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This study investigates whether US foreign policy towards Africa has become more securitized since 
the late 1990s through a qualitative single case study approach. It argues that three key interrelated 
factors have driven this securitization: energy security concerns amidst heavy US reliance on foreign 
oil supplies and instability in the Middle East; the incorporation of Africa into the Global War on Terror 
to combat weak states seen as havens for terrorists threatening US interests post-9/11; and most 
significantly, the perception of China’s expanding African ties as undermining US dominance and 
access to critical resources. The paper utilizes securitization theory to examine how US policymakers 
have employed security rhetoric to portray Africa as a “high priority” threat, justifying expanded 
militarization like AFRICOM’s establishment. It adopts an incremental view that securitization 
intensified gradually after the Cold War rather than suddenly. Although Africa faces genuine security 
challenges, the paper argues that an imbalanced US focus on security governance without sufficient 
economic development assistance risks exacerbating tensions. A more calibrated US strategy 
integrating development and security is vital for sustainable Africa partnerships. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Indeed, evidence in the literature suggests that US 
policy towards Africa has become more security-focused 
due to factors like energy security, terrorism, and China's 
rise (Keenan, 2008; Keenan 2010; Conteh-Morgan, 
2019). The relationship has become more heavily 
securitized, similar to the shift in US policy towards the 
Middle East after World War II. Like the US-Saudi 
alliance after World War II, which was based on security 
guarantees and access to oil, US engagement with Africa 
has followed a pattern of securitization and militarization 
in tandem with the region’s growing salience as a 
potential theater of great power competition with China. 
Securitization is a theory of international relations, not 

just a process. As summarized by Abrahamsen (2005, p. 
59), the conceptualization of securitization “is not simply 
about the avoidance of harm; instead, its defining feature 
is the ability to place an issue above the normal rules of 
liberal democratic politics, and hence justify emergency 
action to do whatever is necessary to remedy the 
situation”. The securitization of US foreign policy in Africa 
has become a popular approach in recent years, offering 
a comprehensive yet often controversial outlook on how 
the United States engages with states and societies on 
the African continent. This can be seen in the language 
and logic of security that is used by American 
policymakers and government officials when discussing 
issues related to Africa. This approach has been shaped 
by several historical and contemporary factors, including  
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Sino-American geopolitical power rivalry (similar to the 
concerns of the Cold War), the threat of terrorism, and 
energy security. 

The continent of Africa has been through three major 
“scrambles” in the recent past: the arbitrary balkanization 
of Africa into over 50 varied states by European great 
powers, the post-World War II ideological cold war rivalry 
between the United States and the Soviet Union, and the 
current geopolitical power struggle between the United 
States and China, and other world powers (such as 
Russia, Iran, Japan, and India) with specific economic 
and political interests in Africa (Wengraff, 2018). Yet 
paradoxically, the continent has always been discussed 
as though it occupies a position of geostrategic non-
relevance in the domains of world politics (Brown, 2011). 
This view of Africa as a geostrategic nonentity is wrong, 
which recent events point to a significant increase in the 
continent’s geostrategic relevance. This is, in part, 
evidenced by the lengths at which the United States will 
go to guarantee its national security interests in Africa, 
which has included increased securitization. Continent, 
there has been increased competition for commerce, 
political influence, and access to resources. Indeed, 
according to Hong (2008), the geopolitical power struggle 
on the continent, especially the Sino-American rivalry, is 
marked by intense geopolitical and economic competition 
mostly defined by access to natural resources, political 
influence, investment opportunities, and markets within 
the various countries on the continent. Additionally, the 
perceived need to protect American economic interests in 
Africa has also played a role in shaping the United States' 
approach to the continent. American companies have 
long had a significant presence in Africa, particularly in 
the extractive industries such as oil and mining. 

American policymakers have therefore viewed the 
stability and security of African states as crucial for 
protecting these economic interests. This has led to a 
focus on issues such as the protection of American 
investments and the promotion of economic growth in 
African states. The main argument here is that US foreign 
policy toward Africa has undergone significant changes in 
recent years with a growing emphasis on security issues. 
Prior to this, the majority of U.S. engagement was limited 
to humanitarian and governance issues, particularly the 
development and aid sectors (though, evidently, the 
national interest of the United States always came first). 
However, there has been a significant shift toward putting 
more emphasis on the security and defense aspect of the 
U.S.-Africa engagement since 2001. Although issues 
related to governance and development are still 
important, there is evidence that the goals and objectives 
of the U.S. national security establishment/elites are 
taking precedence over them. It is advanced in this article 
that there are three factors which define the logic of this 
new securitization of Africa by the U.S national security 
establishment and foreign policy elites. 

The first securitization factor is that of energy security  

 
 
 
 
(oil dependency). The United States has long been 
dependent on oil as a major source of energy, and this 
dependency has had a significant impact on its foreign 
policy. While this oil dependency has been a constant 
concern for every U.S. administration since the 1970’s 
(OPEC crisis); it assumed a news ense of urgency in the 
2000’s. Indeed, the 9/11 attacks and the subsequent U.S. 
invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq in the Middle East 
emphasized the need to diversify oil suppliers and reduce 
dependence on oil from the Arabian Gulf. As result, 
Africa, particularly Nigeria, offered an opportunity to 
counter the dependency on Middle Eastern oil and serve 
as a stable alternative if its energy security needs. The 
second security factor is terrorism and internal conflict. 
The 9/11 attack demonstrated how a small group of 
terrorists on the other side of the world could pose a 
serious threat to the U.S. It also revealed how weak 
states can harbor terrorists and violent insurgent groups 
that can destabilize the state and the region. In Nigeria, 
the activities of Boko Haram, Ansaru, the Niger Delta 
People's Volunteer Force (NDPVF), and the Movement 
for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta (MEND) pose a 
threat to the country's stability and the stability of the 
West African region. As a result, Nigeria has become 
involved in the Global War on Terror (GWOT) and U.S. 
engagement with the country has been shaped by the 
security concerns of the U.S’s national security 
establishment. The third securitization factor in the U.S.-
Africa relations is the rising influence of China in Africa. 
The U.S. perceives China's increasing investment in 
Africa, particularly critical sectors such as energy and 
mining, as well as its arms sales and military training, as 
a threat to U.S. national economic and security interests. 
The concern is that China may use resources like oil as a 
weapon, similar to OPEC in the 1970s, and that China's 
influence needs to be counterbalanced. This has led to an 
expansion of U.S. military activity in Africa to protect U.S. 
interests and counter China's growing presence. 
 
Understanding Great Power Competition 
 

The concept of great power competition is not a new 
phenomenon in international politics. Indeed, during the 
cold war, two super powers—the United States and the 
Soviet Union— possessed overwhelming economic and 
military power that far exceeded that of any other nation 
in the world. Hence, they both engaged in what they 
consider as zero-sum game conflict for global influence 
and power. Similarly, today, the ability of China to project 
economic and military power far beyond its borders has 
made it not only a global force in international politics but 
a key rival or threat to American hegemony. Although this 
Sino-American rivalry has not produced opposing global 
coalitions, which was a dominant feature of the cold war 
and contributed to several proxy wars in developing 
nations, there are several debates within International 
Relations scholarship about the level, nature, and scope  
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of antagonism between China and the United States 
(Brunnermeirer et al, 2018; Sun et al. 2020; DoD, 2020). 

For some scholars the geopolitical competition between 
the United States and China in terms of security relations 
will likely resemble that of the cold war. (Allisson, 2017; 
Kofman, 2018; Lake, 2018; Hass, 2020). In fact, 
according to Porter (2019, pp. 11) a dominant feature of 
the geopolitical power struggle between the US and 
China will be “constant measures to seize advantage in 
are as short of head-on combat. ”This assumption of 
antagonism is also in line with US defense and foreign 
policy strategy (National Security Strategy, 2017; 
National Security Strategy, 2018). Moreover, the 2018 
National Defense Strategy of the U.S states that“ central 
to the challenge to U.S. prosperity and security is the re-
emergence of long-term, strategic competition” with 
China and Russia. This debate highlights the fact that 
Sino-American geopolitical rivalry can be viewed from the 
lens of a zero-sum game for global power and influence. 
A win for China translates to a loss for the United States 
and vice versa. In this context, the above description of 
Sino-American relations as either “strategic competition 
or rivalry” creates an international framework where 
countries are willing to align themselves militarily or 
economically with either of the two great powers. 
Therefore, creating an atmosphere for both China and 
the United States to compete for more influence and 
power relative to each other in key regions of the world 
such as Africa, Asia and the Middle East. 

Carrozza and Marsh (2022, p. 3) argued that in such 
strategic antagonism between China and the US, a long-
term aim of each great power would be to achieve or 
maintain the military alignment of African states. The 
outcome of a military alignment strategy would involve 
the African state relying upon an external great power for 
its security, while identifying itself as being a military 
partner of either Beijing or Washington. Each great power 
would aim to attract African states into a bloc aligned with 
it, and to detach states from the other power’s bloc.While 
much of the literature on Sino-American geopolitical 
relations focuses on the nature and level of antagonism 
between the two great powers, especially in terms of their 
security relations, other scholars point to a more 
coordinated geostrategic relations different from that of 
the cold war (Dobbins, et al. 2019; Kaplan, 2020). To 
them, given the fact that both countries enjoy significant 
trade and investment ties, as well as share similar 
international and multilateral partnerships that govern the 
global economy, China and the United States are more 
likely not to escalate their geopolitical differences to 
violent conflict or warfare. Therefore, as emphasized by 
Mazarr (2019, as cited in Carrozza and Marsh, 2022 p. 
4), China is not looking to advance its geostrategic 
interest using military confrontation with the United States 
outside its immediate neighborhood (East and South-
East Asia) particularly, rather China’s strategy is to 
“advance its interests through economic, geopolitical and  

 
 
 
 
informational means”.  
To sum up here, these two great powers are often 

competing for geopolitical and economic advantages 
defined in terms of access to key natural resources such 
as oil, trade and investment outlets, and political 
influence within the international system. (Hong, 2008; 
Carrozza and Marsh 2022). Concerning African states, 
while China has a more traditional way of securitizing by 
implementing a heavy military presence to protect its 
economic interests, the United States, on the other hand, 
primarily focuses on “speech act” as an effective 
securitization method for identifying existing threat and 
creating a military strategy to eliminate the threat. Of 
relevance to this paper are the increased militarization 
efforts of these two great powers, China and the United 
States, in Africa. Militarization here refers to the 
strategies both great powers employ to combat security 
threats on the continent. Whether the perceived threat is 
wave of communism, wave of refugees, transnational 
terrorism, or even a potential health pandemic, both great 
powers have remained consistent in securitizing an issue 
for their own geostrategic interests (Conteh-Morgan, 
2019, pg. 78). 

The Sino-American militarization of Africa here refers to 
the increased deployment and accumulation of 
capabilities–armed forces, arms transfers, and military 
bases–as a result of factors such as the war on terrorism, 
piracy, domestic rebellions against incumbent regimes, 
and a logical need to protect expanding geopolitical and 
economic interests as part of the quiet and ongoing 
great-power rivalry on the continent, or as a result of 
expected great power responsibilities. With an emerging 
consensus particularly within U.S. foreign policymaking 
circles, that China’s subtle rise as a global security actor 
in Africa challenges Western interests, this paper seeks 
to contribute to the understanding of the reality of how 
Beijing’s perceived rise by the United States in addition to 
issues of transnational terrorism and energy security 
impact the peace and security architecture of African 
states. In searching for an analytical scheme to 
understand the perception that China is pursuing a 
globally aggressive strategy designed to push the US out 
of its long-term alliances and partnerships, the complexity 
in security politics is acknowledged. Thus, all parties 
involved may have diverse interests and motivations for 
their actions, including economic and military concerns. 
To understand these complexities, securitization theory is 
employed in this paper as the analytical scheme.  
 
 
Theoretical Framework: Securitization Theory 
 

The securitization framework is a useful lens to 
examine the rapid increase of US military presence in 
Africa. For this paper, the broadened and deepened 
conceptualization of security studies was employed. 
Unlike the pre-cold war security studies agenda that was  
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preoccupied with just military threats as referenced to the 
state, the post-cold war security agenda included new 
sectors and reference objects. Indeed, Vultee (2010) 
emphasizes that the broadened security agenda does not 
only include new sectors such as economic, societal, 
political and environmental risks, but also opens new 
reference objects different from the state-individuals, 
groups, communities and even ecological systems. For 
the Copenhagen School, the main argument of 
securitization theory is that “security is not an objective 
condition but the outcome of a specific social process”. 
(Abrahamsen, 2005 p. 57) Thus, the interaction of an 
actor and an audience is necessary to move an issue 
from a normal political agenda to a security agenda. To 
achieve this, the securitization process primarily goes 
through (1) a securitization claim made by an actor and 
(2) legitimation by an audience (Buzan et al. 1998). 

Indeed, for Balzacq (2005) successful securitization 
requires that a claim resonate with the audience in which 
it resides. And this can be realized through speech act: 
“verbal and textual material that transmits a threat from 
actor to audience” (Balzacq, 2005 as cited in 
Abrahamson, 2005 p. 67). While the securitization theory 
as developed by the Copenhagen school can best be 
understood in the broader context above, it still differs 
fundamentally in its approach to security (Abrahamson, 
2005). Thus, unlike most approaches to security that 
elevates the concept to the status of an unquestionable 
good that must be realized by the reference object, the 
Copenhagen school treats security as an agenda with its 
own dangers. To put it differently, Copenhagen school 
does not define security in terms of ‘more or less’ but 
rather conceptualizes whether or not an issue should be 
treated as security. Fundamentally, in securitization 
theory, “security is not to be considered an objective 
condition but an outcome of a specific social process” 
(Abrahamsen, 2005 pp 57). That is, in securitization 
theory under the Copenhagen school, security is not a 
natural given. So, if security is not a natural given, then 
how do we determine security for whom, from what? and 
by whom? Central to the notion of securitization under 
the Copenhagen School is the idea of “speech act”-a 
social construction through which security issues are 
represented and recognized.  

Moreover, the securitization framework is not only 
useful for exploring the securitization of Africa through 
‘speech act securitization theory offers an avenue to 
examine new sectors in security studies, in this case 
energy security, which more traditional security theories 
(primarily realism and its variants) are ill suited for. 
Security threats have traditionally been portrayed as 
mainly military in nature because of their potential to 
completely overthrow the existing political entity of the 
state. If political or economic means, however, could be 
employed to bring about a similar threat to the survival of 
the state as an independent, sovereign political unit, they 
will also be security threats (Weaver, 1995). In a nutshell,  

 
 
 
 
this implies that traditional security theories, such as 
realism, are not well-suited to analyzing non-military 
security threats, such as threats to the supply of 
resources like oil. By using securitization theory, the 
focus is shifted from whether oil supply is a security issue 
to how it has been presented as one. In the words of 
Abrahamsen (2005, p.59),“the process of securitization is 
[…] better understood as gradual and incremental, and 
importantly an issue can be placed on the security 
continuum without necessarily ever reaching the category 
of existential threat”. This perspective is considered 
useful in analyzing US engagement in Africa, as there 
has been no single defining moment where issues on the 
continent suddenly became an existential threat, but they 
have clearly been placed on the security agenda. In a 
similar fashion, McDonald also argues that securitization 
theory is too narrow and would benefit from certain 
aspects being broadened (McDonald, 2008).  

Specifically, the calls for greater security by 
multinational oil corporations such as Total, Chevron, BP 
etc. operating within the Niger Delta and other oil 
producing regions to secure their commercial interests 
have played a critical role in the securitization of oil by 
both African states and the corporations’ home 
governments. McDonald (2008) also argues that the 
context of securitizing acts is defined too narrowly, 
focusing only on the moment of intervention and not 
addressing the potential for security to be constructed 
over time. It is important to note that this point is relevant 
to the case of African resource extraction, as there is no 
single defining moment, but an accumulation of interests 
which span over a long period of time. Moving forward, 
when a matter becomes a security concern, it is seen as 
a threat to survival. For this reason, exceptional actions 
may be taken that go beyond standard political 
procedures. (Buzan et al. 1998). This process of 
securitization prioritizes quick action over thoughtful 
deliberation, which could potentially undermine the 
importance of diverse opinions and lead to an emphasis 
on executive-centered government, as well as the 
suppression of dissent (Roe, 2012, pp.252).  
 
 
Post-War African-US Relations: A Slow Start 
 

In order to understand the ongoing shift in US-Africa 
relations, it is necessary to contextualize the ever-
evolving, dynamic and historical context of U.S. 
perceptions of Africa’s geostrategic importance (before 
and after the Cold War) leading to the creation of the 
Africa Command Center (AFRICOM) in 2007. Throughout 
the 1940s, Africa was not a significant focus for the U.S. 
and was not included in the U.S. military command 
structure. Indeed, as at the end of the Second World War 
and the beginning of the Cold War, the only two 
geographic combatant centers that existed were the 
European Command and the U.S. Pacific Command  
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centers, created in 1947 (Brown, 2013). Despite the 
relative non-importance of the region to the U.S. security 
relations, the U.S. State Department established its Africa 
Bureau in 1958, signaling the importance it placed on 
political relations with the growing number of newly 
independent African countries (Anyaso, 2008). In 
contrast, the U.S. security establishment (especially the 
Department of Defense -DoD) only viewed Africa through 
the lens of Cold War geopolitics. Indeed, Africa remained 
a low security priority for the DoD, despite the numerous 
proxy wars the U.S elites overtly and covertly influenced 
on the continent in areas such as Mozambique, Angola, 
and South Africa (McFate, 2007). 

Until 1952, when several North African countries were 
added to the U.S. European command due to their 
historic ties to Europe, the majority of the continent 
remained outside of the geographic command (Brown, 
2013). However, the Cold War geopolitical power 
struggle for influence over newly independent African 
states prompted the U.S. to assign responsibility for sub-
Saharan Africa to the Atlantic Command (LANTCOM) in 
1960. This responsibility then shifted to the newly created 
Strike Command (STRICOM) in 1962, but this 
responsibility for Africa was eventually removed, leaving 
sub-Saharan Africa outside the U.S. military command 
structure until 1983, when the Cold War geopolitical 
power struggle once again brought attention to Africa 
(Congressional Research Service, 2011 as cite in Brown, 
2013). After the Cold War ended, the United States 
withdrew from Africa (Michaels, 1993; Ohaegbulam, 
2005). This retreat, however, was cut short by new claims 
about the humanitarian necessity of intervening in crises 
in places such as Burundi, Liberia, Sudan, among others. 
For the United States, humanitarian intervention was not 
a traditional security issue, but the argument was that it 
could be accomplished by America's unparalleled military 
might. Hence, the United States then supported a UN 
humanitarian intervention in Somalia in 1992 (Lawson, 
2007). In accordance with the securitization theory, the 
Department of Defense (DoD) stated in 1995 that the US 
had "very little traditional strategic interest in Africa," and 
Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) was ranked last in the 1998 
National Security Strategy Integrated Regional 
Approaches to Security (NDS, 1998 as cite in Walters & 
Seegers, 2012). 

Another important illustration is the period when 
President George W. Bush entered the White House. As 
he famously stated on the campaign trail in 2000, 
President Bush remarked that "while Africa may be 
important, it doesn't fit into the national strategic interests, 
as far as I can see'' (Fisher, 2001). For the author, this 
notion of implicit non-importance of Africa was marked by 
one line of reasoning which was to claim that Africa was 
barbaric. This gave the impression that Africa at that time 
was marked with continuous wars, public health crises 
and the likes. A typical example is the genocide recorded 
in Rwanda and the AIDS crises, both which claimed  

 
 
 
 
millions of lives and required external intervention. For 
the U.S., these disasters would drag the U.S into the 
continent since it is the only major country with 
unparalleled military and economic resources. Hence, the 
U.S. had to find a way not to get involved. However, the 
bombings of the United States embassies in Nairobi, 
Kenya, and Dares Salaam, Tanzania, in 1998, marked a 
turning point in the United States' strategic interest in 
Africa. The US Department of Defense (DoD) established 
the African Center for Security Studies in 1999 to aid in 
the development of US strategic policy toward Africa—a 
move that could be seen as a precursor to the 
establishment of AFRICOM in 2007 (Brown, 2013). 
Furthermore, the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 
(9/11), also marked a turning point in U.S. strategic policy 
toward Africa. Thus, the events of 9/11 forced the Bush 
Administration to reassess the continent and its place on 
the U.S. security agenda. 
 
 
Post 9/11 Securitization of Africa 
 

It is important to note that there is a considerable 
amount of literature which attempts to explain the Bush 
Administration’s reaction to the events of 9/11 and their 
response. First, one of the dominant explanations 
focused on the structural nature of power (Isikoff & Corn, 
2006). Here, scholars focused on how the US became 
complacent after defeating the Soviet Union in the 
geopolitical struggle. Hence, it was taken by surprise and 
shaken by the 9/11 attack. This implied that their 
response would primarily center on old pragmatic security 
efforts-` 'enemies are everywhere; they could strike at 
any moment; they could strike with devastating effect” 
(Walters & Seegers, 2012 p.27). Secondly, there has 
been discussion on the impersonal nature of power 
(Halloran, 2004). To them, the top hierarchy of the Bush 
White House (also referred to as ‘Vulcans’) all share 
similar experiences in their rise to power-radical 
opponents of the Vietnam Syndrome-hence, predisposed 
to a more executive-driven foreign policy characterized 
by war. A typical example is the National Security Advisor 
of President Bush, Condolezza Rice. In a statement, she 
remarked that, “there is no longer any doubt today 
thatAmericafacesanexistentialthreattooursecurity—
athreatasgreatasanywefacedduring the Civil War, World 
War II or Cold War” (Lefler, 2003, cites in Seegers, 2012, 
p. 28). 

Therefore, “our response involves far more than instant 
retaliation and isolated strikes. Americans should not 
expect one battle, but a lengthy campaign” (ibid). In a 
similar vein, other scholars argue that Vice President 
Cheney’s authoritarian personality may have contributed 
to the aggressive militarization response which defined 
America’s foreign policy post-9/11 (Seegers, 2012). 
Although, concerns about the integrity and sincerity of 
actors in the securitization process is not necessarily  
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important, in this case, it provides some context in 
understanding claims of the justification of the 
securitization and militarization of U.S foreign policy 
particularly toward Africa. Considering the posture and 
response of the American Government to the events of 
9/11, it is of no surprise that the executive began to 
seriously question the idea of separation of development 
and security. Thus, the view held that Africa had little or 
no impact on U.S. national security became counter-
productive in the eyes of the American government. 
Therefore, rather than seeing Africa as a continent where 
disasters are made-poverty, public health crises, 
incessant conflicts-the rhetoric now switched to a place of 
“high priority” on U.S. security agenda since the spillover 
effects of these issues could have significant impact on 
American soil (Duffield, 2014). 

Indeed, in the 2006 U.S. National Security Strategy, the 
Bush White House concluded that “Africa held growing 
geostrategic importance and had become a high priority” 
(McFate, 2007 p.3). The new ascendancy of Africa from 
the domains of non-strategic importance to geo-strategic 
importance did not only manifest in the core executive 
branch of the American government but also other private 
agencies such as Think Tanks, NGO’s, etc. According to 
Walters and Seegers (2012, p.29), just after two months 
of the 9/11 attack: The Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace (CEIP) held a briefing on “Africa, 
Islam and Terrorism”. The United States Institute of 
Peace (USIP) issued a special report on “Terrorism in the 
Horn of Africa”. The Council on Foreign Relations (CFR) 
established the first Africa policy division of any US think 
tank, promptly producing a series on the national security 
implications of the current African condition. In addition, 
the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) 
reported on the need for a comprehensive security-
development approach to underdevelopment in Africa. 
One of the obvious results of this new claim about Africa 
after the events of 9/11 was the “creation of the 
Combined Joint Task Force—Horn of Africa in 2002, 
ostensibly to capture Islamic fighters fleeing from 
Afghanistan and the Middle East” (Brown, 2013 p.6).  

Prior to the creation of this security architecture, 
Commander General John P. Abizaid of Central 
Command stated that he viewed the Horn of Africa as 
“vulnerable to penetration by regional extremist groups, 
terrorist activity, and ethnic violence” (Cradock, 2006 as 
cited in Brown, 2013 p. 6). In that same year, General 
Bantz Craddock, Jones’s successor, stated that Africa in 
recent years had posed “the greatest security stability 
challenge” to the U.S. European Command and” a 
separate command for Africa would provide better focus 
and increase synergy in support of U.S. policy and 
engagement.” (Ibid) For this reason, President George 
W. Bush decided in 2007 to create the United States 
Africa Command (AFRICOM) headquartered in Stuttgart, 
Germany. The creation of AFRICOM ushered a new 
U.S.-Africa relation, which is now often defined by  

 
 
 
 
security engagement and foreign security assistance. In a 
speech delivered on November 21, 2012, at Chatham 
House in London, United Kingdom (UK), AFRICOM 
Commander General Carter Hammade casual remarks 
reflecting the preceding timeline and how the U.S. have 
come to view Africa through a security lens (Brown, 2013, 
p. 13). 

Africa is not a part of the world that the United States 
military has focused on very intently until recently. We 
have had previously only a very small number of U.S. 
military intelligence analysts who focused on Africa and 
an extraordinary but small community of attachés with 
repetitive assignments and experiences on the African 
continent. That changed in the mid-2000s. Amid military 
engagement in other parts of the world, there was a 
growing recognition in the United States that Africa was 
increasingly important to the United States in a number of 
areas, certainly economically but politically and 
diplomatically as well from a development standpoint and 
also from a security standpoint. So, in the mid-2000s 
there was a decision to establish the United States 
military command that was exclusively focused on the 
African continent. In 2007, AFRICOM was established as 
a military command responsible for Africa, and it became 
fully operational in 2008 under General William E. Ward. 
This move replaced the U.S. European Command 
(EUCOM) and was motivated by the realization that 
Africa had vast oil reserves that were too strategically 
valuable to be lost to state failure (Brown, 2013). 
EUCOM's resources were being stretched as they spent 
over half their time dealing with African security 
challenges in 2006, which was a significant increase from 
just three years earlier (Ploch, 2011).  

AFRICOM's primary focus is to promote regional peace 
and security, which it achieves by concentrating on 
countering violent extremist organizations, supporting 
maritime security and combating illicit trafficking, and 
strengthening African defense capabilities (Varhola and 
Sheperd, 2013). Its main objective was to create a stable 
and secure environment in Africa that supports the 
foreign policy goals of the United States, primarily 
through military-to-military programs and operations. 
(Ploch, 2008) The command places a high priority on 
stability operations as they recognize that failing states 
and instability pose a significant threat to the interests of 
the U.S. and its allies, emphasizing that America is now 
more threatened by failing states than by conquering 
ones (Ploch, 2008). For instance, the Global Trends 2030 
report by the National Intelligence Council identified 
several African countries, particularly Nigeria, as being at 
risk of experiencing state failure due to various 
challenges they are facing and their limited ability to 
address them. Due to this fragile situation and the 
possibility of violent groups taking hold, the United States 
military is increasing its involvement in the region, mainly 
through AFRICOM. 

The creation of AFRICOM signaled a new prioritized  
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engagement between the U.S. and Africa. For Keenan 
(2008), Africa gained an increased geostrategic 
importance to the United States for three main reasons: 
(1) the war on terror (2) energy security concerns and (3) 
the eventful rise of China as a geopolitical rival. It is 
important to note that this increased geostrategic 
importance of Africa to the United States was a gradual 
process. Thus, in accordance with the version of the 
securitization framework advanced by Abrahamsen and 
McDonald (2005), this securitization of Africa did not 
happen overnight. It has rather been as low process 
which the author argues began to intensify after the end 
of the Cold War. Since Africa re-entered America’s 
worldview as an important part of its military command 
structure, anything which threatens its capacity to fulfill 
this role, including China, is dangerous and perceived as 
a potential threat to U.S. national security interests. 
 
 
China and Africa 
 

There is no shortage of literature on the rise of China 
as a global security actor and its adverse effects on 
U.S.’s political, economic and security interests across 
the globe (Gavin, 2021; Meierding and Sigman 2021; 
Soule, 2021; DoD, 2020, Edel and Brands, 2019; Roskin, 
2014; Yuan, 2010). Indeed, since President Xi Jinping 
assumed office in 2012, the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) has pursued more aggressive foreign policies 
abroad which has left many analysts especially in the 
West to raise concerns regarding China’s role in the 
international system. Specifically, for many scholars and 
foreign policy makers, Xi Jinping’s aggressive drive for 
international recognition is rooted in the ideals of China’s 
‘Great Rejuvenation’ or the ‘Chinese Dream’ (Langan 
2018, p. 90; Reeves 2018, p. 978). This concept of the 
“Chinese Dream” according to Wang (2013) reflects the 
CCP’s determination for China to claim back its rightful 
place as a great power within the international system. 
Essentially, as the continent with the largest number of 
developing countries, Africa represent if not the key, 
among, the key testing ground for “China’s evolving 
resource diplomacy and its efforts to ensure long-term 
economic security and influence” (Beeson 2018, p. 245). 

As should be noted, China’s relations with Africa are 
grounded in several factors including historical narratives 
and similar shared experiences (South-South solidarity). 
It is important to point out that this Sino-Africa 
relationship is not new and has long been a feature of 
Chinese foreign policy, characterized by a pattern of 
South-South development cooperation and shared 
identity with African people based on their experiences of 
imperialism and socio-economic developmental struggles 
(Okolo & Akwu, 2016; Reeves, 2018). For this reason, 
the CCP has constructed its African approach on the 
"Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence," which 
emphasize mutual respect for states’ sovereignty, mutual  

 
 
 
 
non-aggression, mutual non-interference, equality and 
mutual benefits, and peaceful coexistence. In 2006, 
China published its first African Policy Paper outlining its 
engagement with Africa as enshrining the principles of 
equality, non-interference, and mutual benefits (Chen, 
2016). This policy of "rayonnement" has been translated 
into effective diplomacy, comprehensive financial 
incentives in the form of development assistance, trade 
and investments, and military cooperation, as well as 
peacekeeping operations (Zhu, 2013). China's holistic 
approach to African relations has position edit as a key 
player in global power shifts, marking its inevitable ascent 
as a significant global power. 

In the context of the United States, there is no doubt 
that the phenomenal rise of China and its profound 
engagement with the continent in diverse areas and 
sectors account for the primary factor underlying 
America’s securitization of Africa. Indeed, as evidenced 
by Corrazzo and Marsh (2022), the concept of great 
power competition is critical to current U.S. defense and 
security policy. For instance, the 2015, 2017, and 2018 
National Defense and Security Strategy of the United 
States, emphasizes that “central challenge to U.S. 
prosperity and security is the re-emergence of long-term, 
strategic competition with the revisionist powers China 
and Russia'' (as cited in Corrazo& Marsh, 2022). 
Similarly, the Biden Administration has reiterated that its 
relationship with China will be competitive and managing 
it will be US’s “biggest geographical test of the 21st 
Century” (Associated Press, 2021). The key point is that 
China’s rapid and aggressive expansion on the continent 
has provoked great power anxiety for the United States 
especially as a challenge to its hegemonic status and 
ability to influence other nations economic, diplomatic 
and security decisions. It could, therefore, be argued that 
U.S. efforts to securitize Africa are largely in response to 
China’s deepening footprint on the continent which is 
perceived as a threat to U.S. hegemonic status. 

To sum up, the theoretical framework of securitization 
theory which attempts to understand how and why certain 
issues, states or groups of people come to be deemed 
security threats and what effects it has underscores the  
lens through which the geostrategic importance of Africa 
is viewed through securitization of issues (Balzacq, 
2005). As emphasized by Conteh-Morgan (2018) the 
articulation of securitization reflected in policy statements 
of these great powers particularly the United States, 
which deem certain issues as extreme threats to wit 
military strategies must be directed at to eliminate, is 
responsible for the heavy military footprint of foreign 
powers in Africa. In the other words, in the case of both 
the U.S. and China, the securitization of Africa has 
evolved from just policy statements to the physical heavy 
military presence (troops, bases, joint exercises, transfer 
of military equipment etc.) on the continent. The 
subsequent paragraphs will analyze the phenomenal rise 
of China, in addition to issues of transnational terrorism  
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and energy security as key factors underpinning U.S. – 
Africa relations through the lens of securitization theory. 
 
 
Securitization Factors 
 
This section discusses the causal factors for the US 
relations with Africa that is more or less securitized over 
time include: 
 
Terrorism 
 

The terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, brought 
significant changes to US foreign policy and the global 
security landscape. In response to the attacks, the United 
States launched a "war on terror" that aimed to root out 
terrorism globally. The war on terror has had significant 
implications for countries across the world, especially 
African countries that have seen a significant rise in the 
emergence and proliferation of terror groups, attacks and 
threats of attack. Thus, from the West, East, South and to 
the North of the African continent, the tales of threats of 
terror and activities of terror groups such as Boko Haram 
and Al-Shabaab have necessitated the war on terror; and 
this has in turn brought with it the securitization of the 
continent. One of the most significant impacts of the war 
on terror on Africa has been the expansion of US military 
presence on the continent. Since the launch of the war on 
terror, the US has established a network of military bases 
and operations in Africa. The US military has used these 
bases to conduct counter-terrorism operations and 
provide military training and support to African 
governments. 

Moreover, contemporary terrorism has become a 
pervasive phenomenon that affects every aspect of daily 
human life globally, including the conduct of foreign 
relations by state actors, corporate entities’ business 
practices, and the structure and pattern of security forces. 
The impact of terrorism has also influenced the thinking 
and approach of individual citizens and systems of 
government in modern societies (Efebeh, 2008). 
Although there is no universally accepted definition of 
terrorism, modern terrorism has several basic 
characteristics that are prevalent in various definitions. 
For instance, the African Union Convention on the 
Prevention and Combating of Terrorism (July 1999) 
defines terrorism broadly as “any act which is a violation 
of the criminal laws of a state party, and which may 
endanger the life, physical integrity…or cause serious 
injury or death to any person, any number of group of 
persons or causes damage to public or private property, 
natural resources, environment or cultural heritage.” 

Although the September 11 terrorist attacks on U.S. 
soil in 2001, appears to have deepened the war on terror 
especially on ‘weak and undeveloped states’ as safe 
havens for terror groups and by extension increasingly 
portrayed as security threats beyond their borders, the  

 
 
 
 
history of terrorism in Africa has its root in the early 
1990s.In Africa, the emergence of terrorism and terrorist 
attacks can be traced back to the early 1990s when 
Osama Bin Laden, the leader of the Al Qaeda network, 
sought refuge and operated in Sudan. From there, 
attacks were launched on Egyptian President Hosni 
Mubarak, and American embassies in Nairobi, Kenya and 
Dares Salaam, Tanzania in 1995 and 1998, respectively 
(Efebeh, 2022). These attacks on American interests 
prompted the bombing of a chemical plant in Sudan, 
which marked the beginning of the war on terror in Africa. 
The fight against terrorism then spread to Somalia, where 
some of the attackers were eventually apprehended and 
killed, coinciding with the rise of radical Islamic groups in 
the country. These attacks on American targets served 
as the foundation for the United States' policy towards 
terrorism in Africa. In North Africa, the existence of 
terrorist cells in Algeria, Libya, and Morocco was linked to 
attacks on London and Madrid. 

In a similar manner, the emergency of Boko Haram in 
Nigeria portrayed Africa as a security threat to the West 
especially the United States even further. Thus, in 2009, 
the Nigeria law enforcement agency resorted to extra-
judicial killing of Usman Mohammed Yusuf, the founder of 
Boko Haram, who was in police custody. The assumption 
was that this action would deter Boko Haram members 
from engaging in further violent activities. However, 
contrary to expectations, Yusuf's death triggered intense 
fighting and terrorist attacks against the Nigerian state 
and its citizens, leading to an escalation and spread of 
conflicts.Infact,between2009and June 2020, Boko Haram 
has caused significant damage, killing over 36,000 
people, displacing over 1.8 million people, and leaving 
hundreds of thousands injured (Efebeh, 2022). The group 
has been associated with international terrorist 
organizations such as the AlQaeda network and the 
Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). As of now, Boko 
Haram has renamed itself as the Islamic State of West 
Africa Province (ISWAP). To the West, especially the 
United States, these events demonstrate Africa as a 
haven for terrorist groups whose actions have national 
security implications on the U.S. Thus, Africa is 
increasingly viewed as a potential breeding ground for 
terrorism, insurgency, and instability that can spillover to 
other sides of the world, as Osama Bin Laden’s use of 
Afghanistan as a staging ground for the September 11, 
2001 attacks on U.S. soil demonstrated. (Abrahamsen 
2004 as cited in Power, 2014).  

In Africa, military operations are taking place in various 
hotspots with support from both local and foreign allies, in 
the form of military hardware and software supplies. In 
2002, the United States established the Combined Joint 
Task Force in the Horn of Africa (CJTF-HOA) and 
stationed troops in Djibouti to combat terrorism. (Keenan, 
2008) In 2003, $100 million was released to improve 
border control, intelligence building, and state capacity in 
East Africa, to curb the flow of arms, personnel, illicit  
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funds, and other forms of support going to terrorists in the 
Horn and East Africa from the Middle East (Keenan, 
2008). The Europe Command (EUCOM) was responsible 
for military training and support operations in the Sahel 
region, aimed at containing the Islamic radical GLPF in 
Algeria, and later expanded to cover North Africa and the 
entire Sahel region (Serafino, 2013). When the Islamic 
Court Movement took over Somalia in 2006, US counter-
terrorism efforts intensified, and the US supported 
Ethiopia's invasion of Somalia. In 2007, the United States 
announced the establishment of the unified African 
Command (AFRICOM) to coordinate the different military 
programs in Africa, as it became clear that Africa was not 
immune to terrorism and its threats. 

The primary categories of assistance provided by 
Section 1206/333 in Sub-Saharan Africa include combat 
operations, military aircraft, logistics, and command and 
control. From this key data and trend, it is not only 
indicative of the fact the war on terror has turned Africa 
into a hotbed of U.S. military operations but more 
importantly, the securitization of the continent is also a 
boost to the military industrial complex, as sales of arms 
and ammunitions takes precedence over fundamental 
bread and butter issues. To end here, the security 
concerns posed by terrorism and its potential to 
destabilize an already fragile continent, coupled with the 
Middle East's current instability, have contributed to a 
securitized relationship between the United States and 
Africa. This securitization is particularly evident in 
countries that are considered particularly susceptible to 
terrorism or other violent insurgencies. The manifestation 
of this heightened security posture takes the form of 
increased military aid, the provision of military equipment, 
and enhanced military training. Such measures are 
intended to enhance the capacity of African countries to 
respond effectively to the threat of terrorism and other 
violent insurgencies and to maintain stability in the region 
(albeit for the strategic interests of the United States). 
 
 
Energy Security 
 

The United States’ dependence on oil has long 
influenced its foreign policy. U.S. oil development spans 
three major periods: the rise of oil as a commodity, 
beginning in 1850; the post–World War II age of 
geopolitical competition; and the post–Cold War era of 
deregulation and diversification. Most recently, Russia’s 
war with Ukraine has aggravated geopolitical tensions 
and revived the debate about U.S. energy independence 
(Council on Foreign Relations, June 2022). Energy 
security has become a major concern for the United 
States in recent years. The country has been heavily 
dependent on foreign oil to meet its energy demands, 
making it vulnerable to fluctuations in global energy 
markets and geopolitical instability in oil-producing 
regions. This has led to the securitization of energy as a  

 
 
 
 
critical component of U.S. foreign policy, particularly in 
Africa, where the United States has significant energy 
interests. During the 1980s, the discourses of security 
were mainly dominated by nuclear weapons, the arms 
race, and deterrence theory. After the Cold War, there 
was a growing awareness that “war was disappearing as 
an option in relations amongst a substantial group of 
states” (Buzan1997, p. 6). As a result, Security Studies 
underwent a split between those who believed it should 
remain focused only on military issues, those who 
advocated for broadening the security agenda to include 
areas such as energy security, and those who questioned 
the entire conceptualization of security at its roots 
(Buzan, 1997).  

The securitization of energy, especially affordable oil 
supply, first became linked to national security during 
World War I, when British and American navies began to 
transition from coal to oil as their primary source of power 
(Dahl, 2001). Thus, at the onset of World War I, oil 
became vital for modern warfare, fueling ships, land 
vehicles and airplanes. Hence, as more military forces 
became reliant on oil to function effectively on the 
battleground, securing access to this ‘black gold’ became 
a national security concern for many nations. The United 
States, for instance, during the war period supplied its 
allies-France and Britain- with oil to power their military. 
However, as the war alliance against Germany began to 
increase, the Wilson administration could no longer step-
up efforts to supply oil to Britain and France, as it could 
no longer meet both its domestic and war demands. 
Hence the United States began to import oil from Mexico 
to close the demand gap. During this same period, the 
United States Geological Survey (USGS) predicted that 
the nation's oil reserves would be depleted within a 
decade, leading to the first oil security concerns in the 
country. Despite being the world's largest producer of oil 
at the time, generating approximately one million barrels 
per day and accounting for 65% of global oil production, 
more than 90% of this output was consumed 
domestically.  

In the aftermath of World Wars, oil still emerged as a 
crucial element in modern economies, thereby becoming 
a vital component of national economic security and 
military preparedness. The pursuit of foreign oil resources 
gained momentum during the immediate post-war period, 
when the United States became a net importer of oil in 
1947 due to rising domestic consumption (Ross, 2013). 
Although the U.S. was initially able to regulate its oil 
production from East Texas, it eventually reached peak 
production in 1970, leaving only OPEC countries with 
surplus capacity (Ross, 2013). The series of oil supply 
disruptions in the 1950s and 1960s, coupled with the 
1973 oil embargo, set the stage for the Carter Doctrine of 
1980. The Carter Doctrine unequivocally declared that 
safeguarding the flow of oil from the Persian Gulf was a 
vital interest of the U.S., and that any attempt to interfere 
with this flow would be met with necessary force (Klare,  
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2001). According to Klare and Volman's (2006) analysis, 
the global oil supply faces mounting pressures due to its 
diminishing quantity and the need to reduce reliance on 
the volatile Middle East. This has led to a renewed 
interest in African oil reserves. The authors argue that the 
exploitation of African oil resources could serve as a 
means of prolonging the eventual depletion of global oil 
and may potentially trigger a "scramble" for African oil 
between Western powers and China. 

In Nigeria's oil industry, piracy, sabotage, and oil theft 
pose significant challenges to many international oil 
companies such as Exxon, Chevron, Shell, Total, and Eni 
who own and operate both onshore and offshore 
production and distribution networks (Peele, 2010). For 
instance, in 2003, Shell commissioned are port that 
estimated the daily theft of up to 685,000 barrels of oil, 
equivalent to one-third of total production. (Ibid) Indeed, 
due to the increasing issues of sabotage, piracy, and oil 
theft, Nigeria is facing a record reduction in oil production, 
dropping from the first largest producer in Africa to the 
fourth, behind Angola, Algeria and Libya (VOA, 2022). 
Additionally, the Nigerian government is currently 
grappling with a severe security crisis in the northern 
region of the country, which has been instigated by 
terrorist organizations such as Boko Haram and Ansaru. 
Moreover, there is a legitimate concern that Nigeria may 
follow the path of Sudan, which experienced a civil war 
resulting in a crippled oil production industry, and any cut 
in Nigeria’s oil production by as much as a quarter will 
have a significant effect on global oil prices. As a result, 
ensuring uninterrupted oil supply from the region as 
observed in the Middle East has been declared a 
“national security interest and followed by arms for oil 
agreements, weapons sales, military aid and training, 
military bases, and even deployment of military forces” 
(Klare and Volman, 2006 p. 298). 

Political disruptions have taken place in Africa, 
particularly Nigeria, have significantly impacted the global 
oil market. As a result, the recent gains made by the 
United States in shale oil production have been 
essentially wiped out (Johnson, 2013). In addition, this 
situation has the capability to reduce the spare 
production capacity of countries such as Saudi Arabia, 
which must increase their oil production to compensate 
for the global shortfall. Moreover, the interconnectedness 
of the global economy means price hikes resulting from 
significant cuts in global oil supply have a lasting impact 
on the U.S. economy. Therefore, even though the United 
States is importing less oil from Nigeria (currently down to 
about 3.5% as of 2020), other countries, especially U.S. 
allies and key geopolitical competitors such as China still 
rely on such producers. For example, European imports 
of Nigerian oil stands at 14% and is expected to increase 
to about 40% due to fallouts of the Russian-Ukraine crisis 
(Reuters, 2022). 
 
 

 
 
 
 
The China Factor 
 

China’s rising influence in Africa and its strategic 
partnerships with African nations have gained global 
attention, particularly among the Western nations. The 
United States considers China's increasing footprint on 
the continent as a threat to its strategic and economic 
interests in Africa. This has led to the securitization of the 
U.S. foreign policy towards Africa. This section focuses 
on the rise of China as a factor for the securitization of 
U.S. foreign policy in Africa. As stated earlier, the 
increasing importance of China in the international 
system has been a significant factor contributing to the 
securitization of Africa. Following the economic reforms 
of Deng Xiaoping in the 1970s and 1980s, China has 
emerged as a significant actor in the global arena. As the 
world's second-largest economy, China's demand for raw 
materials, particularly oil, has increased exponentially, 
most of which can be obtained from developing countries. 
Since the 1990s, China has been actively working to 
bolster its diplomatic and economic influence in 
developing countries, utilizing its considerable financial 
resources to finance infrastructure projects, resource 
development, and Chinese companies in some of the 
world's poorest nations (Winton, 2013). 

In the realm of the U.S.-Africa relations, China presents 
a major challenge to the United States, in both economic 
and security terms. Unlike the traditional extractive 
approach of Western countries, China regards Africa not 
only as a source of raw materials such as oil and 
minerals but also as a market and investment destination. 
In the period leading up to 2012, China-Africa trade had 
expanded by a factor of twenty, reaching a total volume 
of $200 billion, a level that exceeded that of any other 
major trading partner of Africa, including the United 
States, Britain, and France (Gavin, 2021). Indeed, by 
2009, China had become Africa's top trading partner, a 
position that it has since maintained, surpassing the 
European Union and other significant trading blocs in the 
process. Presently, due to supply chain disruptions 
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, the value of China-
Africa trade was valued at $176 billion in 2020, down 
from $192 billion the previous year (CARI, 2021). At the 
same time, however, Africa accounts for about only two 
percent of total U.S. exports and imports merchandise, 
which is valued at about $37 billion as of 2021 (Kronsten, 
2022). 

Chinese armored military vehicles, and nearly 20% of 
all military vehicles on the continent are imported from 
China (WSJ, 2022). This demonstrates a sharp increase 
in Chinese military sales to Africa in the last few decades, 
compared to the United States. Although China is not the 
only nation that supplies arms to Africa, its contribution to 
the militarization process is significant, primarily through 
the transfer of small arms and light weapons to conflict 
zones and dictatorial regimes in Africa. The transfer of 
Small Arms Light Weapons (SALW) by China to Africa is  
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a dominant feature of the arms trade, as these weapons 
are inexpensive and easy to operate, making them a 
common feature in ethno-political conflicts and 
government-rebel clashes in countries such as the 
Central African Republic, Sudan, South Sudan, the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, and Zimbabwe, among 
others (Conteh-Morgan, 2019). As Earl Conteh-Morgan 
(2019, p. 87) concludes that China’s militarization of the 
continent via arms transfer is now a reality because of its 
strategy of making its weapons: (i) 
affordable/inexpensive; (ii) available for all because  of its 
arms transfer or military relationship with both strategic 
and non-strategic African countries such as Egypt, South 
Africa, and Zimbabwe on the one hand, and Eritrea, 
Equatorial Guinea, Burundi, or Sierra Leone on the other; 
and (iii) aggressive and effective marketing of both its 
sophisticated and SALWs infrequent and regular arms 
exhibits throughout the continent. 

According to some analysts, China's foreign aid and 
investment practices contribute to exacerbating this 
trend, as they are primarily focused on meeting China's 
own economic development needs. Most of the economic 
assistance provided by China is targeted towards 
securing access to raw materials, such as oil, minerals, 
timber, and agricultural products (Lum, 2009). In addition, 
Chinese investment in developing countries is often 
considered more appealing than that of Western 
countries, given China's tendency to link investment to 
other infrastructure projects, such as the construction of 
ports and roads (Alden, 2007). For instance, before 
China became an importer of Angolan oil in the early 
2000s, the United States was the leading consumer of 
Angolan oil. However, a $2 billion oil-backed loan 
pledged by the Export-Import Bank of China in 2004 for 
the reconstruction of the country’s infrastructure marked 
the beginning of a fully-fledged Sino-Angolan partnership. 
This rapid transformation of Sino-Anglo ties from a 
moderate partnership to a fully-fledged economic and 
political partnership in a relatively small amount of time 
portrays how China is utilizing its diplomatic, institutional, 
and financial power to achieve a more asymmetrical or 
even more superior level of influence with African states. 

The United States, in response, has been grappling 
with its long-term posture on the continent. This is 
particularly evident as the rivalry against China in Africa 
has seen a progression from neutral or even positive to 
negative. As remarked by then Assistant Secretary of 
State Jonny Carson in February 2010: “China is a very 
aggressive and pernicious economic competitor with no 
morals. China is not in Africa for altruistic reasons. China 
is in Africa for China primarily” (Shinn, 2012 as cited in 
Conteh-Morgan, 2019 p. 46). Hence, the U.S. reaction to 
China’s aggressive and expansive geo-strategy in Africa 
has been rooted in AFRICOM, which although is a 
military command, is multi-functional for purposes of 
maintaining its hegemonic world order. In this sense, it 
could be argued that with the establishment of AFRICOM  

 
 
 
 
in 2007, the United States launched its China 
containment policy on the continent. This strategy 
involves an ever-increasing American presence within the 
region to counterbalance the rapid growth of China’s 
multipronged Africa engagement, which is becoming 
increasingly worrisome to the West. In fact, according to 
the US National Defense Business Operations Plan 
(2018-2022), the US military manages a ‘global portfolio 
that consists of more than 568,000 assets (buildings and 
structures), located at nearly 4,800 sites worldwide 
(TheIntercept,2022). 

Violent ISIS affiliates active in the Sahel region, 
including Boko Haram, al-Shabaab, and al-Qaeda, as 
well as other extremist groups, do not only pose a threat 
to other regions of the continent but more importantly, a 
challenge to U.S. security interests. According to 
AFRICOM, the United States kept around 6,000active-
duty troops on the continent in 2017 (Turse, 2020). While 
China’s aggressive and expansive operations in Africa do 
not pose any immediate danger or threat to the United 
States, it has been interpreted by some (U.S. foreign 
policymakers) as a significant manifestation of China's 
growing geopolitical power and influence, which could 
ultimately challenge the United States' hegemony in the 
future. From the United States’ perspective, China’s 
involvement in Africa is premised on the sole aim of 
scrambling Africa’s natural resources such as oil and 
other precious earth minerals (Klare and Volman, 2006). 
Thus, China thrives on its long-standing policy of ‘non-
interference’ to aid and abet authoritarian regimes and 
dictators on the continent to gain access to critical natural 
resources. China, on the other hand, argues that 
attempts by the United States and its allies to block and 
discredit China’s involvement in Africa is rooted in the 
grand strategy of maintaining the current neoliberal 
international order, and more importantly, China 
containment policy, which only worsens the current 
geopolitical rivalry between the two global powers (Yi-
Chong, 2008). 
 
 
Ignored but Growing: Gauging African Agency in the 
US-China Geopolitical Power Struggle on the 
Continent 
 

As emphasized earlier, the competitive power struggle 
between the United States and China for geopolitical 
influence and control of natural resources and markets in 
Africa has led to the formation of AFRICOM. This has 
been seen as a response to the ‘Chinese Question’ in the 
continent, which has two broad interpretations. From the 
African point of view, China is viewed as a late colonizer 
in Africa, seeking territories, trade, markets, and 
resources through the strategic use of both soft and hard 
power, with imperialistic undertones (Obi, 2008; Large, 
2008; Klare and Volman 2006) in the continent, which is 
particularly prevalent among radical African and Africanist  
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scholarship seeking to reassert a new form of agency in 
Africa’s external relations. On the other hand, from the 
United States perspective, the ‘China Question’ 
encompasses the growing economic dominance of 
markets, increasing militarization, and the spread of 
China's State capitalism, poor human rights records, 
corrupt practices, and more importantly, the ideological 
threats to the neoliberal world order (Townsend, 2021; 
Mearsheimer, 2001). 

Gauging African agency on the U.S/China geopolitical 
struggle on the continent can be quite an uphill task 
especially considering the fact Africa is such a diverse 
continent with varied goals, norms, and societal 
practices. It is important to note that the concept of 
‘agency’ refers to the ability of actors to make 
independent decisions and take actions that shape their 
own destinies. Indeed, Andreasson (2013, p.144), 
defines agency as the “ability of states as the primary 
actors in the international system, to generate and deploy 
arrange of capabilities (hard and soft) in the pursuit of 
their national interest”. In the case of Africa's voice in the 
US-China strategic rivalry, agency refers to the ability of 
African states and other actors to make choices that 
influence the competition between the two great powers. 
In the last few decades, concerns over issues of the U.S. 
expanding military footprint in Africa have been on the 
forefront of African agencies in international politics. From 
the African government's perspective, the militarization of 
U.S. relations with Africa, especially the establishment of 
AFRICOM in 2007 were initially characterized with 
confusion and distrust (Africa Action, 2008). 

Though certain government leaders have been very 
supportive of the expanding U.S. military presence, 
especially with regards to the operations of AFRICOM, 
other agents such as civil society leaders, academicians, 
journalists and the general populace even within Nigeria 
have found more platforms (civil suits, demonstrations, 
social media campaigns etc.) to assert their agency of re-
imagining not only a new U.S. Africa relations but also a 
new form of partnership with emerging powers such as 
China, Russia, India that is based on mutual partnerships 
and not dependency. For instance, in April 2018, 
thousands of Ghanaians took to the streets of Accra to 
protest a military pact between the government of Ghana 
and Washington that would give the U.S. military an 
expanded role in Ghana (Searcy & Schmitt, 2018). 
Similarly, in October 2020, a group of environmental 
advocates from Ghana, led by the non-governmental 
organization A Rocha Ghana, filed a complaint in the 
High Court of Accra seeking to halt a $2-billion 
infrastructure-for-natural resources agreement between 
the government and Sinohydro (a Chinese 
conglomerate). These two instances reflect the growing 
intensity at which African citizens want to assert Africa’s 
agency in critical issues such as the sovereignty of 
African countries, the function of the U.S. military in 
administering development assistance, and U.S.-China  

 
 
 
 
interests in controlling access to African resources at the 
expense of ordinary Africans. 
 
 
Problematizing Securitization: Why does it Matter? 
 

It is widely argued that securitization of issues often 
exacerbates problems rather than providing solutions. 
This is particularly true in the case of US policy towards 
Africa, where securitization has marginalized 
development agencies such as USAID and undermined 
policies aimed at promoting good democracy (Ploch, 
2010). Complaints of extrajudicial killings, torture, 
corruption, and excessive use of force are frequently 
directed at the militaries and security forces of countries 
like Kenya, Ethiopia, Uganda, Sudan, and Burundi. It is 
believed that governments use the need to combat 
terrorism and maintain stability as a pretext for using 
security forces to suppress dissent and remain in power. 
The disproportionate allocation of government budgets 
towards defense over development and diplomatic 
operations has raised concerns about the extent to which 
the Pentagon has influenced the direction of USA 
fricapolicy away from civilian agencies towards military 
and security actors (Keenan, 2019). 

The Democratic Republic of the Congo offers an 
example of the negative effects of prolonged armed 
conflict, as increased police and military expenditure has 
reduced funding for health and education (UNDP, 2010). 
Also, in the Central African Republic, insecurity and 
political instability have led to damage to administrative 
and economic infrastructure, causing many organizations 
and development partners to leave the country, thereby 
reducing its capacity to meet its development goals 
(UNDP, 2010). Furthermore, Nigeria has also 
experienced negative consequences resulting from 
decades of civil war and misrule by military regimes, 
including widespread poverty, (currently 63% of people 
living within Nigeria, about 130 million are considered 
multi-dimensionally poor) rampant corruption, and failing 
government institutions (World Bank 2022; Afrodad, 
2005).One may argue that the concept of securitization, 
which involves framing a particular issue as a security 
threat, may not be inherently bad as it can generate a 
sense of ‘urgency’ and stimulate action from top-level 
policymakers. Specifically, in the context of U.S.- Africa 
engagement, securitization could potentially serve to 
combat the ‘marginalization’ of the continent’s challenges 
and increase development aid to a populace 
experiencing economic recession and government 
austerity measures (Abrahamsen, 2004). For instance, 
U.S. aid to African nations experienced a sharp decline in 
the 1990s at the end of the Cold War, when it was no 
longer in geopolitical competition with the Soviet Union. 
The problem is that the securitization of an issue can 
result in its framing as a matter of threat and defense, 
and assign the primary responsibility for its resolution to  
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the state (Waever, 1998).  
For Waever (1998), this is not out of reach, as 

securitization can fail, and issues can be securitized. 
Because of this, he favors de-securitization-where issues 
are moved out of ‘high’ stake politics into ‘normal’ stake 
politics and dealt with through the established political 
system (Buzanetal. 1998). For instance, rather than pour 
billions of dollars into combating global terror-build 
indigenous capacity to secure porous borders, train 
military forces, and build local law enforcement and 
intelligence infrastructure to deny terrorist havens in 
Africa-the United States can frame the issues as human-
centered development. In this regard, the primary 
responsibility falls on the United States Agency for 
International Development or the State Department and 
not the DoD. It is important to note that the problem of 
ensuring peace in Africa is one where the lines between 
development and security are mostly blurred. Indeed, as 
evidenced by President Obama in 2009 that “as long as 
parts of Africa continue to be ravaged by war and 
mayhem, opportunity and democracy cannot take root” 
(Obama, 2013 as cited in Power, 2014 p. 67). As a result, 
the provision of development in such an environment 
inevitably involves the use of military and security 
assistance, which unfortunately changes the dynamic of 
the partnership immediately. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 

This paper has attempted to analyze the logic of 
securitization of US foreign policy towards Africa in recent 
years, with a particular emphasis on energy security, 
terrorism, and the rise of China as geopolitical rival to 
U.S. hegemony. While the continent of Africa has 
historically been considered of non-geostrategic 
relevance, it has gone through major geopolitical power 
struggles, leading to increased competition for 
commerce, political influence, and access to the 
continent’s resources. The rise of China has further 
intensified this competition, contributing to the 
securitization of US foreign policy towards Africa. The 
establishment of AFRICOM in 2007 is indicative of this 
shift to securitization, with energy security and terrorism 
also being key factors. The US has long been dependent 
on oil as a major source of energy, and this dependency 
has had a significant impact on its foreign policy, leading 
to a search for alternative sources, such as Africa. 
Additionally, the threat of terrorism and internal conflict 
has further contributed to the securitization of US foreign 
policy towards Africa. While governance and 
development issues remain important, there is evidence 
that the goals and objectives of the US national security 
establishment and foreign policy elites are taking 
precedence over them. Overall, the securitization of US 
foreign policy towards Africa has had significant 
implications for the continent's political and economic  

 
 
 
 
development, as well as for US interests in the region. It 
is important to note that the securitization of Africa was 
analyzed through an in-depth analysis of the U.S. 
relationship with Africa, which was chosen due to its 
significant oil production, vulnerability to terrorism, and 
rapidly expanding Chinese presence. Future research 
could expand upon this study by undertaking a multiple 
case study analysis by mapping U.S. relationship with 
African states that lack valuable oil resources or have not 
experienced terrorism to determine which factor is most 
influential in the securitization process. 
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