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INTRODUCTION
 
 
 
This book explores the conduct of African countries in global politics. It focuses on how their foreign policy preferences emerge and consolidate as the competition between Great Powers increases, grounding on a case study of Burkina Faso, Djibouti, Mali and Niger. From an epistemological point of view, it realises a shift, conceptual dynamics, paradigm changes, falsification, and the rise of tipping realities that nurture scientific endeavours. Therefore, this research is a journey where paradigms have been confronted with volatile dynamics, concepts with facts, and ideas - sometimes merely wishful thinking compared to African geopolitics. I have landed here unexpectedly, away from public policies and governance analysis, my predilected research fields since my PhD in political science. Kuhn has shown that science is a continuous process, made of interactions within paradigms whose changes mark what he called the scientific revolution (Kuhn, 1970); this book is a modest contribution to the debate between opposing dominant paradigms in World Politics, a discipline trying for years- if not centuries to understand how states behave at the system level. It demonstrates that realism is best suited to analyse the often-overlooked African geopolitics. Embracing realism is not easy. The theory doesn’t have a good reputation, mainly in the current international context, and at minimum, since Mearsheimer’s 2014 article titled “Why the Ukraine crisis is the West’s fault.” For Mearsheimer, “The taproot of the trouble is NATO enlargement, the central element of a larger strategy to move Ukraine out of Russia’s orbit and integrate it into the West.” (2014, 77) As the U.S. and its Western allies were moving closer to Russia’s doorsteps, creating a bulwark to challenge this power, Putin might have reacted according to the logic of realism in global politics.
 
The West knew Russia's concerns about EU and NATO enlargement and understood, for Putin, that creating “a Western stronghold on Russia's border” would represent an existential threat. Former French President Holland suggested the same when reflecting on the war end: "Putin is a Radically Rational” (Vinocur, 2023) cold-blood calculator and indeed not irrational. Mearsheimer further refined this analysis after 2022 Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine (Mearsheimer, 2022), provoking acerb critics from within and outside the International Relations (IR) community. Freedman contended that applying a realist lens to analyse the aggression against Ukraine blurs what mostly matters: Russia’s colonial attitude (Freedman, 2023). For McHaul (2023), Mearsheimer has overlooked Ukraine’s agency and right to self-determination, minimising the importance of sovereignty in world politics. Applebaum went further, suggesting that Mearsheimer was justifying and providing an “intellectual cover” for the Russian autocrat (Applebaum, 2023). In her speech on the second anniversary of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, V. Nuland, U.S. Undersecretary of State, declared that supporting Ukraine was a moral and legal endeavour, aiming at “defending the free world and democracy.” Backing Ukraine- which fiercely defends itself against Russia- was necessary to deter “global autocratic ambitions,” mandatory for a stable, democratic international order (U.S. Mission Russia, 2024). Stephen Walt's (2022) article in Foreign Policy on June 13th, 2022, was a welcomed synthesis in this contentious debate that has lasted until now: realism appears pessimistic and out of sync with the moral stance of liberal internationalism and U.S. leadership, yet even democratic nations can act aggressively when faced with threats to their core interests. Despite the violence of the controversy and the “smell of sulfur” around realism, we had to move on.
 
The diligent reading of Popper (Popper, 1959) and observing diplomacy in Africa made us realise that realism falsifies available theories. Liberal internationalists have suggested that institutions could help provide peace, stability, and economic growth through collective action. (Söderbaum & Shaw, 2003, 78). Democracy and economic prosperity could be reached if states- in a Rousseauist approach, agree to renounce their sovereignty to achieve a common Good. Acemoglu et al. (2012) magnificent piece on extractive institutions vs inclusive institutions was a testimony- yet on economics, suggesting that strengthening institutions was the only path to prosperity. Constructivists, for their part, have focused on the building of African Weltanschauung, implying that the construction of specific understandings of “statehood”, “sovereignty”, and “interstate relations” matters the most. As Berger & Luckman (2016) would have said, building ideas precedes the consolidation of power. Thus, colonial legacies shared history of domination, and concepts are more important than material capabilities (Acharya, 2011, 159). For post-colonialists, colonial mechanisms continue to shape the interactions within African geopolitics (Ndlovu-Gasheni, 2013, 37), while neopatrimonialists consider that the blurring frontiers between the private and public spheres- through personalised networks, explain African States' lack of agency at the international level (Bratton & van de Walle, 1997, 63). Feminists suggest that “gender matters” and should become more central in African geopolitics (Tickner, 2001, 28). The observed facts and my experience in the development field have allowed me to reconsider these intellectual traditions when applied to African international relations. 
 
Several assignments for the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) on the Rule of Law, the Fight against Corruption, Money Laundering, and Professional Empowerment in contexts of crisis brought me to question the true impact of multilateral internationalist governance, the relevance of structuralism, constructivism, and other modern IR theories when trying to determine how states conduct and assess their autonomy at the global level. Billions of dollars were poured into valuable projects inspired by these theories, ambitioning, one after another, to improve the living conditions of Africans, provide stability, enforce the Rule of Law, create the conditions for effective constitutional governance, eliminate the prospect of wars, silence the guns, and make African countries, active partners of Great powers, within the liberal ambition of shared prosperity. Still, the situation on the continent rarely improved. When I engaged in this development field, the unipolar moment vanished as Russia became increasingly assertive. China adopted a “muscular” geopolitical approach that will be symbolised in its “Wolf Warrior Diplomacy.” (Nawrotkiewicz, 2021) Beijing has demonstrated its ambition to shape global governance and transform the balance of power with the United States. The agendas of multilateral organisations were - and are still fragile; their enforcement depends on the will of their members and, among them, the most potent seating among the five states with veto rights in the United Nations Security Council. International agendas impact the world if and only if they want them to. Enforcing a global agenda relies on its alignment with the state's interests and the material realities of world politics they navigate. It will be seen in the Central African Republic (CAR), the laboratory of Russia’s post-Crime-2014 penetration in Africa. (Dukhan, 2020).
 
In the late 2010s, Bangui, the CAR capital city, was bustling with professionals from public international and non-governmental organisations, trying to reset this nation and translate the Security Council resolutions into domestic policies. The country has descended into inter-religious violence between the Seleka’s Muslim faction and the Christian anti-Balakas, bringing mass crimes and atrocities and destroying the remaining functioning infrastructures of this fragile but extremely resource-rich country. Resolution 2134 (2014) recognised the instability in CAR as a significant threat to regional peace. (UN Security Council, 2014) It extended the mandate of the UN Integrated Peacebuilding Office in CAR (BINUCA) through January 2015, assigning it the critical tasks of assisting the transitional government in re-establishing constitutional governance and preparing for elections slated for February 2015. BINUCA monitored human rights abuses and provided essential technical support for reconciliation, disarmament, and good governance. To address the violence plaguing the country, the Security Council imposed sanctions on individuals and entities that threatened CAR’s stability, including an arms embargo, asset freezes, and travel bans aimed at armed groups involved in human rights violations and the illegal trade of natural resources, to diminish the resources contributing to the conflict and associated abuses.
 
France, which has maintained robust oversight of the local context, has anticipated creating an expeditionary deployment to stabilise the country. Operation Sangaris was launched in December 2013 to circumvent ongoing mass atrocities and provide security as a temporary bridging force until the Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in the Central African Republic (MINUSCA) could assume control. (Hémez, 2016) Sangaris, however, restricted its presence, resulting in gaps in control, especially outside Bangui, where violence continued. It was, however, with surprise that France announced its decision to terminate the mission on 31 October 2016, the most critical moment for the country, arguing that MINUSCA had taken over essential security responsibilities (Di Razza, 2016). The MINUSCA struggled to achieve its tasks, mainly as it lacked the robust offensive capabilities and perceived deterrent strength that had characterised French operations under Sangaris.
 
As French forces began to withdraw, both ex-Seleka and anti-Balaka factions started to regroup, leading to a surge in violence, especially in critical areas like Kaga Bandoro and Bambari. Although MINUSCA was permitted to utilise "all necessary means" in its mandate, its limited resources undermined its effectiveness, resulting in a troubling increase in attacks against civilians and United Nations peacekeepers. (Di Razza, 2016) On the development front, Centraficans continued to strive for a safer and life-sustaining environment. In my report on the Bar, I assessed the dire situation of CAR’s lawyers. I drew a strategic plan to modernise the profession within its judiciary strategy, providing some ideas on modernising the judicial system and giving citizens better access to the justice system. With the help of the MINUSCA, the government created a criminal court to prosecute the actors implicated in committing international crimes; the state agreed, and then the body could work. With the end of Sangaris, however, a security vacuum was created, allowing Russia to assert itself further as a reliable alternative for peacekeeping and development by using a paramilitary force whose influence would last a long time on the continent. As Park suggests, while MINUSCA adopted a cautious approach to the context, Wagner operated aggressively, collaborating with CAR forces to expel armed groups and seize critical territories. (Park, 2023)
For the CAR government, Wagner's rapid territorial gains were appealing compared to the UN mission’s slower pace. In addition, Wagner opportunistically conducted an effective information campaign through media linked to his leader’s galaxy, Yevgeny Prigozhin, promoting a positive image of Russia, supporting the CAR government, and criticising France and MINUSCA as ineffective, thus building public support for their presence (Park, 2023). What could explain the Central African Republic’s shift in foreign policy from relying on UN and French security support to seeking Russian assistance, especially as the country faced a severe embargo that hindered its efforts to strengthen its military capabilities? CAR and Russia shared geopolitical interests; in dire need to stabilise security, President Touadéra turned to Russia as the French withdrew. (Ramani, 2021) Russia, in turn, viewed CAR as an opportunity to counterbalance Western influence while expanding its access to the region’s natural resources (Royal United Services Institute, 2021). Russia’s interests weren’t just about security—Russia also negotiated deals for valuable mining rights; these accords provided access to several vital resources of the Central African Republic, enhancing Russia’s economic presence. A country that relied intensely on Western backing was now turning toward an emerging international actor whose actions would profoundly shape African geopolitical dynamics. States strive for security and balance between foreign powers for survival.
 
An additional structural factor was developing. As the world entered the 2000s, Africa became of global interest to the Great powers, who fiercely competed for influence within the continent. Africa was at the core of several international summits, showing the continent’s appeal and diversified strategies for approaching it.
 
	Table 0 List of Foreign African Summits

	Summit
	Inception
	Frequency
	Notable Summit Locations

	Forum on China-Africa Cooperation
	2000
	Triennial
	Beijing (2000, 2006, 2012, 2018), Addis Ababa (2003), Sharm El Sheikh (2009), Johannesburg (2015), Dakar (2021)

	Tokyo International Conference on African Development
	1993
	Every 5 years (initially), every 3 years (since 2016)
	Tokyo (2003), Yokohama (2008, 2013, 2019), Nairobi (2016), Tunis (2022)

	U.S.-Africa Leaders Summit
	2014
	Ad hoc
	Washington, D.C. (2014, 2022)

	Africa-France Summit
	1973
	Biennial
	Paris (2003, 2013), Bamako (2005, 2017), Cannes (2007), Nice (2010), Montpellier (2021)

	Africa-European Union Summit
	2000
	Every 3 years (initially), varied intervals recently
	Cairo (2000), Lisbon (2007), Tripoli (2010), Brussels (2014, 2022), Abidjan (2017)

	Russia-Africa Summit
	2019
	Every 3 years
	Sochi (2019), St. Petersburg (2023)

	Africa CEO Forum
	2012
	Annual
	Geneva (2012-2015, 2017), Abidjan (2016, 2018, 2022, 2023), Kigali (2019)

	World Economic Forum on Africa
	1990
	Annual
	Durban (2000-2003, 2017), Cape Town (2005-2011, 2013, 2015, 2019), Maputo (2004), Addis Ababa (2012), Abuja (2014), Kigali (2016)

	India-Africa Forum Summit
	2008
	Every 3-5 years
	New Delhi (2008, 2015), Addis Ababa (2011)


 
 
At the top of international attention, Africa was no longer “only” seen through the lens of misery and wars but of partnership toward prosperity. Africa was gaining prominence in Western agendas, and China was making the continent a strategic strongpoint of its Road and Belt Initiative. The World Bank’s Doing Business Report became, among others, a barometer of African efforts toward easing the business environment, as attractivity became a key indicator in assessing countries' economic potential. Doing Business was eventually discontinued because of controversies surrounding data collection and rankings manipulations. (Djankov et al., 2021; Fernholz, 2021) Initiatives such as the EITI (Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative, 2024; Brookings Institution, 2024; USAID., 2024), the Rule of Law Index, the Mo Ibrahim Index for African Governance, the Index of Economic Freedom, and the Transparency International Corruption Index also gained momentum, targeting Africa, revealing that something was happening. My institutionalist background taught me that institutional frameworks are generally byproducts of strategic objectives when legitimisation is required. In simple terms, as a "new scramble for Africa" was developing, frameworks were created to evaluate countries' performance and attractiveness as foreign powers' rivalries began to shape the continent. Global warming has created an urgent need to transition to a decarbonated economy; Africa's abundant strategic resources have become critical for the developed world. Global dominance required accelerating innovation in sensitive technologies, making the Western world and China heavily dependent on the supply of African minerals. Securing the supply of these minerals made it paramount to elaborate strategies embedding African nations within a sustainable framework for strategic mining supply. As we will learn, the competition between the great powers in Africa was driven by economic rivalries and contests for accessing natural resources.
African infrastructure landscape was also evolving. Cities were transforming from Addis Ababa to Lagos, Lusaka, Nairobi, and Dakar; railways connected communities and brought raw materials from farms to ports. While remaining a smaller portion of Africa's total trade, intra-African trade reached $193.17 billion in 2022, growing by 18.6% from the previous year and accounting for about 13.8% of total African trade. However, this was slightly lower than the 14.4% recorded in 2021, partly due to more robust growth in extra-African trade, which increased by 22.4% in 2022. (African Export-Import Bank, 2023; Ecofin Agency, 2023; UNECA, 2020) Africa was now a segment fully embedded in the global dynamics of trade, underscoring the continent’s linkage to the rest of the world and emphasising a shared interest in the stability of the supply chains. However, the foreign shares in infrastructure were unequal. The 1990s showcased African reliance on multilateral and bilateral aid for financing infrastructure projects (African Development Bank, 2020); early in the 2000s, China transformed into the leading foreign investor in large-scale natural resources-related projects. (Global Trade Review, 2021), dropping, however, from $11 billion in 2017 to roughly $3.3 billion in 2020. By 2020, UAE and Saudi Arabia had expanded their interests in energy and infrastructure to the continent. The region became an arena for global economic competition, showcasing the nations diversifying their partnerships, striving to disrupt colonial legacies, and building a path within the new international competition. 
The rapid spread of the internet helped connect the population to the information world and empowered them to challenge authoritarian rules. Intraregional wars kept international bodies busy researching peace and security. On the democracy front, 42 Sub-Saharan countries held multiparty elections in the 1990s (Bratton and van de Walle, 1997). The continent witnessed slight improvements in the 2000s, with the Mo Ibrahim Index showing a 5.8-point score increase by 2010 (Mo Ibrahim Foundation, 2010). In the 2010s, only Mauritius achieved "full democracy" status in 2019 (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2019), but in the 2020s, democratic preferences were declining, as per Afrobarometer (Afrobaromeer, 2024).
Long before the Arab Spring, Africa dealt with security issues, notably within the Sahelo-Saharian band spanning from the shores of Mauritania to the Horn of Africa. Destabilising transnational threats were spreading because of bad governance. State fragility has been exemplified by the Rwandan genocide, which led to the killing of around 800.000. (Desforges, 1999). The 2000s saw an unprecedented surge in
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