challenges and opportunities exist for youth.  

Maryline Njoroge is the Child Participation Coordinator for 
Children Affected by Armed Conflict at Save the Children, 
and is responsible for the engagement and empowerment 
of  influence decisions and processes on conflict resolution 
and peacemaking.
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Since the end of the Katangese secessionist crisis in the 

Congo in the early 1960s, separatist and secessionist conflicts 

have attracted the attention of scholars and researchers across 

disciplinary boundaries. Perhaps the need to re-engage the 

historico-structural forces that had shaped the contours and 

trajectories of secessionist and separatist conflicts in Africa, 

coupled with the imperative of explaining the new wave of 

secessionist demands in recent times, led to the development 

of Secession and Separatist Conflicts in Postcolonial Africa. 

As the authors themselves state, the purpose is to “to explain 

the historical context and precedents that have shaped the 

concept and practice of secessionist conflicts in Africa from 

independence” (p. 1). 

Authored by Charles G. Thomas and Toyin Falola, two 

foremost scholars of African studies, Secession and Separatist 

Conflicts in Postcolonial Africa, a 344-page book, is organised 

into six well-written chapters, inclusive of the introduction and 

the concluding sections. The book opens with an introductory 

section (pp. 1–22) in which the authors provide the reasons 

behind secessionist conflicts in post-colonial Africa. 

Specifically, the authors attempt to lay the conceptual and 

theoretical foundation for the case studies that are examined 

in the book. Most informative and novel is the attempt to clear 

the conceptual ambiguities by delineating the concepts of 

secessionist conflicts from two other forms of internal conflicts 

in Africa, namely liberation conflicts and reform conflicts. The 

authors contend that while liberation and reform conflicts 

in terms of objectives seek to seize the control of the state 

apparatus and thereby gain sovereignty for certain factions, 

secession conflicts aim at severing sovereignty completely.

In part one, comprising two chapters (pp. 23–98) with 

the theme “Civil Secessions”, the authors undertake an 

excursion into the historical forces that drove the quest for 

self-determination among African nations. To be sure, in 

the introductory opening to the two chapters, the authors 

seem to suggest that self-determination – the core argument 

that formed the basis for the decolonisation struggles and 

the eventual independence of many countries in Africa 

in the early 1960s – also underlines the quest for civil 

secessions. Following the introductory opening of part one 

is the exploration of the first case study: the Katangese civil 

secession. In this chapter, titled “The Secession of Katanga, 

1960–1963”, the authors, drawing from the history of state 

formation in the Congo, explore the historico-social, economic, 

political and external forces that sustained the attempt by 

Katanga Province to secede from the rest of the Congo. 

Specifically, the authors argue that what sustained the 

Tshombe-led secessionist violence against the Congolese 

state, beyond the political instability that heralded the 

country’s independence, was the lack of a clearly defined 

mandate by the United Nations at the beginning of the conflict, 

and also the imperialist support rendered to the Tshombe 

regime by Belgium. Beyond these factors, the authors submit 

that the Katangese secessionist conflict signalled to the world 

of the inherent weakness of post-colonial African states to deal 

with internal threats to their existence. 

Issues similar to the Katangese secession were also 

explored in the second chapter of the book. With a focus on 

Biafra’s secessionist conflict in Nigeria between 1967 and 1970, 

the authors attempt to lay bare the context of the 30-month 

Biafran conflict, what sustained it and why it failed. Like the 

Katangese case, the authors argue that General Odumegwu 

Ojukwu’s desire to exit the Biafran State from Nigeria, 

through a violent route, was framed through the lens of self-

determination in the colonial context. This reasoning, coupled 

with the belief that Biafra had oil that could sustain it as a 

nation-state, sustained the conflict. In the two chapters, the 

authors unpack that the Katangese and Biafran secessionist 

conflicts not only tested the viability of the African state 

system in the post-colonial era but also taught the leaders, 

through the auspices of the Organisation of African Unity, how 

to deal with secessionist demands. 

The second part of the book, with the theme “The Long 

Wars”, is made up of two chapters (pp. 99–187). In these two 
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chapters, the authors discuss how a novel strategy, different from that employed by the leaders 

of Biafra and Katanga, made the difference in making secession possible. In chapters three and 

four of the book, the authors, drawing from the examples of the Eritrean and South Sudanese 

separatist movements, demonstrate how the tactics and strategy of prolonged war, adopted by 

the leaders of the secessionist struggles against the Ethiopian and Sudanese states, sustained the 

conflicts for decades. The central argument that the authors make is that critical and crucial to the 

successes of the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF) and the Sudanese Peoples’ Liberation 

Army (SPLA) was the implementation of Maoist theory of protracted warfare, which is anchored 

on the strategy of prolonging a conflict for the purpose of disorientating the enemies. This factor, 

coupled with the secessionist groups’ strategy of winning the support of the locals during the 

conflicts with the extant states’ armies, accounted for the successes. 

Part three, titled “The New Wave of Secessions”, includes chapters five and six (pp. 189–262). 

In the fifth chapter, the authors not only trace the trajectory of the crisis that led to the Somalian 

civil war but also unearth the forces that made the secession of Somaliland possible. What has 

sustained Somaliland as a de facto state is also explored. The authors framed the Somali civil 

war against the background of the failure of the central state to build a nation. It was such a 

failing that prompted the disintegration and exit of Somaliland. As the authors explain: “It was 

only the collapse of the rest of the state into a deadly civil war and its inability to effectively 

reintegrate that convinced the people of Somaliland that they not only could but should remain a 

separate political body” (p. 204). The book posits that Somaliland has sustained its de facto status 

in regional affairs because its unrecognised government has built para-diplomatic relationships 

with a few regional states. 

In the sixth chapter, the book focuses on the Tauregs’ struggles for group recognition and 

explores the dynamics of secessionist conflicts in a transnational context. The main theme that 

seems to run through the entire chapter is that at the centre of the secessionist conflicts were 

the authorities in Bamako and Niamey, pitched against the Tuaregs in the quest for the state of 

Aswad. This is unconnected to the failure of the central states in Bamako and Niamey to include 

the Tuaregs in national affairs.

In the concluding part of the book (pp. 263–286), the authors echo the historical factors that 

have, over the years, shaped the trajectories and dimensions of secessionist struggles and 

conflicts in post-colonial Africa. Conclusively, the authors submit that there is increasing recourse 

to separatism rather than secession. This trend, according to the authors, is unconnected 

to current world dynamics, which are underpinned by a state-centric policy supported by a 

hegemonic United States of America pursuing a war on terror. 

There is no doubt that Secession and Separatist Conflicts in Postcolonial Africa has not only 

contributed to the dearth of literature on secessionist and separatist conflicts in Africa, but has 

also enhanced our understanding of the subject. The book is therefore a worthy addition to the 

bourgeoning literature on self-determination conflicts in post-colonial Africa. Although many 

books have previously charted this course, as indicated earlier, what this book does, with sound 

histographical finesse, is to deepen the discourse on the subject. Drawing from historic and 

empirical studies, the book addresses in more detail the intersections of state, politics and ethno-

national conflicts in Africa, within the context of international law and diplomacy.

Each of the chapters in the book capture the three waves of secessionist conflicts in post-

colonial Africa, namely liberation, long wars and the new secessionist wave. A major challenge 

noticeable in the book is the authors’ failure to create an appendix presenting the list of 

abbreviations used, since many of such appear in the book. This notwithstanding, the book is 

an inspiring read and should be a valuable resource for members of the research community in 

Africa and beyond. It is strongly recommended for students of political science, international law, 

sociology and peace studies at both the undergraduate and graduate levels, as well as diplomats, 

media practitioners and the general public.  

Adeniyi S. Basiru is an Independent Researcher, Policy Analyst and Doctoral Scholar 
at the University of Lagos, Lagos, Nigeria. 
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