50th Anniversary - The New Independent States 

through the eyes of  Stephen Smith 

In 2003, Stephen Smith engaged in polemic with Negrologie: Pourquoi l=Afrique Meurt, a reflection on the involvement of Africans in the failed development of their continent. Laying aside his role as journalist, the new professor at prestigious Duke University in the United States has produced an account for general consumption, Voyage en Postcolonie, le Nouveau Monde Franco-Africain. 

For the former writer of the Le Monde columns Afrique au Monde et à Libération, Françafrique with its secret networks aimed at preserving the interests of mainland France and keeping its control of the former African colonies is well and truly buried. His latest book is a summons to look at the new African society, which is evolving in a multipolar world where between France and Africa, everyone henceforth has a place. 

What is left today of France in Africa? 

Above all what is left is what the new generation was willing to make of the heritage left by the former colonizers. What was once French has become African, or more particularly Senegalese, Malian, or Cameroonian. The fact that France is still hanging on exasperates young Africans all the more because it prevents them from taking over their AFrenchness completely. The French Africans are living their lives in complete independence. From this point of view, Françafrique does not exist any longer, even if those who still believe in Greater France are slow to admit it. 

But it is impossible to ignore the ASarkozy networks which are notorious for having led France to validate elections of doubtful transparency in Togo or in Gabon. It is certain that while he promised a rupture with Françafrique, president Sarkozy entrusted his African policy to these networks managed by the Elysée Secretary General, Claude Guéant, his Foccart for some of the time. But what does this mean? Fraud, perpetrated by an African government or Paris' recognition of an election? The election of Faure Eyadema [ the president of Togo] and of Ali Bongo [the president of Gabon] was also validated by the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and the Economic and Monetary Community of Central Africa (CEMAC), the African Union, the United States, Germany, China, etc. 

Why should France be more to blame than Africa and the International Community? Why should it fight for democracy rather than the Togoans and Gabonians? 

We can talk for ever about a foreign conspiracy. But what was true before the Cold War is not at all true today. Since the Franco-African state has been essentially dismantled, Françafrique can no longer direct its policies. 

According to the book, independence in Guinea, Cameroon, or Senegal has not been acquired in the way that its people and their leaders desired, But was there any good way to decolonize? 

No, no more than there is a good way to colonize. Creative abdication was what the British called their decision to cut the cord and leave the local elite with the problem of inventing a modern form of government at a time when the steamroller of demography made their task practically impossible as London well knew. France too maintained a falsely assimilationist framework, because she had never seriously envisaged becoming, in de Gaulle's words, the colony of her colonies through the law of numbers the rule of democracy which was eventually going to turn against her. In 1960, she chose to leave so as to stay there better. But this was a Franco-African choice. By keeping the colonizers, most of the African leaders, headed by Houphouët-Boigny of the Ivory Coast, thought they could make it pay. 

Is then the celebration of the fiftieth anniversary of independence a good idea but essentially false? 

There is a difference between celebrating and commemorating. Adding up the pros and cons of where you are today is a useful activity: 1960 did mark a break, because sovereignty, even in name, meant nothing. But this joke of decolonization led to connivance of the institutionalized elite, in which many African leaders took part, often former deputies or ministers in France, Each found his pay off in cooperation with Paris. This is not a priori dishonourable, At independence, Athe bowl was empty, as Houphouët-Boigny stated, One has to be blind to the lot of the ordinary African to see an easy choice between dignity and poverty. . . Was it better to grow up in Sékou Touré's Guinea or in Nigeria, rather than in the Ivory Coast? Yes or no: the answer is not obvious. 

