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“France thought it could assert leadership,
but, in reality, it's as if it prohibited the Sa-
helians from finding peace (...) We created
the conditions for our own exclusion, and
the countdown began.”
Luis Martinez, research director at the
Centre de Recherches Internationales?

Introduction

Amid loud cheers from the Malian population,
Francois Hollande arrived in Timbuktu in February
2013, following a tactical blitz offensive against
an advancing jihadist caravan. The French presi-
dent called the liberation of the northern regions
"the most important day in his political life" (Le
Monde, 2023). However, analysts warned that
the jihadists were not defeated, would quickly re-
group, and that the northern struggles were still
unresolved (van der Meulen, 2020). The legiti-
macy of the government in Bamako remained
precarious.

Although President Hollande strongly asserted
during Operation Serval that “France does not
have the vocation to stay in Mali,” a defence

agreement was signed between Paris and Bam-
ako in its aftermath (El Ansari, 2015). The agree-
ment marked the birth of Operation Barkhane
and granted the French intervention force a five-
year mandate. Furthermore, the operation was
no longer limited to Mali but stretched out across
Mauritania, Burkina Faso, Niger, and Chad, all five
former French colonies (Sundberg, 2019).

In addition to regionalization, the international
community, spearheaded by France, rolled out
various development and stabilization initiatives:
MINUSMA and EUTM Mali, among others. The
multilateral reflex came after the French trauma
in Rwanda. The French responsibility in the lead-
up to and the outcome of the Rwandan genocide
in 1994 marked a pivotal moment in its foreign in-
tervention policy. From then on, Paris would no
longer act unilaterally but integrate its operations
in an international framework (Petidis, 2024).
Thus, the exit strategy of Operation Serval essen-
tially became an expansion of French and interna-
tional initiatives in the Sahelian fight against ter-
rorism.

11n the GIES Honours Papers, students who wrote an exceptional master’s dissertation under the supervision of
a member of the GIES get the opportunity to present their main argument or findings in a concise paper.

2Luis Martinez in Le Monde (2023).
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Diplomatically, efforts were also made to seek
long-term solutions. Under the auspices of Alge-
ria, a peace agreement was signed after two years
of negotiations. Notably, this occurred without
the involvement of the jihadists (Guichaoua,
2020).

Despite the massive presence of security forces,
violence spread to the broader Sahel region. In
2023, Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso all ranked at
the top of the Global Terrorism Index (Vision of
Humanity, s.d.). The Africa Centre for Strategic
Studies also published alarming figures in 2023:
between 2020 and 2022, the number of fatalities
from militant Islamic groups in the Sahel nearly
doubled (Africa Center for Strategic Studies,
2023). Meanwhile, millions of people are fleeing
the wave of conflict. The UN refugee agency
states that by 2024, more than 4 million people
will be displaced, with the majority within na-
tional or regional borders. The Sahel crisis has
been termed by the UN as the “world’s fastest-
growing crisis,” one where ordinary citizens bear
the brunt (UNHCR, s.d.).

The escalation of violence demonstrates how Op-
eration Barkhane failed to control the situation.
Dissatisfaction among Malians with Barkhane
grew, and political tensions reached a tipping
point. In June 2019, the Minister of Defence of
Burkina Faso hinted that “France may not be pur-
suing the agenda it claims to have in the Sahel”
(Allison, 2019). Diplomatic tensions peaked to-
wards the Pau summit in 2020, where French
President Emmanuel Macron, in a desperate at-
tempt, tried to inject new energy into French and
regional operations (Herszenborn & Marks,
2020).

The renewed efforts proved futile as a wave of
coups between 2020 and 2023 brought military
juntas to power in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger.
Military collaborations with France were aban-
doned, French troops were explicitly asked to
leave, and in November 2022, President Macron
officially ended Operation Barkhane (France24,
2022).

Barkhane has been extensively evaluated and dis-
cussed in the press and academia. While the
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French government prefers to highlight successes
in terms of neutralized jihadist leaders and terror-
ists, the general consensus is less favourable, la-
belling the operation a failure. A common thread
in the criticism is Barkhane's overly-militarized
strategy. Regional expert Nathaniel Powell also
reaches this conclusion in an extensive commen-
tary: “France's approach in the country was over-
whelmingly militarized, based on the incorrect as-
sumption that terrorist groups are the root cause
of instability in the Sahel,” says Powell (2022).

Opponents of this evaluation point to Barkhane's
tactical successes, the deficient agency of the Sa-
hel countries, and the recurring ‘what-if’ ques-
tion, which is answered as follows: “Without the
intervention, the situation would be much worse
today,” (Al Jazeera, 2021). Although it is a valid
observation, it is nonetheless relevant to assess
the operation on its own merits, especially since
it was active for 10 years. One might also return
the question: “What if the strategy of the opera-
tion had been completely different?” The agency
argument also needs to be nuanced. According to
some analysts, the local government was pres-
sured by the French presence because it was
caught in a “tug-of-war between domestic and
foreign agendas,” (Guichaoua, 2020).

Certainly, Barkhane's sudden and forced ending
raises questions about its long term strategy for
conflict resolution and how the fatal wave of mil-
itary coups could have emerged.

Building on this assessment, this paper examines
how the nature of French strategy, enemy-cen-
tred and overly-militarised, contributed to the
(further) militarization of Sahelian society as a
whole. The second part of the study describes
how the disruption of the civil-military balance
paved the way for a wave of military coups. Thus,
the study attempts to explain the failure of Oper-
ation Barkhane in a causal sequence of events
that links the operation's inherent strategy to its
own ending. Figure 1 below shows the schematic
representation of the causal mechanism.

The rest of the paper is structured according to
the different steps of the causal mechanism. The
research relies on extensive literature review and
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qualitative research, using previous academic re-
search, government publications, press articles
and statements by and secondary interviews with

government members, diplomats, military per-
sonnel and analysts, among others.

Figure 1: Schematic representation of the premised causal mechanism.
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The Sahel, a complex powder keg

Before delving deeper into the strategy of Opera-
tion Barkhane, this paper briefly shines its light on
the complex web of causes, dynamics and mani-
festations of conflict in the Sahel.

In recent decades, the region has been increas-
ingly feeling the effects of global warming. A lack
of rain is causing persistent drought, desertifica-
tion, crop failures and consequent food short-
ages. Nomadic herdsmen like the Fulani have less
and less grazing land and thus clash with other
communities like the Tuaregs, among others
(Centro Studi Internazionale, 2019; Lyammouri,
2019). The latter have repeatedly made their
voices heard during uprisings in an attempt to
break away from the Malian state (Homan, 2013).

So tooin 2011, when a number of Tuareg factions
united in Mali. They received support from for-
mer mercenaries, who had fled south after the
death of the Libyan dictator Mu'ammar Gaddafi
(Henke, 2020). The Malian armed forces suffered
badly from attacks by Tuareg fighters, and by the
end of 2011 the government was forced to leave
Mali's northern regions. The resulting power vac-
uum also gave rise to a temporary alliance be-
tween the Tuaregs and the jihadist terrorist
movements Ansar Dine and AQIM3. However, the
jihadists quickly broke the alliance and set off on
the offensive southwards towards the capital
Bamako®. For France, this would eventually trig-
ger Operation Serval in January 2013, succeeded

3AQIM: Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb.

by operation Barkhane a few months later (Ber-
gamaschi, 2013).

All eyes on the enemy

Research into the failure of Barkhane suggests
that the strategy of the operation paid too little
attention to the situation on the ground. Alt-
hough the causes are primarily political and socio-
economic, Paris viewed the conflict through a
lens of terrorism. Consequently, the strategy was
primarily a military one, aimed at destroying ‘the
enemy’. However, this paper argues that it is im-
portant to view the jihadist activity in its complex
context of conflict, violence and marginalisation.
The jihadists capitalise on the grievances of mar-
ginalised populations, like Fulani or Tuareg com-
munities, or pressure them in joining their terror-
ist activities.

The military nature of the strategy becomes clear
when looking at Barkhane’s discourse, methods
and evaluation of success.

Sahelian pressure cooker

On the eve of ‘Quatorze Juillet’ in 2014, Opera-
tion Serval is ended and succeeded with one pen
stroke by the launch of Operation Barkhane.
From the very beginning, it was clear that the
strategy and its objectives were overly-milita-
rised. “The objective is essentially to fight terror-
ism,” explains then Defence Minister Jean-Yves Le
Drian in a TV interview (BBC, 2014; Les Echos,
2014). President Hollande also makes it clear that

4The argument of the Bamako offensive is disputed by some analysts since there would have been no mention of an attack
on Bamako in jihadist circles. Moreover, they did not have the means to do so, says Guichaoua (2020).
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Barkhane is a military operation with “destroying
the terrorists” as its sole objective (Marchal,
2015). Even five years later, when France has rhe-
torically shifted the weight to its ‘partner coun-
tries’, the objective remains untouched. In a Feb-
ruary 2020 press briefing, we read: “(Barkhane's)
primary objective is to support the Group of Five
for the Sahel in taking over the fight against
armed terrorist groups (...) Barkhane will play its
role, certainly with regard to the first axis, the
fight against armed terror groups...,” (van der
Meulen, 2020).

The justification of the operation makes use of
the same military logic. The terrorist threat in the
Sahel is framed as a threat not only to the stability
of the region, but also to France and Europe
(ibid.). Researchers refer to a domino effect or a
“terrorist arc from East to West Africa,” (Henke,
2020; Powell, 2017). In turn, a French general
uses the metaphor of a “pressure cooker,” ready
to explode beyond its borders (Powell, 2017). And
within French security circles there are concerns
that “if we don't fight in Mali today, we will fight
in Marseille tomorrow,” (Henke, 2020). Moreo-
ver, the spillover of terror is linked to a second
threat: migration, one of Europe's crucial geo-
strategic interests at the southern border (EEAS,
2021). Both threats are part of a broader security
discourse, crucial in the justification of the French
intervention. Speaking at a base in Gao (Mali) in
2017, Macron addressed his troops: “As you
know, the Sahel is a priority; this is where our se-
curity is at stake, this is where part of the future
of the African continent is at stake, but also un-
doubtedly part of our future,” (van der Meulen,
2020).

Good versus evil

To further endorse the military nature of the
strategy, Paris invariably chooses a popular dis-
course of war and terror. As in Bush’s rhetoric af-
ter 9/11, ‘the enemy’ is categorised in a Mani-
chean way. “They divide the world into Good and
Evil,” argues French ethicist Goffi (2017). Moreo-
ver, Goffi claims that linking the noun ‘war’ to the

word ‘terrorism’, “justifies the use of mainly, or
conclusively, military solutions and violence.”

Coin to Coup, a French Debacle in the Sahel

Researchers also denounce the French image of
Sahelian jihadists, citing UN reports or studies by
the African Institute for Security Studies on the
reasons for radicalisation in the Sahel (Charbon-
neau & Jourde, 2016; Guichaoua, 2017). In an in-
terview with VICE News, a former member of a
jihadist movement testifies: “I joined because my
parents were killed and the rest of my family were
either also killed or are imprisoned by the army.
Wherever | go, | feel unsafe. In the search for
safety, the group was the only option,” (VICE-
News, 2021).

This again shows the complexity of the context
whereby the ‘radicalisation’ of locals is often a
trade-off between personal interests, the tempo-
rary interests of a community or a consequence
of coercion. “The men and women who make up
the ranks of the armed jihadist groups in the Sahel
do not all conform to the very oft-publicised cari-
cature of the ‘madman for God’ who is willing to
die in suicide attacks to impose Sharia law on his
fellow human beings and as part of an unlikely
‘global jihad’,” concludes French journalist and
Africa expert Rémi Carayol (2019).

The Barkhane method

Within the academic literature on counterinsur-
gency (COIN), the distinction is made between
population-centred COIN and enemy-centred
COIN. Although it is seldom a clear-cut, according
to Australian COIN-author David KilCullen (2007),
the main difference lies in their inherent logic. In-
deed, an enemy-centred strategy states that “mil-
itary response is needed first, everything else fol-
lows later.”

We earlier saw this philosophy in Barkhane's ob-
jectives and discourse, but it is also present in the
operation's methods. Although Paris recognises
that a good response to conflict must be multidi-
mensional and not purely military, its strategy
nevertheless follows the logic of military action
first. Looking at the 3D-strategy, defence, diplo-
macy and development, one would need defence
first, before moving on to the other two (van der
Meulen, 2020). In the above-mentioned speech
at the French base in Gao, President Macron also
said the following: “The road to lasting peace is
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long. You have to go through it with determina-
tion and steadfastness. To begin with, you need
security. That presupposes the presence of the
armed forces, of you. Next, it presupposes a
clearly defined political and diplomatic roadmap,
implemented with determination {(...),” (ibid.).

As mentioned, Barkhane is also working on the
other two Ds. In its press briefings, the French
government writes about civil-military actions
(CIMIC) organised under Barkhane (Ministére des
Armées, 2022). These are projects that provide
access to water, energy, health or education.
Nonetheless these CIMIC are of secondary im-
portance. In an information report by the Na-
tional Defence and Army Commission, a French
admiral states that “the only operational purpose
of CIMIC actions concerns acceptance of the
French troops,” (Assemblée Nationale, 2020).

Besides CIMIC, there is broader French develop-
ment assistance (outside the Barkhane frame-
work), organised by the French Agency for Devel-
opment (AFD). However, a comparison of AFD
spending with Barkhane’s expenditures again
shows the focus on military solutions. After 2015
the AFD budget for the Sahel hovered between
about €250 and €475 million a year (and peaked
at €680 million in 2019), while Barkhane is esti-
mated to cost between €600 million and €1 billion
a year (Commission des Affaires Etrangeres et de
la Défense, 2023; Le Monde, 2017; Le Monde,
2021; Dogon, 2021).

Evaluating Barkhane's success

A military strategy requires military evaluation.
Paris, for instance, likes to cite Barkhane's success
in military terms, for example the number of neu-
tralised terrorists and collected weapons. At a
Senate session in 2019, then Minister of Armed
Forces Florence Parly discussed the operation's
interim results: “In four years, in cooperation with
our partners’ armed forces, we have eliminated
more than 600 terrorists. Every quarter, we con-
fiscate two tonnes of weapons and ammunition
(...) In 2018, we achieved significant successes: we
neutralised many terrorist leaders and more than
200 fighters,” (Le Senat, 2019).

Coin to Coup, a French Debacle in the Sahel

French sociologist Marchal, who specialises in
conflicts in sub-Saharan Africa, points at an alter-
native way to evaluate Barkhane's achievements.
“We can also look at the half-empty glass and see
that the problems on the ground have not yet
been resolved and to some extent have even got-
ten worse. Operation Barkhane has not changed
the situation: it has not enabled the reconstruc-
tion of the Malian state and insecurity is greater
now than in 2014, as it has spread to new areas,”
(France24, 2017).

Barkhane's objectives, methods, discourse and
evaluation show that the operation's strategy fits
KilCullen’s description of an enemy-centred ap-
proach, focusing on the military side of conflict
resolution. This is also reflected in Paris'
longstanding refusal to negotiate with jihadist
and militant groups, despite calls from NGO’s and
local governments, among others (Farge, 2020;
Politico, 2022).

Criticism of the overly-militarised strategy echoes
even within French ranks. In an interview with the
New York Times (2022), a general from Bar-
khane's early years testifies that they were “try-
ing to solve a multifaceted crisis primarily by mili-
tary means.” Another high-ranking officer con-
cludes that Barkhane “addresses the symptoms,
but not the underlying causes, nor the enemy's
ability to regroup, because the centre of gravity
(of the conflict) is not in the camps in the desert,
but in Bamako,” (Commission des Affaires
Etrangeres et de la Défense, 2023).

Balance disrupted

The military nature of the French intervention af-
fects the balance between civilian and military
powers in the Sahel states. In a healthy democ-
racy, civilian decision-makers are accountable to
the people, while military officers are expected to
obey and advise civilians, but not impose their
views (Wilén, 2021). A pervasive focus on security
and military solutions, for instance by interna-
tional partner countries, can lead to a disruption
of the civil-military balance. Especially in coun-
tries like Niger, Mali or Burkina Faso, where the
military is historically closely intertwined with the
civil organisation of society and coup d’états are
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no exception (Wilén, 2021; Bove et al.,, 2019;
Guichaoua & Goxho, 2022).

With the launch of Operation Barkhane, we see
militarization and the disruption of the civil-mili-
tary balance manifesting itself in several domains.

Wallet militarization

The clearest manifestation is at the level of the
military itself. Data on defence expenditure, arms
imports, international security initiatives, the pro-
liferation of military bases, among others, shows
the expansion of military power and influence
since the launch of Operation Barkhane. As
shown in figure 2, defence spending increased as
a percentage of gross domestic product (GDP) in
both Mali, Niger and Burkina Faso. The trend

becomes even more striking when expressed in
millions of dollars as shown in figure 3.

Besides increased spending, in Mali the number
of armed forces also increased exponentially be-
tween 2014 and 2020, from about 10,000 to more
than 40,000 troops. In Burkina Faso and Niger, on
the other hand, the number of soldiers continued
to fluctuate at the pre-Barkhane level of 10 to
12,000 soldiers. With violence increasing, in Ni-
ger, the defence minister did announce in No-
vember 2020 a multiplication of the armed forces
to 50,000 by 2025 (CIA, 2023). In Burkina Faso, a
smaller army is balanced out by the historical de-
ployment of local militias. The data platform
ACLED estimates their number at around 28,000
in 2022 (ACLED, 2024).

Figure 2: Evolution of military expenditures in Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger, expressed as percentage of GDP. (The World

Bank Data, 2024. Based on data by SIPRI. License: CC BY 4.0)
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Figure 3: Evolution of military expenditures in Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger, expressed in millions of dollars. (The World

Bank Data, 2024. Based on data by SIPRI. License: CC BY 4.0)
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France’s role

The influence of France is threefold. First, through
its security-oriented strategy, it encourages host
countries to upgrade their military. In addition,
the rising defence spending can be linked to the
arms imports from France. Reports by the French
Ministry of Defence between 2013 and 2022
show that the number of export licences from
France to the three Sahel countries has increased
sharply since the launch of Operation Barkhane:
from 85 licences in the four years before Bar-
khane to more than 220 export licences in the
same time span after 2015 (Ministere des
Armées, 2013 & 2022). French companies like
Dassault and Thales benefitted from this trend as
they saw their shares rise sharply since Serval was
launched (MO#*, 2018; Stoicesku, 2019).

Third, Operation Barkhane itself brings a huge ar-
senal of equipment and manpower to the region,
accompanied by multiple international initiatives
that are being rolled out under France's influ-
ence’. The UN launched MINUSMA, a peacekeep-
ing mission in Mali with more dan 50 countries
contributing (Stoicesku, 2019). The European

2015

@ Burkina Faso

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

@ Niger

Union trained and supported the national armies
of the Sahel countries through EUTM Mali, EUCAP
Mali, and EUCAP Niger (EEAS, 2023). The United
States also had a significant presence in the re-
gion with two drone bases in Niger, providing
necessary intelligence for Barkhane’s operations
(Reuters, 2023). However, the massive interna-
tional presence is not free of criticism. Back in
2016, the African Union expressed concern about
the growing foreign military presence in Africa
and the establishment of new bases (Atta-Asa-
moah, 2019).

Political militarization

Besides this ‘military militarization’, the power
disruption becomes also clear when looking at
the political side of society. Analysts and critics ar-
gue that increased investment in security-related
domains comes at the expense of attention and
budget for other sectors such as development
and health, as well as democratic institutions
(Hamdaoui, 2022). They argue that terrorist
threats create a climate of urgency, providing a
‘window of opportunity’ for political militariza-
tion (Bove et al., 2019). Civilian agencies need

5Note that France had a pen holder position in the UN Security Council (Tardy 2020).

Coin to Coup, a French Debacle in the Sahel

Page | 7



military expertise in the fight against terror, on
the one hand, and those military actors in turn
use their knowledge advantage to ‘push’ them-
selves into the political landscape. A Nigerian op-
position leader testified in an interview with The
Guardian (2018) that seven of her colleagues
were jailed for opposing the establishment of
new foreign bases.

Measuring the real political influence of military
personnel is not easy, especially in countries
where the military and politics are historically in-
tertwined (Wilén, 2021). The PRM-dataset® de-
scribes a number of parameters that indicate mil-
itary influence on the political scene, such as the
presence in political positions, impunity or veto
power for military personnel, or military repres-
sion of demonstrations (Croissant et al., 2016).
With a few exceptions, in Mali, Niger and Burkina
Faso we do not see military holding the position
of president or minister of Defence. It is notable,
however, that by 2020 in all three, the military en-
joys both impunity and veto power (Basedeau,
2020). Research shows that those two factors are
important potential warning indicators of military
coups (Bayer et al., 2023).

The impunity for military personnel, and the ero-
sion of civilian control over the military is also
shown by ACLED. Since 2015, the number of vio-
lent incidents by government forces against civil-
ians in Mali and Burkina Faso (and to a lesser ex-
tent in Niger) increased sharply. In total, between
2015 and 2022, 3084 civilian deaths resulting
from violence by government forces were rec-
orded (ACLED, 2024). Reports by human rights or-
ganisations describe the individual stories behind
these figures. In a report, Amnesty International
(2020) calls on Sahelian governments to “end im-
punity over the systematic violations committed
by their security forces against unarmed popula-
tions.” Analysts and researchers point out how
the (international) focus on security incites acts of
violence (Nsaiba, 2020; Wilén 2021) because the
government’s survival is linked to its ability to ad-
dress insecurity. By extension, the survival of the
French presence is also linked to the fate of the

6PRM: Political Roles in the Military.
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ruling power it seeks to restore. Paris thus keeps
ruling elites in power through its security policy
and contributes to the lack of reform (Gazeley,
2022; Nakoma, 2024).

Democratic consequences

To examine the effect of security politics on dem-
ocratic institutions in Mali, Burkina Faso and Ni-
ger, this paper studied reports by Freedom House
(2014 & 2020 & 2022), a US NGO that researches
democracy, political freedom and human rights.
It shows that political rights and civil liberties
were affected in Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger,
with local differences but similar trends. In Mali
and Burkina Faso, scores for the quality of judicial
institutions in particular fell. Mali's political insti-
tutions also scored very low, but similar to 2014.
On the contrary, Burkina Faso did slightly better
than in 2014, although this may be partly due to
the undemocratic measures introduced by the
then president that year. In Niger, political rights
shrinked and, by 2022, the government was not
even considered an ‘electoral democracy’ by
Freedom House.

All three Sahel states also scored worse on the
Democracy Index in the year before the coup,
compared to 2014 (Our World in Data, s.d.).

Social militarization

In addition to the political level, military logic also
influences the general perception of security in a
society and the deemed effectiveness of military
solutions (Frowd & Sandor, 2018). Since Bar-
khane, conflicts (between ethnic communities)
are more often settled with violence. Dutch re-
searcher Kars de Bruijne (2022), describes in de-
tail how self-defence militias such as the Dozo
and Koglweogo revived after 2012. Moreover, be-
cause national armies are not strong or numerous
enough, governments in the Sahel rely on these
militias from time to time. One example is the Do-
gon self-defence group Dan Na Ambassagou
(DNA), formed in 2016. The Malian state sup-
ported the group in 2018 with arms supplies and
training camps. The official support was
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withdrawn a year later following DNA's indiscrim-
inate attacks on Fulani. Barkhane's troops also
have a history of working with local militias in
Mali (Clingendael Instituut, 2019).

Conflict resolution through violence is thus in-
creasingly becoming commonplace. “Whereas
previously disputes between farmers and pastor-
alists over access to land and water or over eth-
nicity were often resolved through dialogue, in re-
cent years more violence has been involved,”
notes political scientist Olayinka Ajala (MO¥*,
2018). Paris's steadfast refusal to negotiate is an-
other example of this way of thinking. “With ter-
rorists we don't discuss, we fight them,” President
Macron made strong in an interview in late 2020
(Roger & Yahmed, 2020).

It is clear that Operation Barkhane, with an
overly-militarised and enemy-centred strategy,
has (further) disrupted the Sahel countries' civil-
military balance on several levels. The French ob-
session with restoring the Malian state thus led to
a counterproductive focus on military reinforce-
ment and antiterrorism that further destabilised
civilian authority (Gazeley, 2022).

Towards a military coup

As the operation progressed, Barkhane's effects
became more apparent. Confidence in local gov-
ernments and the French intervention was wan-
ing and protests were growing. At a meeting in
Pau, Macron hoped to force a second wind, but
after the first coup in Mali a few months later, it
became clear that the attempt was in vain.

A bas la France!

The disruption of the civil-military balance also
pressured governments in the Sahel to shuffle be-
tween demands of external partners and political
demands of the population. In annual reports, the
Afrobarometer gauges the Sahel population's
confidence in government institutions, the mili-
tary and external partners.

A comparison of the 2014-2015 results with those
of the years before the coup shows that in both

7 “A bas la France”: “Down with France”
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Niger, Burkina Faso and Mali, trust in government
and judicial institutions has declined, while the
perception of corruption in these institutions in-
creased. Moreover, in Niger and Burkina Faso
there is a major shift since the start of Operation
Barkhane towards greater receptivity to a military
takeover.

The dwindling confidence manifested itself in
massive protests against central governments
and international forces. Data from ACLED shows
that in Burkina Faso and Mali, the number of pro-
tests increased exponentially between 2016 and
the coup year. In Niger, there is a slight increase,
peaking in the coup year (2023), but the number
of protests remains significantly lower than in
neighbouring countries. In April 2019, more than
10,000 Malians took to the streets to demon-
strate against President Ibrahim Boubacar Keita's
inability to stem the wave of inter-communal vio-
lence (Al Jazeera, 2019). In Burkina Faso, in Au-
gust the same year, demonstrations were held
throughout the country to denounce insecurity
and demand the president’s resignation (RFI,
2019). But France was also taking the heat, re-
ceiving slogans like “A bas la France™”.

Note that the increase in protests parallels the
flare-up of violence and the sharp rise in civilian
casualties since 2017-2018.

Desperation in Pau

The protests also reached Paris. At a meeting in
Pau in early 2020, Macron made a final attempt
to breathe new life into the Sahelian counterter-
rorism efforts (RFI, 2020). In the end, Pau mostly
remained a reaffirmation of the fight against ter-
rorists as a priority (Ministere de L’Europe et des
affaires Etrangeres, 2020).

Instead, the way France had summoned its ‘part-
ners’ to this meeting, both within government cir-
cles and in public opinion, was deemed neo-colo-
nial and paternalistic (Le Monde, 2023). Govern-
ments were forced to declare their support for
France, thus choosing sides. Hence, the former
became even more dependent on military
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strength and external lenders to survive against
popular discontent. “The disgruntled faction
within the army now had the resources and a do-
mestic political situation that allowed them to
seize power,” concludes historian Joe Gazeley
(2022).

Coups in Mali and Burkina Faso

Amid increasing violence, protests and frustration
following the Pau Summit, national security
forces were suffering heavy defeats against jihadi
groups. It would eventually become a deadly rec-
ipe for the weakened Sahelian governments as
military junta’s took power in a wave of coups.

In Mali, as demonstrations under the ‘June 5
Movement’ became more violent, ECOWAS and
the United Nations tried to push for dialogue and
mediation. Meanwhile, the army suffered heavy
losses between 2019 and 2020. In late 2019,
more than 100 soldiers were killed in multiple ji-
hadist attacks (Al Jazeera, 2019). It was the last
straw for the army faction of Colonel Goita, who
crowned himself interim president after two suc-
cessful coups.

In Burkina Faso too, as citizens were protesting en
masse, more than 50 security forces died in an at-
tack on a police station in northern Burkina Faso
in autumn 2021 (Al Jazeera, 2022). The security
officers had been deprived of food rations for a
fortnight and had also requested extra equip-
ment in the weeks before the attack (Czerep,
2022). In a first coup, President Kaboré was over-
thrown by Lieutenant Colonel Damiba (France24,
2022). The latter was himself ousted a few
months later by the young captain Ibrahim Traoré
(Le Monde, 2023).

Niger’s exception

Niger proved to be an exception. Although there
were protests against President Bazoum's gov-
ernment, the coup was rather the result of a
power shift at the top of the presidential guard
(Guichaoua & Wilén, 2023). In an attempt to re-
tain their political power, General Tchiani and
other senior military officers staged a coup in July
2023 during which President Bazoum was

Coin to Coup, a French Debacle in the Sahel

deposed and the constitution was suspended
(1SS, 2023). Notwithstanding, militarization un-
der Barkhane did help pave the way for the sei-
zure of power. The military junta, conveniently
cited “the worsening security situation” under Ba-
zoum as the reason for their coup, in line with
statements by its counterparts in neighbouring
countries (Yabi, 2023).

Remarkable, moreover, was the reaction of the
international community, which until then was
limited to sanctions and mediation. This time,
ECOWAS presented the Nigerian junta with an ul-
timatum: the coup leaders were given one week
to return to constitutional order or force would
be used (Guichaoua & Wilén, 2023). The ECOWAS
ultimatum drew attention to the situation and
made it clear that coups were no longer tolerated
in the region, but it also led to a strengthened po-
sition of the junta, fuelled by a nationalist dis-
course of sovereignty (ACLED, 2023).

La fin

The military coups in Mali, Niger and Burkina Faso
marked the end for Operation Barkhane and
French military cooperation with the Sahel coun-
tries. Its abrupt ending can be (at least partly) ex-
plained by the military juntas' legitimation strat-
egy, which is twofold.

First, part of the junta's raison d'étre consists of
condemning and deposing against (the failed pol-
icies of) the central government it overthrew. As
mentioned earlier, the central government was
inseparable from the French intervention and le-
gitimised both their continued existence. “You
need an enemy and the juntas have said from the
beginning that France is their enemy,” explains a
Nigerian political scientist (The Washington Post,
2023). Sahel-expert Hannah Armstrong also un-
derlines the importance of the anti-French, anti-
colonialist discourse to the junta's legitimacy:
“The coup can be seen as a declaration of inde-
pendence,” says Armstrong, “It amounts to a re-
jection of a political model that the Nigerians saw
as an alliance between French interests and their
own corrupt leadership. To be different, they had
to wipe out both,” (ibid.). Moreover, France itself
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reinforced the nationalist narrative through its re-
fusal to recognise the juntas.

Besides national, the junta also looked for inter-
national legitimation by forging new partner-
ships, especially on security issues. For this, the
new leaders were looking in particular to Russia
and its paramilitary Wagner Group®. Since 2017,
Russia has been active in Africa through Wagner,
supporting regimes with military equipment,
training and the presence of its paramilitaries.
Russia also actively pursues anti-imperialist,
mainly anti-French, propaganda through online
channels and support for civilian opposition or-
ganisations (Le Monde, 2023). Moreover, Wagner
had been making life difficult for Paris for some
time with numerous propaganda campaigns and
inciting anti-French and pro-Russian demonstra-
tions.

In Mali, in the aftermath of the coup, recrimina-
tions and accusations were flying back and forth
between France and the junta (Maslanka, 2022).
When the latter welcomed 1,000 Russian Wagner
mercenaries to Malian territory, France had
enough. In a reaction, Macron announced the
withdrawal of 2,000 French troops from Mali, to
which Bamako itself took over the initiative and
demanded the immediate departure of French
troops. The military agreement with Paris was
suspended, removing the legal basis for Bar-
khane's presence (ibid.). On November 9t 2022,
Macron formally ended Operation Barkhane
(France24, 2022).
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