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Introduction

Security and the economy are inextricably linked. Although this statement may sound 
somewhat contemporary in the context of the discipline of Security Studies, where 
state-centered militarism used to be the sine qua non,1 the relationship between the 
two can be traced back to John Locke, who delimited the boundaries of government to 
the role of securing individual property rights. This relationship is particularly true for 
Africa, where the security motives which inspire political elites to do what they do are 
generally related to the control of economic resources as well as preserving incumbent 
power structures. While there continued to be systematic exploitation and degradation 
in the civic aspect of African public life,2 the Organization of African Unity (OAU) 
also proved to be a political burden as it “degenerated into a club for African presidents 
to band together.”3 At the same time, however, the failure of the OAU gave African 
leaders renewed impetus for reinvigorating an “African way of doing things.”4

The transformation process culminated in 2002 with the founding of the African 
Union (AU). As described in the New African Initiative in 2001,5 the AU was not 
only about establishing a peace and security agenda, but also about political and 
economic integration, sustainable development, and societal renaissance. The ethos of 
the millennium African renaissance has been officially enshrined in the Constitutive 
Act of the AU (hereafter referred to as the Constitutive Act). According to Article 3 
of the Constitutive Act, accelerating the “political and socio-economic integration of 
the continent” is the third highest priority out of 14 objectives and is preceded only by 
the two most fundamental objectives—with one being achieving unity and solidarity 
between the African countries, and the other being defending their sovereignty, 
territorial integrity, and independence—which themselves are the AU’s raison d’être.6

Viewed in this light, any observation about the security issues in Africa requires 
the consideration of the relationship between security and the economy. In this regard, 
this study gives particular attention to two concepts. The first concept is the framework 
of the Regional Economic Communities (RECs).7 The fact that the RECs have been 
at the forefront of advancing peace and security issues in the continent demonstrates 
that analyzing African issues within the context of the security–economy nexus 
is essential. As a second approach, this study explores the concept of the African 
Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), an Africa-wide trade deal that commenced as 
of 1 January 2021. The AfCFTA consists of the eight RECs as the officially recognized 
building trade blocs. Given the significance of the RECs in peace and security issues, 
the establishment of the AfCFTA is expected to influence the formation of security 
discourse in the region.

Before proceeding further, one caveat is necessary. This is an article focusing on 
the discursive condition and conceptual potential of the AfCFTA in the African context 
while delineating ways in which pertinent discourses have evolved and changed. 
Therefore, it does not represent all strands of discussion regarding the relationships 
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between security and the economy, nor is it an attempt to evaluate the effectiveness of 
a free trade deal.

The rest of this article proceeds in four sections. The first section reviews the 
security–economy nexus of Africa alongside the conceptual and theoretical framework. 
The second focuses on the way African security issues have been dealt with in the 
context of the RECs. In the process, the role of the African Peace and Security 
Architecture (APSA) will be highlighted as it is directly responsible for security-
related issues, with the RECs being a physical medium for security implementation. 
The third section illustrates the future role of the AfCFTA, through the lens of the 
stated goals, aspirations, and implications of the deal, thereby presenting a possibility 
of restructuring the security discourse in Africa. To conclude, the fourth section 
summarizes the lessons observed from the previous sections.

Security–Economy Nexus

As noted earlier, the relationship between security and the economy has long been 
embedded in the Lockean proviso, before the disciplines of International Relations and 
Security Studies (as a sub-discipline of International Relations) turned their attention 
to the dynamics of changing relations.8 Albeit with some criticism that Locke’s 
Second Treatise was presented in the justification of a bourgeois state,9 the proviso at 
the same time emphasizes that governments can be replaced with new governments 
if they fail to protect individual property rights. Moreover, it also states that people 
“have the right to some property if […] there is enough and as good left for others.”10 
In sum, Locke’s political philosophy laid the foundation for the security–economy 
nexus by highlighting the relationship between two agents: the trustors who “retain the 
[property; economic] right to resist and reject government” and the trustees who could 
be discharged in the event they lose their credibility with the trustors on the issue of 
security.11

The current literature on the relationship between security and the economy has 
revolved on the trade–conflict nexus along with the effect of regional integration.12 
This trend should come as no surprise, given that international trade has become 
increasingly important in a global system. Vinod K. Aggarwal and Kristi Govella 
delineate various levels of linkage between trade and security by examining the traits 
of each trade bloc’s relationship with security. For instance, non-trade issues have 
been an important part of the World Trade Organization (WTO) and the Asia–Pacific 
Economic Cooperation (APEC). In the cases of the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), traditional 
security concerns were critical to their foundation.13

The linking of the economy to security is underpinned by trade policy, specifically 
in the form of a free trade agreement (FTA). Among others, bilateral accords in East 
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Asia have so far been conspicuous. Through an FTA with ASEAN, China had made 
attempts to mitigate the perceived sense of a “China Threat.” Japan’s initiations to 
support FTAs with ASEAN and Australia were intended to balance against China’s 
rise. Some claim that South Korea has “securitized” FTAs. For example, the Korea–U.S. 
FTA, in particular, has been perceived as an outgrowth of a combination of economic 
benefits and strategic interests.14 For Seoul, the FTA with the United States is the “key 
to the survival […] that is sandwiched between China and Japan.”15

Of course, the regional security dynamics in Africa are different from those in 
Asia. The economy of Africa is undiversified. Except for those who operate inside 
the state apparatus, most people are excluded and denied access to major resources. 
Given this context, the idea of fostering a diversified and broad-based productive 
economy is not an urgent option for political elites already established within the 
existing political system, which is exploitative in nature. Clientelism, a patronage 
system which pervaded the power structures of post–colonial African leaders, has long 
been practiced in obtaining and sustaining political support. Rent-seeking behavior 
has emerged alongside clientelism and become prevalent. Above all, it is the state 
resources—with their opportunities for economic gain—that have been at the center of 
these neopatrimonial practices.16

With all this in mind, for a conceptual and theoretical framework for analysis, this 
article draws on a combination of the concept of extractive/inclusive institutions and 
securitization. According to Daron Acemoglu and James A. Robinson, in the sphere of 
political extractive institutions, decision-making power is concentrated “in the hands 
of a narrow elite” and “economic institutions are then often structured by this elite to 
extract resources from the rest of the society.”17 In a related vein, inclusive economic 
institutions can be “forged on foundations laid by inclusive political institutions, which 
make power broadly distributed in society.”18 Viewed in this terminology, despite some 
progress towards equal rights and economic growth in recent decades, as noted above, 
the African continent—in which the majority of leaders are semi-democratic—still 
largely remains based in extractive institutions.

Related to this point is the identification of the units of analysis: agents who 
constitute the condition of either extractive or inclusive institutions, on the one hand, 
and the values that are being claimed by the agents, on the other hand. In this respect, 
this article draws attention to securitization theory that offers the units of security 
analysis (security actors and referent objects), which can be used as a common thread 
in explaining the nexus between security and the economy. Security actors refer to 
those who design and utter what constitutes a security issue. Common players in 
this role exist within the realm of the elite social strata, such as political leaders and 
governing bureaucracies. In the case of Africa, as noted above, those operating within 
the inner circle of clientelism might well be the security actors. Referent objects refer 
to the things that have a “legitimate claim to survival.”19 Referent objects can vary. 
For example, the state (or sovereignty) has long been conceived to be the sole and 
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representative object of which survival must be protected at all costs. Aside from this, 
religion, identity, “secure property rights, the law, public services, and the freedom to 
contract and exchange” could all be considered as referent objects.20

Securitization theory’s epistemological premise posits that security is a speech 
act.21 Put otherwise, securitization theory is about analyzing the performative power 
of discourse.22 As Vivien A. Schmidt observes, discourse is “not only what you say, 
however; it includes to whom you say it, how, why, and where in the process of policy 
construction and political communication.”23 Security is neither solely objective nor 
merely subjective. Securitization is an intersubjective and illocutionary process.24 

Widening the sectors of security, therefore, is one of the most distinguishing pillars 
for the theory.25 The securitization framework in this sense is particularly suitable for 
dealing with the dynamics of security and the economy, which can fluctuate depending 
on the extent to which political/economic institutions are extractive (or inclusive). The 
critical point here is that “the kind of Africa” observed in the 21st century alludes to 
both characteristics: linkages between regional trade blocs and security, on the one 
hand, and on the other, the effect of FTAs on security discourse. Figure 1 illustrates the 
conceptual and theoretical framework for this study in a parallel structure.

The number of security actors Small
Narrow

Extractive Inclusive

Large
ExtensiveThe scope of referent objects

Political/Economic institutions

Figure 1. A Parallel Spectrum for Analysis26

Security under Regional Economic Communities

Regional cooperation and integration are, of course, not exclusive to Africa, but the 
role of RECs is of great significance to achieving the aforementioned objectives of 
Africa with a whole-of-continent effort. As Article 3 of the Constitutive Act stipulates, 
in order to achieve the gradual attainment of the AU objectives, coordinating and 
harmonizing between the existing and future RECs is critical. In other words, 
promoting pan-continental unity is simply not possible without the trade blocs. Indeed, 
the continent that is larger than China, India, and the United States combined cannot 
stand alone unless RECs are successfully established.

It is in this context that regional integration has been “regarded as a possible 
panacea for the continent’s political and economic governance problem.”27 The Abuja 
Treaty in 1991 was a turning point in moving the integration movement forward.28 
Article 4 of the Treaty reads “[The objectives of the RECs] shall be to promote 
economic, social and cultural development and the integration of African economies 
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in order to increase economic self-reliance.” Another milestone, the Sirte Declaration 
in 1999, served as a bridge between the pre-AU and AU eras. The establishment of the 
AU was decided in Sirte, a city in Libya known for its loyalty to Muammar Gaddafi 
who had wanted to see the United States of Africa. The declaration not only confirmed 
the process of implementing the Abuja Treaty, but it also aimed to accelerate and 
shorten the implementation periods.29

The needs and aspirations of the continent towards achieving regional integration 
have not abated. For instance, the principal topic of the AU summit held in 2007 in 
Accra, Ghana, was the formation of the Union Government, with the aim of laying 
the foundation for a United States of Africa. The Accra Declaration clearly indicates 
that rationalizing and strengthening the RECs and harmonizing their activities should 
be considered first and foremost in order to attain the Union Government. In addition, 
the first mid-term coordination meeting between the AU and the RECs held in 
Niamey, Niger, in 2019 was the latest version of such efforts. While acknowledging 
the continent’s weakest points, including implementation, monitoring, and evaluation, 
the first edition of the African Regional Integration Report concluded that “Africa 
is indeed progressing towards becoming an integrated, prosperous and peaceful 
continent.”30 Put another way, the relationship between the AU and the RECs should 
be mutually supplementary.

The RECs are Janus-faced, however. Of particular note is the fact that equally 
important to recognizing the importance of pan-Africanism is the non-interference 
norm. The legacy of colonialism has prompted not only the passion for pan-African 
unity, but also for nationalism (a euphemism for tribalism). The problem is twofold. 
First, as elsewhere in the world, the principles of sovereign equality and respect 
of borders, which exist due to the achievement of independence, fundamentally 
impede a continent-wide integration. This is why the notion of an African continental 
government has been ridiculed from time to time. As Abubakar Tafawa Balewa, the 
first prime minister of independent Nigeria, famously put it, a union government 
“might come, so might world government.”31 Second, and relatedly, greater unity 
and solidarity between the African countries is hampered by the issue of “the lack of 
unity among the leaders of REC member states.”32 In the case of the Grand Ethiopian 
Renaissance Dam dispute between Egypt and Ethiopia, for example, neither CEN-
SAD nor COMESA, to which both countries joined, are seen as having served in any 
meaningful way, whether it be economic or political, even as the tension over the Nile 
basin river system has been rising.

Nevertheless, it is true that the dominant ethos of the African community is that 
pan-continental unity can only be achieved through the leading role of regional 
structures. The principle of subsidiarity between the AU and the RECs is therefore 
particularly noteworthy.33 Under these circumstances, despite their aforementioned 
limitations, the RECs have effectively been in charge of an “African solutions to 
African problems” discourse.34
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It is in this context that the African Peace and Security Architecture (APSA) came 
into being. African leaders are “conscious of the fact that the scourge of conflicts in 
Africa constitutes a major impediment to the socio-economic development of the 
continent.”35 From the deadliest Biafran War in Nigeria in the 1960s to the Lord’s 
Resistance Army insurgency in Uganda in the 1980s, and to the conflicts including 
the Islamic State, Boko Haram, and al-Shabaab in the 2010s, the continent has 
been fraught with various types of conflict. In addition to a catalogue of wars, poor 
governance, corruption, famines, and plagues have reinforced the image of Africa as a 
“pessimist’s paradise.”36 Ironically, the confounded expectations for the post–colonial 
era were in part because of rapid decolonization. Transplanting Western-style states 
in Africa “carried an air of improbability” as it was reminiscent of the last colonial 
period.37 It still is. Consequently, rhetoric stating “The European Union (EU) is a 
colonizer” is still frequently heard in meetings between EU and AU officials.38

In this respect, the APSA, as the AU’s blueprint for peace and security in Africa, 
uniquely represents an “African way of doing things.”39 It pursues endogenous 
policies and African ownership of peace and security. Established and adopted by AU 
member states in 2002, it came into existence as “a set of institutions, legislation and 
procedures designed to address conflict prevention and promote peace and security.”40 
As Alex Vines points out, the AU–APSA mechanism plays an important role “both as a 
legitimizing institution and as a coordinating body.”41 Hence, the APSA is a regime—
a system of institutions, principles, norms, and decision-making procedures—and a 
continental security framework, rather than an institution. It is an “evolving peace and 
security regime.”42

The basic tenet of the APSA is that it is a collective security system. The protocol 
relating to the establishment of the Peace and Security Council (PSC) stipulates that it 
“shall be a collective security and early-warning arrangement.” The spirit of “collective 
action” is also emblazoned on the Preamble of the Constitutive Act.43 Despite the 
existence of some prototypes of military intervention among African states before 
the establishment of the AU–APSA mechanism, such as Nigeria’s intervention in the 
Sierra Leone Civil War in the 1990s and Rwanda’s active role in the First Congo War 
between 1996 and 1997, the APSA distinguishes itself from the pre-APSA period in 
that it is compliant with the principle of responsibility to protect (R2P), as mentioned in 
Article 4(h) of the Constitutive Act. However, as indicated, what the APSA represents 
is beyond collectivism. It is collectivism based on regional integration.
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Figure 2. The Structure of the APSA44

Somewhat paradoxically, APSA’s commitment to such collectivism is ipso facto 
a restriction. And this is where the issue of the relationship between economic 
capability and military mobilization occurs. Exactly because of its characteristics—the 
relationship between the AU and the RECs pointing to the principle of subsidiarity is a 
key to maintaining the APSA—the operation of the African security structure is “heavily 
dependent on the commitment of the RECs.”45 Without cooperation from the RECs, 
for example, the African Standby Forces cannot exist; the Continental Early Warning 
System (CEWS) will be undermined; and, advice and mediation efforts from the Panel 
of the Wise will also be ignored.

Critically, the issue of economic capability crops up in all aspects of the problems 
experienced in the process so far. Securing reliable and sustainable sources of 
funding has persistently been a thorny issue that causes a gap between capabilities 
and expectations. For example, the amount of the African Peace Fund, the principal 
financial instrument for security missions, still lags far behind the expected level. 
Despite the increasing value of the fund, as of February 2020, the fund had less than 
half of the budget it had originally targeted, and this has led the AU to delay the year 
of operationalization of the fund from 2020 to 2023.46 Not surprisingly, again, this is 
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related to the financial problems that are faced by the RECs. Except for ECOWAS, 
most RECs have a limited budget and are dependent on external donors. Even SADC, 
which has relative stability with South Africa leading the bloc, has been struggling 
with financial problems and relying on international partners.47

The challenges of resources and logistics also arise from the same economic 
issue. In order to supply logistical support to field missions, the passage of goods 
and equipment is essential. However, the RECs have proved unable to take proper 
measures to ensure the member states are bearing the necessary financial costs, nor 
has the AU reimbursement system, whereby the AU recompenses member states that 
timely finance peace operations, worked in practice.48 Whatever the causes, this has 
resulted in the APSA being caught in a vicious cycle. That is, instead of accomplishing 
“African solutions to African problems,” the AU and RECs continue to seek financial 
support from extra-regional donors including former colonial occupiers, and they have 
therefore inadvertently fulfilled a cliché (which is also an immutable truism): “he who 
pays the piper calls the tune.”

Yet the financial issues are not the sole cause of the problems. There is a slew of 
issues: poor governance, overlapping memberships of RECs, normative variance in 
determining when to intervene in each other’s domestic politics from the principles 
of R2P, the blurry relationship between the AU and RECs, and so forth. In essence, 
whether it be economically-related or not, the AU–APSA mechanism has failed to 
provide the space for the civilian component in the formation of security discourse. 
The mechanism, fraught with the issues of the regional subsidiarity principle, has in 
effect resulted in the absence of a discursive space for citizen-led securitization.

Security under AfCFTA

The Emergence of AfCFTA

Notwithstanding all the catchphrases of the regional integration in Africa with regard 
to promoting peace, security, and stability—and, despite the AU member states being 
aware of the importance of the “relation between democracy, rule of law and economic 
development”49—the AU–APSA systems have failed to show a clear linkage among 
those components (i.e., the ways in which regional integration, peace and security, 
democracy, and economic development are harmoniously combined and actualized 
in a practical sense). Rather, stemming from the colonial era, and throughout the 
period when the different RECs were established and the AU–APSA mechanism was 
introduced, even in the economic realm power and influence were further concentrated 
“in the hands of a few politically connected businessmen.”50

In relation to constructing the security–economy nexus, an anachronism 
has persisted. For example, relevance to African citizens has been limited, the 
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organizations—whether they be continental or regional institutions—have been 
fragmented, the states and rule of law were secondary to personal preferences and, 
as a result of these preferences, substantive public sector reform has been “blocked 
by an incumbent political elite that also comprises some of the largest players in the 
commercial realm.”51 Under such circumstances, the core concern among all the issues 
remains the same as in the pre-AU era. And this concern is succinctly pointed out by 
Paul D. Williams:

The fact that the APSA remains almost entirely dependent on external financial 
support more than a decade after it began is a worrying sign that raises questions 
about the level of political commitment African states have to the enterprise. It 
also provides significant evidence in support of the hypothesis that some African 
governments view the APSA as just another way of extracting resources to help 
ensure regime survival rather than as a set of their own mechanisms to resolve 
peace and security crises on the continent.52

The AfCFTA needs to be understood against this backdrop. The security–economy 
nexus manifests itself given that “trade arrangements have undeniably been used by 
countries as tools with which to bolster existing security alliances and recruit new 
partners.”53 Even in this case, however, the economic mechanism forms a much 
larger role in the continental security environment in Africa as shown in the case of 
their security mechanism under the RECs. Additionally, within the context of trade 
arrangements, the security–economy nexus goes beyond the traditional security 
concerns as trade negotiations (especially for an FTA) usually involve non-traditional 
security issues, such as control of environmental issues and movement of natural 
persons. It is in this sense that seeing the AfCFTA from a pure economic viewpoint 
would be a mistake. Taken together, investigating the potential of the AfCFTA from a 
security viewpoint is of great significance to evaluating not only its current status but 
also its future standing as a representative security–economy pillar of Africa.

The AfCFTA might be seen as a regional trade agreement (RTA) when viewed 
on a global scale, as the scope of the agreement is limited to the African continent. 
However, it is the world’s largest free trade area endorsed by all 54 African countries 
in which more than 1.3 billion people reside, with an economy worth $2.5 trillion (so 
it is at least a Mega RTA as a tool for overcoming the limitations of bilateral FTAs). 
Furthermore, given that intra–African trade has been low (intra–Africa exports in 2018 
were 15 percent of Africa’s world exports), and that the intra–REC trade has been 
largely concentrated on a specific region (SADC member states account for 50 percent 
of intra–Africa exports),54 the AfCFTA, once fully up and running, is expected to play 
a key role in the global market for many African countries.

Of course, a continent–wide FTA is not a universal remedy for the continent’s 
political, economic and social ills. Nor is regional economic integration. Widening and 
deepening a free market, to an extent, bears the negativity of laissez-faire economic 
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integration. Nonetheless, neither FTAs nor regional economic integration should be 
judged by the standardized criticism or disapproval of neoliberalism that highlights 
the dark side of the global market. Claims that liberal economic policy accentuates “a 
degeneration of a state institution” while accelerating privatization and deregulation 
need to be reconsidered in the first quarter of the twenty–first century, during which 
time developing countries in Africa have enthusiastically pursued the conclusion of a 
free trade area.55

The reason the AfCFTA should not be measured by the same yardstick that has 
applied to the neoliberal agenda is because the AfCFTA is not just about deregulation or 
degeneration of a state institution. In effect, it opens the room for regulating corruption 
and mediocre administrations that have pervaded individual state’s apparatus in the 
region. It also needs to be remembered that the AfCFTA is an outgrowth of African 
leaders’ passion for escaping from the neocolonial situation wherein the rich countries 
induce the developing countries to adopt the laissez-faire model.

What is more, just as ethnicity has often mistakenly been regarded as a root cause 
of all conflicts in Africa even as it is a victim of politicians who manipulate ethnical 
identities for their political purposes,56 economic integration itself should not be 
misunderstood as something which engenders negative externalities. If anything, 
“African countries were far more integrated in the global trade patterns of the 11th 
through 19th centuries than of the 20th.”57 In that context, the AfCFTA is more akin 
to a historically accumulated instrument of continent–wide integration and a more 
comprehensive economic and social partnership agreement, rather than a simple 
FTA. What should be noted is that the AfCFTA is the second-fastest instrument to be 
ratified in the African continent since the establishment of the AU (the fastest one to 
be ratified was the AU Constitutive Act itself). Besides, the fact that the AfCFTA has 
become a flagship of AU’s Agenda 2063, which is Africa’s masterplan for structural 
transformation, also corroborates the singularity of the AfCFTA. The rest of this 
article explores the possible role of the AfCFTA in constructing a renewed discursive 
framework for the African security–economy nexus.

A New Framework for African Security

As has already been indicated, ruminating about a new framework for African security 
through the lens of the AfCFTA should not be limited to a dichotomous debate (i.e., 
whether economic integration is harmful or not). For better or for worse, the one 
sure thing is that the AfCFTA as market integration is a process. Given that it took 
nearly 40 years for Europe to get to the depth of integration that the EU has achieved 
today (from the Treaties of Rome in 1957 to the Maastricht Treaty in 1992), it goes 
without saying that it will take a long time to reach the stage of full implementation 
of Africa’s market integration objectives. Hence, instead of asking either “what if the 
AfCFTA fails to stimulate the African economy?” or “if the AfCFTA fails, what would 
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be the consequences for security?,” it might be better to ask “in what ways can the 
implementation of the AfCFTA change the current modus operandi of the security–
economy nexus?”

Given the distinctive nature of the AfCFTA, it would be fairly difficult to predict 
its direct effect on security issues. Another caveat that needs to be kept in mind is that 
the AfCFTA itself is “a consolidated text of legal instruments comprising Protocols, 
Annexes, Appendices and Guidelines.”58 This means that the mandate given to the 
AfCFTA secretariat is quite narrow in and of itself, for it cannot introduce measures 
for security per se. Therefore, the effect of the AfCFTA on security issues can only be 
measured in a vicarious manner.

For carrying out such a vicarious prediction, the current conflict trends in Africa 
need to be taken into consideration in the first place. Despite the high number of 
conflicts in Africa, “the increase in number of conflicts in recent years can in large part 
be explained by the rise of the Islamic State (IS).”59 As one PSC report rightly pointed 
out, “the lack of economic opportunities has made it easier for extremist groups to 
recruit young people.”60 In Africa, poverty and unemployment are not only the main 
drivers of insecurity but also the consequences of it.61 A case in point would be Mali, 
a country that has long been tainted by continuous terrorist activities as well as a 
high extreme poverty rate. Moreover, Mali has become the latest country in Africa 
where a military coup has occurred. Although the PSC of the AU and a REC (in this 
case, ECOWAS) played a central role in establishing the democratically endorsed 
transitional process after the mutiny in August 2020, the political transition would 
pale in significance, and terrorism would continue to prevail as the extreme grievances 
of young people are taken lightly. This is where the role of the AfCFTA arises once 
again. The World Bank estimated that the poverty rate in Mali would decline from 
14.4 percent to 6.8 percent with the implementation of the AfCFTA (Mali ratified the 
AfCFTA agreement in February 2019). This means that the AfCFTA should thus be 
seen as a “long-term response framework to the structural socio-economic drivers of 
insecurity.”62

Concerning the effect of the AfCFTA on interstate conflicts, the “trade expectations 
theory” may be beneficial. While not subscribing exclusively to liberal theory 
(in which economic interdependence can foster peace) or realist theory (in which 
interdependence increases a systemic incentive to use force), trade expectations 
theory observes that “interdependence can foster peace, as liberals argue, but this 
will only be so when states expect that trade levels will be high into the foreseeable 
future.”63 Following this logic, the AfCFTA can be peace-inducing rather than war-
inducing taken as a whole. “Market transition theory” gives a similar insight into the 
peace-inducing role of the AfCFTA, as markets contribute to “a shift in the sources 
of power from the redistributive sector [extractive] to the marketplace [inclusive].”64 
More importantly, given that interstate war in Africa has become a rare event since 
the second Congolese War (1998–2003), it is fair to say that the AfCFTA alone is 
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not likely to be a cause of conflict between states, so long as the market transition is 
combined with progressive democratization.

The remaining question, then, is to determine in what ways the AfCFTA can 
bring transformation of the securitization process, which has hitherto concentrated 
the power of setting the security agenda in a small handful of politicians and another 
small number of politically connected businessmen. The first outcome would be that 
a boosted intra–agricultural system of trade under the AfCFTA can potentially lay the 
foundations for more than 60 percent of Africans living in rural areas to express their 
referent objects in a more organized way.65 In particular, given that small-scale farmers 
account for the vast majority of Africans in the agricultural sector, on condition that 
the purposes of protecting an infant industry is well in place, the AfCFTA is likely to 
shift smallholders towards higher-value activities, which in turn leads to more effective 
productivity and the reduction of poverty.66 Attention is particularly drawn to the role 
of women, “who make up the majority of smallholder farmers in the region.”67 By 
embedding continent–wide agricultural trade regulations into the state’s apparatus, the 
AfCFTA can contribute to reducing the unfair practices in the agricultural market of 
each country, including unreliable contract enforcement, burdensome tax requirements, 
and ambiguous land-related customary law.

Second, other commodities sectors, such as trade in non-agricultural goods (e.g.,  
natural gas, oil, precious and industrial metals), can also be more systematically 
regulated through the AfCFTA. Among others, the energy sector accounts for 22 
percent of intra–Africa exports.68 As in the case of the agriculture and food industry, 
the energy sector has suffered from the uncertainties of the regulatory environment, 
including poor contract enforcement and the intimidation of expropriation of 
concessions (for example, see the Madagascan and Ugandan governments). In 
addition, the fact that non-agricultural goods trade in Africa has weak positive 
linkages with the wider society and that oil-producing states have serious levels of 
income inequality (as for example in Angola, Equatorial Guinea, and Nigeria) needs 
to be taken into consideration.69 This is yet another example of state-managed cartels 
that have marginalized and excluded civil society. Therefore, the implementation 
of the trade in commodities ought to be conducted in a way that enhances linkages 
between the hydrocarbon industry and local residents in terms of education, skills, and 
employment.

Third, the ways in which the AfCFTA contributes to establishing a strong 
manufacturing sector across the continent will be of great importance to providing civil 
society with more opportunities in raising their voice. Increasing domestic demand 
in major retail subsectors (e.g., furniture, clothing, footwear, food, and household 
cleaners), exponential growth in mobile technologies (e.g., Safaricom’s M-PESA), 
and the rise of African consumer power (43 percent of Africans are projected to be 
middle class by 2030) all boil down to the potential of Africa’s manufacturing and 
industrialization.70 According to Deloitte’s “Global Manufacturing Competitiveness 
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Index,” key drivers of global manufacturing competitiveness relate to human capital (i.e., 
talent, workforce productivity, and education).71 This means that the AfCFTA should 
be geared towards improving the quality of the member states’ workforce.

Challenges to fulfilling such potential of the AfCFTA come from two ways: on the 
one hand, material hindrances to the implementation of the AfCFTA, and on the other 
hand, the potential pitfalls immanent in the FTA. The former challenge—comprising a 
workforce perceived to be lacking in skills and efficiency, burdensome bureaucracies, 
and poor infrastructure—may seem bigger, but it can be overcome by political will 
along with created opportunities for small and medium-sized enterprises, as well as 
for individuals, to access information about their customers and competition. What 
seems to matter more is the latter: the nature of the FTA. James J. Hentz, for instance, 
argued that most threats, such as small arms and an HIV/AIDS epidemic, would travel 
more easily by economic integration in the developing world.72 The possibility of illicit 
financial flows and human/drug trafficking might also increase. Some might say that 
the number of insurgencies and violent extremism will increase as people move freely 
across borders. There has also been growing fear that least developed countries, such 
as Malawi, are “likely to be left grappling with the negative effects of tariff cuts in the 
form of substantial fiscal revenue loss.”73

These concerns, of course, should not be disregarded. Nonetheless, it should also be 
noted that the aforementioned issues have never been silent even before the AfCFTA 
era. The Democratic Republic of Congo, for example, despite being rich in resources, 
found itself caught in perpetual conflict over the control of resources among militias 
and rebel groups. In the Central African Republic, mineral resources, cattle, and trade 
routes have been fought over by armed groups. South Sudan—the world’s youngest 
democracy and a country where mineral resources and oil are widespread—has also 
been hampered by a similar situation. In the case of Malawi, a counterargument to 
the “revenue loss” thesis can be made, as “Malawi’s membership of the AfCFTA may 
open up markets in non-SADC and non-COMESA countries” for its exports.74 By the 
same token, cross-border movement of people can be seen as a development source 
of skilled labor, rather than as a threat. More importantly, free movement of persons 
does not mean that all people can freely move; rather, what the AfCFTA enables is the 
free movement of businesspersons. The roles of the PSC of the AU and the AfCFTA 
secretariat should, therefore, be supplementary to each other (neither contradictory nor 
competitive) in that context.

This is why the AfCFTA needs to be akin to the concept of “embedded liberalism,” 
whereby three actors—markets, states, and civil society—are equally considered in 
the form of a triangular relationship in the process of globalization.75 In sum, African 
security under the AfCFTA has the potential for transforming the state-centered 
mechanism into a more balanced one in terms of articulating respective referent objects 
in constructing security discourse. The significance of the AfCFTA in security terms 
arises from the fact that it has the power to break down what Göran Hydén called “the 
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economy of affection (a network of support, communication, and interaction among 
structurally defined groups connected by blood, kin, community, or other affinities),”76 
from which intra–state conflicts originate. Table 1 shows the changing patterns of 
securitization in Africa within the context of the political and economic sectors.

Table 1. Changing Characteristics of Securitization in Africa

Period
Components OAU–early RECs AU–RECs AU–RECs–AfCFTA

Principal security 
actors:
Entities that 
make securitizing 
movement 

Elite social strata 
(first generation 
of independence 
movements)

Elite social strata 
(second generation 
of independence 
movements)

Elite & non-elite 
social strata

Existential threats:
Threats that can be 
understood in relation 
to the referent object 
in question

Threats that challenge 
sovereignty of 
newly established 
independent countries 
(e.g., a resurgence of 
metropole)

Threats that challenge 
the vested rights of the 
elite social strata

Underdevelopment 
(threats that hinder 
a decent living 
standard for all)

Referent objects:
Objects that are being 
threatened and need 
to be protected

Centralization of state 
power (nationalism & 
anti-colonialism);
Reducing African debt

Stabilizing crisis-
stricken economies;
Regional subsidiarity

Intra–African 
investment;
Coordinating 
regulations;
Political and 
economic welfare 
of ordinary citizens 
(human capital)

Targeted audiences:
Targets of the 
securitization act

The Cold War powers 
(e.g., USSR & USA);
International 
institutions (e.g., IMF, 
World Bank)

State-owned 
enterprises;
Politically connected 
businessmen;
Global investors 
(extractive)

Small and medium-
sized enterprises;
Middle class;
Global investors 
(inclusive)

Conclusion

The AfCFTA should not be merely regarded as an economic scheme. The arrangement 
represents “a new strategic approach—less state-driven, with more cooperation among 
civil society formations.”77 The AfCFTA is therefore about restructuring the way that 
markets, states, and civil society exchange knowledge, ideas, and opinions, which will, 
in turn, renovate and enlarge a space for security discourse covering not only political 
elites’ referent objects, but also those of ordinary citizens. As securitization theorists 
observe, “a speech act is interesting exactly because it holds the insurrecting potential 
to break the ordinary, to establish meaning that is not already within the context.”78 
The AfCFTA in this regard can become a performative force that could change how 
discursive formations are conducted in the region. To reiterate, however, this article 
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does not argue that the AfCFTA will definitely have positive cascading effects. 
Whether the AfCFTA can drive the structural transformation of African economies in a 
substantial manner remains to be seen. The outcome will, of course, depend to a large 
extent on the degree of commitment of individual African governments. That being 
said, the AfCFTA should be seen with a long-term focus that provides better options 
for enhancing human security in Africa, which goes beyond modernization in material 
terms. While recognizing the possible pitfalls of a free trade deal, it is important to 
acknowledge there is an urgent necessity to pay more attention to the potential of the 
deal and to focus on finding practical ways of implementing it in a way that can make 
civil society’s voice (their referent objects) emerge loud and clear.
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