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Background

Nationalism has long been portrayed as a thing of the past, 

frequently perceived as a dangerous atavistic attachment 

that would gradually die out within well-designed democrat-

ic institutions. Yet, nationalism has resurfaced across the 

globe, featuring centrally in the political landscapes of both 

developed and developing countries. This has led some po-

litical scientists to argue that ‘identity politics has become a 

master concept that explains much of what is going in global 

affairs’1. Even in OECD countries, which were said to have en-

tered a post national era with the building of supranational 

institutions and integrated markets, populist nationalism 

and identity politics have gained momentum in recent years. 

Whether seeking to challenge existing nation-states (such as 

in the cases of Belgium, Spain, and the United Kingdom), or 

seeking to confirm prevailing political entities (as in the cas-

es of France, the Netherlands, or Germany), identity politics 

is on the rise. Though some Western rulers have portrayed 

nationalism as a poisonous ideology2, and drawn a hardline 

between good civic patriotism and bad ethnic nationalism, 

one should remind that it was nationalism that cemented 

most of the Europeans powers and turned them from dynas-

ties to modern states. 

If nationalism already constitute an important force to reck-

on with in old-established democracies, how much more 

currency does it hold in contexts marked by frail institutions 

and fragmented societies? According to the civil war scholar-

ship, 64% of civil wars in recent decades have been fought 

along ethnic and sectarian identity lines3. In countries like 

Côte d’Ivoire, Libya, Mali, South Sudan, Syria and Yemen to 

name a few, the collapse of the central state took shape 

along fractured and competing ethnic/tribal identities. Yet to 

rebuild these identity-fragile states, post-conflict recon-

struction experts have tended to solely focus on administra-

tive capability building, institutional reform and the promo-

tion of liberal state building. While this renewed interest on 

the state is to be welcomed especially after the failed prom-

ises of the ‘Washington consensus’, this policy brief argues 

that building the state without the nation is likely to abort the 

desired outcomes of peace and stability of post-conflict re-

construction programs.

Building on the work of the ‘bringing the nation back in’ advo-

cates and nationalism experts4, I argue that state making (i.e. 

the combined process of state building and nation building) 

comes about through a process of ‘identity standardization’. 

Consequently, in regions like the Sahel and West Africa, 

which constitute the focus of my analysis, the quest of sta-

bility will remain an elusive task unless the ruling elites man-

age to substitute (ethnic) identity pluralism with overarching 

and cohesive national identities.

The Twin Process of State building and 
Nation building

Even though social cohesion has been increasingly recognized 

as a key component of state building in the donor literature, 

the issue of nationalism and nation building has remained 

vastly underexplored. While state building entails the (re)-es-

tablishment of sovereign capacities of which the fundamental 

one is the Weberian paradigm of the successful monopoly of 

the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory, na-

tion building refers to a political process designed to develop a 

shared sense of political community that is capable of binding 

together the population of a given territory. Nation building es-

sentially remains an autochthonous process, which often not 

only projects a meaningful future but also draws on existing 
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traditions and institutions to support the ruling elites in their 

quest to command loyalty and to rule. Therefore, meddling in 

the identity structure of a given society is a political sensitive 

issue – which explains why multilateral organizations like the 

World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and the United 

Nations have refrained from nation building.

However, given that states are not mere hollow constructs, 

“simply putting in place the formal rules is a recipe for dis-

appointment, not to say disaster”5. Even liberalist thinkers 

– usually suspicious about nationalism – view national iden-

tity as vital for a stable political order: “Where the sentiment 

of nationality exists in any force, there is a prima facie case 

for uniting all the members of the same nationality under the 

same government, and a government to themselves apart”6. 

While European development experts have been preaching 

the virtues of pluralism in post-conflict settings, their own 

state-making processes were not marked by rule diversity 

and multiculturalism but by identity coherence and institu-

tional conformity. For instance, the United States mythically 

portrayed as having been born out of liberty was built on a pu-

ritan and white Anglo-Saxon (ethnic) identity domination and 

package of values7. In France, the process of turning ‘peasants 

into Frenchmen’ was made possi-

ble through linguistic and cultural 

homogenization via state institu-

tions like the school, the army and 

the press8.

If state building requires the existence of an institutional Le-

viathan to prioritize and enforce certain rules in a given ter-

ritory, how citizens come to identify themselves with these 

institutions lies in the (in)ability of the ruling elites to forge 

common identity structures. From that, one could infer that 

the absence of an ‘identity Leviathan’ acting as the repository 

of all identities has been the original sin of weak states. When 

confronted with fragmented identity structures, people tend 

to identify themselves with their ethnic groups, clans, regions 

and religions. In such contexts, political competition is risky. 

Political (counter-)elites are likely to strike the ethnic chord ei-

ther to exclude some segments of society or create their own 

states. This is particularly relevant for some African states 

where the fortification of hybrid rule as currently fashionable 

in academia has been unhelpful for seeing ‘imagined commu-

nities’ emerge9. 

Hybrid Governance Structures, Fractured 
Societies: Reinventing the Nation in 
Africa

African states emerged from colonialism with degrees of 

deep-seated fractures and low social cohesion. At the heart 

of the indirect rule put into place by the colonial administra-

tion was the strategy of divide and rule. By forming alliances 

with local potentates and codifying traditional institutions, 

the colonial administration system did much to fortify narrow 

and localized ethnic identities to hamper the liquidation of co-

lonial rule. Race and ethnicity were turned into political iden-

tities, dividing populations between citizens and subjects10. 

Aware of the shallow foundation of the inherited colonial 

state, the immediate post-colonial and frequently socialist 

administrations across Africa all understood the necessity of 

assimilating nationalism. In many countries, the institutional-

ized one-party state attempted to subliminally communicate 

the nation through military conscription, education, land na-

tionalization and state-owned media. While in countries like 

Botswana, Tanzania and Ghana, the post-independent ruling 

elites were able to achieve rule hegemony and forge a unity of 

minds, in others like Somalia, Kenya and Côte d’Ivoire, the dif-

ferent administrations did 

not manage to uproot rule 

hybridity.

Surprisingly at the close 

of the 2000s, there have 

been voices within academic circles and the policy communi-

ty urging post-conflict reconstruction experts to take hybrid-

ity seriously and work with the ‘grain of local institutions’11 

to escape the fragility trap. Consequently, new conceptual 

frameworks such as ‘governance without government’12, and 

‘hybrid political orders’13, among others were forged to ac-

count for the variegated forms of public authority within and 

beyond the nation-state. By depicting state building as a ne-

gotiated process through which state and non-state institu-

tions coalesce around stable forms of order and authority, 

proponents of the hybridity school aimed to strike a deadly 

blow to the current neo-liberal orthodoxy that has informed 

and structured current post-conflict reconstruction agendas. 

However, if rule hybridity were to be turned into a mode of gov-

ernance, more states could witness instability. In hybrid set-

tings, given the fragmented and heterogeneous nature of so-

cial control, each (ethnic) group tends to value their own value 

systems, myths and symbols at the expense of the nation. 

After all, it is because of its high dependence on chieftaincy 

to establish and maintain effective rule in the colonized terri-

tories that some scholars portray the colonial state as a weak 
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state14. Therefore, the assertion that ‘the goal of nation-build-

ing should not be to impose common identities on deeply di-

vided peoples but to organize states that can administer their 

territories and allow people to live together despite differenc-

es’15 becomes problematic. Built on this premise, post-conflict 

reconstruction programs barely result in resilient societies, as 

is the case of some of the Sahelian and West African states 

where the eroding ability of central governments to impose 

their hegemony on society has been destabilizing.

In Search of the Nation in West Africa and 
in the Sahel 

While violent conflicts are decreasing in West Africa, the rise 

of current rural jihadi insurgencies in the Sahel region sends 

alarming signals of the possible re-surfacing of armed con-

flicts. Since the collapse of the Libyan state in 2011 and the 

outbreak of the 2013 Malian conflict, the Sahel region has be-

come a favorite destination for peacekeeping missions and 

counterterrorism operations from the French-led Operation 

Barkhane to the G5 Sahel Joint Force and the Multinational 

Joint Task Force to combat Boko Haram. Despite this plethora 

of foreign security sector assistance, the road to peace and 

stability is still a long one, and the challenges are daunting. 

Portrayed as a poster child of democracy in the 1990’s-2000’s, 

Mali is no more than a poster child of a weakening state. Ini-

tially confined to northern Mali, the conflict, which seems to 

have taken an ethnic mantra, has spilled over into central Mali. 

Trust between communities has dissipated and community-

based security structures have emerged here and there to fill 

in the security vacuum left by the central government. More 

importantly, what was primarily portrayed as the Malian cri-

sis has sparked a regional conflagration. The jihadi incursion 

has turned Burkina Faso, Niger, and Chad into battlefields. For 

a country which experienced four waves of rebellions since 

independence in September 196016, more efforts should be 

geared not only to the centralization of political rule but also 

to the building of an overarching Malian national identity, if the 

current shadows of violence are to be contained. Other West 

African countries, in which identity politics has shaped the 

politics of peace and war, are Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire.

As the first country in 

sub-Saharan Africa to 

gain independence in 

March 1957, the Nk-

rumah administration 

(1961-1966) had to fight 

ethno regionalism and 

factionalism to forge the Ghanaian nation. It unified the four 

administrative structures of the Gold Coast namely the Colo-

ny, the Ashanti, Togoland, and the Northern territories around 

a common political and administrative unit. More important-

ly, the indirect rule where local government and local justice 

were placed under the firm shoulders of traditional rulers was 

reversed,17 and these policies set a precedent for future ci-

vilian and military. The Nkrumah administration also forged 

a cohesive political ideology known as African socialism to 

capture political allegiance throughout the country. Though 

it failed to institute an egalitarian socialist state, the African 

socialism and pan Africanism contributed to the creation of 

a Ghanaian national identity that transcends localized ethnic 

identities. Consequently, Ghana managed to escape social 

fragmentation and political violence contrary to its neighbor 

Côte d’Ivoire. 

Under the 33-year rule of President Houphouet Boigny (1960-

1993), Côte d’Ivoire enjoyed unrivalled political stability and 

economic prosperity, owing it flattering labels like the ‘bright-

est star’, and the ‘lung of West Africa’,18 among others. This 

laudatory tone about Côte d’Ivoire turned to be an illusion af-

ter the death of President Boigny. While President Houphouet 

managed to consolidate his rule through a pan ethnic one-par-

ty state, enough political efforts had not been taken to forge 

a political settlement grounded in inclusive nation-building 

projects. Therefore, the old political alliances between the 

different Ivoirian elite factions disintegrated rapidly leading 

to a significant increase of ethnic mobilization. Having found a 

fertile ground to broadcast the narrow ethno nationalist doc-

trine and practices of ‘ivoirité’, the political elites managed to 

divide the Ivorian society along ethno regional lines and two 

major antagonistic blocs, namely southerners vs. northerners 

culminating into a decade of political instability. 

What next?

While scholars and policymakers diversely appreciate the rise 

of nationalism worldwide, one should go beyond the dichoto-

my of good civic nationalism vs. bad ethnic nationalism. More 

importantly, instead of devoting some resources to fight na-

tionalism, more efforts should be made to promote inclusive 

forms of it, not only in OECD countries but also in the devel-

oping world where identity-based exclusion and the political, 

socio-e c onomic 

forms of inequality 

it generates have 

provided fertile 

ground for the out-

break of civil wars. 

“While scholars and policymakers diversely 
appreciate the rise of nationalism worldwide, 
one should go beyond the dichotomy of good 
civic nationalism vs. bad ethnic nationalism.“
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This truly speaks to some of the states in the Sahel and West 

Africa plagued by identity and institutional fragmentation. 

Current responses put forward by the international commu-

nity and the central governments in the region have often re-

volved around the fight against jihadi insurgencies obliterat-

ing the fact that the absence of unified identity structures 

could seal the fate of some of these states. Beyond its stand-

ard tool kit made up of aid, competitive elections, economic 

reform, and peacekeeping troops, the international commu-

nity should make room for assimilationist nation building not 

only to reduce the costs of maintaining order and stability, but 

also to help build states that are internally stronger and more 

cohesive. Failing to do so could trigger a new wave of seces-

sionist projects in the region and hamper Africa’s political and 

economic integration.
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