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Résumé 

Au lendemain des indépendances formelles, les dirigeants africains sans tenir 
compte de leurs orientations idéologiques, de la taille de leurs nations ou du 
niveau de leur développement croyaient dur comme fer que l’avenir de leurs pays 
résidait dans une autonomisation collective. Malheureusement, l’ambitieux et 
noble objectif de transformation de l’Afrique et de l’amélioration des conditions 
de vie matérielles et spirituelles de la majorité de ses habitants n’a pas été atteint 
en dépit de l’existence de plusieurs regroupements régionaux qui avaient été 
conçus et mis en place à cette fin. Pour peu que l’on regarde le chemin parcouru, 
aucun paramètre ne saurait justifier une quelconque célébration. Des facteurs à la 
fois internes et externes expliquent cet état de choses. 

A la lumière de l’expérience de l’Afrique de l’ouest dans le contexte des 
engagements français en Afrique et s’inspirant des données historiques et de la 
théorie de la dépendance structurelle, cet article soutient que la francophonie, la 
base assimilatrice de l’impérialisme français, et son héritage, ont dans une large 
mesure constitué un frein aux efforts d’intégration régionale. Aussi longtemps 
que les mécanismes de dépendance psycho-structurelle des Etats francophones 
vis-à-vis de Paris persistent, l’intégration régionale africaine aura du mal à se 
consolider.
Key words: Assimilation; colonialism; dependency; francophonie; integration; 

regionalism;West-Africa
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Introduction
The end of the cold war and the ascendancy of market orthodoxy led to the 

bourgeoning of regional integrative bodies in different part of the world (Roy 
1999:120). According to the World Trade Organization (WTO) 

as at July 2005, only one WTO member, Mongolia – was not a party to a 
regional trade agreement. By July 2005, a total of 330 had been notified to 
the WTO and its predecessor, GATT. Of these, 206 were notified after the 
WTO was created in January 1995, 180 are currently in force, several others 
are believed to be operational although not yet notified(WTO 2005:2).

However, while the citizens of the member states of the European Union (EU), 
North American Free trade areas (NAFTA), Association of South East Asia Nations 
(ASEAN)  and other successful regional bodies appear to be reaping bountifully 
from globalization and increasing  regional transactions, the same assertion cannot 
be made of sub-Saharan Africa and its impoverished people(Oyejide 2004:52). 

In spite of the countless efforts of Statesmen and policymakers, since the 
1970s to develop the continent through the instrumentalities of regional economic 
communities, as canvassed in the Lagos Plan of Action (1980), the Abuja Treaty 
(1991) and the New Partnership for Africa’ Development (2001), it appears that 
the material and spiritual conditions of the majority of the inhabitants have not 
improved (Jiboku and Okeke-Uzodike2014:2). As the United Nations’ Economic 
and Social Council and the Economic Commission for Africa reported, in 2009, 
‘despite the proliferation of regional economic communities, the overall economic 
performance, in Africa has further declined’ (ECOSOC / UNECA 2009:5). 
Similarly, the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) 
in 2010 classified 33 African countries as Least Developed Countries (LDCs) with 
economic vulnerability, weak human development, and low income (UNCTAD 
2010:10). These unimpressive economic figures, supported by other observable 
socio-political pathologies, suggest that regional economic organizations in 
Africa, if evaluated against the objectives that they have set for themselves at their 
inauguration, seem to have failed to transform the economies of their respective 
regions. 

This brief background has provoked two key questions, namely, why have 
regionalism and the accompanied structure failed abysmally in Africa? Why 
despite the proliferation of regional structures, underdevelopment still looms? This 
paper strives to answer these questions in the light of West African experience. 
The choice of West Africa ahead of other regions in Africa is because the region 
domiciles one of the most structured regional integrative schemes in the global 
south. 

Certainly, scholars have intervened in discourse such as this, by providing 
us with different perspectives. Instructively, while a large number of interesting 
studies pin down the crisis of regionalism in Africa to the structure and patterns of 
trade among countries (Bach 1983:21; Asante 1985:82); others blame the crisis on 
the rhetorical dispositions of African political leadership towards real integration 
(Bundu 1995:33; Adedeji 2005:21). Still further, some scholars have problematized 
it from purely cultural and constitutional angles (Adewoye1995:323; Bourenane 
1995:52; Adotevi 1995:67). In majority of these studies, European colonialism 
and paternalistic legacies that it left behind and the impact of such on pan-African 
unity, has been given scanty attention. 
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It does not however suggest that this factor has not been explored at all, in literature, 
but it needs to be further understood from a fresh perspective. The significance of 
this paper, thus, lies in achieving this objective.

The paper is partitioned into five broad parts, starting with an introduction 
pointing to the paper’s significance, purpose and organization of study.In the 
second part, some of the concepts that are germane to this discourse are defined. 
Part three presents theoretical framework that guided the study.The fourth part 
attempts to historicize France’s engagements and its outcome on the region’s 
integration process. Part five concludes the paper with a number of submissions.
Conceptual Clarifications

In this section, an attempt is made to lay bare the ontology of the terms 
‘regionalism’ and ‘development’. This is because in social analysis, concepts often 
assume different meanings. As Rubin and Babbie (1989:12) once remarked ‘we 
specify what we mean when we use particular terms for the purpose of facilitating 
their contextual operationalization and comprehension’. In development studies 
as in the present paper, regionalism and regional co-operation are sometimes used 
interchangeably but operationally they are distinct. Regionalism as a notion depicts 
either a sub-national or a transnational process.  In the former, it is conceived as an 
idea that drives a group of people living in a marked geographical space to define 
their values and interest in regional rather national terms. 

At the transnational level, the notion of regionalism depicts an idea that 
energizes a group of nations occupying a specific geographical area within the 
global space to pursue socio-economic and political agenda that promote their 
interests (Akinboye and Basiru 2014:85-6). 

In Africa, therefore, the formation of regional bodies like the Economic 
Community of West Africa States (ECOWAS); the Southern Africa Development 
Community (SADC) and the East Africa Community (EAC) may have been 
driven by the economies of scale of regionalism.  For the purpose of this paper, 
regionalism is defined in the latter context.

Apart from being contested, the notion of development is also ideologically 
loaded.  As Iyayi (2007:8) contends, ‘development is conceived usually from the 
standpoint of specific social groups’.  As a result, there has been no consensus 
about the meaning of development.  Thus, what are obtainable, in literature on 
the subject are different schools of thought to the definition of what development 
means (Omoweh 2000:24).  Indeed, Jhingan (1999:32) identifies more than twenty 
of such approaches to development.  

If, thus, there are many approaches, to the meaning of development, which one 
best suits our purpose in this paper? Here, the perspective of Iyayi (2007:9), who 
contends that development, be defined as entire movement of human history, is 
germane.  Omoweh (2000:35), in a similar vein, sees it as a process of change and 
accumulation of capital that enables society, this time, the national economy and 
the people, to reproduce themselves, sustain their basic needs while ensuring an 
overall increasing socio-cultural, political and economic equality”. Still further, 
Cockcroft et al (1972:xvi)see development ‘as the structural transformation of the 
economy, society, polity and culture of the satellite that permits the self-generating 
and self-perpetuating use and development of the people’s potentials’. To these 
transformationists, development is the independent capacity of a group (a nation, 
a region) to use its potentials to the maximum without hindrance from an outside 
group or actor.  
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These capacities according Iyayi (2007:11) are: capacity to regulate relationships 
among members and with outsiders; independent of both nature and other social 
groups and the ability to provide for the material, social and psychological needs 
of members of the social group. In the view of Rodney (1972:10-11),‘development 
implies an increasing capacity of a social group to regulate both internal and 
external relationship’. 

Against the foregoing, development for the purpose of this paper is the outcome 
of the sustained process of transformation of the material and human resources of 
a social group (a nation or a region).
Theoretical Framework of Analysis

In explaining the failure of regionalism in Africa, two perspectives, though 
there are few others, have held sway. These are the liberal and the dependency 
theories. The first perspective, influenced by the works of Viner (1950), Lipsey 
(1960), Balassa (1962) and other liberal integrationists, asserts that failure of 
regionalism in Africa, in particular and the South in general, is due to internal 
structural constraints. Put differently, the internal forces that drove regionalism 
in Europe, in the 1950s, are absent in Africa.  As Laporte (1995:62) remarks 
“in Europe, economic growth, good governance, political stability and political 
institutions have all been necessary for effective regional cooperation. Looking at 
these same factors in Africa, these pre-conditions are either not present, or are not 
well developed”.

Conversely, the second perspective, drawing from the experience of Latin 
America, sees the failure of regionalism within the context of centre-periphery 
relations. In other words, external dependency nurtured by slave trade and 
colonialism thwarted integration not only nationally but regionally (Ihonvbere 
1983:10). As Onwuka (1991:5) once remarks ‘all African countries, individually 
and collectively remain integrated with the international market than they are 
among themselves’. There is no doubt that the above perspectives offer robust 
views about the subject under consideration but we contend in this paper that the 
second paradigm offers the best explanatory parameter on why regionalism has 
not achieved the desired goal in sub-Sahara Africa. To be specific, colonialism, a 
key instrument of external subversion, is the most important variable not only for 
explaining the structural dependence of many Africans states but also for putting 
the continent’s crisis of regionalism s in proper perspectives. 

However, its pure economistic leaning robs it of its cultural dimension. For 
example, while major works on colonialism and underdevelopment in sub-Sahara 
Africa emphasize the physico-structural violence that characterized colonialism, 
they under-stressed the psycho-cultural aspect of colonialism, most especially 
education and other forms of ‘brain washing’; as Fanon (1968:48) lucidly avers.
Psychological violence represents the attempt,conscious orunconscious, by the 
colonizer to create alienated colonized individuals who reject indigenous values 
and institutions because they are deceived or brainwashed into believing that these 
values and institutions are inferior to those of the colonizer. What we get from 
the above is the fact cultural colonialism offers the best approach to explaining 
the crisis of regionalism in West Africa. As it will soon be demonstrated, it 
offers a sound perspective to explaining why France, a leading colonialist, in 
Africa, succeeded in using the instrument of cultural hegemony (assimilation) to 
legitimize her rule not only during colonial era but after her departure from the 
continent with the attendant implication for the continent’s unity (Gifford and 
Weiskel 1971:42).
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France in Africa:  A Retrospective Survey
As soon as the capitalist states of Europe realized that capitalism at home was 

in danger, it became imperative for them to tap from the external environment 
via imperialism(Freund 1998:111).Rodney (1972:162) captures the situation this 
way:

Colonial Africa fell within that part of the international capitalist economy 
from which surplus was drawn to feed the metropolitan sector. Colonialism 
was not merely a system of exploitation but one whose essential purpose 
was to repatriate the surplus to the so called mother country.

As the need to further opened, the world up for exploitation and plunder 
intensified, France and her capitalist allies, in different parts of the world, created 
new states in their own image. As Opello and Rosow (2004:161) write ‘it is 
impossible to understand the development of modern states without taken into 
account the way European States constructed an interconnected global order by 
means of conquest, trade, religious conversion and diplomacy’. Thus, the colonial 
States in Africa and elsewhere became the appendages of the Europeans States 
(Yandaki 2012:4).Since the colonial state was driven by exploitative motive, it 
had to be totalistic and absolute (Ake 2000:2). 

France, like other European States responded to the new development by 
institutionalizing a system of law and administration where the natives were 
subjected to repression and arbitrariness exercise of power. Aside from physical 
repression, other techniques deployed by the French colonial states in Africa 
were: the imposition of foreign culture and the outright use of administrative 
compulsion (Ardener 1962:344).  At the inception of its rule, the indigenat policy 
was introduced; it remained the major administrative instrument until 1946.

Specifically, it empowered the colonial administrators to punish subjects 
summarily without recourse to any of the regular courts and while it lasted, the 
policy was justified on the platform of the civilisation mission.To the French 
overlords, it was an instrument of education and socialization! In 1924, the French 
Conseiller d’Etat in West Africa when briefing the Minister of colonies remarks 
thus:

…in general and current practice, punishment imposed by the indigenat, are 
nothing more than an appeal to severity necessary for social education which 
we owe as a duty to the primitive people placed under our tutelage. Self-
discipline or the subordination of the individual to the larger community 
is not achieved by ordinary institution …our duty to educate obliges us to 
impose it without any hesitation on the big children over whom we have a 
moral charge (IFAN 1979:46).

The second mode of control, as briefly stated earlier, was the use of 
psychological and brainwashing instruments. Through the policy of assimilation, 
the racial dimension of colonialism was further demonstrated (Fanon 1968: 19). 
In order to demonstrate the superiority of the French way of life, a new policy 
of elite co-optation was institutionalized by the French authority. To this end, 
few compliant natives, who were steeped in defending the French interests, 
having been brainwashed, through French educational system, assumed political 
relevance in the colonies. 
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Although, the policy was only experimented with in Senegal, it has reverberation 
in the entire Frances’s colonial enclave (Ardener 1962:344). However, while the 
policy lasted, the French officials and the few assimilated Africans enjoyed every 
bit of the programme. 

By 1943, the policy was due for overhauling. Pressured by external forces, 
Paris, like other metropolitan powers, had to move their colonies on the path 
of decolonization.The Brazzaville conference of 1944 was summoned partly 
as a response to the growing anti-colonial sentiment around the world which 
demanded the early granting of self-government to colonial dependencies by the 
metropolitan powers (Ajala 1998:63).

However, with the passage of time, de Gaulle’s statement was discovered 
to have been rhetoric as he had the intention of instituting another regime of 
paternalism. In other words, he was not making plan to ‘totally free’ the French 
colonies in Africa (Kuski 1966:32). 

As Ajala (1998:67) remarks,‘the Declarations did not envisage independence 
for the French Africa colonies, rather they provided for the inclusion of the 
territories in a centralized Republic based in Paris’. It is instructive to note that 
this position did not change even with the promulgation of the loi-cadre in 
1956. With the independence of Ghana in 1957 and the opting of SekouToure’s 
Guinea Conakry, out of the French community, Paris knew that independence 
was inevitable. In 1960, the colonies attained independence and joined the 
United Nations. In all, French colonial rule in Africa created what some scholars 
referred to as the ‘colonial inheritance’ (Grifiths1995:91). One of such scholars, 
Thomson (2000:11-12) has identified seven elements within this inheritance 
is: the incorporation of Africa into the international modern state structure; the 
imposition of arbitrary boundaries; the reinforcement of the non-hegemonic state; 
the weak link between state and civil society; the promotion of an African state 
elites; the building of specialist economies and the absence of strong political 
institutions. Although, all the elements of the colonial inheritance are germane 
to our understanding of the legacy of French colonial rule Africa, the economic 
inheritance  tally with the purpose of this paper. 

As it will be illustrated shortly, it helps in explaining how the structure of 
dependency erected by French colonial paternalism had not only institutionalized 
underdevelopment in French colonies during and after colonialism but has also 
jeopardized genuine attempt at pan-African unity and development (Basiru and 
Adesina 2012: 820).
La francophonie and the Politics of Regionalism in West Africa

If there is a sub-region within the Africa continent where the influence of 
the French colonial legacy (here referred to as la francophonie) is much more 
prominent, it is the West Africa sub-region. In fact, records show that France has 
intervened in the sub-region more than any other sub-region (Medard 1997: 22).  

ECOWAS was not the first regional body in the sub-region.  Indeed, before 
its inception in 1975, attempts have been made by various actors, to promote 
development via integration in the sub-region.  This could be traced to the middle 
of the 19th century. During this period, integrationist ideas were driven by anti-
racial Africans-Africanus Horton, Edward Blyden, Caseley Hayford etc (Langley 
1973:51).  However, the thoughts of these personalities were not expressed in 
concrete institutional forms, until the formation of the National Congress of 
British West Africa (NCBWA) which only attempted to reform the colonial system 
(Langley 1973:52)
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The 1950s and the 1960s were the decades when ‘real’ attempts at 
institutionalizing regionalism got underway.  However, while some of these 
arrangements resulted in meaningful steps towards realizing their architects’ goals, 
others never.  The Mali Federation (comprising Dahomey, Niger, Senegal, French 
Sudan and Upper – Volta) was an example of a more serious attempt at creating 
structures for integrating West Africa but it was confronted with problems of 
monumental proportion (Foltz 1965:10). The federation broke up on 20th August 
1960 apparently due to French pressure on Senegal’s Leopold Senghor to withdraw 
from the arrangement. Having succeeded in ‘weaning’ Dahomey, Niger and Upper 
Volta (now Burkina Faso) away from the budding Mali federation, Ivory Coast’s 
Houphouet  Boigny (who by then had become Paris’ Chief interlocuteur in Africa)  
engineered the creation of a rival organization, the ‘Conseil de l’Entente’ (Entente 
Council).

Equally, in 1972, some francophone States with the prompting of Paris, seeing 
the inadequacy of the existing institutions decided on the creation of a new regional 
body, the West African Economic Community (Communauté économique de 
l’Afrique de l’Ouest/CEAO).The treaty establishing CEAO and the implementing 
protocols were agreed upon and signed reespectively in Bamako on 3 June 1972 
and in Abidjan on 12 April 1973 (Adedeji 2004:55).

Precisely, on 28 May 1975, in Lagos, Nigeria, fifteen West African countries 
(Benin, Gambia , Ghana, Guinea, Guinea Bissau, Ivory Coast,  Liberia, Mali, 
Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Togo and Upper Volta signed 
the treaty establishing ECOWAS but the initiatives  towards the community 
encompassing all states in West Africa were first discussed when Dr. Nnamidi 
Azikwe , then Nigeria’s Governor-General, put forward a proposal for West 
African common market in 1961(Asante 1986:10). It was this proposal that 
formed the genesis of ECOWAS. After more than a decade of paralysis, the 
integration process was recharged when in April, the leaders of Nigeria and Togo, 
Generals Gowon and Eyadema respectively decided to revive the idea  of regional 
integration. Thus, by May 1975, despite the politics and bickering in the sub-
region with regard to the nature of integration, ECOWAS was born. Under the 
treaty establishing it its raison d’ être was articulated. 

According to the first paragraph of Article 2 of the ECOWAS treaty:
to promote co-operation and development in all 
fields of economic activities particularly inthefields 
ofindustry,transport,telecommunication,energy,agriculture,natural 
resources,commerce,monetary and financial questions in social and cultural 
matters for the purpose of raising the standard of living ofits people, of 
incrasing and maintaining economic stability of fostering closer relations 
among its members and of contributing to the progress and develppmentof 
the African continent (ECOWAS1975).

With the  main treaty in place, the regional entity was set to promote co-
operation in the sub- region in other to raise the living standard of the people. 
In fact, this was to be achieved via the progresive elimination of custom tarriffs 
and other equivalent barriers. Were the objectives achieved? The ECOWAS high 
command, in repackaging the entity via the revised treaty of 1993 admitted that 
the objectives were far from being met (Hammed 2009: 111).  
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Thus, if the objectives have not been met, what are the factors responsible?   In 
identifying the factors accounting for regional immobilism in West Africa, many 
illuminating studies have been done (Onwuka and Sesay 1985). However, some 
of the studies while hovering on institutional challenges and constraints, fail to 
situate them within the context of la francophonie.

Contrastingly, by following the dependency framework evidenced in the 
work of Akinterinwa (1999), we contend that la francophonie has benefitted via 
Françafrique structures has been deployed by Paris to the detriment of West Africa 
sub-region. Via this structure, Paris has been able to control the domestic and 
foreign policies of her erstwhile colonial possessions in West Africa. As Medard 
(1997:22) poignantly noted, ‘France-African relations are rooted and have been 
strengthened by strong interpersonal relations between French and African elites’.

In fact, for decades, this patrimonial relationship has been sustained through a 
highly differentiated formal structure: the French Presidency, the Ministry of Co-
operation, Technical Assistance and Co-operation, France Monetary Zone (CFA) 
and later the Franco-African summits. 

Instructively, the FrenchAfrican policy for decades was run by the triumvirates 
of the President, the Cellule africaine de l’Elysée (Ministry of Co-operation) and 
Caisse française de développement. In addition, a covert informal structure of 
networks closely connected to the Elysée through the Cellule africaine penetrated, 
monitored and influenced formal institutions (Akinterinwa 1999:56). Through 
these formal and informal structures, France was able to control both the internal 
and external affairs of the Francophone West African states to the consternation of 
the Anglophones (Basiru and Adesina 2012:820).

As Akinterinwa (1989: 28) remarks ‘even with the de jure demise of the 
community, the community existed de facto. Many of them rightly or wrongly 
behaved as if they were French people’.On the parts of both parties, the relationship 
has been a mutually beneficial one. While the French-backed regimes in Africa 
had always seen Paris’ intervention in their countries’ security, political, economic 
and cultural spheres, as being strategic and welcome, the authorities in Paris has 
always considered their intervention in these countries as the continuation of 
the Gaullist agenda. For example, when France intervened militarily, in Shaba 
in the spring of 1977, President Giscard d’Estaing justified the action among 
other reasons as a gesture of Europe solidarity with Africa (Ate 1983:115). With 
such structure of dependence at the structural and psychological levels, Paris 
had succeeded in shaping the policy directions of the Francophone countries 
and by extension, though to reasonable extent, shaped development thinking and 
policy in Africa (Martin 1985:8). In West Africa, this can be illustrated with the 
formation of the Union économique monétaire de l’Ouest de l’Afrique (UEMOA), 
its precursor, Communauté économique de l’Afrique de l’Ouest (CEAO), at the 
behest of France, to rival the broader regional grouping, ECOWAS. This has not 
only raised the issues of primary allegiance and conflicting loyalties but also extra 
financial and human costs (Asante 2004:56). 
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Adedeji (2004:18) situated the rivalry between UEMOA and ECOWAS thus:
So successful has UEMOA check-mated and undermined ECOWAS that 
all that the latter now spends a great deal of its time doing is to harmonize 
its programmes with those of the former, hold joint ministerial meetings, 
seek the convergence of the economic and financial policies and the 
harmonization of the legal framework, accounting procedure and statistics 
of both ECOWAS and UEMOA .In any case, such convergence will for long 
remain a  pipedream since UEMOA countries now constitute a majority of 
ECOWAS member countries and as such can play both judge and jury. In 
spite of the apparent unity that exists, ECOWAS is a home divided against 
itself.

Concluding Remarks 
While many countries of the world are reaping bountifully from the opportunities 

that regionalism has offered, African countries, in spite of the countless efforts, 
by their statesmen and policy makers, pursuing regionalist agenda, seem not to 
have, going by some of the data reeled out in this paper. While many factors could 
have been responsible for the crisis of regionalism in Africa, the psycho-structural 
dependency wrought on the continent by the European colonialism is the most 
significant. European colonialism created structures that have not only arrested, 
with the active collaboration of the compradorial national ruling class, national 
development but had thwarted collective self-reliance at the regional levels. 

Although, the goal of colonialism in Africa and elsewhere, as this paper showed, 
was the same, the mode of delivery was different, depending on the circumstances 
that drove each power to colonize. France, unlike other colonial powers in Africa, 
aside from profit and exploitative motives, was driven by its grandeur or its 
supremacy, which informed her policies of assimilation and association under 
colonialism and constructive and beneficial paternalism following their colonies’ 
independence.  It has created dependency syndrome that had made the erstwhile 
French colonies, to always see African issues, most especially development 
regionalism through the lenses of France, with the attendant implications for the 
region’s unity and development. 

Although in recent times, some observers have contended, that France, 
following the La Baulle agenda, has reduced her stake in Africa (Medard 2008: 
183), Paris’ recent intervention in Mali seems to have invalidated his contention. 
Also, the increasing decimation of local populations in Central African territories 
by armed terrorists - employed by French companies to extract labour from local 
populations – as well as the criminal exploitation and illegal pillaging of Uranium 
in Niger by French companies, have further proven that France’s influence in 
Africa is not waning.

Even the growing Americanization of the erstwhile assimilated elites via 
migration as well as the emergence of new merchants such as the Senegal’s 
mourides fraternities appears not to have weakened Paris’ paternalistic strongholds 
on the Francophone countries.  The conclusion, from all these is that as long as 
such structures endure, the idea of fast-tracking regionalism would continue to be 
in realm of rhetoric. 
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