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Introduction

A sign of the changing international context, but 
also of profound internal changes, Türkiye is in-
creasingly asserting itself on the African continent. 
Since the early 2000s, Türkiye’s influence has be-
come stronger and more visible in the economic, 
political, cultural and religious spheres, through 
soft power and even military power. This is true 
across Africa, in the north, the Horn and sub-Saha-
ran Africa, wherever France’s influence is waning. 
The coincidence of these two opposing dynamics, 
Turkish activism and French decline, has led many 
analysts and political and diplomatic actors to ar-
gue that Türkiye is replacing France in Africa. While 
this assertion is tempting at first glance, a more in-
depth analysis of the policies of the two countries 
reveals a more complex reality, where the arrival 
of one is not necessarily linked to the disappear-
ance of the other. 

Türkiye’s rise in Africa

Developed in the late 1990s by the political lead-
ership of the time, Türkiye’s strategy for Africa 
could only be implemented from the early 2000s 
onwards, thanks to a new favourable political 
and economic context. Politically, the country 
was returning to a government stability which 
has continued since 2002. Economically, Türkiye 
was further integrating into globalization. 

However, it is not the only emerging power to 
establish itself in Africa. Other countries are 
competing with the former colonial powers 
there. However, by not focusing on any particu-
lar niche, Turkish policy stands out for its multi-
sector strategy that brings together public and 
private actors. 

Thus, although it is the product of a public am-
bition to extend Türkiye’s sphere of influence, 
Türkiye’s African policy mobilises a multitude of 
economic actors, as well as a number of cultural 

•	 Türkiye’s rise: Türkiye is expanding its influence in 
Africa through a multisectoral strategy (economy, 
culture, education, defense), mobilizing both public 
and private actors.

•	 France’s relative decline: France is losing ground, es-
pecially in francophone Africa, across symbolic, eco-
nomic, and military domains, though it still retains 
important assets that could be reactivated.

•	 No direct rivalry: Türkiye’s growing presence does 
not explain France’s setbacks in Africa, which stem 
mainly from challenges posed by China and Russia.

•	 Potential convergences: France and Türkiye can 
build on their economic, security, and diplomatic 
complementarities to develop partnerships in Africa, 
as they are already starting to do in other regions.

•	 Strategic outlook: The future of their engagement in 
Africa will depend less on rivalry than on their ability 
to align interests in a context increasingly shaped by 
the rise of other powers.
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and humanitarian actors, often religious, to pro-
vide development aid to many African countries, 
frequently, but not exclusively, for the benefit of 
Muslim populations. The sincerity of these hu-
manitarian and religious motivations is not in 
doubt, but it cannot obscure the economic and 
commercial considerations that motivate Turk-
ish private companies to invest in Africa. Indeed, 
the main objective is to find new markets for 
Turkish products and companies, particularly in 
the construction sector, by offering high-quality 
products and services at affordable prices for Af-
rican consumers and markets. These efforts are 
paying off, as in the twenty years between 2003 
and 2023, trade volume has grown from $5 bil-
lion to $40 billion.1 While the figure remains mod-
est, the momentum of growth is spectacular and 
deserves our attention.

In addition to this economic primacy, there is 
also a political ambition. Ankara wants to devel-
op strong political ties with the African continent 
in order to become a major player on the inter-
national stage. In this area too, the investments 
seem to have paid off. Thanks to the increase 
in official visits between Türkiye and Africa, as 
well as the organisation of several Türkiye-Afri-
ca summits, political ties are strengthening. Tür-
kiye had 12 embassies on the African continent 
in 2003 and now has 44. It was also thanks to 
African votes that Türkiye was able to become 
a non-permanent member of the UN Security 
Council between 2008 and 2009.

Ankara also relies heavily on its soft power. Its 
ability to project this power onto the African 
continent is part of a long but promising process 
in terms of both space and time. While historical 
ties between the two sides have long remained 
rather weak, particularly between Türkiye and 
sub-Saharan Africa, where there has never been 
a real Ottoman presence, Türkiye is proving 

1	 « Turquie-Afrique : les échanges commerciaux ont été multipliés par 8 entre 2003 et 2022, à 40,7 milliards $ »  

2	 « La Turquie En Afrique; Une Approche Humanitaire » par Feridun Sinirlioğlu, ministre des affaires étrangères de Turquie  
(30 août – 24 novembre 2015)

highly attractive to new African elites and stu-
dents. In the field of education, even though 
the schools associated with Fethullah Gülen, 
which were very active until 2016, have virtu-
ally disappeared, other networks have been set 
up. The Maarif Foundation and the Yunus Emre 
Institutes, two semi-public, semi-private organi-
sations, work together to manage schools and 
cultural centres in Africa and elsewhere to pro-
mote Turkish language and culture. But in terms 
of attractiveness and influence, it is impor-
tant to highlight the strong enthusiasm among 
young Africans for studying at Turkish universi-
ties. Thanks to scholarships offered by various 
public and private organisations, there are cur-
rently nearly 5000 African students2 in Türkiye. 
Whereas in the past, Turkish state scholarship 
policy was mainly aimed at young people from 
Türkiye’s traditional sphere of influence, namely 
the Balkans, the Caucasus and Central Asia, quo-
tas reserved for young Africans are now consid-
erable. In addition, it is also worth mentioning 
religious cooperation, which is an integral part 
of Türkiye’s soft power. Drawing on its experi-
ence in other regions of the world, the Diyanet, 
the official body responsible for religious affairs, 
has embarked on a policy of dialogue with Af-
rican states. By organising three summits be-
tween Turkish and African spiritual authorities, 
and by cooperating regularly with most Muslim 
countries on the continent, it has succeeded 
in giving Türkiye a place in the religious land-
scape in Africa. Its action is complemented and 
reinforced by that of Turkish NGOs and Islamic 
religious orders, which carry out various educa-
tional, charitable and even economic and com-
mercial projects in Africa. 

Finally, Türkiye is also developing its influence 
in Africa in the defence and security sector. 
Thanks to the progress made by Turkish public 
and private companies in the military sector, 
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Türkiye has become a partner of increasing in-
terest to countries around the world. The effec-
tive use of Turkish weapons in several conflicts, 
such as in Ukraine, Syria, Libya and Karabakh, 
where drones have proven their effectiveness, 
has enabled Türkiye to gain market share on 
the African continent. Several countries, such 
as Mali, Niger, Burkina Faso, Morocco and Ni-
geria, have purchased Bayraktar TB 2 drones, as 
well as armoured vehicles. In parallel with these 
arms sales, Türkiye is involved in training certain 
African armies, either by welcoming students to 
its military academies or by training them on the 
ground in Africa, as it does in Somalia, where it 
has a military base. 

In stark contrast, France is losing ground 
throughout Africa, a region long considered its 
backyard, inherited from the colonial period. 
But is there a link between France’s decline and 
Türkiye’s progress in Africa? 

What meaning should we attach to France’s 
decline in Africa? 

There is obviously a wealth of literature on the 
current ties between France and Africa, but it is 
riddled with widely divergent views. However, a 
consensus emerges from this analytical output: 
the feeling that France’s weight in Africa, its influ-
ence or aura, is in sharp decline, particularly in 
French-speaking Africa, i.e. in the former French 
colonies. This decline in France’s influence can 
be observed in several areas: political, economic, 
military and cultural. Indeed, while France had 
been omnipresent and even omnipotent in all 
areas of its former colonial possessions, “Fran-
çafrique” has been losing ground for at least ten 
years, forcing a new configuration of relations.

Before being economic, political or military, 
France’s decline in Africa is mainly symbolic, in 

3	 « France-Afrique : la fin d’une époque ? » par Nicolas Normand, Ancien ambassadeur de France au Mali,  
au Congo et au Sénégal, et auteur du Grand Livre de l’Afrique (éditions Eyrolles, 2019 et 2022) 

terms of soft power. In other words, France no 
longer appeals to African youth and elites as it did 
in the past, who now seem to have lost interest 
in or even grown disenchanted with France. This 
is partly due to the fact that Africans’ remarkable 
openness to the world now allows young peo-
ple to access other influences. Through travel, 
international media and the rapid development 
of social networks, African youth are embracing 
globalisation in ways other than through the nar-
row lens of their relationship with France and the 
French language. France is no longer the only win-
dow through which Africans can view the world. 

Furthermore, a new school of thought is emerg-
ing among African intellectuals, a new wave of 
pan-Africanism, one of whose characteristics is a 
populist approach that does not hesitate to sup-
port military regimes that have come to power 
through coups. On the international stage, this 
movement maintains good relations with anti- 
Western powers such as China and Russia, which 
have no difficulty working with military regimes, 
fuelling their anti-Western sentiment in order to 
further their own national interests in Africa. 

This decline in France’s attractiveness is com-
pounded by the decline in its economic influence. 
First and foremost, the CFA franc is highly contro-
versial, as many see it as a vestige of colonisation 
and the economic, social and ecological exploita-
tion that it blatantly perpetuates. Similarly, over 
the last thirty years, the volume of trade between 
France and French-speaking Africa has continued 
to decline. French companies are no longer the 
most active on the African market. Competition 
comes from new rivals, notably China, which is 
becoming the main economic partner of many 
African countries. Over the last twenty years, 
France has lost nearly half of its market share in 
Africa, falling from 12% to 7%. By way of compar-
ison, China controls 28% of the African market, 
Germany 7% and the United States 6%.3
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Even more than in the political and economic 
spheres, it is in the military sphere that France’s 
decline in Africa is most significant, or visible, as 
it is heavily publicised on social media.  Indeed, 
once the “policeman of Africa”, with several 
military bases and up to 20,000 soldiers on the 
continent in the 1980s, the French army has, in 
the space of a few years, been asked to pack up 
and leave. Since 2022, this military withdrawal 
has only accelerated. In the three countries 
that have experienced coups by military juntas 
openly hostile to the French presence, namely 
Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger, the expulsion of 
French troops has been very rapid, even though 
they had been invited and involved in the fight 
against jihadism. More recently, in Chad and 
Senegal, the withdrawal of French troops has 
been slightly less humiliating because it was 
better negotiated, but it is nonetheless a fait 
accompli. At present, France is only present in 
Djibouti and Gabon. This withdrawal must be 
seen in the context of Russia simultaneously 
strengthening its presence across the continent 
with the Wagner militia and its new Africa Corps. 
China seems to be showing a tentative military 
interest in Africa. And as we have seen, Türkiye 
is not far behind, albeit on a smaller scale.

Despite these opposing dynamics, Türkiye is 
not replacing France in Africa. 

These opposing dynamics, i.e. the rise of Türki-
ye, among others, on a continent where France 
is losing influence, have given rise to somewhat 
hasty interpretations of the France-Türkiye dis-
pute in Africa, or of France’s expulsion from Af-
rica by Türkiye. This interpretation of the two 
opposing dynamics is not the most relevant for 
understanding the reality on the ground. This 
is particularly true as this sentiment prevailed 
from 2020 to 2024, a period marked by Franco-
Turkish relations at their lowest ebb, driven by 
sharply divergent positions on key international 
issues. In Syria, for example, France and Türkiye 
did not have the same strategy. In the Caucasus, 

Türkiye supported Azerbaijan in a conflict where 
Armenia enjoyed the support of French public 
opinion. In divided Libya, Türkiye supported 
Tripoli while France sided with Marshal Haftar. 
Finally, in the eastern Mediterranean, France 
and Türkiye came close to direct confrontation 
during Turkish oil exploration around Cyprus. 
These divergences, added to controversies in 
Turkish and French domestic politics, may have 
given the impression of conflictual relations even 
in Africa. However, it is now clear that most of 
these conflicts, in which France and Türkiye had 
opposing opinions and interests, have evolved, 
helping to ease Franco-Turkish relations. In Syr-
ia, for example, France and Türkiye seem to be 
working together to stabilise the country torn 
apart by the post-Bashar era. In Karabakh, the 
end of the conflict between Armenia and Azer-
baijan, which is close to signing a peace treaty, 
is no longer a bone of contention. In the Medi-
terranean, tensions have eased. Even in Libya, 
where the divide between France and Türkiye 
was most pronounced, a logic of dialogue and 
compromise is being implemented. 

Furthermore, if France is in decline in Africa, it 
is not because of Türkiye. Its successes are the 
result of its dynamism, not sabotage. The real 
rivals come from elsewhere. In military terms, 
Russia, via Wagner or Afrika Corps, is investing 
in the bases abandoned by France. In the eco-
nomic sphere, it is obviously China that com-
petes most with France. Furthermore, it should 
not be assumed that Türkiye is the only medi-
um-sized power to establish itself in Africa. Oth-
er countries, such as the United Arab Emirates, 
Saudi Arabia, South Korea, Iran and Israel, are 
also present and active. 

Finally, it should be noted that the sectors in 
which Türkiye is gaining a foothold are those in 
which France had no interest. This is typically the 
case with Islamic cooperation, which has become 
a major part of Türkiye’s policy of influence. On 
the other hand, the Diyanet and Turkish Islamic 
NGOs are establishing themselves in Africa to 
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the detriment of other Muslim powers, such as 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia and even Morocco, but not 
to the detriment of France. So, while they are 
not necessarily rivals, could France and Türkiye 
join forces and forge partnerships in Africa? 

What if France and Türkiye worked together in 
Africa? 

At the end of 2023, when Niger abruptly broke 
ties with France, forcing it to leave the country in 
a hurry. Already well established in the country, 
Türkiye could have taken advantage of this new 
dynamic to strengthen its presence in Niger in 
all areas. However, this did not happen, or very 
little, and Turkish companies even suffered as a 
result, because as managers of Niamey airport 
and owners of the largest hotel infrastructure 
in the capital, they saw their business decline 
dramatically. Interviews with Turkish business-
men revealed an almost nostalgic attachment 
to France’s stabilising presence. So, rather than 
being rivals and competitors, could France and 
Türkiye not be partners? 

The two countries are already working together 
in other parts of the world. In Syria, they appear 
to be coordinating their efforts to stabilise the 
country after the war. In the Caucasus, their an-
tagonisms are fading and, on the contrary, a new 
dynamic of cooperation could be initiated to ac-
celerate Moscow’s loss of influence throughout 
the South Caucasus. In Ukraine, even if their 
positions are not perfectly aligned, they are not 
opposed either. Africa also offers a convergence 
of interests for better Franco-Turkish dialogue. 

In the economic sphere, Turkish and French 
companies are more complementary than com-
petitive. In addition, there are already more than 
than 1700 French-owned companies operating 
in Türkiye,4 which could open up opportunities 
for expanding cooperation, also in Africa. An em-

4	 Ministry of Industry and Technology of the Republic of Türkiye

blematic example of this Franco-Turkish partner-
ship is that of Groupe ADP, the main shareholder 
in TAV Airports, which operates the Monastir-Ha-
bib Bourguiba and Enfidha-Hammamet airports, 
two strategic platforms for the development of 
air traffic and the tourism sector in Tunisia.

The two countries would also benefit from co-
operating in the area of security. Containing and 
eradicating the jihadist threat, which both coun-
tries have fought against and have recognised ex-
pertise in, would benefit from a strong alliance. 

Finally, even in the political arena, France, in or-
der to halt its decline and secure its interests, 
could, through multilateral cooperation, benefit 
from Türkiye’s mediating role in calming tensions 
and developing a new North-South dialogue.
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