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located in Africa, and it is therefore an African country. Sub-Saharan Africa is
understood here to be all of Africa apart from the six countries of what is geopolitically
known as North or Arab Africa, that is Egypt itself, Libya, Tunisia, Morocco, Algeria,
and Mauritania. Sudan is the only majority Arabic-speaking country in Africa that is

Egypt's Evolving Role in Africa Issaka K. SOUARE |



considered in almost all geopolitical maps as being part of Sub-Saharan Africa and not
North Africa. As it is obvious in the map of Africa, apart from bordering the Middle East,
Egypt is not the only country with these geographical characteristics, but it is Egypt that
is the subject of this presentation.

With regard to its historical and socio-cultural heritage and links, Egypt is largely an
Arab-Islamic state. Although Egypt, as the rest of Africa, was only arabised and/or
islamicised, both Arabism and Islam have come to be rooted in Egyptian history and
social-cultural fabric and imagina at taking Egypt from any of these two
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It is these two factors that largely 1nfo Foypt’s national interest, which is the third
factor that defines a country’s foreign policy. From its geographical location bordering
the Middle East, and its social-historical (Arab-Islamic) links to the countries of this
region, events that happen in this part of the world are susceptible to impact either
positively or negatively on Egypt’s national security and economic prosperity. No event
1s more illustrative of this than the Israeli-Arab conflict. This conflict has, on at least four
occasions (1948; 1956; 1967 and 1973), drawn Egypt to open war with Israel. Political
stability in this region is therefore of great concern for Egyptian national security and
thus national interest. Also, given its limited natural resources and the abundance of these
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resources in a number of countries of this region, it is in Egypt’s national interest to
maintain good relations with Gulf Arab countries.

From its location north of the Nile Basin and its dependence on the Nile River for its very
existence, ensuring the continuous flow of the Nile waters from countries of its origin,
namely Uganda, Sudan and Ethiopia, is one of key national interest concerns for Egypt.
And of course, maintaining its friendly relationship with the United Sates, the world’s
only superpower, and the generous financial assistance that the latter provides it with
(estimated at more than $50 bn since 1978) is another key foreign policy objective that
Egypt considers part of its national interest.
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To measure a country’s role in another country or a set of countries, one needs to take
into account the contribution that the acting country makes to what the partner country or
countries consider as important issues to them. And here one can identify a number of
issues of particular importance to Africa and analyse the role played by Egypt on these
issues. Given that the whole of Africa (save Ethiopia and Liberia) were colonised by

of these three circles that [ nGw ave said above.

Egypt’s strategic role in Africa
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European powers and that Egypt regained its independence before any other African
country, the first issue to measure Egypt’s role in Africa will therefore be African
decolonisation. With decolonisation comes the need to safeguard one’s newly regained
sovereignty. What role did Egypt play in this in Africa? Then comes an array of
partnership issues, such as economic development, education and conflict resolution and
conflict management (peacekeeping), just to mention a few of these key issues.

African decolonisation

independence meant tha i ialism was a paramount
concern for the reyefuti ¥an affairs under the
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12 Asian countries. This réselytion wasVa ton to_the” oppressive response of the
Apartheid regime to the non-violent “CampargrTor the Defiance of Unjust Laws” that
the ANC and the South African Indian Congress (SAIC), together with organisations
representing the Coloured people as well as some white opponents of the system of
Apartheid had launched on 26 June 1952. Egypt and these other countries had requested
the insertion in the agenda of the 7™ session of the UN General Assembly held in
September 1952 an item entitled: “The question of race conflict in South Africa resulting

from the policies of apartheid of the Government of the Union of South Africa.”

In his autobiography, Where Others Wavered, former Namibian President, Sam Nujoma
recalls: “When in 1963, the first group [of Namibian freedom fighters] went for military
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training in Cairo, this was possible because President Gamal Abd el-Nasser of Egypt had
offered me training and tickets”. Nujoma concludes by noting: “Nasser was a dedicated
supporter of African liberation.”

African development through African organisations
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destabilising other African countries either by a direct attack or a proxy war. Second,
Egyptian authorities have sent peacekeeping troops to a good many African conflict
zones, especially under UN flag. It was also at the 1993 OAU summit, held in Cairo, that
the establishment of an African Mechanism for Conflict Prevention, Management and
Resolution was announced.

Conclusion and policy recommendations
Understanding the dynamics, the constraints and the different factors that Egypt must

take into account in formulating its foreign policy choices and actions, it is fair to argue
that Egypt does play an important role in Africa, not least its financial contribution to the
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AU. This notwithstanding, there is a wide perception in Sub-Saharan Africa that albeit
Egypt may be making more financial contribution to African issues today, the symbolism
that its active and, to some, militant involvement in African affairs under Gamal Abdel
Nasser has decreased if not disappeared. Egyptian delegations at meetings of the Arab
League have, in recent years, tended to be more important in their composition than what
are usually seen at OAU/AU summits.

For a considerable length of time, appearances of President Hosni Mubarak have been
rare at OAU/AU summits. Compared to other North African countries, such as Qaddafi’s
Libya and Bouteflika’s Algeria, one observes that these countries have striven to be
present at almost all OAU/AU summits~Of-eeusse. Egoypt fares better in this comparison
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And finally, the conflict in thesSydanese r!i )
an opportunity for countries such as Egyp a leading role in. Some have wrongly
described this conflict as a conflict between Arab-Muslims and African Christians. All
the parties are clearly Muslim. But while I say this, one cannot deny the fact that
Darfurians, notwithstanding their Islamism, are largely non-Arab speaking and that those
that are at the helm of power in Khartoum are mainly Arabs or Arab speaking. It is
therefore true that the conflict is between Arabs and non-Arabs. There is a difference

between “facts” and “perceptions”, but perceptions do matter. With the perception that
the conflict in Darfur is between Arabs and Africans and the other perception if not the
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fact that Egyptians consider themselves more Arabs than Africans, an effective resolution
of the Darfurian quandary may be very defining in Arab-African relations. Should Egypt
succeed in using its influence over the regime in Khartoum to put an end to the human
tragedy in Darfur, this will go a long way into affirming Egypt’s strategic role in the
African continent.
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