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Do We Want to “Kill People  
and Break Things” in Africa?

A Historian’s Thoughts on Africa Command

Robert Munson, Major, USAFR 

A common mantra within the military is that the mission is “to kill 
people and break things.” The military is ultimately a heavily armed orga-
nization dedicated to the protection of the United States by killing enemies 
and destroying their means to wage war. This certainly played out many 
times during World Wars I and II, but what about Vietnam or even Iraq 
right now? Was Vietnam won by completing this mission? can Iraq be 
won this way? While this slogan motivates the military, the task to “kill 
people and break things” is not the mission the US government gives the 
military most of the time.

Let me juxtapose this view with a poignant insight from my time in 
West Africa at the US Embassy in Abuja, Nigeria. In December 2001, 
during the military operations in Afghanistan, I worked in the Office of 
Defense cooperation. Besides the military cooperation aspects of my job, 
I oversaw the completion of two humanitarian assistance projects started 
under my predecessors. One of these projects entailed building a small ex-
tension to a maternity clinic run by the catholic church on the outskirts 
of Abuja. When it came time to open the project, I helped the diocese of 
Abuja arrange a large grand-opening celebration with the local archbishop 
as one of the speakers. At the end of his speech, the archbishop grabbed 
not only the audience’s attention but mine as well when he explained how 
he had never thought the US military “did anything except bomb people. 
I now know you also build clinics to help people.”

Break things or help? This is a significant question to consider in light of 
the formation of the new Africa command (AFRIcOM). President Bush 
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has given Secretary of Defense Robert Gates the responsibility for creating 
the new command. Gen William E. Ward has already been named the 
first commander, and AFRIcOM should be fully operational as a unified 
command by October 2008. Break things or help? These two views on the 
mission of the US military must ultimately agree on one all-encompassing 
goal—the new organization should, in all cases, support the attainment 
of US foreign policy. The archbishop’s view illustrates how US policy will 
be better served by a new AFRIcOM, which is based on multilateral op-
erations with the African conditions in mind rather than relying on the 
long-standing, somewhat erroneous view of the US military as an armed 
instrument only to wage the big wars. To support these multilateral opera-
tions, the command needs to truly be an interagency construct rather than 
a military organization with a few actors from other agencies included for 
effect. It is imperative that the policymakers recognize this and shift the 
organization’s emphasis during the initial stages of AFRIcOM’s develop-
ment before it becomes a solidified military organization with a life of its 
own—hence, on a path not easily altered.

Why? and How?

The two important questions that need to be answered are “why” and 
“how” the complete organization should be created and structured. From 
the beginning, the goal should be to establish an organization that not 
only supports American foreign policy but that also takes into consider-
ation the unique African conditions. We cannot simply adapt a structure 
or method of operations from another part of the world with minimal 
alterations (e.g., recreating European command or Pacific command) 
without looking at regional history, culture, and diversity. Only then can 
we propose a coherent, logical structure.

Why do we need an AFRICOM? The simple answer is “to support Ameri-
can policy in Africa.” US African policy, across the government, has been 
disjointed in the past due to the fact that few officials in the US government 
felt the continent was strategically important. While this may change in the 
future, we should not anticipate a great transformation of policy. Such a 
transformation would mean that the United States would shift its emphasis 
away from the traditional ties with Europe, the growing ties to Asia, and the 
conflicts in the Middle East. Since this is not likely to happen, the best we 
can hope for is that Africa would be an important element within the realm 
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of expanded American interest abroad. certainly an AFRIcOM that coor-
dinates the military policy across the continent is valuable, but this is only 
one small element of the whole US interaction with Africa.

In the March 2006 National Security Strategy, President Bush empha-
sizes that in Africa “our strategy is to promote economic development and 
the expansion of effective, democratic governance so that African states 
can take the lead in addressing African challenges.”1 These goals rest on 
effective interaction through many elements of foreign policy, not just the 
military. African countries that are democratic and economically pros-
perous will not require as much security assistance and will make better 
American partners when we need support, political or otherwise. Thus, 
AFRIcOM’s sole concentration on Africa should help weave many dispa-
rate elements of US foreign policy into one more-coherent package, but 
this is only possible when AFRIcOM’s structure includes all important 
elements of this policy.2

How do we establish an AFRICOM? The most important issue here is 
consideration of current and future financial means. The whole US gov-
ernment has a limited budget, and a new command in a less strategically 
important area of the world (at least from the American standpoint) would 
not likely be any different. The importance of Africa will likely fluctuate 
based on the policies of the day, but for consistency and planning pur-
poses, we should make the realistic assumption that financial means will 
be limited. Therefore, it will be imperative to maximize efficiency and 
cooperation with other nations. These would include our European allies 
and our historically close friends like Senegal and Kenya, as well as the 
regional powers of Nigeria and South Africa, which quite consciously fol-
low their own interests.

With these two facts in mind, I would propose two principles (or “reali-
ties”) on which AFRIcOM should be structured:

Principle 1: American interests and efforts must coincide with 
those of our traditional allies and partners in Africa.

Principle 2: The military effort must be integrated with the 
political and developmental efforts across the continent.

In general, the second principle emerges from the first based upon the 
realistic assumption of constrained financial resources. This assumption is 
especially valuable for it forces the new command to work synergistically 
within the US government and with foreign partners.
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Interagency Command

With these two principles in mind, my first proposal is for AFRIcOM 
to be established from the beginning not as a military command with a few 
nonmilitary trappings but as a true interagency command. This command 
would have three equal main components: the military, a political element, 
and a section devoted to development (see figure). Despite the military title 
of “command” and the current focus of the secretary of defense on creating 
AFRIcOM, we must refocus the effort to include all important elements of 
foreign policy equally. If there were a better word to replace “command” in 
AFRIcOM, it should emphasize the nonmilitary missions and deempha-
size the military aspects. Perhaps one should begin with the organizational 
model of an embassy rather than a military organization! While this may 
not be easy at this stage of the game, congressional or presidential action 
could enable the formation of a new type of organization with a larger or 
even dominant civilian role. Higher-level action is imperative sooner rather 
than later, for once the command’s bureaucracy is in place, changing the 
structure will become very difficult, if not impossible.3

AFRICOM Civilian
Commander

(dual-hatted as US ambassador 
to the Africa Union)

Military Component 
Commander 

(general officer)

Political Component 
Director 

(ambassador level)

Developmental 
Component Director

(USAID regional director)

Figure. Proposed AFRICOM Organization.

Within the AFRIcOM structure, other offices that deal with such is-
sues as trade, legal, or environmental cooperation will likely be included, 
but at a lower organizational level than the three main branches of military, 
political, and developmental. For example, the emphasis on business rela-
tionships (e.g., in the guise of Department of commerce attachés) would 
fit well under the umbrella of the developmental organization. The private 
interests would buttress development and expand it into many sectors that 
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the government cannot hope to enter with its limited means. Similarly, an 
organization such as the Environmental Protection Agency working within 
the developmental component would be able to assist with environmental 
problems accompanying African industrial development.

Ultimately, the military component must understand that it supports 
the political goals in US foreign policy, and in AFRIcOM these goals (re-
ferring to Principle 1 above) will likely be tempered and shaped by those 
with whom we work. For example, fighting terrorism is one of our top 
priorities, but most African countries see terrorism as less pressing, and 
many do not see it as an important issue—in most instances development 
trumps everything else. Although the developmental efforts of the US 
government currently fall under the State Department in the guise of the 
US Agency for International Development (USAID), one must consider 
giving USAID’s efforts equal footing with the political efforts. This move 
would give USAID its full significance in a place where it can achieve 
maximum impact and do the most good—for the African countries and 
thus, by extension, for US policy.

A second example concerns the US need for resources. The United 
States is concerned about access to raw materials in Africa, particularly 
oil. This is a hot-button topic for the rest of the world; much of the world 
believes we are in Iraq only for the oil. Unfortunately, US politicians have 
not done much to allay this accusation. Resources are important, but most 
governments—regardless of political persuasion—will continue to sell to 
the highest bidder. This is especially true with resources available from 
multiple suppliers. Thus, we can regard access to oil and other natural re-
sources as merely a second-tier priority and not emphasize it. On the other 
hand, African countries are generally interested in guaranteed markets for 
their agricultural products, something we can potentially assist with, but 
outside the military structure.

Based upon and expanding from the two stated principles above, six fac-
tors clearly call for this proposed macro-organization of AFRIcOM: budget, 
access, trust, operations, example, and history. Each of these factors clearly ar-
gues for a true interagency command synergistically combining the strengths 
of each of the three main elements—military, political, and developmental.

1. Budget. This will be constrained; thus, all attempts should be made 
to make operations as synergistic as possible (Principle 1). We must be 
ready to work with allies more than in name only in actual operations, 
basing, and planning. On one hand, we must coordinate our activities 
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with NATO allies traditionally active in Africa. This would primarily be 
the French and, to a lesser extent, the British, along with other allied 
European nations increasingly devoting resources and manpower to the 
continent. In general, many American interests in Africa, such as pro-
moting stability and democracy while providing emergency humanitar-
ian assistance, parallel those of European nations. On the other hand, we 
should work closely with our African partners, accepting their assistance 
and guidance at appropriate times. This will not only help to conserve our 
resources, but working with our African partners will also help us to assist 
them in furthering their own interests.

A good example here would be US cooperation that facilitates peace-
keeping operations (PKO). As in many past PKOs under the United Na-
tions or other organizations, African nations tend to be willing to contrib-
ute troops but need assistance with logistics—equipment, supplies, and 
transportation. The United States could potentially save money by getting 
African nations to contribute in support of US-favored PKOs, but only 
if we reciprocate by assisting in PKOs that African nations would like to 
undertake themselves but are not as important in US foreign policy. If we 
look back at the West African peacekeeping operations in Liberia beginning 
in 1990, the US military directly assisted in airlifting troops into Liberia 
only in 1997 in preparation for the elections.4 Arguably, the West African 
peacekeepers could have been more effective had they had more direct ac-
cess to reliable logistical support. 

An interagency command could assist budgetary efforts by combining 
the short-term military efforts with the long-term efforts of other US govern-
ment organizations. In the realm of peacekeeping, USAID has often been 
involved in post-conflict demobilization and reintegration, something 
which naturally follows from the PKOs and would more efficiently use 
funds if all the stages, from initial deployment of troops to final reintegra-
tion of the combatants, were planned together.

2. Access. For any operation we need access to people, facilities, and 
partners’ willingness. The French have established air bases in central and 
western Africa that they have used in the past; we could likely use these if 
we would cooperate with the French. Furthermore, access to ports, other 
airports, and additional infrastructure would be eased when we work 
alongside our African partners in helping to solve their problems. An 
America which appears to be a neo-imperial power will not be greeted as 
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warmly or willingly (except with large payments—see budget point above) 
as someone who will help them solve what they see as their problems.

Additionally, working closely with the French or other partners would 
give us access to networks that we might normally find difficult to join. 
The French, over the years, have developed personal networks in French-
speaking Africa, which could be useful in the achievement of American 
foreign policy goals if we partner with them. For example, the various 
American antiterrorism operations in the Sahel have been fairly effective 
in cooperation with the local governments, but their effectiveness would 
likely have been increased had we had long-term relationships with the 
African partners and the French, all of whom have been in that region 
much longer than the United States has even shown interest. Similarly, 
easy access to nonmilitary organizations, specifically nongovernmental or-
ganizations, would likely be eased with significant civilian participation in 
the command. 

3. Trust. Not only will frequent contacts over long periods of time in-
crease interpersonal trust and, by extension, trust of US motives in Africa, 
but an organization that is not purely military will inspire trust by bringing 
different American viewpoints and capabilities to the table. The US military 
is known for coming in, solving a problem, and then leaving. Numerous 
American military operations in Africa have been short-term and only par-
tially solved the problems. For example, in Somalia the US military quickly 
left after a small number of US Army Rangers were killed in October 1993. 
In 1994 the US military helped evacuate Western nationals from Rwanda 
but withdrew rather than intervening in the genocide. In 2003 American 
Marines briefly landed in Liberia to provide security but left after only two 
months. The American military, while effective at the designated mission, 
provided little lasting assistance to the local people.

If we look at the period from 2001 to the present, the US European 
command (EUcOM) conducted 14 exercises and seven different named 
operations in Africa to support African nations.5 Six of the exercises were 
short-term medical assistance missions (e.g., MEDFLAG), which provided 
needed assistance but ended after a short period of time—hardly the ba-
sis for establishing relationships for long-term cooperation. Similarly, EU-
cOM’s two earthquake relief operations (to Algeria and Morocco) certainly 
assisted people but established no long-term contacts. On the other side of 
the coin, the number of military-to-military training operations (two) and 
exercises (six) provided a limited amount of contact, which would neither 
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allow relationships to fully develop nor continue over time, except in very 
limited circumstances. EUcOM similarly has a number of ongoing efforts 
with African nations (such as humanitarian assistance projects and humani-
tarian mine action, the Trans-Sahara counterterrorism Initiative, and other 
basic support to regional organizations), providing limited additional con-
tact. One could argue that a military-dominated AFRIcOM might expand 
these efforts, but with the budget constraints this would be unlikely.

Not surprisingly, officials in many countries are inherently suspicious 
of American military capabilities. We have the military capability to do 
much, ranging all the way from the large land operations of the first Gulf 
War and Operation Iraqi Freedom to precision strikes launched from B-2s 
flying halfway around the world, to small, covert operations. While we 
may not have the desire to intervene in African nations in such ways, a 
purely military organization brings up images of past US operations. For 
example, many Africans know our history of overt military interventions 
in Latin America and the less overt governmental changes supported by 
the United States, such as the US-supported coup in Iran in 1953 that 
brought the Shah to power. Similarly, US military capabilities for surveil-
lance (i.e., spying) are publicly known and raise eyebrows with the suspicion 
that they might be directed at our African partners. In his essay, Dr. Abel 
Esterhuyse echoes the very real fear within some circles in Africa that the 
creation of AFRIcOM could signal the militarization of American policy in 
Africa and emphasizes the charge that the United States is using the war on 
terror to get access to African resources.6 These are two fears that a military 
organization cannot easily dispel.

conversely, the civilian State Department and USAID are known more 
for their long-term focus and the training of their personnel to work with 
foreign partners, including the acquisition of better language skills, than 
those within the military. Both of these agencies are comfortable in taking 
time to build personal relationships with other officials, and they tend to 
remain in the region longer, maintaining these personal bonds and facili-
tating work between nations on a civilian basis. The military can capitalize 
upon the long-term perspective of the other American elements to gain 
and maintain the trust of its African partners and expand contacts from 
just military-to-military (Principle 2). In many countries, the military is 
not always very popular due to the history of coups, military rule, or civil 
wars (e.g., congo, Uganda, and Liberia), so US-African operations will 
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often be met with skepticism without the trust generated by the civilian 
US officials working alongside.

4. Operations. Historically, very few US operations in Africa have been 
strictly force-on-force fighting but instead have been operations of mixed 
character, such as humanitarian assistance, noncombatant evacuations, or 
training (as discussed above for the period since 2001). All of these mixed 
operations have a significant political and developmental component to 
them; thus, the military needs to work with other sectors of the US govern-
ment and also diverse sectors of our partners’ governments (Principle 2). 
An AFRIcOM built to integrate the three American components will 
maintain coherency in the operations and serve the interests of the local 
African partners without much more cost on our part. Furthermore, the 
military can, and often does, function as an enabler of the other two ele-
ments of American power—politics and development (especially with, but 
not limited to, airlift). Ultimately, the military’s structure must be built to 
support American foreign policy, not just to operate autonomously.

Somalia in 1993–94 provides a good example to support this point. 
Operation Restore Hope began as a humanitarian assistance mission, car-
ried out by the military, which then became a military mission of hunting 
down clan leaders. The military mission failed, and President clinton es-
sentially cancelled the whole mission. Understanding the situation better 
and being more willing to talk to the clan leaders, both diplomatic tasks, 
might have prevented the escalation of military violence, which led to 
eventual mission failure.

5. Example. On a continent with a history of military coups, we do not 
want to demonstrate that a pure or overwhelmingly military structure in 
Africa can work alone (Principle 2). An American military organization 
locally subordinated to a civilian boss and working with civilian organiza-
tions provides an American example of the place of the military in society 
and would help to discourage military interventions. On the more practi-
cal side, when the US military’s operations are closely coordinated with 
the American political and developmental components, the span of con-
tact within the partner African government will be wider, strengthening 
the other governments against the power of their own militaries.

During the 1960s and ’70s, many within Africa and abroad saw the 
military as a modernizing force in African society. Thus, segments of African 
populations supported military coups, and the United States often looked 
away when they occurred. Subsequently, the militaries proved not to be 
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as capable at governing as believed. currently, the US military is very pro-
ficient at accomplishing even civilian taskings (e.g., policing, distributing 
food assistance, providing medical services, advising governments). Despite 
this capability, we do not want to encourage African militaries to believe 
they can do everything alone and thus potentially encourage political in-
tervention. An AFRIcOM with a civilian leadership will show the proper 
place of the US military in society.

6. History. Unlike in Europe after World War II where the United 
States was establishing a command (the eventual EUcOM) in a defeated 
Germany, the United States will be attempting to work with many proud, 
independent African governments. To successfully base US forces in Africa, 
the United States must approach the Africans as equals and work with 
them so that the relationship is mutually beneficial (Principle 1). The 
United States cannot be seen as an occupying power as the colonial era still 
remains fresh in the minds of many Africans. Additionally, the images of 
Operation Iraqi Freedom and the ongoing counterinsurgency in Iraq will 
remain relevant in Africa for a long time, illustrating suspected American 
colonial intentions. Thus, the best plan combines political and develop-
mental operations that deemphasize the military component.

We must remember that struggles and wars of liberation remain fresh in 
the minds of many African leaders, and the United States often stood on 
the “wrong side” of the conflict. During the cold War, the United States 
supported the white-majority government in South Africa, afraid that the 
African National congress (ANc) had communist sympathies. Now the 
democratically elected ANc is in power, and many within the party remem-
ber our support of the other side. Similarly, the United States supported 
Portugal in its ill-fated attempt to quash the liberation struggles in Mo-
zambique and Angola and then supported unpopular but “anticommunist” 
insurgent movements: RENAMO in Mozambique and UNITA in Angola. 
The generations of African leaders are changing, but the United States is 
remembered more as a supporter of the colonial status quo rather than as an 
anticolonial power.

Esterhuyse makes the point that the US creation of AFRIcOM “is driven 
by negative considerations from Africa rather than by positive interests,” 
which includes a potentially renewed great-power competition in Africa be-
tween the United States and china, harkening back to the cold War days.7 
This fear just reemphasizes the importance of an AFRIcOM with the 
emphasis across all three pillars—military, political, and developmental. 
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competition between the United States and china in the developmental 
(and perhaps political) realms could be used by African nations to advance 
their own aspirations and improve their economies, while military competi-
tion would likely just lead to militarization and destruction as during the 
cold War proxy conflicts. 

Location: Addis Ababa

Focusing on the recent history of independent Africa, at least the head-
quarters of AFRIcOM should be located in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. Intra-
African squabbles aside, this city has been the focus of the African pursuit 
of independence and unity. Ethiopia was never colonized, and the red, 
yellow, and green of the Ethiopian flag are recognized as the Pan-African 
colors. Addis Ababa best embodies the concept of “Africa” as a single con-
tinent with its own unique African interests. The African countries them-
selves chose this city as the headquarters of the Organization of African 
Unity in 1963 and its successor organization, the African Union (AU), at 
its establishment in 2001. American policy supports the regional and Pan-
African efforts of the AU, including its attempts at peacekeeping.

On the practical side, relations between the United States and Ethiopia 
are good, which would help to ease establishment of a nascent headquarters. 
certainly one could argue that the infrastructure in Ethiopia would not 
easily support a large command structure, but the headquarters does not 
necessarily have to be a large organization—only big enough to provide 
effective interaction with the African Union. Addis Ababa is already the 
location of many embassies; therefore, another embassy-sized structure 
would not place too much additional burden on this city.

The civilian commander of AFRIcOM should be the US ambassador to 
the African Union. Not only is this diplomat already representing the United 
States at the continental level but, as discussed above, is also a civilian and 
would emphasize the American tradition of civilian control of the military. 
While the appointment of this diplomat to lead a partial military organiza-
tion may call for congressional or presidential action and the change to US 
laws, it is hardly a new concept since both the president and the secretary of 
defense, the two top leaders of the military, are civilians.

While the headquarters of AFRIcOM would be in Addis Ababa, the 
various diplomatic, military, and developmental subcomponents could be 
spread throughout the continent, closer to the more functional regional 

Munson.indd   107 2/7/08   8:21:27 AM



Strategic  Studies  Quarterly ♦  spring 2008

Robert Munson

[ 108 ]

groupings. All military subcomponents would necessarily be colocated 
with diplomatic and developmental elements, emphasizing cooperation 
and civilian oversight. At the lower levels, the military components would 
ideally be paired with countries where similar capabilities exist to encour-
age cooperation (Principle 1).

Taken as an example, the air subcomponent should be headquartered in 
a country with a robust capability to support American and partner opera-
tions, probably a country with its own operational air force. This head-
quarters could simply be a minimally-manned standby base like those in 
Eastern Europe or have a small number of permanently stationed aircraft. 
Above all else, the air subcomponent would need transport aircraft to 
best support the policies of the United States and its partners. Transport, 
instead of fighter or reconnaissance aircraft, would emphasize cooperative 
projects and deemphasize militarization. Needless to say, the number of 
American assets stationed in Africa would likely be very low at any time, 
but permanent basing of some sort would cement the US relationship 
with the African countries, signal our intention to remain involved over 
the long term, and enable the command to operate independently.

Expanding from this central hub, the air subcomponent should perhaps 
have representation in each regional area (i.e., West Africa in cooperation 
with the Economic community of West African States [EcOWAS] or 
southern Africa working with the Southern African Development com-
munity [SADc], etc.) to support partner operations. If the United States 
were to permanently base c-130 transport aircraft in Africa, it would make 
sense to station them with another air force operating the same aircraft. 
US and African personnel could share experience and training and assist 
each other during periods of high operations.8 This would be valuable 
for both the US and African air forces. US forces could perhaps provide 
a greater quantity of equipment and higher technical proficiency, while 
the forces of the African nations would provide language skills, regional 
knowledge, and an enthusiasm for operating in the local area.

Conclusion

The formation of AFRIcOM is currently underway, but as it evolves it 
must come out from under the purview of the secretary of defense (hence, a 
military-centric organization) and become a true interagency organization. 
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It will hopefully then be an organization that meets not only American 
needs but also those of our partners in Africa—a true multilateral effort.

What sort of perception of the United States do we want to give to Af-
rica? In the spring of 2003 during military operations in Iraq, I was in Dar 
es Salaam, Tanzania, and talked to many regular Tanzanians while doing 
my own historical research.9 One subject which often came up was the 
impending US military operations in Tanzania. Many believed the new, 
very spacious US Embassy under construction was meant to be a military 
base. While my observations were hardly scientific, I got the impression 
that many Tanzanians saw the United States as a potential threat. Tanzania 
is an area of the world where we would objectively have little reason to 
interfere. However, the Tanzanians from their perspective saw their country 
as, naturally, very important to the United States and a potential target! 
Policymakers and AFRIcOM planners must never forget that popular 
consciousness and local perceptions will always overrule announcements 
and press releases.

As we move away from Operation Iraqi Freedom and the international 
perception of the United States as a unilateral actor, we should try to re-
turn to the American image produced after World War II. After this cata-
clysm, the world did not see the United States as a conquering behemoth, 
intent on imposing its views on the rest of the world, but instead as a 
country willing to work multilaterally to solve the world’s problems. The 
United States earned this reputation through its participation in the estab-
lishment of many consultative and functional bodies with representation 
from many nations. Above all, the United Nations served as a beacon of 
hope, but so too did international financial institutions such as the World 
Bank and the International Monetary Fund, military alliances, and the 
Marshall Plan in Europe. The United States helped to establish many of these 
organizations to contain the Soviet Union; but through the often nonmilitary 
focus, it generated goodwill and achieved other-than-military objectives, thus 
advancing American security policy. For example, the Marshall Plan led to 
exactly the result we wanted—a stable, prosperous, democratic Western 
Europe. This prosperous Europe could, incidentally, support the United 
States in the security realm through NATO. While the situation is not 
quite the same in Africa today, our expanding relationship with African 
countries deserves the same dedication across the spectrum of the govern-
ment so that it expands positively into the future. As the National Strategy 
for Combating Terrorism (September 2006) declares: “In the long run, 
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winning the War on Terror means winning the battle of ideas.”10 In this 
vein, we want the African countries to see the United States as coming to 
help, not to break things, for only in this way will the relationship grow and 
stay strong in the years ahead!  

Notes

1. The White House, The National Security Strategy of the United States of America (Washing-
ton, Dc: White House, March 2006), 37.

2. See Abel Esterhuyse, “The Iraqization of Africa? Looking at AFRIcOM from a South 
African Perspective,” pp. 111–30 of this issue. Esterhuyse looks at the realist perspective of the 
creation of AFRIcOM. This perspective is key since policy makers usually sell new initiatives 
like AFRIcOM to the American public based on how they will benefit the United States (e.g., 
the importance of Nigerian oil to the US economy). This is perhaps unavoidable, but we also 
must realize that military officials tend to share this realistic perspective. Thus, they will ap-
proach the construction of the new command to serve these ends and therefore emphasize the 
security issues.

3. I realize that this simple schematic will likely raise many more questions than it answers. 
Similar diplomatic posts in Europe, for example the US Mission to NATO and the US Mis-
sion to the European Union, already offer some insight into the possibilities and challenges 
this proposal for AFRIcOM might face. Additionally, an important issue not discussed here 
includes AFRIcOM’s relationship to the various US embassies throughout Africa. These are 
all important questions to be addressed but do not detract from the argument here for a true 
interagency organization.

4. See the historical summary of US European command operations at http://www.eucom 
.mil/english/Operations/history.asp.

5. Ibid.; and http://www.eucom.mil/english/Exercises/main.asp. Note: I have not counted 
the two 2002 noncombatant evacuation operations (central African Republic and côte d’Ivoire) 
since they are designed to rescue Americans and not to assist the African countries.

6. Esterhuyse, “Iraqization of Africa?” 111–30.
7. Ibid., 114.
8. The basing pattern here could mirror the experience gained in the USAF’s “Total Force 

Initiative” in which the USAF stations various active duty, reserve, and Air National Guard units 
together. In this way, for example, the active duty units benefit from the experience resident in 
the reserve forces.

9. That I was doing historical research on a topic unrelated to military or defense issues is 
important since I did not initiate the conversations about the US military or US-Tanzanian 
relations.

10. Executive Office of the President, National Strategy for Combating Terrorism (Washing-
ton, Dc: Office of Homeland Security, September 2006), 7.
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The Iraqization of Africa?
Looking at AFRICOM from a 

South African Perspective

Abel Esterhuyse

Introduction

The  South  African  government  has  openly  expressed  its  opposition 
towards the creation of the US Africa Command (AFRICOM).1 What’s 
more, South Africa presents its position on AFRICOM as representative 
of the country as a whole, but particularly on behalf of a group of African 
countries—the Southern African Development Community (SADC)—
which holds an aversive stance towards US plans in this regard.2 This does 
not represent a radical change in South Africa’s ruling African National 
Congress’s  (ANC) general policy stance towards the United States over 
the last 10 or more years. While this is not the place to dissect South Africa’s 
policy towards the United States in general, it is important to ask critical ques-
tions about the legitimacy of the South African government’s position—and 
that of some other African countries—towards AFRICOM. The discussion is 
an effort to examine some of the considerations that underpin this scepticism 
about US motives towards Africa.

From a military operational perspective, Africa presents a geographical chal-
lenge, especially for conventionally minded militaries with questionable success 
in fighting small wars. In the past, US policy and military communities im-
plied sub-Saharan Africa when they referred to “Africa.” North Africa (Algeria, 
Egypt, Libya, Morocco, and Tunisia) was treated as part of the Middle East and 
Europe rather than as part of Africa. American constituencies concerned with 
Africa tend to focus on sub-Saharan rather than on North Africa. This divide 
exists even in the minds of most Americans. Many Americans refer to 

Dr. Abel Esterhuyse is a senior lecturer at the School for Security and Africa Studies, Faculty of Military 
Science (South African Military Academy), Stellenbosch University. He earned a master’s degree in security 
studies  from Pretoria University  and  a doctorate  from Stellenbosch University. As  a  lieutenant  colonel 
in the South African Army, his experiences included tours of duty as an intelligence officer for the 61st 
Mechanised Battalion Group and the South African Army Rapid Deployment Force. He also served as an 
officer instructor at the South African Army Combat Training Centre and the School of Intelligence.
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themselves as “Afro-Americans” as if Euro-Africans or Arab-Africans do not ex-
ist, and as if Afro-Americans have closer ties with the African continent than 
their  fellow Americans. The division between North and sub-Saharan Africa 
has created some problems for the US armed forces in recent years, especially 
in countries such as Chad and the war-torn Sudan that straddle the regional 
divide.3 Within the context of this reality, it became increasingly difficult for the 
US armed forces to deal with Africa in its totality. The divide between North 
and sub-Saharan Africa made some geographical sense, to the extent that a des-
ert is often more of an obstacle than even an ocean. In most cases, the Mediter-
ranean represents an easier obstacle to negotiate that the Sahara.

Africa  did  not  feature  in  the  US  military  command  structure  until 
1952, when several North African countries were added to the responsi-
bilities of the US European Command because of their historic relation-
ship with Europe. The rest of Africa was not included in any US command 
structure until 1960, when US concerns over growing Soviet influence in 
Africa led to the inclusion of sub-Saharan Africa in the Atlantic Command. 
In 1962 sub-Saharan Africa was given to Strike Command. When Strike 
Command  was  transformed  into  Readiness  Command  in  1971,  its  re-
sponsibility for Africa was resolved. In 1983, Cold War priorities led the 
Reagan administration  to divide  responsibility  for Africa between  three 
geographical commands—European Command, Central Command, and 
Pacific Command.4 On 6 February 2007,  the US president announced 
the formation of a US Africa Command as part of the Unified Command 
Plan.5 AFRICOM is to be established by 30 September 2008. An initial 
operating capability would have been in place in Stuttgart, Germany, by 
August 2007, well before  the official  starting date. Of course, what  the 
actual “operating capacity” will entail  is subject to the advancements of 
the establishment of the command by that time.

Is This Something Mutually Beneficial?

There are a number of ways to think about the creation of AFRICOM. 
The most obvious would be to look at its creation from a realist perspective. 
Such a perspective accepts that the United States has vital and other interests 
in Africa to protect or extend. For the extension or protection of these inter-
ests, the US military needs to develop command, control, communications, 
computers, and intelligence (C4I) and other capabilities to ensure military 
operational success on the African continent. In view of possible vital US 
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interests in Africa, the creation of AFRICOM would be of strategic impor-
tance to the United States, and it would not necessarily have to consult with 
Africa or anyone else about the creation of such a command. This would 
allow  the United States  the  luxury of building and  structuring  the com-
mand according to its own needs. Of course, a realist approach is inherently 
unilateral, nationalistic, and competitive by nature, and there is a very real 
danger that it may be perceived as aggressiveness by the United States within 
Africa. In addition, realist thinking contains the risk that Africa may view 
the creation of AFRICOM as a potential threat to the extent that it may 
undermine US interests in Africa.

The truth is that there is doubt about US interests in Africa among African 
leaders.6 Indeed, Africa is perhaps the only sizable inhabited geographical region 
that has not recently been considered as vital to US security interests. To state 
it bluntly, until  very  recently  the United States had hardly  any concrete, 
material interests in the continent.7 This highlights the need to downplay 
the realist approach and for the United States, on the one hand, to be much 
more cautious in dealing with Africa and, on the other hand, to have a more 
consultative approach with Africa in the development of AFRICOM. This 
also requires the US polity and bureaucracy to cultivate support within the 
United States for the creation of AFRICOM. A more consultative approach 
is rooted in the notion that while clear identifiable interests provide policy 
with a solid foundation and coherence, a lack thereof normally leads to am-
biguity, debate, and vulnerability to changing political moods.

For years, there have been discussions within the US Department of Defense 
about the merits of some kind of Africa Command.8 By the middle of 2006, the 
previous secretary of defense, Donald Rumsfeld, established a planning team 
to advise him on requirements for establishing a new unified command for the 
African continent. He made a recommendation to President Bush, who then 
authorized the new command on the same day Rumsfeld left office.9 During 
the announcement of the establishment of AFRICOM, the new secretary of de-
fense, Robert M. Gates, outlined the function of the command as “oversee[ing] 
security  cooperation,  building  partnership  capability,  defense  support  to 
non-military missions, and, if directed, military operations on the African 
continent.”10 Gates alleged that the command would enable the US mili-
tary to have a more effective and integrated approach than the current com-
mand setup in which three geographical commands are responsible for Africa. 
He called  this  three-command  structure  an “outdated arrangement  left over 
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from the Cold War.”11 Some scholars therefore argue that AFRICOM will shift 
US involvement in Africa from a reactive to a proactive commitment.12

The  US  government  is  facing  increasing  domestic  and  international 
pressure to play a more prominent role on the world’s most troubled con-
tinent.  The  creation  of  AFRICOM  received  strong  support  from  both 
parties  in  the US  Congress,  and  there  is  an  increase  in  interest  groups 
lobbying for support for African countries in the United States.13 Since the 
1993 “Blackhawk Down” incident in which 18 US servicemen were killed, 
the US government in general has arguably resisted the pressures to provide tan-
gible military support to peacekeeping or other missions in Africa. Two recent 
challenges were  instrumental  in drawing the attention of US politicians and 
bureaucrats to “the globe’s most neglected region.”14 The first is the failed state 
of Somalia, which has a tradition of links to Islamic militants, such as al-Qaeda. 
The second is the crisis in Sudan, where UN figures estimate that more than 
400,000 people have died from ethnic cleansing in the Darfur region.15 The de-
cision to create AFRICOM reflects—without any doubt—a rise in US national 
security interests on the continent.

There are numerous examples where the direct military involvement 
of a superpower in a particular region had been accepted because it was 
based on a mutually beneficial relationship. US involvement in Europe 
during the Cold War is the most obvious example. It is therefore impor-
tant to distinguish between two sets of benefits. Firstly, there are the minor, 
almost secondary, benefits for Africa that may flow from the establishment 
of AFRICOM to serve primarily US security interests. Secondly, there are 
the geostrategic mutually beneficial payoffs for Africa and the United States in 
the creation of AFRICOM that should be clear from the outset. However, from 
an African perspective, this mutually beneficial relationship in the creation 
of AFRICOM is not apparent. Consequently,  the US decision  to create 
AFRICOM is saying more about its own fears and geostrategic position 
than about its interests in Africa. This particularly relates to US concerns 
about the growing Chinese involvement in Africa, the US war on terror, 
and the growing US need for oil from Africa. A more detailed analysis 
of  these  three  considerations  provides  a  clear  indication  that  the  US 
decision to create AFRICOM is driven by negative considerations from 
Africa rather than by positive interests in, or spin-offs for, Africa.

According  to  the  independent  global organization, Power  and  Interest 
News Report, Sino-African trade has risen from about $3 billion in 1995 
to $55.5 billion in 2006.16 On a macro level, there are increasing trade, de-
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fense, and diplomatic relations between African countries and China. The 
economic and security support for the Mugabe regime is but one example 
in this regard, with China’s investment in Sudan’s oil industry and the cozy 
relationship with its regime as another.17 These two examples are also a dem-
onstration of what China is willing to do (or turn a blind eye to) in order to 
advance Chinese influence in Africa. The macro relations are augmented by 
interaction of a micro kind in the sense that almost every small town in the 
most remote places in Africa these days can boast about its Chinese shop! 
In 2006, for example, China hosted a conference in Beijing, which drew 
43 African heads of  state and representatives  from five other African na-
tions—more African leaders than would normally attend an African Union 
summit on the continent. The Chinese president toured Africa during Feb-
ruary 2007 at the time of the announcement of the creation of AFRICOM. 
It was his third visit to Africa in as many years.

It may be true that China’s policy motivations and intentions are typical of 
a large and growing superpower and that, because of this, the United States 
does not regard China’s emerging  interest  in Africa as a  security  threat.18 
It may also be true that the United States does not have many interests in 
Africa. However, China is reemerging as a major economic, diplomatic, and 
military entity on the world scene, with a particular geostrategic interest in 
African resources and markets. The United States is obviously very much 
concerned about the growing interaction and cooperation between Africa 
and the “dragon with a heart of darkness.”19 China is obviously not very 
interested  in encouraging democracy, good governance, and transparency 
on the African continent. Consequently, the recent agreements on defense, 
economic, technical, and other forms of cooperation between China and 
Zimbabwe will be under scrutiny in Washington.20

Though China is an alternative to US influence in Africa, the judge-
ment is still out on the nature of Chinese involvement in Africa.21 Africa’s 
preference  is  saying  as much about Africa  as  it  is  saying  about China, 
and can most probably be linked to issues such as the militarized image 
of US  foreign policy  in Africa  and  the  availability of Chinese  support 
without too many attached labels. The US military has always been an 
important part of US foreign policy to the extent that the military is in 
some circles often seen as the leading US foreign policy agency. From this 
perspective, the creation of AFRICOM could be seen as an important first 
step in increasing US foreign policy presence and capabilities in Africa as a 
means to counterbalance growing Chinese influence. Steven Morrison, the 
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director of the Africa program at the Center for Strategic and International 
Studies, for example, argues that through the creation of AFRICOM, the 
United States is trying to gain a foothold on the continent for “intensifying 
competition with China, India and others for influence and for access” and 
because of “rising commitments with respect to global health in Africa.”22

The world has changed dramatically since 9/11 and the rise of the threat 
of  international  terrorism  in  the West. However,  in view of  the strategic 
situation facing US forces and their allies in places like Afghanistan and Iraq, 
the strategic effectiveness of the war on terror and the strategic competence 
of those conducting the war are still in doubt. This doubt is linked to the 
question as  to whether  the Western world  in general,  and  the United 
States in particular, is, indeed, more secure because of the war on terror 
thus far. In Africa, the creation of AFRICOM is seen as “the official arrival 
of America’s ‘global war on terror’ on the African continent.”23 The United 
States is obviously looking towards Africa as a potential source of international 
terrorism. The intelligence communities of most Western countries are scan-
ning the world—including Africa—for new international terrorist threats. 
African countries in general are uncomfortable about the possible conduct 
of both overt and covert US intelligence operations within their borders. 
Of course, the US government and its allies are also looking for coalition 
partners in the war on terror in Africa. The creation of AFRICOM will 
serve both purposes to the extent that it will provide easier access for the 
United States to Africa in the conduct of intelligence operations and the 
cultivation of strategic partners for the war on terror.

The bombing of the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania serves as a 
stark reminder of the international terrorist threats that the United States 
is facing in and from Africa. The threat of international terrorism in Africa 
and  its  links with  the al-Qaeda movement again came to  the  fore with 
the more recent suicide attacks in Algeria and Morocco.24 The volatility 
of the African continent provides fertile breeding grounds for extremists, 
criminals, and, ultimately, international terrorists in terms of recruiting, 
training in uncontrolled areas, and providing a sanctuary from where they 
may operate. This  volatility  of  the African  continent  is  rooted  in  chal-
lenges such as extreme poverty, corruption, internal conflicts, border dis-
putes, uncontrolled territorial waters and borders, warlords, weak internal 
security apparatuses, natural disasters, famine,  lack of dependable water 
sources, and an underdeveloped infrastructure. It is easy to convince in-
dividuals to support terrorism against the West if they face a bleak future 
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in these kinds of environments when it is contrasted with the situation in 
most Western countries, in general, and the United States, in particular, 
using  the  old  method  of  relative  deprivation.  However,  it  is  extremely 
important to note that though poverty, instability, and volatility do not 
necessarily breed terrorists, nations with weak civil societies, poor law en-
forcement, and a weak judicial system are vulnerable to penetration and 
exploitation by international terrorist groups.25

It is the increasing US interest in African oil that underpins the often heard 
argument in Africa that the United States is using the war on terror as an ex-
cuse to get access to African resources.26 It is true, however, that the attacks of 
9/11 and the consequent wars in Afghanistan and Iraq had a definite impact 
on the relations between the United States and the Arab world. A recent report 
by retired US Army general Barry McCaffrey on the war in Iraq notes that 
the “disaster in Iraq will in all likelihood result in a widened regional struggle 
which will endanger America’s strategic interests (oil) in the Mid-east [sic] for 
a generation.”27 The slumbering tensions between the United States and Iran 
are a manifestation of this growing regional struggle. Israel’s invasion of Leba-
non in 2006 should also be evaluated against what had happened in Iraq and 
the change in the balance of power in the Middle East brought about by it. 
Clearly, a general situation of distrust and suspicion has been created between 
the Arab world and the United States—rooted in the 9/11 hostile action by 
members of the Arab world and the military action by the United States in 
Afghanistan and Iraq, as well as the continued US support for Israel.

It  is  against  this background  that  the United States  is  looking at  the 
oil reserves of the world in general, and specifically in Africa, to lessen its 
dependence on oil production from the Middle East. The diversification 
of the US oil interests over the last 10 years made Africa’s oil increasingly 
more important. This concerns the oil production of the continent itself, 
but particularly of the west coast of Africa. Africa owns about 8 percent 
of  the  world’s  known  oil  reserves,  with  Nigeria,  Libya,  and  Equatorial 
Guinea as  the region’s  leading oil producers. Seventy percent of Africa’s 
oil production is concentrated in West Africa’s Gulf of Guinea, stretching 
from the Ivory Coast to Angola. The low sulphur content of West African 
crude oil makes it of further strategic importance.28 The Gulf of Guinea, 
including Angola and Nigeria, is projected to provide a quarter of US oil 
imports within a decade, surpassing the volume imported from the Per-
sian Gulf.29 By 2003, sub-Saharan Africa was providing the United States 
with 16 percent of its oil needs.30 This has risen to 20 percent in 2007.31 
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The rise in US energy needs is bound to continue. At the same time, the 
war in Iraq will, in all likelihood, result in a widened regional struggle that 
will endanger America’s strategic oil interests in the Middle East. This will 
impact the strategic importance of African oil for the US market.

Difficulty of Understanding the  
US Politico-Military Bureaucracy

One of the major challenges for Africa in dealing with the United States 
about the creation of AFRICOM is the difficulty of understanding the na-
ture of US politics, especially the unique intricacies that are found in any 
political-bureaucratic system. This particularly concerns the role and per-
sonalities of individual US politicians and bureaucrats. It is this factor that 
very often leads to doubts about how much political and bureaucratic sup-
port there is for a particular US policy initiative in Africa and, consequently, 
how serious the United States is about a given policy direction—specifically 
in the absence of any serious US interests in Africa. Policy, in many cases, is 
nothing more than a declaration of intent by politicians.32 Ultimately, it de-
pends on the energy and support within the wider public and bureaucratic 
environment  for  the  transformation of an  intention  into action  (i.e.,  the 
execution of such a policy).

From this perspective, the declared intention of the Bush administra-
tion to create AFRICOM is dependent on the US bureaucracy, in general, 
and the military bureaucracy, in particular, to transform the intention of 
an Africa Command into a workable US military C4I structure. If there 
is no strong support in the bureaucracy for a declared policy intention, it 
may slow the process down by not infusing it with the necessary energy. 
In some circles  the creation of  the Africa Command is  seen as a policy 
initiative of the Bush administration as a whole and of Rumsfeld, in par-
ticular. There are, therefore, serious doubts in these circles as to whether 
the creation of AFRICOM will survive the Bush administration. There are 
also some questions as to the amount of support there is within the US 
military for the creation of such a command.33

The other side of  this  truth, however,  is  that bureaucracy has staying 
power and  that once AFRICOM has been created,  it  will  become  in-
creasingly difficult to change direction. This is of primary concern to the 
US military’s organizational or institutional interests in AFRICOM. Once 
US military personnel have started to build their careers on the availability 
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of certain career paths for “African specialists,” the military bureaucracy 
will develop a vested interest in maintaining such career paths. In practice, 
this means that once military personnel have reached general rank by being 
African specialists, it will become very difficult to change direction. Bureaucratic 
interests can, indeed, be a very important factor for the generation and develop-
ment of national interests in a region, and it is often very difficult for outsiders, 
Africans in particular, to develop a clear understanding of the role of the US 
bureaucracy in this regard.

Until now, US policy concerning the majority of African countries was to a 
large extent the responsibility of the bureaucratic middle echelons in Washing-
ton practicing the art of bureaucratic conservatism. These bureaucrats 
operated within a framework of three guidelines: don’t spend much money; 
don’t take a stand that might create domestic controversy; and don’t let African 
issues complicate policy towards other, more important, parts of the world.34 
This bureaucratic approach to US policy formulation led to a situation where 
the United States very often lost interest in Africa and, indeed, had to “redis-
cover” Africa at several  junctions during the post–Second World War era.35 
However, there is the potential that high-level military bureaucratic con-
cerns about maintaining interests in Africa may have a definite influence 
on the nature and sustainability of US policy towards Africa. This becomes 
even more important considering the reality that the US military is often the 
leading US foreign policy institution.

From a US policy implementation perspective, the US bureaucracy is per-
haps no different than any other bureaucracy in the sense that its structures and 
programs have a very “stovepiped” nature. An expert on African affairs in the 
United States, Dr. Dan Henk from the USAF Air War College, for example, 
noted that US engagement with Africa has often reflected rather different 
approaches and  intensities between the US Department of State,  the US 
Agency for International Development, and the US Department of Defense. 
This very often results in some confusion about US interests, objectives, and 
motives.36 AFRICOM, with its envisioned interagency character, will without 
a doubt positively influence US policy coordination in Africa. Not only will 
it ensure greater efficiency, it will also definitely contribute towards higher 
effectiveness of US policy initiatives in Africa—benefiting both the United 
States and African countries. The promise that the creation of AFRICOM 
will  result  in  informed,  consistent,  coherent,  and  sustained  engagement 
by  the United States  in Africa  is  something  that ought  to be welcomed 
throughout the continent.
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Providing Military Support to Africa

Many (perhaps most) of the US actors involved in setting up the new 
command  believe  that  AFRICOM  will  be  significantly  different  from 
other combatant commands. It will have a much more robust “interagency 
complexion.” From the outset, the planners have had a much greater in-
terest in “soft power” issues such as health, infrastructural rehabilitation, 
the  environment,  economic  development,  security-sector  reform,  con-
flict attenuation, and other human security angles.37 This arrangement is 
rooted in the belief that diplomatic, informational, and economic actions 
will be more critical  in achieving US foreign policy objectives  in Africa 
than the use of military force.38 However, it also raises a question about 
a more proactive and preventative approach in protecting and extending 
US security and other interests in Africa, in contrast to the very cautious 
and defensive approach that has defined the US security involvement in 
Africa until now. AFRICOM, though, is not planned as the typical com-
batant command. Such an approach is appreciated, given the often very 
destructive nature of outside military involvement on the continent in the 
past. However, it should be recognized that there are also some dangers to 
an approach that underplays the role of the military in Africa.

The image of US foreign policy in many parts of Africa is informed by 
US military actions in other parts of the world, especially in Afghanistan 
and Iraq.  It  is  an  image  that  is  strongly associated with  the US military 
in general and the aggressive use of military force in particular. This very 
aggressive and “militarized” image of US foreign policy stands in stark con-
trast to the efforts by everybody involved in the creation of AFRICOM to 
downplay the hard-core military role of US military forces in Africa and to 
highlight the nonmilitary and soft-power roles of AFRICOM. This raises 
two kinds of questions  in Africa. Firstly, will  the US developmental 
and humanitarian assistance to Africa be militarized through a deliberate 
effort to put the military in charge of these activities? Related questions 
include, should the creation of AFRICOM be viewed as much more than 
interagency cooperation? Does AFRICOM represent a militarization of non-
military US support to Africa? Where is this militarization of humanitarian 
and other human security actions leading? These types of questions should 
be linked to the difficulty of understanding the US bureaucratic and military 
jargon in Africa. What, for example,  is  implied by “stability operations” in 
Africa?39 Secondly,  is the United States sincere with Africa about the 
creation  of  AFRICOM?  The general  image of US  foreign policy  in  the 
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world does not correspond with the declared intention of the United States 
with the creation of AFRICOM. This should be linked to the question as 
to why AFRICOM should be different than all the other US geographical 
commands in other regions of the world. Is this not a form of discrimination 
or disparagement? What about the argument that the US military is ensur-
ing a “soft landing” for AFRICOM in Africa by placing the emphasis on 
the soft-power issues in the creation of the command?40 How long will the 
soft-power approach  last before AFRICOM shows  its  true character  and 
Africa or certain countries in Africa will be “Iraqed”?

These questions should be viewed against the urgent need for hard-core 
military developmental and other forms of military support in Africa. It is 
a widely recognized fact that one of the biggest challenges African coun-
tries face since independence is the lack of military professionalism. This 
often reveals itself in challenging civil-military relations to the extent that 
coup d’états have colored the political landscape of many African coun-
tries since independence. Military unprofessionalism in Africa is linked to 
a number of causations, such as subnational or ethnically based recruit-
ment, military corruption,  the development of parallel  security appara-
tuses  such as presidential guards,  and domestic military deployments.41 
From this perspective, it will be disastrous if AFRICOM does not take the 
need for the development of military professionalism in Africa seriously. 
However, one of the primary causes of military unprofessionalism in Af-
rica has been the influence of foreign military support in times of crises. 
In many cases, external support translates into a lack of urgency within 
African militaries because of the guarantee of a bailout that is provided by 
foreign military powers. This reality leaves an open question pertaining to 
the kind of soft-power military support that AFRICOM will provide to 
African militaries. It serves as a warning against an overemphasis of non-
military angles of military support in the creation of AFRICOM.

AFRICOM, in supporting African militaries, should place the emphasis on 
the creation of capacity, not the provision of capacity. In developing capacity, it 
is important for the US military not to come to the table with blueprints 
by  being  prescriptive  or  dogmatic—what  had  worked  in  America  and 
other places in the world will not necessarily work in Africa. In short, Afri-
cans may be uncomfortable with the enforcement of US military doctrine 
on Africa. There are relatively well-developed doctrines within Africa—in 
most cases an interesting blend of old colonial doctrines combined with 
those of the United States and the former Soviet Union. This specifically 
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relates to insurgency and counterinsurgency doctrines since Africa has been 
involved in these kinds of wars for the last 50 years or more. The challenge 
for the US military is to capture these doctrines through an understanding 
of the African historical tradition. It is seen as a history from below, rooted 
in  a  strong oral  tradition.42  In view of  the  strategic  situation confront-
ing  the United States  in  Iraq  and  elsewhere,  learning  from  the African 
unconventional experience in an unconventional way may be not such a 
bad idea. In return and in exchange for ideas, Africa may benefit from more 
conventional US military expertise, hardware, and simulation technology in 
the building of African military capacity.43

However,  this  brings  another  important  consideration  to  the  fore, 
namely the lack of enthusiasm of African militaries towards outside mili-
tary support. This pessimism towards military support is linked, in many 
cases,  to  the exploitation of Africa’s  lack of military  resources. A  short-
age of resources is a critical vulnerability of most African militaries. Out-
side military support may provide African militaries with vital resources. 
However, their sustainment, in most cases, remains in the hands of those 
who  supplied  them  since  African  militaries  don’t  necessarily  have  such 
technological  capabilities  and  skills. Africans cannot maintain  the mili-
tary resources that are provided, and a culture of dependency is created. 
Consequently, many Africans see the military-industrial complexes of the 
industrialized countries of the world, the United States in particular, as a 
major motivation for involvement in Africa and other parts of the world. 
The economies of supplier countries are further developed while, in many 
cases, destruction is exported to Africa, increasing African dependency.

In addition, it is important for AFRICOM not to be seen by Africans 
as an effort by the United States to replace the continental, regional, and 
military structures—the regional standby forces in particular—that have 
been created by Africans themselves or are in the process of development. 
In fact, the United States can play a major role by enhancing these struc-
tures on a continental and regional level and exploiting these structures for 
capacity building in Africa and its different regions. Africa may benefit from 
the development of interoperability within regional structures. The United 
States, when working through regional and continental structures, will be 
able to follow a multilateral approach by engaging the militaries of several 
African countries  simultaneously and by being a  silent partner.44 Being 
the  silent  partner  may  not  always  serve  the  media-orientated  approach 
of the US military. However, silent partnership may serve AFRICOM’s 
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higher-order strategic objectives in Africa. This may imply, for example, 
that AFRICOM provides logistical platforms or opportunities for training and 
education while exploiting the availability of well-trained and educated African 
instructors.45

Confronting African Challenges

There  is  increasing pressure  from within Africa  to  allow  it  to  solve  its 
own problems. There are even suggestions of a “United States of Africa”—
though this may sound, and most probably is, a bit far-fetched.46 However, 
the underlying message is one of “we want to take ownership of our own 
destiny” and that for too long Africa’s future has been dictated by outsiders. 
This especially concerns the roles of Britain, France, and Portugal during the 
Colonial era and the United States and the former Soviet Union during the 
Cold War. It further translates into an increasing uneasiness of the people 
of  Africa  with Western  and  other  influences  (sometime  interferences)  in 
general and US influences (or interferences) in particular. The image of the 
United States, in particular, as a bully of the small, the weak, the defenseless, 
or the underdog has been strongly reinforced by the US invasion of Iraq. 
This is linked to the view of the United States as part of the “haves” and 
African people as the “have nots.”

These views should, however, be tempered with the reality that one of 
the biggest challenges Africa and other parts of the global community deal-
ing with Africa face is African solidarity. African solidarity most probably 
reached its apex with the creation of the African Union (AU) where, unlike 
the European Union, being part of Africa is the only qualification to be-
come a member. This does not mean that there are no differences of opinion 
in the AU. However, its formation is a reflection of solidarity, especially as 
far as issues such as anticolonialism and Africanism are concerned.47 None-
theless, the road to African solidarity is rife with pitfalls. Africa’s inability to 
address the Zimbabwean issue properly is but one example of the dangers 
of African solidarity. African solidarity very often results in a tendency to be 
very critical about what Western governments in particular—including the 
United States—are doing on the African continent. Yet, at the same time, 
Africans in general and African governments, in particular, look forward to 
how they can benefit from Western and US involvement on the continent.

The US government has clearly thought long and hard about the creation 
of AFRICOM, and aforementioned arguments have undoubtedly been raised 
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in  initial deliberations. This  is most probably  the  reason why  the  focus 
of  AFRICOM  will  predominantly  be  on  antiterrorist  operations  and 
humanitarian aid. AFRICOM, it is stated, would focus far less on prepar-
ing troops for major combat in its area of responsibility. The emphasis would 
rather be on military training programs to help African governments secure 
their borders, to guard against crises such as Darfur, and to contain deadly 
diseases such as AIDS and malaria. This is also the most likely reason for why 
the four-star general commanding AFRICOM is to have a civilian counter-
part from the State Department to help coordinate the nonmilitary functions 
of the US government in Africa. 

The people of Africa know that wherever you find  the antelope, you 
will most probably also come across its most serious adversary, the African 
lion. There is fear in some circles on the African continent that Africa will 
be Iraqed—that is, that US efforts to protect itself against international 
terrorism from the African continent will, in fact, exacerbate the problem. 
This  fear  is  rooted  in  the notion  that  a  strong US military presence  in 
Africa will draw the attention of its enemies and that, as in the Cold War, 
Africa will once again become the battlefield for the power and military 
struggles of the great powers—the United States and China, for instance, 
and particularly the US military and its international terrorist enemies.48 
This argument should be linked to the plan eventually to locate the com-
mand headquarters of AFRICOM somewhere on the African continent. 
There is no question that the country or countries that will host the head-
quarters of AFRICOM, or parts thereof, will also expose itself or them-
selves to the kinds of threats that presently face the United States.

The US way of war and the African way of war are diametrically op-
posed. US military doctrine is rooted in winning decisive battles through 
overwhelming use of conventional military technology. As in the case in 
Iraq after the battle for Baghdad, the US military often finds itself  in a 
situation where the decisive battle or battles have been won, but not nec-
essarily the war. The result is that in at least two occasions during the last 
50 years, the US armed forces were sucked into indecisive, low-intensity 
wars.49 Most conflict in Africa is unconventional by nature, being fought 
by second- or third-generation technology. This often results in indecisive, 
drawn-out, anarchic types of community wars with no decisive outcome.50 
It  is precisely  this kind of conflict  that  the US armed forces  steer away 
from, especially since their experience in Vietnam and, even more so, after 
their more recent experience in Iraq. It is also the kind of conflict that in 
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1993 resulted in the Somalia syndrome after the catastrophe in Mogadishu 
and most probably led to US reluctance to become militarily involved in 
Africa. In Africa this reluctance contributes to a “runaway” image of the 
US military. This image was reinforced by the United States’ unwilling-
ness to become involved in human tragedies such as the Rwanda, Sierra 
Leone, and Darfur crises. Compare that, for example, with US political 
and military efforts during the 1990s to solve problems in the Balkans—a 
geographical region in which, it is believed, the United States also did not 
have much political and economic interests.

Reluctance to contribute in solving complex emergencies in Africa reinforces 
the view in Africa that the United States is quick to showcase its successes and 
contributions to African security. However, the United States is not seen as a 
power with the courage to commit itself to deal with complex security and other 
challenges in Africa on a sustainable basis. Linked to the notion that it will only 
become involved in a region if it can gain economically, the general image of 
the US military in Africa is one of disdain. The US military lacks credibility in 
some parts of Africa and very often is seen as a legitimate target. In the past, 
this frequently resulted in the US military becoming the victim of bad 
publicity in Africa. AFRICOM may become an important vehicle to sus-
tain US involvement in Africa and, by doing so, to contribute towards a 
more positive image of the United States and its military in Africa. As a 
result, the creation of AFRICOM may be the first real test for sustainable 
US involvement in Africa. 

The creation of AFRICOM is eventually closely linked to the question 
as to whether there is recognition by the US government and its military 
that the future of war in the “age of terror” would primarily be irregular. 
During the 1990s, the United States was in the exceptional position that, 
as the world’s only remaining superpower, it could choose where and for 
whatever reason to intervene militarily. There was at the same time no lack 
of opportunity to act as the world’s policeman since widespread conflict of 
an anarchic nature appeared all over the globe, from the Balkans to Central 
Africa, the Middle East, and the former Soviet Union (Chechnya). In most 
cases, these conflicts did not really impinge on vital US interests, nor did 
they have the potential to ignite the outbreak of a third world war.51 As a 
result, there was no real conflict that was important enough for the United 
States to act decisively. That was until 9/11—the day on which the United 
States became part of the “coming anarchy.”52 It may be good to remem-
ber that the initial article on the coming anarchy by Kaplan in the Atlantic 
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Monthly was primarily based on his experiences as a journalist in Africa.53 
This led to an obvious conclusion for this argument. If the United States 
really wants to be successful in its war on terror, Africa has to be part of 
the solution. In the end, Africa’s problems—whether the United Sates and 
its military like it or not—have indeed became America’s problems. The 
creation of AFRICOM may be a small recognition of this reality.

Some Implications

Africa presents a challenge to any modern conventionally minded military 
force. The creation of AFRICOM makes military  sense  if  the US military 
wants to be successful  in  its military endeavours on the African continent. 
There are also other strategic advantages for the United States and its military 
in creating AFRICOM. For the United States, the most obvious advantage 
will be the close interaction with African realities as well as with the people 
of Africa. It is hoped that such interaction will translate into a better under-
standing of African dynamics and intricacies both in the US bureaucracy 
and amongst the US public at large. It will most definitely allow the United 
States the ability to develop a better intelligence picture of Africa. Included 
in this intelligence picture will be a better interpretation of the threats that 
confront the United States in and from Africa. 

The most obvious advantage that flows from the United States having a 
better intelligence picture of Africa is the opportunity to exploit market and 
other opportunities that arise. Furthermore, it will be able to better secure 
itself through a proactive, preventative approach to international terrorism 
in Africa—dealing with problems before they arise. US military presence 
on the African continent will empower  the United States  to better com-
municate with Africa on a military-diplomatic level and, in doing so, will 
ensure greater understanding  in Africa and African militaries of US military 
endeavours in Africa and the world over. There is no question that antagonism 
may develop in certain parts of Africa as a result of a US military presence 
on the continent. Judging by the recent comments by the South African 
minister  of  defense,  these  antagonisms  may  have  their  origins  in  certain 
African countries and regional structures that, for historic reasons, are very 
critical of what the United States is doing in the world, and particularly in 
Africa.54 These antagonisms may also have their origins outside of Africa. 
This specifically relates to the growing Chinese diplomatic and economic 
involvement  in Africa. A  cloud of  vagueness  surrounds Chinese military 
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involvement in Africa, and more so the extent to which it is undermining 
US military involvement in Africa. The question is whether African political 
and strategic culture will allow African leaders the room to exploit the best 
of what China and the United States bring to the African table.

The creation of AFRICOM will raise Africa’s strategic profile in the 
United States as well as other parts of the world. African militaries are to 
benefit from the creation of AFRICOM in terms of military-diplomatic 
opportunities and the transfer of military expertise and other more tan-
gible military means. This includes help that the US armed forces may 
provide  in the development of a unique military professional ethos  in 
African militaries, the transformation of African defense management to 
be more accountable and transparent, and the further enhancement of 
African peacekeeping and post-conflict reconstruction capabilities.

The US military has  to overcome a number of obstacles  in  the creation 
of AFRICOM, both in Africa and the United States. On one  side of  the 
Atlantic, the United States has to deal with an aggressive, militarized 
image of US foreign policy linked to the history of unsustainable US 
military  involvement. This  image  is  rooted  in a very  real  fear  in certain 
parts of Africa that it may become the victim of Iraqization. This undermines 
US military credibility and makes it a legitimate target. On the other side of 
the Atlantic, given the bad publicity of the US military in Africa in the past, 
the Somalia syndrome may still dictate US military thinking and attitudes. 
Fortunately (or unfortunately), this is the world of strategy where policy, 
emotion, and change reign.55  
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