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The Franco-African Pivot: 
Old Relationships with a New 

President
Foreword 

French President Emmanuel Macron has signalled his intention to 
make sweeping changes to France’s relationship with its many 
former colonies in Africa. As a presidential candidate, Macron 
uniquely decried France’s colonial rule over Algeria as a “crime 
against humanity” during his visit to Algeria just over a year ago, a 
statement that elicited support throughout Africa but criticism 
from many in France. As the first French political leader to take 
such an apologetic tone, Macron is taking steps towards his bold 
desire to redefine the nature of the complex connection between 
France and Africa. 

Brief History 
At its peak in the 1930s, the French Empire controlled 8.6% of the 
world’s land area. It exerted influence on virtually every continent 
and the remnants of French colonization are still visible to this day 
in many countries. Between 1605 and 1763, France established its 
first colonial empire, based largely in North America and the 
Caribbean. Conflict with Britain, however, led to its eventual 
collapse.  

Indeed, North American battles and the pressures of revolution-era 
conflict in Europe left France with only Guyana and a few small 
Caribbean colonies. In the wake of the Napoleonic Wars, however, 
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the second French colonial empire began with the 
conquest of Algeria in 1830. Expansion continued 
globally over the next century and, by 1930, 
France controlled much of Africa, South-East 
Asia, and the Pacific.  

The dissolution of the second French colonial 
empire began during the Second World War, 
when foreign forces occupied overseas French 
territories. After the return of these territories to 
France, decolonization movements erupted 
immediately. Attempts to suppress the uprisings 
led to many domestically unpopular wars, 
including a devastating independence conflict in 
Algeria.  

It became clear that there was little hope for the 
maintenance of the Empire, and thus France 
relinquished control of most non-European 
possessions. Today, France only holds several 
islands in the Caribbean and off the coast of 
Africa, as well as French Guyana and French 
Polynesia.  

Former African Colonies of France (Green) 

Colonial Legacy in Africa 
The Good 

Though colonization is generally abhorred, it did 
yield certain benefits for occupied regions, usually 
because these improvements would also benefit 
the colonizer. There were historically two main 
geopolitical positives: Firstly, the colonizing 
country (e.g. France) would protect the colony 
from incursions by other powers, both global and 
local. Second, colonies were introduced to the 
democratic political systems prevalent in Europe. 
Senegal, one of Africa’s most stable democracies, 
was one of the more politically integrated 
colonies in the French Empire - liberal democracy 
had been given a firm rooting there during the 
colonial period. Socially, colonised regions were 
more exposed to the world through the 
introduction of a unifying language, and through 
broader education and literature. Economically, 
the introduction of European technologies to the 
colonies led to higher domestic productivity. 
Colonies saw an increased demand for their goods 
in the international markets, which in turn fueled 
some infrastructure investment into their 
economies. 

The Bad 

Despite certain benefits, colonialism and its 
legacy damaged colonized countries in ways that 
continue to mar their development. Colonizers 
forced arbitrary borders onto local peoples, which 
has caused many devastating civil wars in 
countries where tribes have had little history of 
living under one government. Economically, 
colonialism exploited both the resources and the 
labour of the colonies while leaving behind little 
permanent capital. This in turn led to the 
establishment of weak, extractive institutions 
that prevented beneficial economic development 
(Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012).  
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The economic relationships that were built 
between France and its colonies during 
colonization are remarkably similar even today; 
the former colonies still largely import finished 
goods from l’Hexagone and export almost only raw 
natural resources. Perhaps the most pervasive 
harm was social in nature. The system of cultural 
supremacy that the French exported to colonized 
regions led to the loss of local culture in many 
colonies as a result of Christianization and 
Francization. The violent subjugation of colonies 
led to gross mistreatment and often 
dehumanization of local populations. Even as late 
as the Algerian War (1954-1962) the French Army 
was accused of human rights violations against the 
people of Algeria.  

French-African Relations in 
the Present and Future 

Since becoming president, however, Macron has 
expressed varying viewpoints; he suggested that 
young Algerians need to “focus on the future 
rather than dwelling on the past” during his 
presidential visit to Algeria this past December 
(Pennetier, 2017). Still, his policies mark a 

dramatic change in the French government’s 
attitudes towards Africa. Macron has revealed his 
ambitious intentions to assist in the development 
of Africa without neocolonial meddling, but not 
everything about France’s relationship with its 
former colonies is subject to change. 

Security and Migration 

While Macron has promised to reverse a long 
history of French intervention in Africa, fighting 
the Islamic militancy remains significant on his 
African agenda. In 2013, 4,000 troops were 
deployed in Mali as part of an anti-terrorism 
campaign and Macron has made clear that he 
has no plans of withdrawing these troops anytime 
soon. 

Macron is a social liberal and as such is 
interested in the well-being of existing African 
minorities in France. On immigration policy, 
Macron holds a supportive stance for Africans 
coming to France with skills that are useful to 
the economy but does not intend to totally ease 
immigration regulations (Sagno, 2017). 

Immigration to France by Continent
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Economic Development 

The former colonies’ trade dependence on France 
is moderate; although France is many former 
colonies’ primary or secondary import source, 
their reliance on France as an export destination 
is much more varied. As an economic liberal with 
pro-business, pro-trade tendencies, Macron will 
seek to either maintain the status quo or further 
reduce barriers to trade with African countries 
(Sagno, 2017). This may prove controversial - a 
dominant French presence in certain African 
industries has in the past led to accusations of 
neocolonialism. (Venkatachalam & Niang, 2017). 

A contentious topic regarding France’s economic 
relations with its former colonies has been the 
CFA francs, two related currencies that are 
pegged to the Euro and varyingly used by 
fourteen countries in Africa. As part of the 
currencies’ structures, CFA countries must 
deposit 50% of their foreign exchange reserves at 
the Bank of France in order to maintain their peg 
with the Euro.  

While Macron has defended the utility of the 
CFA by highlighting the benefits of a fixed 
exchange-rate system, it prevents these countries 

from conducting sovereign monetary policy and 
instead ties them to the radically different 
economic conditions of the Eurozone. However, 
Macron has expressed his openness to changing or 
ending the CFA arrangement if that is what 
African countries prefer, departing from his 
predecessors’ stances on the issue (Mitter, 2017). 

A much clearer pro-African policy is Macron’s 
commitment to foreign aid. Of the 0.7% of 
France’s GDP devoted to foreign aid, Macron has 
pledged most of this budget to developing Africa 
(Sagno, 2017). Macron’s focus with aid in Africa 
involves issues like women’s rights, climate change, 
infrastructure development, and a prosperous 
private sector (Sar, 2017). 

Political Relations 

To assist him in delivering a new developmental 
vision for Africa and its institutions, Macron has 
surrounded himself with a committee composed of 
young binational entrepreneurs dubbed the 
‘Presidential Council for Africa’. Macron seeks to 
leverage domestic African talent and foster 
development in a manner that steers away from 
the paternalistic behaviour of previous French 
leaders. 

Immigration to France by Continent
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An aspect of French connections to Africa that 
has garnered criticism in the past is 
‘Françafrique’, a word describing France’s 
relations with its ex-colonies that carries 
connotations of French support for resource-rich 
dictators and human rights violations. Macron has 
expressed his strong desire to terminate any 
remnants of this exploitative neocolonial model, 
preferring to build more inclusive partnerships 
with democratic states. Many believe that Macron 
is more suited to deliver on this promise given his 
youth and lack of connections to African 
plutocrats (Sagno, 2017). As part of his desire to 
respect democratic fundamentals, Macron has 
promised to declassify secret files relating to 
controversial revolutionary Thomas Sankara’s 
assassination in 1987, an event that coincidentally 
served French interests at the time (Mitter, 2017). 

Macron’s Vision of France 
Macron’s unique attitude towards Africa is just 
one part of the sweeping changes he seeks to make 
to France’s foreign and domestic policies. In 
Africa, just like in Europe, only time will tell if 
Macron’s determined words and actions will have 
the desired consequences of improving relations 
with former colonies and fostering economic 
prosperity.  
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