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Abstract 
 

In 2008, the U.S. established AFRICOM in full operating status.  When African leaders 

expressed non-receptive views on the command’s presence and mission, AFRICOM adjusted its 

approach.  Given AFRICOM’s methodology of working with and through Africans, the 

willingness of the region’s most influential political actors to work with the command (which 

defines “receptivity” for the purpose of this paper) is key for success.  However, it is impossible 

to know if AFRICOM’s recalibrated posture and mission have yielded increased willingness to 

work with the command, since scholars have based their research upon snapshot-in-time internet 

searches and occasional interviews—an incomplete methodology.  Future research to gauge 

AFRICOM’s receptivity by the region’s most influential audiences must incorporate Africa’s 

pervasive tendency to organize into Regional Economic Communities (RECs) to address 

developmental and security challenges.   

Through an assessment of evolving U.S. interests in Africa, AFRICOM’s mission and 

posture, and aspects of Africa’s colonial and neocolonial history, this paper arrives at a realism-

informed determination of the audiences future researchers should focus on for actionable results 

(realism is a school of political theory that advocates for state behavior as driven by the anarchic 

condition of the international system).  These audiences are Africa’s Regional Economic 

Communities (RECs), as well as the predominant state within each REC (or “anchor” state).  

This methodology identifies three criteria for future research, centering on AFRICOM’s 

approach, the continent’s nature and history, and Sub-Saharan Africa’s tendency to address 

problems through integration.  



 

Introduction  

Motivated by the increasing significance of Africa to U.S. interests, President George 

Bush announced his intention to establish a new combatant command (CCMD), AFRICOM, in 

2007.  In October 2008, AFRICOM achieved full operational capability.
1
  Within the DOD, 

CCMDs are responsible for utilizing forces under their command to achieve U.S. national 

security objectives.
2
  Before AFRICOM, three CCMDs were responsible for Africa; 

consequently, a lack of unified action made it difficult to coordinate U.S. activities in the region.  

AFRICOM’s initial mission statement entailed “military-to-military programs, military-

sponsored activities, and other military operations as directed to promote a stable and secure 

African environment.”
3
   

Despite an intent to promote a stable African environment, the advent of AFRICOM 

elicited muted and hostile reactions from influential Africans.
4
  Some African leaders felt the 

new command represented the militarization of U.S. activities on the continent, as well as a bid 

to obtain Africa’s natural resources.  AFRICOM subsequently conducted a communications 

campaign to emphasize interagency and non-kinetic aspects of the command.
5
  AFRICOM’s 

leaders also revamped the command’s mission statement, emphasizing working with and through 

“states and regional organizations.”
6
  AFRICOM’s focus on regional institutions recognized a 

tendency among African leaders to address security and developmental challenges through 

integrating structures (with the African Union [AU] recognizing no less than eight Regional 

Economic Communities [REC]).  As one Africa scholar asserted, the “desire to achieve greater 

economic integration of the continent has led to creation of the most extensive network of 

regional organizations anywhere in the world.”
7
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Given AFRICOM’s methodology of working with and through Africans, the willingness 

of the region’s most influential political actors to work with the command (which defines 

“receptivity” for the purpose of this paper) is key for success.
8
  Therefore, receptivity by RECs, 

as well as the most prominent state in each REC--or “anchor” state--is critical for AFRICOM’s 

ability to accomplish its partnering mission.  Unfortunately, most research on the willingness of 

Africans to work with AFRICOM has not included a comprehensive review of these influential 

political actors.
9
  Instead, researchers conducted anecdotal interviews and snapshot-in-time 

internet queries to unearth unfavorable material.  This methodology does not provide a holistic 

picture of the willingness of Africans to work with the command.
10

  Given the nature and history 

of Sub-Saharan Africa, as well as AFRICOM’s mission, what audience should be the focus of 

research?    

Due to the continent’s history, AFRICOM’s mission and posture, as well as the strong 

tendency of African countries to organize into regional political structures, future research 

focused on the perceptions and actions of actors within RECs and anchor states will provide the 

most helpful assessments.  Specifically, an agenda for future research (to determine willingness 

to work with AFRICOM) should focus on the most influential audiences.  Consequently, this 

paper begins with a review of evolving U.S. interests in Sub-Saharan Africa, to provide a basis 

for adjudicating the responsiveness of REC and anchor state actors related to those interests.  

Secondly, AFRICOM’s organization and posture are assessed to highlight the command’s “small 

footprint” strategy in response to initial African resistance.  Thirdly, sources of African 

resistance to AFRICOM, such as the continent’s colonial and neocolonial history, are reviewed, 

unearthing some of the motivations behind their unwillingness to work with AFRICOM, as well 

as a tendency to approach challenges from a regional basis.  When viewed through a realism-
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informed filter (realism is a political theory that advocates for state behavior as driven by the 

anarchic condition of the international system), this penchant for integration helps explain why 

RECs and their anchor states are essential “touch points” for determining each region’s overall 

willingness to work with AFRICOM.
11

  Finally, three criteria (“ways” for RECs and anchor 

states to express their level of receptivity of AFRICOM) are described to focus future research.  

Because these criteria center on AFRICOM’s mission, Africa’s history, and Africa’s cooperative 

tendencies, they are the most fertile research areas for yielding actionable results.        

Evolving U.S. Interests in Sub-Saharan Africa   

Before September 11, 2001:  Limited U.S. Interest  

The creation of AFRICOM was a strategic shift, since in the immediate post-Cold War 

period the US did not consider Africa enough of a priority to merit its own Combatant Command 

(CCMD).  Before the 1990s, the U.S. was even more disinterested.  As a U.S. defense analyst 

commented regarding this  period, “during the Cold War, United States foreign policy toward 

Sub-Saharan Africa had little to do with Africa.”
12

  In the beginning of the current century, it did 

not get much better.  Nations conduct grand strategy by determining their interests and 

objectives, identifying resources, and then devising plans to apply resources against those 

objectives.  The grand strategy blue print for the U.S. is the National Security Strategy (NSS), 

and the NSS released in December 2000 concluded the U.S. had yet to figure out its interests in 

Sub-Saharan Africa.
13

    

Post-September 11, 2001:  Surge in Interests  

 

The September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks on the U.S. and subsequent “War on Terrorism” 

propelled a surge in U.S. interests in the region.  The 2002 NSS devoted seven paragraphs solely 

to Africa, noting, “Africa’s capable reforming states and sub-regional organizations must be 
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strengthened…to address transnational threats on a sustained basis.”
14

  The 2006 NSS termed 

Africa a high priority for addressing threats from “fragile and failing states” and “ungoverned 

areas.”  The most recent NSS (2010) highlighted “conflict prevention, global peacekeeping, 

[and] counterterrorism” as priorities.
15

  Economic ties also fostered growing U.S. interests.  In 

2007, a senior DOD official highlighted the error of overlooking Sub-Saharan Africa, since, in 

addition to the tens of thousands of U.S. jobs tied to it, the region also possessed 8% of the 

world’s petroleum and an abundance of critical minerals and metals.
16

  In addition, to help secure 

vital and vulnerable sea lines of communication and trade routes from piracy and illegal 

trafficking, the U.S. felt compelled to increase partner nation training and force presence in the 

region.  As an additional indicator of expanding interests, from 2000 to 2010 the total share of 

U.S. foreign aid to Africa grew from nine to twenty-nine percent.
17

   

 

AFRICOM’s Organization and Posture: 

Small Footprint and Interagency Approach  
 

Small Footprint in Response to African Resistance  

 In pursuit of these expanding U.S. strategic interests and in the face of resistance from 

prominent African leaders, DOD refocused AFRICOM to be “low-key…geared toward building 

relationships with African nations.”
18

  With the exception of Egypt (the sole African country 

remaining in Central Command’s area of operations), in 2010 the military footprint on the 

continent averaged just 3,500 troops.  Initially, DOD planned to locate AFRICOM’s 

headquarters on the continent, along with five regional hub offices.  However, despite assurances 

of a discrete troop presence, few African countries and regional organizations were receptive to 

hosting infrastructure or working with the new command.
19

   



 5 

Due in part to negative African reactions, in 2012 DOD announced the command’s 

headquarters would remain in Stuttgart, Germany, with approximately 1,500 of AFRICOM’s 

2,000 assigned personal.  In lieu of regional hubs, AFRICOM opted to coordinate some of its 

activities via hybrid Defense Attaché and Security Cooperation offices in 38 African countries 

(with a mix of DOS and DOD personnel).
20

  The command also assigned liaison officers to the 

Kofi Annan International Peacekeeping and Training Center, the International Peace Support 

Training Center, the headquarters of the Economic Community of West African States 

(ECOWAS) REC, and the African Union (AU).
21

  AFRICOM also has an operating site on 

Ascension Island in the south Atlantic, while multiple European bases provide logistics 

support.
22

  In addition, AFRICOM has personnel assigned to an intelligence center at 

Molesworth, England.  In line with the command’s small footprint strategy, AFRICOM 

maintains cooperative security location agreements with multiple African countries, enabling as 

needed access to strategic locations.
23

    

 AFRICOM has one combined and joint task force, one sub-unified command, and four 

service component commands assigned.
24

  Combined Joint Task Force-Horn of Africa (CJTF-

HOA) is at Camp Lemonnier, Djibouti, with approximately 2,000 (mainly rotational) personnel.  

CJTF-HOA is the largest AFRICOM presence on the continent.  The task force initially focused 

on counterterrorism; however, prompted by AFRICOM’s advent, CJTF-HOA now also takes a 

more indirect approach, to include partnering with like-minded nation militaries to develop 

security capabilities.
25

  AFRICOM’s sub-unified command is Special Operations Command, 

Africa, charged, in part, with counterterrorism and military-to-military training.  Finally, as with 

the other CCMDs, AFRICOM has components from each military service—all based in 

Europe.
26
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Interagency Structure  

 Beyond the command’s posture, other factors supporting the small footprint approach are 

AFRICOM’s interagency structure with a focus on working through other U.S. agencies in the 

region to accomplish its objectives.
27

  To facilitate these efforts, AFRICOM has 30 personnel 

assigned from nine federal agencies.  In addition, and unique among CCMDs, the command has 

a civilian deputy combatant commander.  The incumbent is a U.S. Foreign Service Officer who 

directs humanitarian, disaster response, and other assistance activities.
28

   

AFRICOM’s interagency structure and posture are unique among CCMDs.  The primary 

motivation for the small footprint is the initial reaction by some of the continent’s most 

prominent African leaders, since AFRICOM originally attempted to place its headquarters and 

other infrastructure on the continent—before backing off quickly after this demonstration of 

negative receptivity.
29

  Another contributing factor is the recognition among U.S. political and 

military decision makers of the importance of working with and through African nations and 

regional organizations to accomplish AFRICOM’s core mission of strengthening partner 

capacity in pursuit of U.S. interests.
30

   

Sources of Non-Receptivity 

Given AFRICOM’s small footprint posture, interagency structure, and mission emphasis 

on collaborating with African countries, it may be difficult to understand why some African 

political actors are non-receptive to the command’s mission and presence.  Arguably, the 

complexity of the command’s area of operations helps create resistance to AFRICOM’s presence 

and mission, even in the absence of additional factors.  Africa has 54 nations, 11.7 million square 

miles, over one billion people, over 800 ethnic groups, over 1,000 languages, and a huge 

disparity between the well off and poverty stricken among the population.  Seven of the world’s 
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ten most failed states are in Africa, also eight of the ten most fragile and eight of the ten 

weakest.
31

  Given the breadth of Africa’s cultural and geopolitical landscape, it is a monumental 

task to keep all these stakeholders satisfied.  However, an assessment of Africa’s colonial and 

neocolonial history, along with a review of more contemporary African perceptions, highlights 

some additional circumstances leading to unwillingness among many Africans to work with 

AFRICOM. 

Colonial and More Recent (Including Neocolonial) Factors  

 Africa’s colonial and neocolonial past contributes to the command’s lack of acceptance 

on the continent.  This history helped inculcate a skeptical view toward U.S. —and other non-

African nation—activities among many African leaders.  This view holds that for hundreds of 

years invaders and occupiers from the West pillaged Africa’s resources (for example, slaves, 

gold, ivory, and—more recently—oil).  Western overseers also established arbitrary political 

boundaries and enforced foreign political, legal, educational, and religious systems while 

disrupting indigenous systems.  Since colonial rule replaced indigenous political systems without 

fostering local forms of civil society, at inception many African countries possessed “scarcely 

any educated citizens, limited or no experience of democracy,” and underdeveloped 

manufacturing, agriculture, and infrastructure.
32

  In addition, during the Cold War, while the U.S. 

and Soviet Union engaged in proxy conflicts in the region, the U.S. opposed regimes who 

developed relations with communist powers.  Finally, to the chagrin of some African leaders, as 

their nations sought independence during the 1950s-1960s, the U.S. did not openly support 

United Nations (UN) governance and developmental initiatives within territories U.S. decision 

makers considered unfriendly.
33
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Perceptions AFRICOM Will Enable U.S. Hegemony  

Given the region’s historical experiences with the West, many Africans are jealous of 

their “sovereignty and are highly suspicious of foreigners, even those with good intentions.”
34

  

However, as Stephen Burgess persuasively argued, perceptions of recent U.S. behaviors have 

also spurred reluctance among many to welcome AFRICOM.
35

  The U.S. invasion of Iraq in 

2003, and subsequent support for Ethiopia’s invasion of Somalia in 2006, also raised concerns 

AFRICOM would similarly militarize Africa.  In addition, some observers characterized 

AFRICOM as an effort to compete with the increasing influence of non-western powers in 

pursuit of Sub-Saharan Africa’s trade, investment opportunities, and natural resources.
36

  There 

is some basis for this perception.  As Keir Giles argued, Sub-Saharan Africa is a prime region for 

great power competition due to strong economic growth rates and bountiful natural resources.
37

   

Recently two researchers concluded the command’s perception problem (of Africans 

labeling it an arm of economic imperialism) has motivated U.S. decision-makers to clothe 

AFRICOM as a benign initiative to assist with security and developmental problems.
38

  This 

view of U.S. motives may be compelling to some prominent African leaders in light of the 

region’s increasing importance to international trade and investment.  From 2001 through 2011, 

Sub-Saharan Africa possessed four out of the world’s ten quickest growing economies.  By 2007, 

Africa ranked second among oil exporting regions, and some observers estimated the continent 

possessed a third of the earth’s mineral reserves.  In addition, from 2008 through 2011 Sino-

African trade increased eleven times over, with a perceived resulting increase in Chinese 

influence.
39

  It is difficult to argue—and U.S. officials would probably not disagree with the 

contention--that Sub-Saharan Africa’s oil reserves and other natural resources influence U.S. 

decision making, since by 2011 they constituted 90 percent of U.S. imports from the region.
40
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 Finally, some political actors within Africa’s anchor states and RECs feel the command 

threatens their regional and continental hegemonic power.  For example, the leadership of the 

South African Development Community (SADC) REC, with South Africa as the anchor state, 

seemed concerned AFRICOM would upset South Africa’s position as SADC’s most influential 

country in the African Union.
41

   

Africa’s Penchant for Integration  
 

 As the previous section highlighted, a mix of factors drives the unwillingness of some 

Africans to accept and work with AFRICOM.  These include geopolitical and social 

complexities, colonial era governance practices and legacies, neocolonial era superpower 

policies, and, more recently, U.S. military actions in the region.  Some of these factors also 

contribute to Africa’s strong tendency to address economic, security, and social challenges 

through regional cooperation.  Regarding Sub-Saharan Africa, scholar and African tribal chief 

S.K.B. Asante wrote, “the case for regional and sub-regional economic integration…is 

indisputable.”
42

  This section outlines additional forces driving this tendency to address problems 

cooperatively.  After describing the concept of regionalism, the colonial and neocolonial roots of 

integration are assessed.  Finally, more recent state-based economic and security motives, which 

a realist lens helps reveal, are described.  This section reinforces the argument that Africa’s 

pervasive undercurrent of cooperative tendencies has produced a multitude of extremely 

influential regional structures.  Failing to account for the willingness of these structures to work 

with AFRICOM will not produce actionable results.   

Regionalism 

Regionalism is the concept of national political actors leveraging integration and 

cooperation to address economic, security, and social challenges.  The concept is implemented 
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when multiple countries in close geographic proximity possess the requisite common “social, 

cultural, political, and historical” experiences to enable and motivate cooperation.
43

  A mix of 

colonial and neocolonial forces activates this concept in Sub-Saharan Africa.  

Colonial and Neocolonial History:  Balkanization and the Roots of Integration  

 

  In Sub-Saharan Africa, regional integration has deep historical roots.  Colonial powers 

established regional boundaries across swaths of Sub-Saharan African territories to ease the 

burden of administration.
44

  For example, European rulers in East Africa administratively 

bundled three contiguous colonies together to largely encompass the geography of the future 

East African Community (EAC) REC.  While colonial administrators leveraged regionalism to 

ease administrative burdens, African leaders began to view the concept as a way to promote a 

form of regional nationalism.  This was necessary because many of the continent’s emerging 

countries inherited the colonial era legacy of boundaries separating “historical lands, tribes, and 

even families into forced concepts of nations.”  The artificial boundaries weakened the ability of 

African leaders to engender nationalistic loyalty among citizens.
45

  In response to the 

balkanization of their homelands, some African leaders attempted to facilitate popular 

nationalism through social and economic development via integration.
46

   

A Realist View of Economic and Security Motives for Integration   

 

Due in part to their colonial origins, many emerging African nations had a “sparse 

population, small internal market, limited infrastructure, new and fragile borders, economies 

vulnerable to fluctuating world prices,” and land locked geography (with an increased 

transportation burden to get their goods to market).  In 1989, the Gross National Product (GNP) 

of all Sub-Saharan African countries combined (less South Africa) approximated Belgium’s 

GNP, with resulting poverty and instability.
47

  As late as 1998, 36 of Africa’s 54 countries had a 
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population of 12 million or less and per capita income of $500 U.S. dollars annually, with 

extremely limited internal markets to rely upon for economic viability.
48

  Continued declines 

among critical economic indicators in the 1980s-1990s further incentivized integration to 

overcome challenges.
49

  

Though economic challenges helped prompt African leaders to create RECs, they soon 

realized security through political integration is a prerequisite for economic growth.
50

  Security 

concerns have, and continue to be, at the forefront of African leaders’ minds, since Africa has 

suffered from high rates of destabilizing conflict.
51

  In addition, since these conflicts often cross 

multiple state borders, addressing them via cross-border integrating structures is an attractive—

and necessary--methodology.  One long-standing example of a cross border conflict in Africa is 

the Lord’s Resistance Army insurgency in parts of Uganda, South Sudan, the Central African 

Republic, and Congo, which has displaced over two million people since 2008.
52

   

 Kenneth Waltz, the founder of the structural school of realist international relations 

theory, asserted the anarchic and self-help condition of the international system as the most 

significant driver of state behavior.  For Waltz, the international system drives weaker states to 

balance against more powerful rivals in pursuit of survival.
53

  The more powerful “rivals,” in the 

case of African countries banding together into RECs to foster security and economic 

development, are neocolonial competitors from the developed world, as well as homegrown 

sources of internal and cross border instability.  In this sense, the tendency of African states to 

cooperate and integrate is an articulation of countries positioning themselves defensively to 

increase their power and options by balancing against outside forces.
54

  This condition argues for 

paying close attention to the critical economic and security roles of integrating political 

structures when considering AFRICOM’s receptivity.   
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In addition to the aforementioned forces favoring integration, the colonial era formation 

of regional political and economic structures, as well as the neocolonial legacy of balkanized, 

weak states, activate regionalism.  This condition manifests the propensity for African countries 

to band into RECs in pursuit of economic and social development, as well as physical security.  

Because of this, RECs and associated anchor states, as key elements within Africa’s security and 

economic architecture, should serve as essential receptivity “touch points” for researchers 

attempting to determine Africa’s willingness to work with AFRICOM.        

Receptivity “Touch Points”  

Africa’s Security and Peace Architecture:  The Unique Role and Constituency of RECs  

 

During the 1950s and 1960s, the U.S. and USSR engaged in Cold War proxy conflicts in 

Africa, with superpower desires and actions greatly influencing African politics.  In an attempt to 

resist this outside interference and to address economic, security, and social challenges in 

general, the leaders of 53 African countries formed the Organization of African Unity (OAU) in 

1963.
55

  In 1976, the OAU subdivided Africa into five regions, with each region already 

possessing RECs in varying stages of development.  African leaders originally envisioned RECs 

as unions to facilitate member state “social, economic, political, and cultural” development.
56

  

However, as previously noted, these leaders soon also began ceding security responsibilities to 

RECs, vastly increasing the influence and constituency of these regional organizations within 

member states, regional populations, and throughout the continent.
57

   

In 2002, OAU members formed the AU.  As part of an emerging African Peace and 

Security Architecture, the AU protocol stipulated the inherent security responsibilities within 

Africa’s regional economic mechanisms.
58

  The protocol also projected an African Security 

Force (ASF) of five regional brigades (of 3,000 troops each) to provide organic security 
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capabilities.  Due to resourcing delays and the reticence of some states to place military 

capabilities in the hands of non-state structures, the AU pushed the deadline for standing up all 

brigades from 2010 to 2015.  However, security integration planning continued, and in 2008 the 

AU and RECs institutionalized a relationship for mobilizing and utilizing REC military forces 

under the coordinating guidance of the AU.
59

 

Critically for AFRICOM’s mission and presence in Africa, AU members also 

acknowledged the ability of RECs to operate independently of the AU in some cases, to include 

when executing peacekeeping operations.
60

  In fact, the unique position of RECs in Africa helps 

them to “play a strong role in shaping leadership views and opinions” informing AU policy 

making.
61

  The influence wielded by RECs prompted Africa specialist Diane Chido to advise 

AFRICOM--as part of a larger effort to boost receptivity--to ask RECs to inform their 

constituencies of the command’s positive impact on the continent.
62

  Due to their security and 

economic responsibilities and capabilities, as well as their unique regional constituency, the 

behavior and actions of RECs are key indicators for determining the willingness of Africans to 

accept and work with AFRICOM. 

Anchor States Through a Realist Lens 

From the viewpoint of AFRICOM’s mission and U.S. interests, RECs are significant 

actors in Africa.  However, it would be an underestimation of the predominant role states play in 

the international system to neglect the impact of regional hegemons on REC perceptions and 

actions.  An anchor state, or a regional hegemon, is the state within each REC possessing 

sufficient resources and power as to exhibit outsized influence on the rest of the REC’s 

members--and sometimes on the continent as a whole.
63

  Thus, due to the anchor state’s 
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influencing position, researchers should pay as much heed to them as RECs.  A realist view of 

state behavior, supported by a few historical examples, supports this observation. 

The realist school of international relations political theory generally suggests states, 

among political actors, play the most important role in the international system, with a natural 

propensity to compete with each other for power and influence.
64

  As Asante contended, RECs, 

as integrating structures, are not “an end in themselves”—African leaders established them for 

the ultimate good of their own countries.
65

  Anchor states, due to their hegemonic power status, 

have typically taken the lead on REC planning and on determining and implementing solutions 

to cross border problems.
66

  In 2007, when DOD sought a location in Africa for AFRICOM’s 

headquarters, Nigeria, a regional hegemon, successfully advocated with fellow Economic 

Community of West African State (ECOWAS) nations to keep the headquarters out of their 

region, and South Africa performed the same role for the South African Development 

Community (SADC).
67

  In addition, when a faction overthrew Mali’s government in 2012, 

Nigeria’s relatively robust military capabilities enabled ECOWAS to respond to the crisis 

without relying wholly on UN or Western assistance.”
68

   

Another case of how an anchor state’s view is helpful for understanding REC behavior is 

provided by Powell, who concluded RECs are sometimes influenced by the domestic politics and 

national interests of their regional hegemons.
69

  For example, in the summer of 2013 Nigeria 

began pulling its contingent of ECOWAS peacekeeping forces from Mali--potentially 

undermining the REC’s peacekeeping mission--to combat the Boko Haram insurgency in its own 

backyard.
70

  Finally, the lack a regional hegemon can also help explain REC behavior.  Due to 

the absence of a recognized anchor state, the Economic Community of Central African States 

(ECCAS) has not been able to advance a viable agenda to address long-term instability in the 
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Central African Republic.
71

  Though RECs are important for understanding the relative 

acceptance of Africans to AFRICOM, realism helps prevent an incomplete determination of 

receptivity touch points by arguing for paying careful attention to anchor states as well.   

Recommended Criteria for Determining REC and Anchor State Receptivity 

Given the influence of RECs and anchor states, the nature and history of Africa (which 

spurs receptivity challenges while also contributing to integrative tendencies expressed as RECs 

with associated anchor states), and AFRICOM’s mission and approach, the following criteria 

seem appropriate for future research.  Indeed, because these criteria describe measureable 

opportunities for RECs and anchor states to work and interact with the command and other 

elements of the U.S. government, their measurement will help produce a more comprehensive 

view of the willingness of Africans to work with AFRICOM.  

 First Criterion:  Tally and track the number and type of authorities and accesses allowed 

by RECs and anchor states for AFRICOM activities over time.
72

  To help understand the 

rationale for cases of African resistance to AFRICOM, it is necessary to track this 

criterion while keeping a “researcher’s eye” upon AFRICOM’s organization and posture, 

as well as upon the historical foundations for resistance to the command and the drive for 

regional integration, as described in this paper. 

 Second Criterion:  Tally and track the number and type of Department of State (DOS) 

country policies and embargoes affecting the REC or anchor state over time.
73

  This 

measure reviews whether the country is on a DOS or other U.S. government “blacklist” 

to determine if the political actor is opposed to U.S. strategic interests as described in the 

“Evolving U.S. Interests” section of this paper. 
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 Third Criterion:  Tally and track the number and type of multilateral or bilateral 

operations RECs lead or participate in as enabled by the anchor state.  This measure 

assesses the REC and anchor state’s involvement in AU, UN, DOS or AFRICOM 

operations and programs, as well as the viability of the REC’s ASF ready brigade.  For 

example, ECOWAS, a “leader in peace and security among the RECs,” would most 

likely achieve a “passing grade” with this measure.
74

 

More research is required to further define and assign relative weights to each criterion.  

However, even without further refinement, research utilizing these criteria while focusing on the 

most pertinent African audiences (from the perspective of AFRICOM, RECs and anchor states), 

will provide an actionable barometer on questions related to the willingness of Africans to accept 

the command’s mission and presence. 

Conclusion  

From inception, AFRICOM has had a rough welcome among African opinion leaders.  

The U.S.’ evolving and late-breaking deeper interest in Sub-Saharan Africa, as most recently 

expressed by AFRICOM’s advent and especially in light of the continent’s colonial and 

neocolonial history, is interpreted by some Africans as an effort to off-set the influence of other 

nations in a quest for natural resources, as well as to achieve counterterrorism objectives.  Given 

AFRICOM’s small footprint and partnering approach for fostering U.S. strategic interests, the 

willingness of key audiences to work with the command is a prerequisite for mission success.   

Africa’s history, which drives both resistance to AFRICOM and a tendency to organize 

into regional structures, as well as the command’s small footprint approach, argue for focusing 

research on RECs and their associated anchor states to determine whether the most significant 

audiences will be receptive to the command over time.  Previous research utilized a scattergun 



 17 

methodology consisting of occasional interviews and mass internet searches to unearth 

unfavorable press and scholarly articles.  This unfocused approach has not persuasively 

determined if AFRICOM’s revamped approach yielded an increased willingness to collaborate 

with the command.  This is because these efforts were not aimed at the most significant 

audiences regarding the problem of AFRICOM’s receptivity—RECs and anchor states.  To 

measure the willingness of these political actors to work with AFRICOM, researchers must 

account for an understanding of U.S. interests in the region, AFRICOM’s partnering approach, 

and how Africa’s history has motivated resistance to the command and a tendency for Africans 

to integrate in response to challenges. 
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