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In the wake of 9/11, the politics of western aid and international development in 
general have become ‘securitized’ and ‘militarized’, most especially in those areas 
that are considered ‘hot spots’ in what has been called the ‘global war on terror’.1 
Despite differing interpretations of what this process entails, there appears to be 
widespread agreement on two related issues: first, that ‘securitization’ has had an 
unwelcome and negative impact on key development areas, such as social devel-
opment, human rights and governance reform; second, that the security agenda 
of the global war on terror has been devised and promoted by western actors 
imposing a securitized approach upon passive and vulnerable states in the South. 
This article offers a corrective to both of these arguments by focusing on the role 
of governments in Africa that have eagerly embraced the securitization agenda, 
actively promoting its practice.

Drawing on the emerging literature on ‘illiberal state-building’ in Africa, we 
argue that for many African governments ‘securitization’ of the relationship with 
western donors is neither unwelcome nor problematic. From Ndjamena to Kigali, 
a range of regimes, many emerging from civil war and out of military guerrilla 
organizations during the 1980s and 1990s, have conducted their state-building 
around a set of authoritarian and militarized practices, readily adopting and, 
crucially, adapting the securitization agenda. These governments have regularly 
used military means to settle problems at their borders, frequently resorting 
to harsh repression of internal dissent. Despite these authoritarian tendencies, 
western enthusiasm for supporting, training and arming the military and security 
services of these states has grown unabated. As a consequence, illiberal states are 
emerging and growing stronger in Africa, supported by securitization and the 
enthusiasm of western governments to put security above all else.

*	 This research was partly supported by a grant from the Research Council of Norway, under project 214349/
F10, ‘The dynamics of state failure and violence’, administered by the Peace Research Institute Oslo, as well as 
by fieldwork funding provided by the University of Birmingham’s International Development Department. 
The authors are grateful to Gabrielle Lynch, Daniel Branch, Julia Gallagher, Teresa Almeida Cravo and an 
anonymous peer reviewer for comments on an earlier draft.

1	 For African examples, see Jude Howell and Jeremy Lind, Counter-terrorism, aid and civil society: before and after the 
war on terror (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009); Rita Abrahamsen, ‘Blair’s Africa: the politics of securitiza-
tion and fear’, Alternatives 30: 1, 2005, pp. 55–80; Robin E. Walker and Annette Seegers, ‘Securitization: the 
case of post 9/11 United States Africa policy’, Scientia Militaria 40: 2, 2013, pp. 2245.
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This gives rise to crucial questions about African agency in managing the 
securitization agenda. Through their willingness to take ownership of the security 
agenda, African regimes have played a conscious role in securitizing their relation-
ship with donors. Securitization is not something that the West has done to Africa, 
but rather a set of policy imperatives that some African governments have actively 
pursued. African governments are thus not victims of securitization, but often its 
advocates and beneficiaries. 

In making these arguments, we analyse below the activities of four African 
states: Chad under the Idris Déby regime (in power since 1990); Ethiopia under 
the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) regime (since 
1991, under first Meles Zenawi and now Hailemariam Desalegn); Rwanda under 
the Paul Kagame regime (since 1994);2 and Uganda under the Yoweri Museveni 
regime (since 1986). All feature prominently in donor security funding and training 
initiatives since the 1990s, and all have deployed troops to donor-funded peacekeep-
ing missions in Darfur, Somalia, Mali and elsewhere. All four regimes also emerged 
from guerrilla movements, and all have constructed and entrenched authoritarian 
systems of rule in their respective states, which rely, ultimately, upon military force 
and militarized governance (rather than democratic legitimacy) to function and 
maintain authority. On the donor side, the primary focus will be on the United 
States, United Kingdom, France and the EU, these being the leading western 
funders of securitization initiatives and major donors to these African states.

Debating securitization in Africa

Originating in academic debates of the 1990s on ‘human security’ and the relation-
ship between security and development, the ‘securitization of development’ 
notion became increasingly prominent following 9/11. Since then, the covert 
but very obvious militarization of development in Afghanistan has brought the 
issue to wider public attention in the West.3 In Africa, the securitization debate 
has become entrenched as a consequence of military activities, including peace-
keeping operations, the creation of AFRICOM (US Africa Command) in 2006,4 
and the increased use of western military and security forces to undertake a 
range of ‘development’ activities, for example in northern Kenya.5 More gener-
ally, Africa features increasingly prominently in western analysis of instability, 

2	 Kagame did not become president of Rwanda until 2000, but is widely viewed as holding de facto executive 
leadership in the country following his appointment as vice-president in July 1994.

3	 Madeleine Bunting, Jo Wheeler and Clare Provost, ‘Global development podcast: the securitisation of aid’, 
Guardian, 10 Feb. 2011; Helene Mulholland, ‘Minister denies putting security concerns ahead of aid priorities’, 
Guardian, 1 March 2011.

4	 AFRICOM is the ‘Unified Combatant Command’ of US armed forces dealing with Africa. It is headquar-
tered, at present, in Germany and is responsible for command and control of all US military operations on 
the continent.

5	 Paul Williams, ‘Regional arrangements and transnational security challenges: the African Union and the limits 
of securitization theory’, African Security 1: 1, 2008, pp. 2–23, and ‘Thinking about security in Africa’, Interna-
tional Affairs 83: 6, Nov. 2007, pp. 1021–38; Mark Bradbury and Michael Kleinman, Winning hearts and minds? 
Examining the relationship between aid and security in Kenya (Medford, MA: Feinstein International Center, Tufts 
University, 2009).
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drawing the West into conflicts in places such as Mali in an effort to regulate 
‘ungoverned spaces’.6

There is, however, a lack of clarity as to what is meant by ‘securitization’. 
Influenced by the Copenhagen School of security studies, many scholars have 
employed the concept as outlined by Buzan, Waever and de Wilde, understanding 
the phenomenon as a ‘speech act’ of—usually—western policy-makers, whereby 
an event or space (‘Africa’ or ‘ungoverned spaces’) is presented as an ‘existential 
threat’ to a referent object (western states and populations), thereby legitimizing 
an ‘exceptional’ response outside the accepted realm of political activity.7 Bigo, 
Abrahamsen and Williams, among others, have offered important critiques of this 
concept within an African context.8 Taking a global development perspective, 
however, Duffield presents securitization more generally than the Copenhagen 
scholars—as part of a broader western enterprise to regulate the lives and activi-
ties of those in the developing world9—while Woods sees securitization simply 
as the ‘hijacking’ of aid and development policy by defence and security actors 
in the interests of western states.10 In contrast, those within security studies have 
accepted securitization as a legitimate, if not always overt, policy direction in 
pursuit of a donor’s military and national security objectives.11

The apparent concentration of donor aid in regions and locations where conflict, 
or the threat of it, predominates is seen as indicative of the ‘securitization of 
development’.12 Increasing levels of donor military assistance, funding of security 
sector reform programmes, regional peacekeeping operations and support for state 
security institutions are all presented as measures of securitization.13 The provi-
sion of aid by donor security personnel—particularly in Afghanistan, but also in 
recent years in northern Kenya—is considered to be an important element of this 
phenomenon, reflected in the physical and spatial relationship between ‘garrisoned’ 
aid workers and ‘the locals’—what Duffield calls ‘the bunkerization of aid’.14

6	 Susanna Wing, ‘Mali: politics of crisis’, African Affairs 112: 448, 2013, pp. 476–85; Thomas G. Weiss and Martin 
Welz, ‘The UN and African Union in Mali and beyond: a shotgun wedding?’, International Affairs 90: 4, July 
2014, pp. 889–905.

7	 Barry Buzan, Ole Waever and Jaap de Wilde, Security: a new framework for analysis (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rien-
ner, 1998), pp. 21–47; Jan Bachmann, ‘“Kick down the door, clean up the mess and rebuild the house”: the 
Africa Command and transformation of the US military’, Geopolitics 15: 3, 2010, p. 566.

8	 Didier Bigo, ‘Security and immigration: toward a critique of governmentality of unease’, Alternatives 27: 1, 
2002, pp. 63–92; Abrahamsen, ‘Blair’s Africa’; Williams, ‘Regional arrangements and transnational security 
challenges’.

9	 Mark Duffield, ‘Governing the borderlands: decoding the power of aid’, Disasters 25: 4, 2001, pp. 308–320; 
Global governance and the new wars: the merging of development and security (London: Zed, 2001); and Development, 
security and unending war: the merging of development and security (London: Polity, 2007).

10	 Ngaire Woods, ‘The shifting politics of foreign aid’, International Affairs 81: 2, March 2005, pp. 393, 403.
11	 Bradbury and Kleinman, Winning hearts and minds?, pp. 36–7; Ashley Jackson, ‘Blurred vision: why aid money 

shouldn’t be diverted to the military’, Independent, 21 Feb. 2013; Jo Beall, Thomas Goodfellow and James 
Putzel, ‘On the discourse of terrorism, security and development’, Journal of International Development 18: 1, 
2006, p. 55; definition provided by Madeleine Bunting, ‘Global development podcast’, Guardian, 10 Feb. 2011.

12	 Comments by John Hilary (War on Want), ‘Global development podcast’, Guardian, 10 Feb. 2011.
13	 Saferworld, ‘The securitisation of aid?’, Saferworld briefing, Feb. 2011; Bradbury and Kleinman, Winning 

hearts and minds?, p. 36.
14	 Oxfam, ‘Whose aid is it anyway? Politicizing aid in conflicts and crises’, briefing paper, 10 Feb. 2011, p. 27; 

Mark Duffield, ‘Risk management and the fortified aid compound: everyday life in post-interventionary 
society’, Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding 4: 4, 2010, pp. 453–74.
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This uncertainty about what precisely securitization means stems, in part, from 
the amorphous nature of the term ‘security’ itself; ‘as an intersubjective concept’, 
Williams notes, ‘security has no objective meaning  ...  [it is] what people make of 
it’.15 The difficulties this poses affect measurement as well as meaning. Establishing 
credible ‘evidence’ of securitization is more difficult under some definitions (partic-
ularly those relating to donor intentions) than others (such as those where public 
donor discourse—in the form of policy-makers’ statements, speeches and publicly 
released policy documents—is the object of analysis), leaving plenty of scope for 
politicians and security practitioners to reject or challenge academic interpreta-
tions. Thus, when western policy-makers and practitioners discuss the ‘securi-
tization of development’, they are often referring to something rather different 
from what their academic peers understand by the phrase. Troubling though this 
can be, it should not distract us from the substantive reality that the term ‘securi-
tization of development’ indicates: simply stated, it is that military and security 
sector assistance has empirically increased, that national security objectives have 
been given increased priority, and that these two trends have combined to support 
African governments in authoritarian actions both against domestic dissent and 
threat and against threats lying across their borders. 

This has occurred in parallel with another key trend in the management and 
delivery of aid in recent years—the revival of the state as donors’ preferred ‘partner’ 
in development.16 This can be seen in a variety of contexts, including intra- 
institutional debates within major donor organizations and the growing promi-
nence of ideas of ‘big development’ in the policy prescriptions of favoured donor 
economists and thinkers such as Jeffrey Sachs and Paul Collier.17 At a broader level, 
it can be seen in the embrace of ‘partnership’ and ‘country ownership’ by most 
European donors and the World Bank since the late 1990s. This has involved a de 
jure transfer of agenda-setting initiative from donor to recipient (albeit in coopera-
tion with the donor) in the development policy-making process and a genuine 
investment by donors in recipient state institutions and machinery, most notably 
through budget support.18 This so-called ‘new orthodoxy’ in aid policy and 
management—like the securitization of development—has consciously sought to 
strengthen the capacity, reach and power of the state, embracing both democratic 
and semi-authoritarian states.

The scholarly debate on securitization of development is therefore multifac-
eted, but it has nevertheless reached a consensus on two key issues: first, that the 
phenomenon is largely negative for those in the developing world, especially with 
regard to social policy; and second, that the agenda is driven and governed by 

15	 Williams, ‘Thinking about security’, p. 1022.
16	 Shantayanan Devarajan and Ravi Kanbur, ‘The evolution of development strategy as balancing market and 

government failure’, working paper 09 (Ithaca, NY: Charles H. Dyson School of Applied Economics and 
Management, Cornell University, 2013).

17	 Sophie Harman and David Williams, ‘International development in transition’, International Affairs 90: 4, July 
2014, pp. 925–41.

18	 Simon Maxwell, ‘Heaven or hubris: reflections on the new “new poverty agenda”’, Development Policy Review 
21: 1, 2003, pp. 5–25; Michael Hubbard, ‘Aid management: beyond the new orthodoxy’, Public Administration 
and Development 25: 5, 2005, pp. 365–71.



Authoritarianism and the securitization of development in Africa

135
International Affairs 91: 1, 2015
Copyright © 2015 The Author(s). International Affairs © 2015 The Royal Institute of International Affairs.

western states—particularly the United States. An array of convincing evidence has 
emerged on the first point in relation to civilian populations.19 The argument is less 
convincing, however, when applied to many of the governments of these states. As 
Jones, Soares de Oliveira and Verhoeven point out, a number of African regimes are 
engaged in state-building through accessing resources made available by security 
relationships with external donors.20 Crucially, they argue, these regimes have done 
so in a conscious and long-term effort to build ‘illiberal states’, framed by a politi-
cal economy of authoritarianism. Citing Kagame’s Rwanda and Meles’s Ethiopia, 
they persuasively, albeit implicitly, demonstrate how valuable the securitization 
of development has been for these regimes in building and maintaining power.

This proposal emphasizes the deliberate and calculated actions and strategies of 
African regimes, moving forward a research agenda first developed in the late 1990s 
by Clapham and Bayart, and subsequently taken up by others. Reacting to Interna-
tional Relations’ perceived disciplinary ‘neglect’ of Africa, this literature highlights 
African state agency within the international system.21 A range of conceptual and 
empirical studies now challenge the notion that aid dependence and comparative 
economic and military weakness render African states passive and impotent at the 
global level. Instead, it is argued, several African regimes have increased their lever-
age over western donor states through aligning with donor support on security and 
regional stability notably in their calibration of counterterrorism policies with the 
global ‘war on terror’ and other western regional agendas’ priorities.22 

Securitizing development

Using the broad definition devised above, there is clear evidence that aid and 
development have become increasingly securitized over the past decade. A range 
of bilateral aid reviews carried out by Australia, Canada, the UK and Sweden 
between 2007 and 2011 starkly reveal the increased priority being given to ‘fragile 

19	 For examples relevant to Africa, see Duffield, Development, security and unending war: the merging of development 
and security; Lars Buur, Steffen Jensen and Finn Stepputat, eds, The security–development nexus: expressions of 
sovereignty and securitization in southern Africa ( Johannesburg: HSRC Press, 2007); Jeremy Lind and Jude Howell, 
‘Counter-terrorism, the politics of fear and civil society responses in Kenya’, Development and Change 41: 2, 
2010, pp. 335–53.

20	 Will Jones, Ricardo Soares de Oliveira and Harry Verhoeven, ‘Africa’s illiberal state-builders’, working paper 
no. 89 (Oxford: Refugee Studies Centre, University of Oxford, 2013), pp. 17–20.

21	 Christopher Clapham, Africa and the international system: the politics of state survival (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996); Jean-FranÇois Bayart, ‘Africa in the world: a history of extraversion’, African Affairs 
99: 395, 2000, pp. 217–67; Lindsay Whitfield and Alastair Fraser, ‘Negotiating aid: the structural conditions 
shaping the negotiating strategies of African governments’, International Negotiation 15: 3, 2010, pp. 341–66; 
Danielle Beswick, ‘From weak state to savvy international player? Rwanda’s multi-level strategy for maximis-
ing agency’, and Jonathan Fisher, ‘Image management and African agency: Ugandan regional diplomacy and 
donor relations under Museveni’, both in William Brown and Sophie Harman, eds, African agency in interna-
tional politics (London: Routledge, 2013).

22	 Danielle Beswick, ‘Peacekeeping, regime security and “African solutions to African problems”’: exploring 
motivations for Rwanda’s involvement in Darfur’, Third World Quarterly 31: 5, 2010, pp. 739–54, and ‘The 
risks of African military capacity building: lessons from Rwanda’, African Affairs 113: 451, 2014, pp. 212–31; 
Clemence Pinaud, ‘South Sudan: civil war, predation and the making of a military aristocracy’, African Affairs 
113: 451, 2014, pp. 192–211; Jonathan Fisher, ‘“Some more reliable than others”: image management, donor 
perceptions and the Global War on Terror in East African diplomacy’, Journal of Modern African Studies 51: 1, 
2013, pp. 1–31.
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and conflict-affected states’, particularly in Africa.23 The US, UK, France and the 
EU have also sought to invest in security sector reform, regional peacekeeping and 
‘stabilization’ missions in the continent since 9/11—including in Somalia, Darfur, 
Mali and central Africa—often explicitly to serve donor ‘national security inter-
ests’.24 Washington has consistently increased military and security programmes 
abroad at levels far higher than development: its Economic Support Fund account 
has grown by over 50 per cent since 2000, in contrast to 14 per cent for the Devel-
opment Assistance account.25 It also established a range of new programmes 
and machinery in the later 2000s—notably AFRICOM—to increase its military 
presence in Africa and cooperation with African militaries. One of the most 
prominent of these programmes, ‘Section 1206 funding’, was enacted in 2005 as 
a temporary measure to provide the Pentagon with authority to ‘train and equip 
foreign military forces’ for counterterrorism and ‘military and stability opera-
tions’, but has since been regularly extended. Section 1206 funding, which has 
amounted to nearly US$2 billion since 2006, has especially favoured east European 
and African states: Uganda was the third highest recipient in 2011/12.26

In several African states, the securitization of development has played an ambig-
uous role in the gaining and maintaining of power by political elites. In Kenya 
and Tanzania, for example, perceived US interference in governance has had a 
negative impact upon incumbents’ electoral chances, particularly among both 
states’ sizeable Muslim populations.27 In more authoritarian states, however, the 
phenomenon has become an important resource for regime maintenance. This is 
particularly so for regimes that originated as guerrilla movements, which construct 
the state around military institutions, are governed by military personnel, and rely 
upon the use of force to maintain order and legitimacy. These are the illiberal 
state-builders of Jones, Soares de Oliveira and Verhoeven’s analysis, but are also 
referred to as ‘post-liberation regimes’;28 they include the current governments of 
Chad, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Rwanda, South Sudan and Uganda.

Some of these regimes have been less successful in managing their relations with 
western donors than others—Eritrea, for example, radically turned its back on the 
international community in 2004.29 The South Sudanese government, though it has 
hijacked a donor-funded disarmament, demobilization and reintegration (DDR) 

23	 AusAID, Independent review of aid effectiveness (Canberra, 2011); Canadian International Development Agency, 
CIDA’s aid effectiveness action plan (Ottawa, 2009); Department for International Development, Bilateral aid 
review (London, 2011); Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Summary of the country focus approach (Stockholm, 
2007).

24	 Stephanie B. Anderson, Crafting EU security policy: in pursuit of a European identity (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 
2008).

25	 Oxfam, ‘Whose aid is it anyway?’, p. 13.
26	 Nina Serafino, Security assistance reform: “Section 1206” background and issues for Congress (Washington DC: 

Congressional Research Service, 2011), pp. 2–4, and Security assistance reform: “Section 1206” background and issues 
for Congress (Washington DC: Congressional Research Service, 2013), pp. 6–7.

27	 Beth Elise Whitaker, ‘Soft balancing among weak states? Evidence from Africa’, International Affairs 86: 5, 2010, 
pp. 1121–4; Lind and Howell, ‘Counter-terrorism’, pp. 335–53.

28	 Sara Rich Dorman, ‘Post-liberation politics in Africa: examining the political legacy of struggle’, Third World 
Quarterly 27: 6, 2006, pp. 1097–9.

29	 Dan Connell, ‘From resistance to governance: Eritrea’s troubles and transition’, Review of African Political 
Economy 38: 129, 2011, pp. 419–33. 
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programme since 2009 to fund the extensive military patronage network upon 
which it relies, has seen its relations with donors return to a short-term, crisis 
footing since the country’s relapse into civil war in December 2013.30 The Chad-
ian, Ethiopian, Rwandan and Ugandan regimes, however, have clearly benefited 
from the securitization of development over a sustained period and have used this 
process to build semi-authoritarian and illiberal states.

Chad’s Déby regime, for example, has relied heavily on French military 
assistance to maintain and augment its power since the 1990s, and this support 
intensified following the Mali crisis of 2011.31 Paris maintains a sizeable military 
contingent in Chad of some 1,100–1,500 personnel, and these troops directly 
assisted Déby in quashing rebellions in 2006 and 2008.32 France was also instru-
mental in persuading the EU, and later the UN, to send a peacekeeping force to 
Chad in 2008; although this was ostensibly to address the deteriorating humani-
tarian situation in the east of the country, many EU officials viewed the initiative 
as a French scheme to bolster Déby,33 who used the intervention to strengthen 
Chad’s security apparatus and purchase weapons from France.34 Revenue from 
an oil pipeline project funded by the World Bank and launched in 2000 was also 
illegally but overtly used to purchase weaponry.35 Training and military assis-
tance from France and—under first the US$100 million Pan-Sahel Initiative (PSI) 
and then Section 1206—the United States has enabled the regime to build and 
maintain the largest army in Francophone Africa.36 All this has facilitated Déby’s 
entrenchment of an increasingly violent and authoritarian regime that has crushed 
its internal political opponents.

The Ethiopian and Ugandan regimes have also made extensive use of western 
security initiatives since the 1990s to build militarized, strongly authoritarian 
states. In both cases, authoritarianism has not diminished but has grown over time, 
providing further support for the ‘illiberal state-builders’ thesis. In Uganda, the 
relatively free press and ‘broad-based’ approach to government of the 1990s has 

30	 Wolfram Lacher, ‘South Sudan: international state-building and its limits’, SWP research paper no. 4 (Berlin: 
German Institute for International Security Affairs, 2012), pp. 23–6.

31	 ‘France sets up anti-Islamist force in Africa’s Sahel’, BBC News Online, 14 July 2014, http://www.bbc.co.uk/
news/world-europe-28298230, accessed 1 Aug. 2014; Susanna D. Wing, ‘French intervention in Mali: strategic 
alliances, long-term regional presence?’, Small Wars and Insurgencies 26: 2, 2015, in press.

32	 Africa Confidential 49: 4, 15 Feb. 2008; ‘France may intervene to back Chad’s leader’, International Herald Tribune, 
6 Feb. 2008; Africa Confidential 50: 10, 15 May 2009; ‘France admits it delivered Libyan munitions to Chad’, 
Associated Press, 12 Feb. 2008.

33	 ‘Colonial baggage’, The Economist, 7 Feb. 2008; Alexander Mattelaer, ‘The strategic planning of EU military 
operations: the case of EUFOR TCHAD/RCA’, IES working paper no. 5 (Brussels: Institute for European 
Studies, 2008), pp. 9–10, 14–18; Ketil Fred Hansen, ‘A democratic dictator’s success: how Chad’s President 
Déby defeated the military opposition in three years (2008–2011)’, Journal of Contemporary African Studies 31: 4, 
2013, pp. 583–99; David Styan, ‘EU power and armed humanitarianism in Africa: evaluating ESDP in Chad’, 
Cambridge Review of International Affairs 25: 4, 2012, pp. 651–68.

34	 Giovanna Bono, ‘The impact of the discourse of the “politics of protection”: the case of the EU and UN 
policing and military missions to Chad (2007–2010)’, African Security 5: 3–4, 2012, pp. 191–4.

35	 ‘The short, sad history of Chad’s “model” oil project’, New York Times, 12 Feb. 2007; Scott Pegg, ‘Chronicle 
of a death foretold: the collapse of the Chad–Cameroon pipeline project’, African Affairs 108: 431, 2009, pp. 
311–20.

36	 Africa Confidential 49: 21, 17 Oct. 2008; ‘Voyage au coeur des armées’, Jeune Afrique, no. 2583, 11–17 July 2010; 
‘France may intervene to back Chad’s leader’, International Herald Tribune, 6 Feb. 2008; Walker and Seegers, 
‘Securitization’.
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given way to a more restrictive, personalized and autocratic regime which relies on 
corruption and military force to maintain power.37 In Ethiopia, the key features 
have been Meles’s personal entrenchment of power following his near-overthrow 
by colleagues in 2000, and the consolidation of single-party domination after 
an unexpectedly close election in 2005.38 Following Meles’s death in 2012, the 
military has become the de facto political power in Ethiopia, with Prime Minister 
Hailemariam Desalegn dismissed by a range of officials as a ‘regent’.39

Western support for both states’ security forces has been extensive and 
sustained since the early 1990s. The United States in particular has been a major 
provider of training and logistical support, as well as weaponry. Direct opera-
tional support is both covert and public, including the Frontline States Initiative, 
the East African Counterterrorism Initiative, African Contingency Operations 
Training and Assistance (ACOTA) and the Joint Task Force—Horn of Africa 
( JTF-HOA). This assistance has been particularly linked to Uganda’s fight against 
domestic rebel movements (notably the Lord’s Resistance Army, LRA), Ethiopia’s 
operations against Islamic militants in Somalia, and both regimes’ opposition to 
Sudan’s government under Omar al-Bashir.40 Since the later 2000s, Washington 
has supported Museveni’s struggle against the LRA, dispatching 100 military 
advisers to assist Ugandan troops in 2010, and has given strong support to the 
African Union (AU) Mission in Somalia (AMISOM), in which Uganda’s army is 
playing the leading role and which greatly furthers Ethiopian interests. Recent 
US defence packages bound for Kampala have even included the supply of drone 
aircraft to Ugandan forces for use against Islamists in Somalia.41

Significantly, Ethiopian and Ugandan engagement in Somalia has also led to 
an increased level of support and training being provided by western donors with 
less history in this area—notably the UK and EU, but also Sweden and other 
states. Prior to 2005, European donors, together with the World Bank, supported 
these two regimes’ militaries primarily through funding for DDR programmes 
and defence reviews, both of which were manipulated for illiberal state-building 
purposes.42 In more recent years, however, a tendency has emerged among these 
donors to decrease or redirect poverty reduction budget support funds (from 

37	 Aili Mari Tripp, Museveni’s Uganda: paradoxes of power in a hybrid regime (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 2010), 
pp. 39–57, 75–109, 149–79; Roger Tangri and Andrew Mwende, ‘President Museveni and the politics of 
presidential tenure in Uganda’, Journal of Contemporary African Studies 28: 1, 2010, pp. 31–49.

38	 Christopher Clapham, ‘Post-war Ethiopia: the trajectories of crisis’, Review of African Political Economy 39: 120, 
2009, pp. 181–92; Tobias Hagmann and Jon Abbink, ‘Twenty years of revolutionary democracy in Ethiopia, 
1991–2011’, Journal of Eastern African Studies 5: 4, 2011, pp. 579–95.

39	 Interviews with current and former Ethiopian government and ruling Tigrayan People’s Liberation Front 
(TPLF) Central Committee members, Addis Ababa, May 2013; Rene Lefort, ‘Ethiopia: a leadership in disar-
ray’, openDemocracy, 4 July 2014, https://www.opendemocracy.net/ren%C3%A9-lefort/ethiopia-leadership-
in-disarray, accessed 14 Nov. 2014.

40	 Jonathan Fisher, ‘Managing donor perceptions: contextualizing Uganda’s 2007 intervention in Somalia’, Afri-
can Affairs 111: 444, 2012, pp. 413–22, and ‘“Some more reliable than others”’, pp. 16–19; Eliza Griswold, ‘Can 
General Linder’s special operations forces stop the next terrorist threat?’, New York Times Magazine, 14 June 
2014; ‘US to support Ethiopia build a national army’, Daily Monitor (Addis Ababa), 2 Aug. 1996; ‘Ethiopia–
Somalia: an uneasy relationship, IRIN, 2 Jan. 2001.

41	 ‘Uganda and Burundi to get US drones to fight Islamists’, BBC News, 18 June 2011.
42	 Sabiiti Mutengesa, ‘Facile acronyms and tangled processes: a re-examination of the 1990s “DDR” in Uganda’, 

International Peacekeeping 20: 3, 2013, pp. 338–56.
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2005 in Ethiopia, and beginning in 2010 in Uganda) while continuing to increase 
military assistance and cooperation.43 This trend is further evidence of the securi-
tization of development.

Rwanda’s Kagame regime has had fewer opportunities to access donor counter-
terrorism funds, but its military has nevertheless received substantial assistance. 
This began in 1994, with American special forces training the recently victorious 
Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) in ‘psychological operations, combat and military 
management’.44 Continued donor military support, particularly from the UK 
and US (via ACOTA) since the early 2000s, has been linked to Rwanda’s promi-
nent involvement in regional peace support operations, particularly in Darfur.45 
This has been undertaken in spite of what one British defence official has called 
Rwanda’s ‘nefarious activities in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC)’, 
where the Kagame regime has repeatedly sponsored rebel groups since the 1990s.46 
In 2012, renewed accusations on this subject led Washington to suspend a small 
amount of foreign military financing bound for Kigali,47 but this appears not to 
have diminished the enthusiasm of western donors in their support for Rwanda’s 
military over the longer term.48

More broadly, US and UK military support for the Rwandan Defence Force 
and Rwanda’s security sector has allowed the Kagame regime to bolster and 
augment an increasingly violent and oppressive state apparatus in recent years. 
As in Uganda during Museveni’s first decade, Rwanda during the first few years 
after the genocide of 1994 was governed by a diverse coalition of interests, albeit 
dominated by the RPF. Since the early 2000s, however, Kagame has removed 
non-loyalists, particularly those from outside his Tutsi ethnic group, and has 
constructed a political system explicitly opposed to majoritarian rule.49 The army 
and security services have been crucial in implementing this state-building project 
and have also been used to arrest, intimidate and even assassinate opponents of the 
regime—including some based abroad.50 The securitization of development has 
therefore been vital to Kagame’s regime in maintaining power.

Overall, the increased focus on budget support in donors’ relations with these 
regimes has greatly enhanced the ability of African governments to extend and 
reinforce state authority domestically. This has been realized directly in the 

43	 ‘Ethiopia: Britain withholds direct budget support’, IRIN, 19 Jan. 2006; ‘Uganda: aid cuts threaten vital public 
services’, IRIN, 17 Dec. 2012. For the most recent statement of AFRICOM’s engagement, see ‘US Africa 
Command’s formal report to US Senate Armed Services Committee’, 5 May 2014, http://www.africom.mil/
newsroom/documents, accessed 14 Nov. 2014.

44	 ‘Military role of the US in Rwanda was extensive’, International Herald Tribune, 18 Aug. 1997.
45	 Beswick, ‘Peacekeeping’; Africa Confidential 52: 11, 27 May 2011; ‘Rwanda: US splashes military aid on coun-

try’, Observer (Kampala), 24 Jan. 2008.
46	 Beswick, ‘Peacekeeping’, p. 747.
47	 ‘US suspends aid to Rwanda amid DR Congo violence’, Agence France-Presse, 22 July 2012.
48	 Danielle Beswick, ‘The risks of African military capacity building: lessons from Rwanda’, African Affairs 113: 
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augmenting of civilian security structures and bureaucracies. It has also been 
realized indirectly—as Unwin has shown in the case of Uganda—through 
providing leeway in national budgets for the reallocation of funds earmarked for 
social development towards defence and security.51

The Museveni, Kagame and Meles/EPRDF regimes have all benefited from 
budget support during the 2000s, with a significant percentage of their expendi-
ture being financed by this means. This emphasis is a reflection of the relative faith 
western donors—particularly the UK and World Bank—have had in the strength 
and integrity of the Ugandan, Rwandan and Ethiopian systems of public finan-
cial management under these governments. In November 2012, for example, UK 
Development Secretary Andrew Mitchell stressed that donors could ‘trust’ the 
Rwandan fiscal system and that ‘they [Rwanda] do exactly what they say with our 
money’: this is a sentiment that has frequently been expressed by aid officials in 
London and Washington and across eastern Africa in relation to Uganda, Ethiopia 
and Rwanda over the past decade.52

This focus also reflects, however, the heavy emphasis placed by senior officials in 
all three regimes on government ‘ownership’ of development and on the centrality 
of state management and control in securing developmental outcomes.53 Though 
arguably progressive from an economic and social perspective, the governing 
philosophies of these regimes—based on Meles’s ‘democratic developmental state’ 
or Museveni’s ‘democratic centralist state’54—have nevertheless espoused illiberal 
political positions. The ‘developmental state’ model pursued by Addis Ababa and 
Kigali especially has, for example, combined a deeply ambivalent approach to 
political pluralism with a vision of the state that is highly interventionist, manage-
rial and controlling.55

Crucially, this agenda has not simply been embraced by these regimes follow-
ing its promulgation in western donor capitals, but has been devised as part of a 
dynamic interaction with the donor system: indeed, western approaches them-
selves have often evolved or changed course as a consequence of these interactions.56 
In other words, the rise of ownership, budget support and the developmental 
state paradigm has come about to support these semi-authoritarian regimes in the 
consolidation of their authority not by coincidence, but rather by design.
51	 Tim Unwin, ‘Beyond budgetary support: pro-poor development agendas for Africa’, Third World Quarterly 
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Similarly, is important to recognize that each of these regimes not only 
passively benefits from securitization, but has acted to manage and direct the 
process in a conscious state-building strategy. Though their political economies 
and relationships with donors differ, their attempts to securitize these relation-
ships have followed similar patterns. The next section of the article will explore 
this behaviour by considering four major strategies employed by these regimes 
in consolidating the securitized relationship with donors. These strategies can 
be divided into two categories: those indicating a ‘reactive approach’—regimes 
acting as western proxies in regional conflicts and leveraging increased support 
for their militaries by enthusiastically opening up non-security-related policy-
making to donor influence; and those indicating a distinctly ‘proactive approach’—
persuading western states to formally recognize de facto militarized interventions 
as legitimate, and persuading donors to view local and regional opponents of these 
regimes as ‘national security threats’ to regime and donors alike. Combined, these 
strategies demonstrate a conscious effort on the part of these African governments 
to manage and augment the securitization of links with donors and, thereby, to 
secure agency in the international system.

African securitization strategies

Playing the proxy: ‘African solutions to African problems’ 

Following the disastrous failure of US Operation Restore Hope in Somalia in 1993 
and the recriminations in western capitals in the aftermath of Rwanda’s genocide 
the following year, donors rapidly stepped back from direct involvement in African 
peacekeeping efforts. This key moment of change in donor relations with the 
continent has been skilfully brokered by the Ugandan, Ethiopian and Rwandan 
regimes through their championing of the ‘African solutions to African problems’ 
agenda. Bolstered by pan-Africanist and nationalist rhetoric in equal measure, this 
enterprise has seen the three regimes continuously volunteering and committing 
troops to peacekeeping missions in regional trouble spots where donors have a 
key geostrategic interest but are reluctant to deploy soldiers themselves. Thus 
Uganda has contributed troops to peacekeeping in Liberia, volunteered troops for 
missions in Sudan and, since 2007, been the largest contributor to AMISOM.57 
Ethiopia has done the same in Burundi, and has maintained a continuous inter-
vention in Somalia—most of the time with tacit US approval—against Islamist 
‘extremists’ since the late 1990s (and as part of AMISOM since 2014). Likewise, 
Rwandan troops have played a leading role in both African Union and United 
Nations missions in Darfur since 2004, earning considerable praise from senior 
US military officials.58 Déby in Chad was slower to grasp the opportunities of 

57	 Clement Adibe, ‘The Liberian conflict and the ECOWAS–UN partnership’, Third World Quarterly 18: 3, 1997, 
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peacekeeping, but since the fall of the Gaddafi regime in Libya the Chadian army 
has responded to the security threat in West Africa, participating with French 
forces in the Malian intervention in 2012 and most recently ( July 2014) providing 
the key elements, and a training and deployment base, for the French-sponsored 
anti-Islamist regional security initiative.59

The Meles and Museveni regimes also played a crucial role in ferrying military 
and logistical support from Washington to the south Sudanese People’s Liberation 
Army (SPLA) during the 1990s as part of a wider mission to undermine Khartoum, 
with one former senior US official privately acknowledging that these two regimes 
did a ‘lot of heavy lifting’ for the Clinton and George W. Bush administrations.60 
As well as dispatching troops to Mali, Chad under Déby allowed EU and UN 
peacekeepers to operate from its territory to address the humanitarian situation 
in neighbouring Darfur. These activities served important domestic, regional and 
ideological purposes for these regimes. The impetus for the initiatives sometimes 
came from the donor side: Déby reportedly needed to be ‘persuaded’ by Paris 
of the merits of the EU mission in Darfur,61 whereas Museveni and Meles were 
proactive in persuading donors to support what eventually became AMISOM 
(and western enthusiasm for ‘African solutions to African problems’ undoubtedly 
helped to support and reify this initiative from the outset).

Should these activities be viewed as the proactive promotion and augmentation 
of securitized relations with donors by African regimes, or as the behaviour of 
subordinate proxies? Certainly, all four governments have benefited instrumentally 
from the arrangements, but it is notable that senior regime officials have not been 
afraid to condemn western policies in Africa by continuing to wave the ‘African 
solutions’ banner—as Museveni did in relation to France’s involvement in Côte 
d’Ivoire and, along with Déby, NATO’s intervention in Libya during 2010–2011.62 
They have also on occasion refused offers of military training from donors and 
expelled western peacekeepers (as Chad did with the UN in 2010), abandoned 
missions (as Chad did in Mali in 2013) or threatened to abandon them (as Uganda 
did with AMISOM in 2012).63 These actions, undertaken owing to each regime’s 
dissatisfaction with the nature or extent of donor support, display a clear under-
standing of negotiating capacity and leverage. Furthermore, donor perceptions of 
the geostrategic importance of such missions are influenced by longer-term inter-
actions with the African regimes, complicating the notion that African states are 
simply ‘hitching a wagon’ to a predetermined western security agenda.
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Privatizing security, socializing development: ‘What’s mine is yours, 
what’s mine is mine’

This ‘exchange’ is also apparent in a second major strategy employed by African 
regimes to securitize relations with donors. Several governments, including those 
in Sudan, Eritrea and (before 2008) Zimbabwe, have consciously sought to restrict 
donor involvement in their policy-making, while others, including those in Kenya 
and Malawi, have formally accepted donor conditionality and prescriptions with 
little intention of implementing them. Yet others, according to Whitaker, have 
publicly opposed donor security arrangements while simultaneously accepting 
increased military assistance.64 All these strategies, to varying degrees, have bred 
mistrust between donor officials and their African counterparts in these states. 

In contrast, the four regimes considered here, Uganda, Rwanda, Ethiopia and 
Chad, have all adopted a quite different approach, building trust within the donor 
relationship yet gaining increased control over securitization. This has involved 
each government explicitly permitting donors a major role in some areas of 
policy—‘socializing’ policy-making in social development and economic sectors 
in particular—while simultaneously pursuing the explicit ‘privatization’ of other 
areas, especially defence and security policy. This ‘drawing of red lines’ has generally 
been accepted by donors, albeit reluctantly. It has meant that these African regimes 
have been able to build large militaries and intervene unilaterally in neighbouring 
states with donor support, but with only limited donor oversight or censure.

While Ethiopia’s governments have fiercely defended their sovereignty in 
engagements with outside actors, the Meles regime (like those of Kagame and 
Museveni) nevertheless enthusiastically welcomed donor involvement in reori-
enting its economic policies during the 1990s ‘ownership era’ as well as in embed-
ding ‘poverty reduction’ goals within its approach to governance.65 The level 
of influence these regimes permitted western actors at times made it difficult to 
distinguish between ‘donors’ and ‘policy-makers’.66 Museveni frequently turned 
first to US officials for economic advice during the late 1980s, according to a 
former donor official, allowing Uganda’s finance ministry to become ‘populated’ 
with World Bank, British government and Overseas Development Institute (UK) 
personnel throughout the 1990s.67 Some of these advisers were even invited to sit 
in on Ugandan cabinet meetings.68 Kampala and Ndjamena also ‘socialized’ HIV/
AIDS policy in the 2000s, while Kigali has enthusiastically offered up Rwanda to 
British politicians as a ‘laboratory’ for development and governance initiatives; 
former prime minister Tony Blair’s ‘Africa Governance Initiative’ began work in 
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the country ‘at the request of the Government of Rwanda’ in 2008 and maintains 
an office within the presidency.69 The Chadian regime has also allowed western 
actors free rein over dealing with internally displaced persons and other aspects of 
the humanitarian situation in the east of the country during parts of the 2000s—
with EU and UN missions in the latter part of the decade premised, at least implic-
itly, on the argument that Ndjamena had little inclination or ability to do so.70

The four governments have, however, made it very clear to donors that their 
defence and security arenas are ‘off the table’ in discussions, and that western actors 
can either support them in these ventures or ‘stop questioning them’ altogether.71 
During the 1990s, for example, donors consistently tried to persuade Uganda, 
Rwanda and Ethiopia to reduce their defence spending, only to be met with defi-
ant refusals and a dressing-down from former guerrilla fighters who made clear 
that what they considered ‘a reasonable level’ would be based on their own secu-
rity assessments.72 Kampala and Kigali also attacked donors who condemned their 
interventions in the DRC since the late 1990s. In 2001, for example, Kagame made 
clear that ‘either we are in the DRC to protect ourselves or we die. Until concrete 
solutions are found by the international community we shall remain in the DRC.’73

The Ugandan and Rwandan regimes have frequently refused to ‘open up the 
books’ on their defence spending to donors during budget discussions, even at 
times when donors have directly funded over half of government spending.74 
Moreover, both Kampala and Addis Ababa have declared their intentions to 
invade neighbouring states in pursuit of enemies (DRC and Somalia respectively) 
‘with or without’ western support or approval.75 In doing so they have presented 
donors not with the opportunity to dissuade them (as Kenya did during discus-
sions with US officials regarding its ‘Jubaland Initiative’ in 2009),76 but rather with 
an ultimatum to ‘like them or lump them’. A similar dynamic was at play in Chad’s 
relations with the World Bank during the latter 2000s, with Ndjamena pointedly 
refusing to honour an agreement with the Bank that 86.5 per cent of revenues 
from a Bank-funded oil pipeline project be spent on health, education and rural 
development, instead diverting substantial amounts to purchase arms and finance 
defence spending. Déby justified the decision on the grounds that ‘security has 
been named as a priority sector’.77
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Strategies of socializing development while privatizing security have strength-
ened the hand of these regimes in their interactions with donors. In response, 
donor anxieties appear to overwhelm their judgement. Fearing a loss of influ-
ence in other areas, many donors hesitated to impose sanctions upon Kampala 
regarding defence spending until 2002–2004, for example, even though the issue 
had been raised persistently since the early 1990s.78 Even the aid cuts eventually 
applied were very limited and rapidly rescinded. The same is true of the World 
Bank in respect of Chad’s oil revenue, support being cut off only in 2008, more 
than five years after evidence emerged that arms had been purchased.79 Though 
donors condemned Ugandan and Rwandan intervention in the Congo from the 
late 1990s, few made significant aid cuts, and Washington consciously decided to 
‘like’ rather than ‘lump’ Ugandan interference in the DRC and Ethiopia’s invasion 
of Somalia in the later 2000s when presented with the choice.

These strategies have allowed African regimes to further securitize their 
relations with donors. By proactively excluding donors from security decision-
making, but including them prominently in other areas of policy, the regimes 
have been able to secure continued funding for their military budgets and security 
sectors—either directly or through diverting aid intended for other purposes—
without unwelcome western oversight or management of these activities. Donors 
appear to have come to accept that any serious attempt to demand oversight would 
prove an exercise in futility, tacitly acknowledging that they are not ‘in control’. 

Making donors complicit: legitimizing de facto security arrangements

These strategies of defiance and privatization have also been developed by some 
regimes to fundamentally reorientate the focus of the donor–African security 
relationship, ultimately placing the African governments themselves in the 
driving seat. Ethiopia provides the clearest example. Following the Somali Union 
of Islamic Courts’ (ICU) capture of Mogadishu in June 2006, senior US officials 
entered into extensive and detailed debate with their Ethiopian colleagues about 
how to respond to this ‘extremist government’. During this dialogue—partly 
captured in embassy cables now available from WikiLeaks—Washington made 
clear that it did not favour direct Ethiopian intervention to resolve the situa-
tion for fear of Somalia becoming ‘Ethiopia’s Iraq’, that it was ambivalent about 
supporting the Somali Transitional Federal Government (TFG) over a coalition of 
warlords, and that it had very substantial reservations regarding a proposed IGAD 
(Intergovernmental Authority on Development) mission to the country, fearing 
that this might ‘rally ...  Somalis against the TFG’.80 Defying this advice on all 
counts, Ethiopian officials stuck firmly to their own line: support for the TFG 
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was the only credible option and ‘a radical change of US attitude’ was required. 
This argument was backed up by the clear statement of Addis Ababa’s willing-
ness to ‘go into Somalia’. Should this happen, Ethiopia also declared the intention 
to support a post-intervention IGAD peacekeeping mission led by Uganda.81 In 
the face of this intransigence, and unable to take effective action without Ethio-
pian support, the United States eventually supported the Ethiopian invasion of 
December 2006, albeit covertly.82 Then, when Ethiopia privately announced its 
intention to withdraw from Somalia early in 2007, having vanquished the ICU, 
the US and other interested western states had little option but to support the 
proposed IGAD mission to prop up the TFG, under the banner of the AU, having 
been further persuaded by Kampala of the merits of such a mission.83

Subsequently, US, UK and EU relations with Ethiopia and Uganda have 
revolved very substantially around continuing involvement with the two countries 
in supporting (Ethiopia) and leading (Uganda), the AMISOM mission. This has 
brought with it unprecedented levels of western military assistance, training and 
cooperation for Ethiopian and Ugandan forces—used by both regimes to more 
deeply embed illiberal state-building policies. While Washington has enthusiasti-
cally supported AMISOM since 2007, the Ugandan-led mission, and the Ethio-
pian invasion that made it unavoidable, did not constitute a plan devised by US 
officials. Indeed, it is clear from the tenor of US officials’ language during the 
latter months of 2006 that a ‘political solution’ or continued support for Somali 
warlords was the preferred US approach, and that the military option was kept 
open only at Ethiopia’s insistence.84 

A similar dynamic of these African regimes determining security relation-
ships with donors, rather than taking a more passive role, can also be seen in the 
changing approaches to Ugandan regional interventionism. Kampala’s invasion 
of the DRC in 1998, officially to neutralize the Allied Democratic Forces (ADF) 
rebel group in the east of the country, was strongly condemned, mostly in private, 
by western donors, some of which, including the United States, temporarily 
reduced aid disbursements in a symbolic demonstration of disapproval.85 Donors 
also raised concerns, even more privately, regarding Ugandan military involve-
ment in southern Sudan during the later 1990s. This activity, officially aimed at 
pursuing another rebel group, the LRA, was tacitly supported by Washington as 

81	 Leaked cables, US Embassy, Addis Ababa, 16 and 29 June 2006, http://wikileaks.org/
cable/2006/06/06ADDISABABA1648.html, http://wikileaks.org/cable/2006/06/06ADDISABABA1783.html, 
http://wikileaks.org/cable/2006/06/06ADDISABABA1780.html; also cables of 13, 21, 22 June and 1 Aug. 
2006, and 8 Jan. 2007, http://wikileaks.org/cable/2006/06/06ADDISABABA1607.html, http://wikileaks.
org/cable/2006/06/06ADDISABABA1708.html, http://wikileaks.org/cable/2006/06/06ADDISABABA1719.
html, http://wikileaks.org/cable/2006/08/06ADDISABABA2114.html and http://wikileaks.org/cable/2007/ 
01/07ADDISABABA40.html, accessed 14 Nov., 2014; interviews with former senior US and White House 
officials, Washington DC, Nov. 2009.

82	 Leaked cable, US Embassy, Addis Ababa, 29 June 2006, http://wikileaks.org/cable/2006/06/06 
ADDISABABA1780.html, accessed 14 Nov., 2014.

83	 Fisher, ‘Managing donor perceptions’, pp. 416–22.
84	 For the context, see Bronwyn Bruton and Paul D. Williams, Counter-insurgency in Somalia: lessons learned from 

the African Union Mission in Somalia, 2007–2013 (Tampa, FL: United States Joint Special Operations University, 
2014).

85	 Interviews with former Clinton administration officials, Washington DC, Oct.–Nov. 2009.



Authoritarianism and the securitization of development in Africa

147
International Affairs 91: 1, 2015
Copyright © 2015 The Author(s). International Affairs © 2015 The Royal Institute of International Affairs.

part of its policy of assisting the SPLA until the early 2000s—when the Ugandan 
presence in Sudan begun to undermine peace talks between Khartoum and the 
SPLA sponsored by the United States and other donors.86

Kampala has nevertheless continued to insist that it is entitled and willing to 
intervene militarily in neighbouring states in pursuit of enemies, ‘with or without’ 
donors’ support.87 This unbending attitude became particularly salient in the later 
2000s as the LRA was forced from Ugandan territory into parts of southern (later 
South) Sudan, the DRC and the Central African Republic (CAR). In response, 
donors have attempted to legitimize Uganda’s cross-border military activities 
by lobbying neighbouring states to sign cooperation agreements with Kampala 
permitting such actions. Western donors were, for example, central in facilitating 
a 2002 agreement between Sudan and Uganda allowing the latter’s armed forces 
to legally pursue the LRA within Sudanese territory. Washington also played a 
prominent role in enabling the signature of a similar agreement between Kinshasa, 
Juba (then the government of an autonomous territory within Sudan) and Kampala 
in 2008, which saw theoretically joint Ugandan/southern Sudanese/Congolese, 
but de facto predominantly Ugandan, forces launch an attack against the LRA 
in Garamaba, DRC.88 Washington also provided logistical and financial support 
to Kampala during this enterprise and lobbied for an AU-led mission against the 
LRA. Launched in 2012, this mission has also involved Ugandan troops pursuing 
the rebel group outside its borders but alongside neighbouring armies.89

Like Somalia, the LRA issue has increasingly become a major focus in donor 
(particularly US) relations with Uganda in recent years, and has been used to 
justify ever closer military cooperation between western capitals and Kampala. 
Indeed, in 2011 US President Barack Obama dispatched 100 US military advisers 
to the region to work alongside Ugandan and other central African troops in 
tracking down the rebel movement.90 Crucially, however, what has changed since 
the 1990s is not so much the actions of Ugandan troops—they continue to pursue 
the LRA beyond their borders—but the attitudes of donors to this behaviour. 
Formerly condemnatory, donors now seek to promote, facilitate, support and 
legitimize Uganda’s regional activities in the hunt for the LRA. This change in 
attitude is a reaction to Kampala’s own fixed position, which has been consciously 
designed to wear donors down into accepting and eventually supporting the status 
quo as determined by Uganda. This, again, represents a securitization of relations 
with donors determined from an African perspective.

86	 Interviews with former senior US officials, Washington DC, Nov. 2009, May 2012. For the background, see 
Marieke Schomerus, ‘“They forget what they came for”: Uganda’s army in Sudan’, Journal of Eastern African 
Studies 6: 1, 2012, pp. 124–53.

87	 Interview with former White House official, Washington DC, Nov. 2009.
88	 Interviews with former senior US officials, Washington DC, Oct.–Nov. 2009; Ronald R. Atkinson, From 
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89	 ‘African Union force steps up hunt for Joseph Kony’, BBC News, 24 March 2012.
90	 Barack Obama, ‘Letter from the President to the Speaker of the House of Representatives and the President 

pro tempore of the Senate Regarding the Lord’s Resistance Army’, White House, 14 Oct. 2011.



Jonathan Fisher and David M. Anderson

148
International Affairs 91: 1, 2015
Copyright © 2015 The Author(s). International Affairs © 2015 The Royal Institute of International Affairs. 

Constructing ‘national security threats’: our enemy is your enemy

The success of these strategies has ultimately relied on a far more fundamental 
securitization strategy by African regimes. This has involved each of the four 
regimes considered here seeking to persuade donors that threats to the African 
state’s national security also represent threats to donors’ security—a crucial seizure 
of the initiative which, when successful, has resulted in an entrenched and longer-
term dominance of the securitization agenda by African actors. In its public and 
private discourse on the Islamist terror threat posed by a variety of groups in the 
Sahel, for example, Ndjamena has consistently stressed that ‘Chad is on the front 
line’, Déby reminding European allies that ‘it’s very easy to cross the Mediter-
ranean Sea with arms and ammunition’ and that terrorism may spread quickly to 
‘Europe and the Mediterranean’.91 Likewise, in characterizing Ethiopia’s Islamist 
opponents in Somalia to donors, Meles regularly emphasized how ‘US and Ethio-
pian interests converge’ in this area and how the two states ‘have parallel interests 
in Somalia  ...  because of the global threat posed by Islamists’.92 The late Ethiopian 
leader also frequently labelled the ICU as a ‘Taliban’ intent on ‘Talibanizing all of 
Somalia’ during interviews with western journalists and in meetings with donor 
officials during 2006, again linking Ethiopia’s enemy directly to that encountered 
by US and UK troops in Afghanistan.93

The Museveni regime has employed the same tactic in its presentation of the 
ADF and, particularly, the LRA—even though the latter’s links to Islamic funda-
mentalism are barely credible.94 Weeks after 9/11, the Ugandan leader informed 
journalists that Al-Qaeda, via the ADF, had plotted to assassinate him in 1999 and 
that ‘[Osama] bin Laden took [the ADF] for terrorist training in Afghanistan’.95 
Ugandan officials also lobbied successfully for the LRA and ADF to be added to 
the US State Department’s Terrorist Exclusion List in the same year, and have 
since characterized both as ‘terrorists’ when dealing with international actors, also 
repeatedly stressing that both groups are ‘directly linked to world terrorism’.96

The Rwandan regime has adopted a variant on this approach, rooted in the 
uniquely tragic context of its coming to power in the midst of genocide. As a 
variety of scholars have observed, since the early 2000s Kigali has increasingly 
placed the 1994 genocide at the heart of its discussions with donors97—defending 
its interventions in the DRC before international audiences in terms of preventing 
a ‘genocide against Zairian Tutsi’, and explaining its involvement in the AU 

91	 ‘Al-Qaeda snatched missiles in Libya: Chad President’, Agence France-Presse, 25 March 2011; ‘Chad’s presi-
dent warns of Islamist threat in Libya’, Wall Street Journal, 6 June 2013.

92	 Leaked cable, US Embassy, Addis Ababa, 29 June 2006, available at http://wikileaks.org/
cable/2006/06/06ADDISABABA1783.html.

93	 Leaked cable, US Embassy, Addis Ababa, 29 June 2006, available at http://wikileaks.org/
cable/2006/06/06ADDISABABA1783.html; ‘Interview with Meles Zenawi’, Washington Post, 13 Dec. 2006.
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Mission in Sudan (AMIS) as tied to a commitment to ‘preventing genocide in 
Darfur’.98 In doing so, however, it has invariably stressed the international commu-
nity’s unreliability and abdication of responsibility in 1994 and subsequently. In 
2009, Kagame told western policy-makers and scholars that Rwanda had had ‘no 
option’ but to invade the DRC because ‘the international community did not 
intervene’ to prevent a future genocide.99 Rwandan officials have also described 
their motives for joining AMIS as linked to a desire not to ‘remain silent in the 
face of genocide’.100 This discourse is aimed not at convincing donors of a current 
threat of genocide (although the reputational damage of failure to act could be 
severe), but at shaming them for their silence and ‘failure to act’ in 1994. US and 
UK support for the Kagame regime has been partly founded upon guilt that 
neither donor made significant efforts to prevent the genocide of 1994, in which 
over a million Rwandans were killed.101 In continuously reminding donors of this 
shameful neglect, Kigali seeks to persuade them of their moral obligation now to 
support and bolster the Rwandan state, built by the force that ended the genocide.

In some cases, such as the Mali intervention and Ethiopia’s role in Somalia, 
these strategies have primarily backed up and augmented views and fears already 
held by western donors about threats to their own security. They have nonethe-
less rendered certain policies or funding packages more feasible or necessary than 
previously. In others, however, African regimes have succeeded in convincing 
donors that a course of action is in their direct security interests when, in fact, 
this claim is highly questionable. In announcing his dispatching of 100 military 
advisers to Uganda in 2011, for example, Obama stated that pursuing the LRA 
was in his nation’s ‘national security interests’.102 The idea that a small rebel group 
in central Africa with no clear links to global terror networks and no stated 
political platform could pose any threat to the United States is unconvincing—as 
many commentators have pointed out.103 Obama’s announcement represents the 
successful culmination of a securitization strategy employed by Kampala since the 
early 2000s, persuading Washington that US military assistance to Uganda is in 
America’s own national security interest.

Implications

The strategies outlined above give meaning to the manner in which African 
governments have restructured their relationships with western donors through 
the securitization agenda. We have argued that the process of securitization is 
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not an accidental or coincidental outcome of the global ‘war on terror’ in the 
four countries we have examined, but rather is the consequence of a deliberate 
and clear-minded set of policy decisions on the part of those African regimes. 
Ethiopia, Uganda, Rwanda and Chad each has its own unique set of political 
conditions, but there are strong similarities in their behaviour towards donors in 
the field of security policy. They have to some extent learned from one another: 
each has found leverage in its relations with donors, and each has successfully 
imposed its own priorities onto the security policies of its western allies, often at 
the expense of other development aims and goals, especially in the area of social 
and governance policies. 

How is it that apparently weak, sometimes fractured regimes of this kind have 
been able to successfully manipulate western policy for their own ends? This very 
question may reflect a crucial misunderstanding of the character of the relationship 
that exists between Africa’s security authoritarians and their allies in the West. The 
lack of ‘commitment’ on the part of western donors to specific social development 
goals in their dealings with foreign aid recipients is well established. Donors are 
often willing to sacrifice social development and governance goals in exchange for 
perceived advantages in the security realm, even if doing so involves the margin-
alization of civil society actors. This tendency has a particular significance in the 
case of authoritarian regimes, themselves already heavily committed to militarism 
and according a high priority to security policy. Such regimes know what they 
want from their relationship with donors, whereas the donors themselves remain 
unclear as to what their goals should be and how these should be prioritized.104 
Authoritarian regimes thus negotiate with donors from a position of strength, 
not weakness.

Might other African countries, then, follow the example of our four case- 
studies? We have already indicated that South Sudan and Eritrea show similar 
propensities, and Angola is included among the illiberal state-builders counted 
by Jones, Soares de Oliveira and Verhoeven.105 All of these are ‘post-liberation’ 
regimes, and it might reasonably be argued that their transition towards a less 
authoritarian, less militaristic mode of governance is merely a question of time: 
transitions after liberation struggles are seldom trouble-free. But it can now be 
noted that other types of African states, including those in which democratic insti-
tutions and participatory politics appear to be well entrenched, are adopting some 
of the same strategies we have described here in their dealings with donors. The 
response of Goodluck Jonathan’s Nigerian government to the challenge of Boko 
Haram gives some indications of this trend,106 while, perhaps most surprising of 
all, Kenya’s politics since the invasion of southern Somalia in 2011 has under-
gone a dramatic securitization.107 Many institutional factors exist that will prevent 
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Nigeria and Kenya from following the model described above, but the adoption of 
certain behaviours and strategies towards securitization are nonetheless apparent 
and these will have impacts. 

Finally, at a moment when the dominance of western donor assistance in 
Africa is coming under challenge from other external actors, we might consider 
the likely impact of greater Chinese engagement in security policy on the conti-
nent. Regimes in states such as Uganda, Ethiopia and Angola, with old-fashioned 
armies, a military–state complex in place and being reinforced, and a growing 
tendency towards buying military loyalty through the use of economic incen-
tives, hold no surprises for the Chinese government.108 These regimes, and others 
with less economic or regional weight, are already forging their own military 
aristocracies, placing military actors at the heart of statist politics and giving them 
a vested interest in the maintenance of a securocratic approach to government. 
For those who hoped to see the strengthening of human rights in Africa, with 
increasing governmental accountability and transparency, and with more inclusive 
and participatory forms of politics, this would not be good news. Is the securitiza-
tion of the past decade and more, then, to be viewed as just a bump in the road? 
Or will we look back on the 1990s as nothing more than a false dawn in Africa’s 
long-heralded retreat from authoritarianism and ‘return to democracy’? 
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