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The relationship between France and Africa is among the most complex and 

symbolic in modern-day International Politics. Officially, there is growing emphasis 

on a 'partnership', and the pursuit of common interest and future goals; however, 

many analysts argue that the French involvement in Africa still produces an unequal 

distribution of power based on historical colonial domination. This paper will 

examine whether current France-Africa relations constitute a significant shift 

towards a cooperative, mutually beneficial relationship, or simply represent a 

reformulation of past colonial practices through new institutions and rhetoric. Using 

Post-Colonial Theory, Debates surrounding Neocolonialism, and International 

Political Economy, this research will assess the political, military, economic and 

social aspects of France's engagement with Africa. Using a historical approach 

along with a selection of Case Studies (Mali, Cameroon, Senegal and Côte d’Ivoire), 

this article provides evidence for both some positive developments, particularly in 

terms of discourse and multilateralization, but also that strong structural 

continuities exist. Therefore, the findings of this paper suggest that France-Africa 

relations should be viewed as a transitional Hybrid System of competing logics of 

Partnership and Post-Colonial Dependency. 

Introduction 

French relations with Africa are unique and highly contentious in world politics. Compared to many 
previous colonial powers, the influence of France in Africa has not diminished but rather continues 
to be very strong. The influence of France in Africa is multifaceted; French relations with Africa 
include diplomacy, military, economics, culture, etc., and have been institutionalised via diplomatic 
relationships, military agreements, development assistance frameworks, currency agreements, and 
cultural/linguistic agreements. French official discourse increasingly frames relations with Africa as 
being based upon common interests, economic opportunities, security cooperation, and cultural 
exchange. However, for many African academics, politicians, and civil society actors, French African 
relations are still emblematic of neocolonialism and unfulfilled decolonisation (Bayart, 2000; 
Mbembe, 2001). 

The primary question driving this article is whether contemporary French-African relations 
represent a truly cooperative model based upon mutual prospects or whether French-African 
relations represent a continuation, albeit in a different manner, of the colonial legacy. The question 
of whether French-African relations represent a true model of cooperation or a neocolonial model 
has become more relevant due to rising anti-French sentiment in multiple African countries, military 
coups in the Sahel region, the removal of French troops from Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger, and 
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increased competition for influence from multiple external actors including China, Russia, Turkey, 
and Gulf states (Charbonneau, 2022). 

Historical French views of itself as a "civilising" force and African experiences of colonial extraction 
have shaped the relationship between France and Africa in a highly asymmetric way that continues 
to affect how both sides perceive each other and ultimately how decisions are made regarding French 
African relations. Although many African countries achieved formal independence in the 1960s, 
many have remained economically dependent on France, aligned their foreign policy with France's, 
and had their national security protected by French military intervention. The informal system 
commonly referred to as Françafrique established these relationships through patron-client 
networks, patronage, and opaque economic relationships (Verschave, 1998). 

In addition, France has implemented a number of significant changes in its African policy since the 
1990s, including the reduction of its military bases in Africa, the redirection of its development 
policy, the provision of support to African multilateral organisations, and rhetorical statements 
supporting equality and mutual respect for African partners. However, presidents from Jacques 
Chirac to Emmanuel Macron have publicly acknowledged the moral burdens of colonialism and 
stated that France seeks to establish a "new relationship" with Africa (Macron, 2017), however, these 
statements have often been met with scepticism, particularly when viewed against the backdrop of 
continued French military intervention and French influence over African economies. 

This article will argue that there is no accident behind the seeming contradictions between 
cooperation and continuity in the French African relationship; instead, French African relations exist 
in a hybrid space where post-colonial dependency and strategic partnerships co-exist. Therefore, 
French African relations do not reflect a simple transition from domination to cooperation; rather, 
they reflect a continuing struggle between two contradictory logics: sovereignty vs. intervention, 
autonomy vs. dependency, and multilateralism vs. unilateral influence (Chick and Farag, 2026). 

The structure of this article will be as follows: Section 2 will provide a historical review of French 
African relations from colonialism to the establishment of France - Afrique. Section 3 will examine 
the theoretical constructs of post-colonialism, neocolonialism, and dependency theory that inform 
the analysis of French African relations. Section 4 will examine the political and diplomatic aspects 
of French African relations, specifically the role of elite networks and governance. Section 5 will 
examine the military and security aspects of French African relations, especially in the context of the 
Sahel. Section 6 will examine the economic aspects of French African relations, including trade, 
development aid, and the CFA franc. Section 7 will examine the cultural and social aspects of French 
African relations, including language, education, and identity. Section 8 will provide case studies of 
selected countries. Section 9 will analyse the impact of increased international competition in Africa 
on France's position there. The final section will outline the future of French African relations and 
their potential policy implications. 

Historical Foundations of French African Relations 

Colonial Expansion and Administration 

France's involvement in Africa began to take shape in earnest in the nineteenth century, influenced 
by economic motivations, competitive pressures with other European nations, and ideological 
justifications for a civilizational mission. Within a few decades, France had extensive territories in 
West, Central, and portions of North Africa and included modern day Senegal, Mali, Côte d'Ivoire, 
Cameroon, Niger, Chad, and the Central African Republic. French colonial administration took a 
variety of forms; however, all colonial administrations operated under the principle of centralised 
control, economic extraction, and cultural assimilation (Conklin, 2000). 

The assimilation doctrine aimed to convert the subject population into French citizens through 
education, language and cultural transformation. As a practical matter, however, assimilation only 
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applied to a small group of colonisers. For the great majority of colonised Africans, colonial rule was 
enforced through coercive labour systems, indirect rule, and racial hierarchies. The colonial economy 
was designed to extract raw materials for the benefit of the metropolitan country, France, and 
therefore reinforced dependency models of economic development that were prevalent after 
independence (Cooper, 2002). 

Colonial rule dramatically altered African political systems, borders, and social structures. Colonially 
drawn, arbitrary borders separated ethnic communities and united disparate peoples, thereby 
creating conditions for instability and conflict after independence. Traditionally defined authority 
structures were either distorted or destroyed, while French colonial education systems produced 
elites who would align themselves with French values and institutions. 

Decolonisation and the Birth of France - Afrique 

The wave of African independence in the late 1950s and early 1960s marked the formal end of 
colonial rule but did not mark the end of French influence in Africa. Unlike the British, who had 
loose connections to their former colonies, France wished to maintain tight control over its former 
colonies through political, economic, and military means. This desire to maintain control over its 
former colonies was expressed most explicitly by President Charles DeGaulle and formalised through 
cooperation agreements negotiated at the time of independence (Chafer, 2002) of each country. 

As a result of these cooperation agreements, a system emerged later referred to as France - Afrique. 
France - Afrique was characterised by networks of informal relations that connected French elites 
and the African leaders, military officials and business leaders. France offered diplomatic backing, 
military protection and financial assistance to African regimes in exchange for loyalty to France, 
access to natural resources and strategic alignment. Frequently, France used military force to protect 
its friends in power or to remove enemies of France, thereby protecting authoritarian regimes and 
undermining democracy in Africa (Bayart, 1993). 

Although France - Afrique provided France with security and stability in the eyes of France, France 
- Afrique engendered widespread resentment among African populations. Many believed that 
African leaders were responsible for their actions to the people of France, not to their own people, 
and therefore undermined the legitimacy of their governments and created the conditions for 
instability and crisis. Additionally, the lack of transparency surrounding the terms of the economic 
relationships between France and Africa created the conditions for corruption and elite capture. 

Post-Cold War Reconfigurations 

The end of the Cold War and the rise of globalization required France to reformulate its African 
policy. Internationally, France faced demands for democratization in Africa, along with budgetary 
pressures, which led to a partial reconstruction of relations in the 1990s. France reduced some of its 
military commitments in Africa, reoriented its development aid, and made rhetorical declarations 
about supporting African-led efforts and the notion of partnership with African partners (Banégas, 
2010). 

These reforms were uneven and often symbolic. While overt support for authoritarian regimes 
decreased, informal French influence remained. Moreover, the emergence of new security threats — 
particularly terrorism in the Sahel — caused France to increase its military presence in Africa in the 
2000s and 2010s and culminated in the launch of Operation Serval and then Operation Barkhane. 

Theoretical Frameworks: Postcolonialism, Neocolonialism and Dependency 

More than a descriptive historical study of France-Africa relations, understanding the relationship 
will require a comprehensive theoretical framework that captures the asymmetrical distributions of 
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power, structural limitations and the evolution of forms of influence. This paper uses a combination 
of the three theoretical frameworks of post-colonial theory, neocolonialism and dependency theory, 
as well as selectively using aspects of liberal institutionalism and constructivism within International 
Relations theory, to provide insight into how colonial legacy persists, adapts and at times contests 
developing notions of partnership and mutuality. 

Postcolonial Theory and the Continuation of Power 

Postcolonial theory emerged as an academic response to the cultural, political and epistemological 
consequences of colonial domination. Academic writers such as Frantz Fanon, Edward Said and 
Achille Mbembe argue that colonialism did not cease with the achievement of political 
independence; rather, it continues through the systems of knowledge, representation and power that 
continue to shape post-colonial societies (Fanon, 1963; Said, 1978; Mbembe, 2001). 

When applied to France-Africa relations, postcolonial theory identifies how colonial hierarchies are 
reproduced through language, diplomatic practices and policy discourse. For example, France's 
continued emphasis on La Francophonie represents both cultural cooperation and symbolic 
authority. French remains the official language in many African States, representing not only a 
practical means of administering their countries, but also as a symbol of elite status and international 
credibility. Language is used as a means of reinforcing France's symbolic authority as a gatekeeper 
to global institutions and networks. 

In addition, postcolonial theorists identify the psychological and symbolic aspects of domination. 
Fanon (1963) identified that colonialism creates internalised feelings of inferiority amongst the 
colonised population and a dependency on external validation. Examples of this dynamic are evident 
in the fact that many African State elites seek recognition, mediation, or intervention from Paris 
during periods of crisis. This complicates claims of sovereign equality and mutual partnership. 

Furthermore, postcolonial critique challenges the moral narratives embedded in French policy 
discourse. French interventions are often justified in terms of humanitarianism, counterterrorism 
and state-building. While these objectives may have legitimacy, postcolonial writers warn that these 
narratives mask power asymmetries and continue to represent paternalistic attitudes towards 
African agency (Charbonneau, 2014). 

Neocolonialism: Indirect Forms of Influence and Strategic Control 

Neocolonialism, as defined by Kwame Nkrumah (1967), is a more politically and economically 
grounded framework for analysing post-independence relationships. Neocolonialism describes the 
situation in which formerly independent States remain under the control of other States through 
economic dependence, military presence and political influence. Unlike classical colonialism, 
neocolonialism exercises control through informal and indirect methods. 

France-Africa relations have been frequently cited as a model of neocolonialism. The existence of 
French military bases, defence agreements and interventionist practices demonstrates that France 
maintains considerable leverage over the security policies of many African States. The use of military 
cooperation as a form of control is demonstrated by examples such as Operation Licorne in Côte 
d'Ivoire, Serval and Barkhane in the Sahel, and Epervier in Chad (Boëne, 2011). 

Similarly, neocolonial mechanisms are reinforced by economic arrangements. Multinational 
companies of French origin hold major stakes in key sectors such as energy, telecommunications, 
banking, and infrastructure. While foreign direct investment can stimulate development, critics 
argue that these investments often serve French interests and restrict African economic 
diversification (Pigeaud and Sylla, 2018). 

The CFA franc system is a tangible manifestation of neocolonial influence. By being pegged to the 
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euro and being backed by the French treasury, the CFA franc is represented by France as a 
mechanism of monetary stability. However, critics claim that the CFA franc limits the ability of 
African States to establish their own monetary sovereignty, increases their dependency on France 
and prioritizes French economic interests (Sylla, 2020). Although the transformation of the CFA into 
the Eco currency was announced in 2019, there is still considerable doubt about the extent of the 
changes. 

Dependency Theory and Structural Inequality 

Dependency theory supplements neocolonialism by identifying the structural position of African 
economies in the global capitalist system. Developed by writers such as Andre Gunder Frank and 
Samir Amin, dependency theory identifies that under-development is not a phase preceding 
development, but an active product of unequal exchange between the core and periphery of the world 
economy (Frank, 1967; Amin, 1976). 

From this perspective, France-Africa relations exist within a global division of labour that favours 
industrialised economies, whilst excluding primary commodity-exporting States. As such, many 
former French colonies remain reliant on a limited number of exports such as oil, uranium, cocoa 
and cotton. France's access to these natural resources, particularly uranium from Niger, has 
significant strategic implications for France's energy security and industrial competitiveness. 

Dependency writers emphasise that aid and technical assistance, often promoted as cooperative 
development, reinforce dependency by determining the recipient country's priorities and 
establishing institutional frameworks. French development aid has historically provided funding for 
projects consistent with French commercial interests and geopolitical objectives, thus raising 
questions as to what constitutes 'their' development (Lancaster, 2007). 

Liberal Institutionalism and the Discourse of Partnership 

Liberal institutionalism presents a more optimistic view of France-Africa relations, contrasting with 
the critical views outlined above. From this perspective, cooperation between States can generate 
mutually beneficial outcomes and decrease power asymmetries over time, particularly when 
implemented through international institutions, bilateral agreements and regional organisations 
(Keohane and Nye, 2012). 

French participation in African-led initiatives, such as the African Union, ECOWAS and G5 Sahel, is 
often cited as an example of a shift from unilateralism to multilateralism and shared responsibility. 
French development aid, emphasising governance reform, education and climate adaptation, further 
supports claims of partnership. 

However, critics argue that institutional cooperation does not necessarily lead to equality and that 
the institutions themselves reflect underlying power relations. As such, France's disproportionate 
influence within these institutions can perpetuate power asymmetry under the guise of cooperation. 

Constructivism and Identity in France-Africa Relations 

Constructivist approaches to international relations focus on the role of identity, norms and 
historical memory in shaping international relations. France's perception of itself as a global power 
with a special responsibility toward Africa affects its foreign policy decisions. Similarly, African 
perceptions of France are influenced by collective memories of colonialism, intervention and 
betrayal. Protests French involvement in Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger are not simply expressions 
of discontent with policies but represent a rejection of symbolic domination and are reflective of 
identity dynamics that impede attempts to redefine relations as merely pragmatic or interest based. 
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Analytical Implications 

Together, the theoretical frameworks outline that France-Africa relations cannot be explained 
through a single lens. Postcolonial and neocolonial lenses expose deep continuities in power and 
influence, while liberal and constructivist approaches explain new developments, contestations and 
renegotiations. Therefore, the main analytical challenge is not to decide whether cooperation or 
continuity predominates, but to analyse how both cooperate and interact. This framework informs 
the subsequent analysis of the various dimensions of France-Africa relations: politics, military, 
economics and culture. 

Political And Diplomatic Relations: Elite Networks, Governance, And Influence 

Political and diplomatic relations are at the heart of France's lasting impact in Africa. Officially, 
France recognises the sovereign equality of African states; however, the way France engages with 
Africa has historically been defined by dense elite networks, informal diplomacy, and selective 
political influence. This section will examine how these mechanisms have developed, and if current 
political relations demonstrate a real partnership or continued imbalance. 

The Architecture of Influence 

Since independence, France has created a highly personalised system of political relations with 
African states. As opposed to formal diplomatic relations, France developed close personal 
relationships with African heads of state, military leaders and ruling elites. These relationships most 
bypassed institutional constraints, allowing rapid decision-making- especially during crises (Bayart, 
1993). 

The cellule africaine in the French Presidency exemplified this form of personalised diplomacy. It 
operated mostly free from oversight from Parliament, coordinating the support of politics, 
intelligence and military action. Though officially disbanded in the late 1990s, many analysts believe 
its functions were simply distributed across formal structures, while informal influence persisted 
(Chafer and Cumming, 2010). 

The elite-centred relations of France significantly impacted the governance of African countries. By 
placing the priority of stability and loyalty above the need for democratic accountability, France 
generally supported authoritarian regimes that aligned with France's strategic interests. For 
example, leaders like Omar Bongo in Gabon, Idriss Deby in Chad and Paul Biya in Cameroon all 
maintained long-term relationships with Paris despite their poor governance record and widespread 
human rights abuses. 

France and Democracy in Africa 

Following the end of the Cold War, there was a rhetorical shift in France's approach to democracy. 
In his 1990 La Baule speech, President Francois Mitterrand stated that French assistance to African 
countries would be conditioned upon the promotion of democracy. The speech raised high hopes for 
a normative transformation in the relationship between France and Africa. 

However, France's commitment to promoting democracy proved to be very limited. France did 
encourage multiparty elections; yet, France chose to maintain a pragmatic relationship with existing 
regimes, particularly when those regimes' interests served France's strategic objectives. France often 
tolerated election manipulation, constitutional changes and repression of opposition groups and 
parties - thus undermining France's credibility as a champion of democratic values (Banegass, 2010). 

The conflict between France's rhetorical commitment to democracy and its practical pragmatism 
continues to exist today. France publicly supports democratic governance and the rule of law, yet it 
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regularly places greater emphasis on regional stability and counter-terrorism cooperation. The result 
is a perception among the public in Africa that France operates with a double standard, which 
reinforces the scepticism that exists regarding France's claims of a partnership. 

Diplomatic Alignment and Global Forums 

France has always presented itself as a strong supporter of African interests in global forums, 
including the United Nations, the European Union and global economic institutions. Support for 
France in international forums has, in turn, strengthened France's diplomatic position, especially its 
permanent seat on the UN Security Council. 

The dualistic nature of France-Africa cooperation can be seen in this reciprocal alignment. France's 
diplomatic support for African interests has enabled Africa to have a stronger voice on issues such 
as peacekeeping, climate change and development financing. However, African alignment with 
France's positions often reflects dependence, rather than independent policy choices. 

Patterns of voting in international organisations illustrate both cooperation and constraint. African 
states generally vote in favour of French initiatives, although they have been more divergent in recent 
years on issues related to Russia, China and global governance reform. This increased diversity 
indicates a weakening of France's monopoly of diplomatic influence. 

Crisis Management and Political Interventions 

Political crises have traditionally allowed France to exert significant influence. Since the early days 
of independence, France has used diplomatic means to intervene in African affairs and has even used 
military force in some instances. These interventions are almost always defended by France as 
necessary to protect the constitution, civilians or other vital national interests -- though they are 
rarely accepted without contestation. 

The crisis in Côte d'Ivoire in 2010-11 serves as a clear example of this mechanism of influence. France 
supported Alassane Ouattara over Laurent Gbagbo and provided direct military support to Ouattara. 
France described its actions as defending democratic legitimacy -- though the majority of 
international players supported France's actions. Critics argued that France's intervention further 
entrenched perceptions of selective interference and external arbitrariness in African political crises 
(Charbonneau, 2014). France's posturing following the death of President Idriss Deby in Chad in 
January 2021 also highlighted the continuation of France's security-driven pragmatism. France's 
endorsement of a military-led transitional government contradicts France's professed commitment 
to democratic norms -- and sparked allegations of hypocrisy. 

Changes in Politics and Growing Public Resistance 

Over the past decade or so, the societal level of resistance to France's relationship with Africa has 
grown. The mass protests, civil society mobilisations, and youth movements opposing elite-centred 
diplomacy and calling for a redefinition of partnerships with the external world demonstrate this 
trend. Demonstrations against France in Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger illustrate this frustration with 
governance failures, insecurity and what people perceive to be foreign control. 

These movements indicate a widening gap between public and political elite views in Africa. While 
governments may continue to collaborate with France, public opinion is increasingly demanding the 
diversification of partnerships and the assertion of sovereignty. This new trend presents significant 
obstacles to France's established method of interaction. 

While France and Africa have a history of cooperation, the dynamics of their relationship have 
changed. While rhetoric speaks to a partnership of equals, informal influence and elite alignments, 
and selective intervention continue to dominate France's interactions with Africa. The continuing 
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existence of these factors undermines France's normative aspirations and increases public anger. 

At the same time, the loss of France's exclusive ability to influence events in Africa and the emergence 
of African agency create uncertainty about the future direction of their political relations. Will 
France's declining influence create space for more equitable cooperation? Or will the decline of 
French influence lead to further instability? 

Economic Relationships - Trade, Development Assistance and the CFA Franc 

One of the strongest pillars of France-Africa relationships and a key area where the relationship 
between cooperation and colonial legacy will be most evident is the realm of economic relationships. 
While France views its economic relationships with Africa as beneficial to African development and 
to integrating Africa into the world economy, others see the trade, assistance and monetary systems 
employed as mechanisms to continue dependence and inequality in Africa. 

Trade - A Legacy of Colonial Specialisation 

Historically, trade between France and Africa reflects colonial legacies of specialisation in specific 
sectors. For example, Africa continues to export primarily primary products such as crude oil, 
uranium, cocoa, coffee, cotton and wood to France. Conversely, France exports primarily 
manufactured goods, machinery, pharmaceuticals and services to Africa. Such an arrangement 
serves to maintain unequal exchange relationships and inhibit African industrialisation. 

While the proportion of Africa's trade with France has decreased relative to emerging competitors 
like China, France remains one of the primary trading partners for a number of former colonies. The 
French private sector maintains significant market presence in a number of sectors such as energy 
(e.g., TotalEnergies), transportation and infrastructure (e.g., Bolloré Group, Vinci), communications 
(e.g., Orange) and banking (e.g., BNP Paribas, Société Générale). 

Those who advocate for the partnership model argue that French investments create jobs, facilitate 
technological transfer and support infrastructure development in Africa. Those who reject this 
model, however, observe that French investments generate returns to investors, add little value to 
the local economy and that foreign companies remain in charge of key sectors of the economy. Such 
a dynamic is like that described in dependency theory regarding the integration of peripheral 
countries into global markets (Amin, 1976). 

Development Assistance - Partnership or Instrument of Influence? 

France is one of the largest bilateral donors to Africa, providing development assistance through a 
variety of channels, including the French Development Agency (AFD), multilateral organisations and 
EU programs. Officially, French development assistance focuses on reducing poverty, improving 
governance, promoting education and healthcare and addressing climate change. 

However, official French development assistance has at times functioned as an instrument of French 
influence in Africa. Historically, French development assistance was directed towards countries 
aligned with French strategic objectives, thereby maintaining patron-client relationships among 
elites. French conditionality related to issues such as governance and reform has been applied 
irregularly and, therefore, undermined the legitimacy of the norms underlying French development 
assistance. 

For those viewing development assistance from a postcolonial perspective, French development 
assistance may serve to reinforce tutelary relationships by defining French actions as assisting 
Africans to define the path of their development. Additionally, when French development assistance 
funds projects involving French contractors and consultants, it raises the question of whose 
economic interests are being promoted (Lancaster, 2007). Recent reforms emphasise the principles 
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of partnership, co-ownership and aligning with African development priorities. However, as long as 
French development assistance is driven by French interests rather than by African needs, power 
disparities will persist. 

The CFA Franc - Monetary Stability or Dependence? 

No aspect of France-Africa economic relationships has produced more controversy than the CFA 
franc system. The CFA franc is the currency utilised by 14 countries in West and Central Africa. The 
CFA franc is fixed to the Euro and is guaranteed by the French Treasury. Traditionally, African 
countries participating in the CFA franc system have been required to hold a portion of their foreign 
reserves in French bank accounts. 

Those supporting the CFA franc believe that the system provides monetary stability, low inflation 
rates and confidence among investors to invest in CFA franc-zone countries. Proponents argue that 
the stability provided by the CFA franc has protected member states from the high levels of volatility 
experienced by non-CFA franc-zone countries. However, opponents believe that the CFA franc is a 
remnant of colonialism that restricts the monetary sovereignty and development capabilities of 
participating countries. The CFA franc's restrictions on exchange rate flexibility and autonomous 
monetary policy make it difficult for governments to respond to economic shocks and implement 
industrial policies. Furthermore, French oversight of the CFA franc system represents French control 
over critical aspects of a country's economic function (Sylla, 2020). 

In 2019, France and the leadership of West Africa announced plans to modify the CFA franc system 
to convert it into a new currency called the Eco. Key elements of the planned changes include 
eliminating reserve requirements for member states and establishing a board to govern the Eco. 
Although the planned changes were characterised as a historical turning point, many analysts believe 
that the changes will not result in full monetary sovereignty for the member states due to the 
continued Euro peg and French backing of the Eco. 

Investment, Infrastructure and Ownership Issues 

French investment in Africa has grown significantly in recent years, focusing on infrastructure, 
energy, and services. Many French investments in Africa have taken the form of public-private 
partnerships and concessional lending for port development, railroads, electricity generation, and 
urban development. These projects address pressing infrastructure needs in Africa but also raise 
concerns about debt sustainability and whether the strategic ownership of key sectors of the economy 
in Africa will be retained in African hands. 

The sale of African logistics assets by French firms to foreign firms, such as the purchase of Bolloré's 
African logistics business by MSC in 2022, exemplifies both the scale of French economic 
involvement in Africa and the changing nature of foreign ownership of Africa's assets. 

Diversifying Economic Partnerships in Africa 

Africa's economic relationships are no longer exclusive to France. The emergence of China, India, 
Turkey and the Gulf States has created alternative sources of investment and trade for African 
countries. In many cases, these new partners provide fewer conditions to gain access to investment 
opportunities and complete projects more quickly than traditional partners. 

However, this diversification of economic relationships reduces French economic leverage in Africa 
but creates new challenges for African countries to manage competing interests and avoid creating 
new dependencies. Simply because France loses its dominant position in Africa's economic 
relationships does not mean that African countries will achieve equal development. 

France-Africa economic relationships demonstrate a mixed picture of cooperation and colonial 



France-Africa Relations: A Cooperation Based on Mutual Prospects or Continuity of Colonial Legacies? 

the rest | volume 16 | number 2 | 2026 

 

 

254 

legacy. While French trade, aid and investment contribute to economic activities and stability in 
Africa, they also sustain the same structural inequalities that exist today due to colonial legacies. 
While French reforms reflect an understanding of these challenges, they do not represent a 
fundamental transformation. 

Therefore, true economic partnerships between France and Africa will require French support for 
African industrialisation, increased local ownership of the economy and a sharing of decision-
making authority. Otherwise, economic cooperation in Africa will likely be a rebranded continuation 
of postcolonial dependency. 

The Cultural and Social Dimensions of Language, Education and Identity 

France has used culture to effectively exert influence in Africa. Culture influences the way people 
think, behave and see themselves in relation to others. It does so through language, education, media 
and the exchange of ideas. As such, it has provided an ongoing symbolic connection between France 
and Africa, which can facilitate cooperation and at the same time reproduce post-colonial 
hierarchical relationships. This section will examine how culture shapes identities, elites and 
perceptions of others, and whether it supports cooperative cultural exchange or symbolic 
domination. 

Francophonie as Soft Power 

Francophonie is a key component in France's global strategy. Officially defined as a "community of 
language and values", Francophonie fosters cultural diversity, dialogue and cooperation amongst 
French-speaking countries. With the majority of French speakers living in Africa, Francophonie 
represents the demographic core of this community. As soft power, the Francophonie enables France 
to achieve a level of cultural reach and diplomatic influence that exceeds its economic power. 
Furthermore, proficiency in French gives individuals access to higher education, to international 
organisations and to the world of diplomacy. As such, Francophonie represents France as a cultural 
hub. 

However, some critics contend that Francophonie is primarily a means to symbolically dominate. In 
other words, the priority given to French as opposed to indigenous languages maintains the colonial 
hierarchy of knowledge and excludes the knowledge and culture of local communities. Although 
elites in Africa gain linguistic capital, the general population may experience exclusion and cultural 
alienation (Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o, 1986). 

Education, Elites, and Social Stratification 

Since the colonial era, education has played a pivotal role in the relationship between France and 
Africa. French curricula, institutions and examination methods still define the structure of education 
in many African countries. Educational exchanges and scholarships allow African students to study 
in France and develop their careers within French-speaking institutions. These educational 
exchanges create real opportunities for skill-building and intercultural exchange. Many African 
leaders, scholars and professionals have benefited from studying in France and continue to build 
strong relationships with French institutions. 

However, education contributes to the reproduction of social inequalities. Access to French-language 
education is largely restricted to urban elites, creating inequality and limiting political participation. 
Furthermore, curricula often focus on French history and perspectives, while excluding African 
epistemologies and histories. From a post-colonial point of view, the creation of Francophone elites 
maintains epistemic dependency, i.e., the production and validation of knowledge take place within 
the former metropolis. 
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Media, Representation and the Power of Narratives 

French media, cultural institutions, and broadcasting agencies retain considerable influence in 
Africa. French media (Radio France Internationale [RFI], TV5 Monde, etc.) produce the dominant 
narrative regarding politics, security and development in Africa. They provide access to news, but 
they also filter African events through French editorial frameworks. 

Narrative control is a subtle yet very effective form of influence. Some African journalists and 
intellectuals criticise French media for emphasising crises, instability, and dependence to legitimise 
France's interventionist policies and reinforce stereotypes. 

Consequently, African media, alternative information channels, and social media have developed, 
allowing them to challenge French narrative hegemony. Young people in particular have made use 
of social media to promote counter-narratives and thus contribute to the decline of France's cultural 
authority. 

Memory, Identity and the Politics of History 

The legacy of colonisation continues to be the subject of controversy in Franco-African relations. 
Debates regarding historical responsibility, reparations and restitution of cultural objects, etc., 
reveal unresolved tensions. France's refusal to accept full responsibility for colonial crimes fuels 
distrust towards the French reconciliation initiative. Recent attempts, such as the return of looted 
works to African countries and the recognition of historical abuses, indicate a new trend toward 
symbolic reparation. Critics, however, argue that these actions are limited and insufficient to 
compensate for the structural injustices perpetrated during colonisation (Sarr and Savoy, 2018). 

For many Africans, the construction of cultural relations is inextricably linked to historical trauma. 
Therefore, claims of shared values and mutual respect appear empty until there is concrete 
accountability for the legacy of colonialism. 

Youth, Identity and Resistance 

African youth play a crucial role in redefining cultural relations. Younger generations are less 
committed to Francophone identity than to globalised cultural models. English, digital culture, and 
pan-African identity models are increasingly competing with French influence. Youth movements 
and cultural production (music, film, literature) contest colonial narratives and express autonomous 
identities. Not only do young people reject France's policies, but they also reject symbolic 
subordination. 

Cultural and social relations between France and Africa are characterised by ambiguity. On one 
hand, language, education, and cultural exchange support cooperation and cultural connection. On 
the other hand, cultural exchange and cooperation are based on hierarchies established during 
colonialism and therefore represent a source of symbolic domination. For cultural cooperation to 
become truly reciprocal, it must go beyond symbolic inclusion and establish epistemic equality, 
linguistic pluralism and shared narrative authority. 

Case Study Analysis: Mali, Cameroon, Senegal and Côte d'Ivoire 

To evaluate whether France-Africa relationships are developing towards an equal partnership 
and/or continuing along colonial lines, it would be useful to study each relationship in a country-by-
country context. In this section, we will present case analyses of the relationships between France 
and the countries of Mali, Cameroon, Senegal and Côte d'Ivoire, which will provide examples of how 
engagement, resistance and adaptation vary from country to country. 

Mali: A Breakdown in Relationships Based on Security Needs 
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Mali is perhaps the most extreme example of a failure of relationships between France and an African 
state since independence. Prior to the 2012 uprising and the subsequent rise of a strong and highly 
violent jihadist insurgency, Mali had maintained a relatively close relationship with France (with 
periods of asserting its own autonomy). With the outbreak of the insurgency, France's involvement 
through the 2013 Operation Serval was welcomed by many in Mali (both government officials and 
elements of the population), but as the years passed, as did the failures of security efforts and loss of 
civilian lives, the French became viewed as unproductive, self-serving, and unwilling to recognise 
Malian sovereignty. 

Following two coups d'état in 2020 and 2021, the transitional government, in a move to reject French 
influence, publicly denounced French actions, removed all French forces from Mali, and began 
seeking alternative security alliances — particularly those with Russian-connected security 
organisations. This marked a complete break in relationships driven by security needs, highlighting 
the limits of externally driven security collaborations and the critical importance of public legitimacy 
in maintaining relationships. 

This case study illustrates how reliance on security-based collaboration without concomitant reforms 
in politics and economics can lead to increased dependence and, ultimately, rejection. 

Cameroon: Relationship Continuance and "Strategic Silence" 

Cameroon serves as a classic example of continuity in relationships between France and an African 
nation. Since gaining independence, Cameroon has continued to maintain close economic, military, 
and political ties with France. Under the long tenure of President Paul Biya, despite ongoing 
governance deficits and human rights abuses, there have been no disruptions in the relationship 
between Cameroon and France. 

While France has consistently supported dialogue and reform regarding Cameroon's internal crises 
(notably the Anglophone Crisis), they have taken little action to exert pressure on the Biya regime, 
preferring to prioritise regional stability and strategic interest. Cameroon's case shows how 
continuity in elite-centred relationships can occur alongside increasing social discontent in the 
country. 

Senegal: Cooperative Relations and Limited Dependence 

Senegal is commonly identified as a model of cooperative, yet relatively balanced, France-Africa 
relations. Senegal has historically maintained a close relationship with France, while at the same 
time having a reputation for political stability and democracy and for exercising considerable 
diplomatic autonomy. 

Compared to the other three countries studied here, French military activity in Senegal has been 
much less extensive and controversial. Senegal and France also engage in more collaborative 
economic projects such as infrastructure development, education and cultural exchange. Generally, 
Senegalese leaders frame their relationship with France as pragmatic, rather than dependent. 

Yet, like the other three countries studied here, Senegal has seen the emergence of youth movements 
and civil society organisations questioning French dominance and advocating for diversified 
international partnerships. 

Senegal's case indicates that cooperation can be more equitable when domestic institutions are 
robust and when political legitimacy is high. 

Côte d'Ivoire: Economic Cooperation and Selective Political Intervention 

Côte d'Ivoire is another example of the complex interplay of economic cooperation and political 
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intervention in France-Africa relations. Given its status as one of France's primary economic 
partners in West Africa, Côte d'Ivoire is home to significant French investments and maintains very 
close diplomatic ties with France. 

The post-election crisis of 2010-11 served to highlight France's willingness to intervene decisively in 
internal conflicts in Africa. Although France framed the intervention as a defence of democracy, it 
served to reinforce perceptions of external arbitration and selective interference. 

Although Côte d'Ivoire has experienced significant economic growth and relative stability since then, 
some observers argue that the benefits of this growth have been unequally distributed and that 
French influence continues to play a major role in shaping the strategic sectors of the Ivorian 
economy. 

Comparative Observations 

In comparing the experiences of the four countries examined above, several commonalities and 
differences stand out. Firstly, the level of French influence in each country is heavily influenced by 
the strength and legitimacy of each country's domestic political structures. Secondly, while security-
focused collaborations have generated the greatest levels of dependency and backlash among the 
three types of collaborations (security, economic/cultural), economic and cultural collaborations 
have generally generated fewer problems. Lastly, while elite-level alignment remains the most 
important mechanism of continuity in relationships between France and its African partners, there 
is increasing evidence that popular attitudes are shifting. 

As demonstrated by the analysis of these four case studies, France-Africa relationships are not 
monolithic or static, but are instead shaped by the unique national contexts, histories, and evolving 
dynamics of power in each country. 

Rival Foreign Actors and the Decline of French Influence 

French influence over Africa began to decline in the twenty-first century with the emergence of rival 
foreign actors. As African countries' relationships with the outside world became more diverse, they 
began to reduce France's exclusive influence over them. In this section, we examine how rival foreign 
actors (especially China, Russia, Turkey and the Gulf States) changed the nature of the strategic 
environment and increased African agency. 

China and the Transformation of Africa-France Economic Ties 

Among the emerging competitors to French influence in Africa, China was the most influential. By 
investing billions of dollars into Africa and providing Africa with billions of dollars in loans and trade 
opportunities, China became Africa's largest trading partner. In contrast to France, China describes 
its relationship with Africa as being non-interventionist and focuses on promoting the sovereignty 
of individual African nations. Many African Governments view China's intervention in Africa as 
having many practical advantages: fast-track construction of much-needed infrastructure; fewer 
strings attached than other donor states; and funding of projects that were previously unfunded by 
the traditional donors. Because of these advantages, French economic influence over Africa declined. 

However, China's engagement with Africa is problematic and raises issues around debt, labour, and 
dependency. Even though China challenges French influence, it does nothing to resolve the 
structural inequality that exists between African nations and the rest of the world. Instead, China 
demonstrates the pragmatic ways in which African nations navigate a multi-polar world. 

Russia and the Politics of Security Competition 

With the return of Russia to Africa, especially in the area of security, France's involvement in the 
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Sahel region has come under direct attack. Russia has established itself as an alternative to the 
security frameworks that exist in Europe and North America through the establishment of military 
partnerships, arms deals and private security companies. 

Russian involvement in Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger has been accompanied by public declarations 
against France and a desire to reject the French colonial legacy. Russian involvement in transitional 
regimes in Africa is both practical and symbolic. On the one hand, it addresses the security needs of 
transitional regimes. On the other hand, it allows transitional regimes to demonstrate their 
sovereignty in choosing their own partners. 

Even though Russia provides an alternative to French security frameworks, it creates serious 
problems related to human rights, accountability and long-term stability. Like China, Russia's 
involvement in Africa does not create better or more sustainable security environments. 

Turkey, the Gulf States, and Middle-Power Actors 

While China and Russia provide the greatest challenge to French influence in Africa, Turkey and the 
Gulf States are expanding their influence through a variety of means, including trade, humanitarian 
assistance, religious diplomacy and investments. Turkey's focus on building ties with African 
countries through cultural affinity and humanitarian outreach has led to some success in certain 
areas of Africa. Similarly, the Gulf States' investments in agriculture, energy and logistics are 
increasing their influence over Africa. 

Together, these middle-power actors create a more competitive and diverse international 
environment. For African states, diversity increases their bargaining power and reduces their 
reliance on a single state (such as France). 

Consequences for France-Africa Relations 

As global power continues to shift, the erosion of French influence over Africa reflects fundamental 
changes in the world order. As such, France can no longer count on historical ties to ensure its 
influence over Africa. Rather, France must earn credibility and legitimacy from African states based 
on transparency and mutual benefit. 

Increased African agency in shaping their relationships with France and other external actors results 
from African states leveraging the competition among external actors to renegotiate their terms of 
engagement. At the same time, the diversity of external actors creates new risks for dependency and 
fragmentation, which underscores the necessity for African states to develop a coherent strategy. 

Potential Futures: Reform, Withdrawal, or Partnership? 

The future of France-Africa relations is ambiguous. There are three possible futures for France-Africa 
relations: reforms within a continued structure, withdrawal and strategic disengagement, or a 
reconfiguration toward a truly cooperative relationship. 

One of the potential futures for France-Africa relations is reform. In reform, France seeks to maintain 
the existing structures of the relationships while addressing the symbolic grievances of the African 
states. Reform could involve discursive changes, limited institutional changes, and multilateral 
involvement. Although reform is a viable policy option for France, it risks failing to fundamentally 
address the structural inequities between France and African states. 

Another potential future for France-Africa relations is withdrawal. The Sahel states' rejection of 
French military presence in their territories is an example of a withdrawal of France from Africa. 
Although withdrawal may increase symbolic sovereignty for African states, it risks creating security 
vacuums and introducing new dependencies. 
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Reconfiguration toward cooperation is the most revolutionary option for France-Africa relations. To 
achieve this, France must give up its privileged status in Africa, support African-led initiatives, and 
assume a more equal role. Equally, African states must establish stronger institutions, greater 
accountability, and more cooperation at the regional level. 

Conclusion 

France-Africa relations are characterised by a hybrid of cooperation and continuity. Although there 
are significant changes in discourse, institutions, and global context, the structural legacies of 
colonialism remain unchanged. The elite networks of the colonial period, security dependence, 
economic asymmetry, and cultural dominance continue to define the parameters of engagement 
between France and Africa. These factors undermine claims of mutual partnership and create the 
conditions for continued dependency and unequal exchange. 

Although African agency has increased through the diversification of partnerships, popular 
mobilisation, and normative contestation, France is no longer able to assert its influence without 
competition. Its future role in Africa will depend on its ability to adapt to a post-colonial, multipolar 
world. 

This article concludes that France-Africa relations are best understood as a hybrid system in 
transition - neither fully neocolonial nor genuinely equal. To move toward a relationship 
characterised by cooperation based on shared interests, France must confront the historical legacies 
that define the relationship, not merely symbolically but structurally. If France fails to make this 
transformation, it will find itself increasingly marginalised and contested as an actor in Africa's 
evolving international landscape. 
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