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Framing Francafrique:
Neo-colonial framing practices in Le Monde’s
coverage of the French military interventions in
Mali and the Central African Republic

Lucie Gagniarre

ABSTRACT

This dissertation is intended to unearth potential neo-colonial framing practices used in
French newspaper 's coverage of the military interventions in Mali and the Central
African Republic (CAR), two of France’s ex-colonies. It is informed by the theory of framing
as the ideological packaging of communicative events, as well as by theories of post-
colonialism. The methodology employed is Fairclough’'s approach to critical discourse
analysis, which was applied to a sample of twelve articles, six concerning each conflict,
published within three months after the start of the military operations. Each article was
coded according to four main themes: depiction of France’s involvement, representation of
targets of intervention, causes of conflict, and appeals to readers’ fears/nationalist sentiment.
Evidence found throughout the sample suggests that operation Serval in Mali was portrayed
as a ‘war on terrorism’ and operation Sangaris in the CAR as a ‘mission of interposition’.
Nonetheless, results indicate that the coverage of both events is inscribed in neo-colonial
narratives whereby the involvement of France is framed as a heroic and humanitarian

endeavor meant to protect helpless victims. This






20



While the term has been used to refer to different practices (Scheufele, 1999), Schudson
(1989) proposes three categories of framing. The first, which can be referred to as the ‘news
value approach’ (Nohrstedt, 1986)
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aware of the journalists’ fancy for the apt catchphrase and provide suitable ones to suggest
the frame they want” (7). As a result, journalists have a “tendency to fall into official

definitions of an issue” (ibid.: 8).

Wars on the African continen



perpetrators of a conflict which “generally fitted into the typical African mould of biblical
catastrophes” (ibid.: 270). As previously touched upon, news corporations increasingly rely
on such ‘superficial and sensational’ information that they are fed by governments and other
influential societal actors, and investigative journalism is slowly disappearing (Allen, 1999).
Although “the political spectacle [...] is an arena of delusions [..., the] media hide these
chimera from the public eye by creating a symbolic universe that suggests responsibility and
genuine concern” (Hamelink, 2011: 47). This was very prominent in the US media post-9/11
through the narrative of the ‘war on terror.’ By speaking of the American people in opposition
to the ‘others’, journalists defined and demarcated a relationship that was solely constructed

through mediation (Silverstone, 2003).

Carruthers (2011) goes so far as to argue that with respect to foreign crises, the media don't
merely mimic official rhetoric but actually become an obstacle to debate and deliberation
surrounding policy decisions by “muting cautionary voices and allowing the rationales of
leaders intent on war to pass largely unchallenged. Media thus acquiesce to the ‘war option,’
if they don’'t more ardently embrace it” (27). Simplified accounts of events, exaggerations of
foreign crises and ‘crude pre-shaped templates’ (ibid.: 172) to mobilize public opinion in
favour of intervention in ‘people’s wars’ (ibid.: 142) has since the 1991 Gulf War been labelled
the ‘CNN effect’. Contrarily to those scholars who link such a phenomenon to the exponential

gro



Humanitarian discourse used in conflict reporting to justify interventions is increasingly
reliant on the discourse of the hero (Orford, 2003). Characters and plots “serve to make
plausible a conservative ending to the serial humanitarian and security crises for which
military intervention is proposed as a solution” (ibid.: 158). Readers ideologically identify

with the international community and its supposed core values of “peace, security, human
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the material conditions which make possible the continued use of colonial representations.
Responsibility for the entrenchment and popularization of the heroic narrative, its stereotypes
and conservative repercussions, is thus dispersed, a product of the agency of multiple actors

who serve simultaneously as authors and readers of ‘disaster pornography’ (108).

It is through the superior position of Western states in terms of knowledge-production that a
neo-colonial intervention narrative based on humanitarian discourse flourishes. For Lang
(2002) “intervention relies not just on power differentials but on interpretive strength”
(197). Western states are affected by a specific recounting of the history of colonialism and
have a particular point of view with respect to African conflicts, one that permeates news
production. As a result post-colonial critics argue that “news reports are ideological products
of Western self-image and superiority which reinforce Western hegemony” (Nohrstedt, 1986:
423). News audiences are familiar with a particular understanding of history and
‘imaginative geography’ (Benedicto, 2005: 108-109) in which certain states, especially those
ex-colonies, are unquestionably and intrinsically thought of as less powerful and constantly
portrayed as helpless. Through the previously mentioned practice of ‘othering’ (Hall, 1997)
or ‘Orientalizing’ (Said, 1985), news stories very rarely challenge this narrative (Benedicto,
2005) and thus reinforce the West's ‘cultural imperialism’ (Nohrstedt, 1986: 423).
Intervention becomes a legitimate and even noble solution to help ‘backward’ states and
McNulty (1999) even argues that “It is not too far from this new media-driven agenda of
humanitarian intervention to the argument that decolonization was a mistake, that Africans

are unfit to govern themselves” (270).

French colonialism and Francafrique

History and especially that of colonialism affects our everyday understanding of international

relations through the ever-evolving formulation of ideology (Nohrstedt, 1986: 431).

Nohrstedt's (1986) study on the coverage of the Biafran war found that (i) “for newspapers
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issue within an already popular package that may be better established among audiences
(ibid.: 9).

Different readers do not encounter an article about a foreign country with neutral eyes;
instead, their existing understanding of that country or issue affects how they interpret news.
Indeed “individuals bring their own life histories, social interactions, and psychological
predispositions to the process of constructing meaning; they approach an issue with some
anticipatory schema” (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989: 2). And journalists, consciously or not,
speak to this particular perception of national and international history, or ‘collective

memory’ (Halbwachs, 1968), rather than questioning and confronting it. In fact, “our
embeddedness in the history of colonization [...] makes it easier to sustain the ‘imaginative
geography’ — to depict images of the helpless of ‘colonial’ subjects rather than of complex
webs of complicity and exploitation which would contravene our (modern) view of places as
bounded and equipped with ‘internally-generated authenticities’™ (Benedicto, 2005: 108-
109). It is therefore important to explore France’s relation to its ex-colonies in order to better

grasp the history that readers indirectly consent to when they come in contact with news.

France’s colonial system was quite unique in that it considered its colonies to be an integral

part of the country. While the colonies were incorporated into the national political system,

the ‘mission civilisatrice’ (Lang, 2002: 134) ensured the spread of what is now commonly

referred to as the French cultural exception. The colonized







Accordingly, this study is intended to decipher the potential discourses that might foster a
particular hegemonic ideology within a supposedly impartial, fact-based text, and does not
claim to establish causality in terms of readers’ perceptions of them. In other words, the focus
is on whether or not these texts foster a certain ideology rather than on its potential effects on

readers. Textual analysis, which is the methodology hereafter employed in this research, thus
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an event — e.g. continuous use of particular words and images or partial citing of sources — it
does not permit in-depth analysis of discursive practices used to describe events. The media
has a ‘signifying power’ which in large part is based on language (Fairclough, 1995: 2). In
other words, through their representation or ‘packaging’ of events, it gives them meaning by
inscribing them in a larger conceptualization of the world. Newspapers thus have the power

to foster
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work, the researcher’s worldviews or ‘member’s resources’ (Fairclough, 2001: 118) also come
into play when interpreting a media text. It is thus necessary to note the researcher’s
background where it may affect a study. In the case of this particular dissertation, my identity
as a French national is noteworthy. | had read, viewed and listened to news concerning the
conflicts — which actually led to my topic choice — long before starting this research and thus

had pre-existing knowledge and an ex ante conception of th
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in France that vows to uphold “the essential principles of independence, freedom and
reliability of news” ( website). Although it would be false to conclude that

represents the totality of what may be found in French newspapers, it was nonetheless
chosen because of its reputation as the archetypal French newspaper. The aim of this study is
not to generalize the results to all of the national printed press but rather to provide a

snapshot of the coverage of the two military interventions by

Sampling of Data

The database LexisNexis was used to sample six articles written about each
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RESULTS AND INTERPRETATION
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(ex-Séleka) is targeted, to the south-east of the airport. There, barricades have been
erected on the night of January first, despite the imam’s appeal for calm. President
Djotodia asked ‘Sangaris’ to protect the De Roux camp where he is barricaded. The
operations also focus on the Boeing quarters, to the west of the airport (anti-Balaka),
and the fourth and fifth districts (mixed). The aim is to, as quickly as possible,
convince the frightened refugees of the makeshift camp in M’Poko airport, whose
numbers have reached 100 000 today up from 30 000 early December, to go home.
But violence has not sufficiently decreased. So much so that Doctors Without Borders
has announced, Thursday, its need to considerably” reduce its activities at the
airport. In addition to this internal exodus another is taking place: the country is
drained of its foreigners. The ‘Sangaris’ force has thus been solicited to protect 900
Nigeriens ready to leave, from the 1st to the 4w of January. Paris has also evacuated
3000 Chadians in French planes
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implicit claim to a relationship of solidarity and common identity with the audience. It draws
upon [...] an evocative theme of popular memory and popular culture, claiming to share that
memory and culture” (71). Here, the readers are likely to relate to France’s role as caregiver,
thereby legitimizing its involvement. Throughout the whole sample concerning the
intervention in Mali, France’s role is described as “put[ing] in place inter-African forces” (

, January 14w 2013), “accompany[ing] a rebuilt Malian army” (ibid.), or “leaving a
security situation that is manageable by the African force mandated by the UN” ( ,
February 21st 2013). Such patronizing phrases are also found in the articles about the CAR.
The aim of the intervention, readers are told, is in part to “give the Misca time to get
stronger” ( , December 4w 2013) while “Almost 1500 residents of Bangui had
already sought refuge with the French contingent” ( , December 7t 2013). These
images are part of a paternalist neo-colonial narrative whereby Western states takes it upon
itself to ‘civilize’ and care for a ‘developing’ country. The metaphor of nurturing is further

apparent in the following excerpt.

Excerpt #3 (CAR)

France, says the President, answers to a “country that cries for help.” Before entering
unilaterally in Mali on January 11w, Paris had asked that interim President Diocounda
Traoré present a formal call for help, a letter which he had written per the Elysée’s
demand.

Mid-day Thursday in Paris where the executive was preparing itself for the UN'’s
approval, the Central African prime minister Nicolas Tiangaye has, too, requested the
“immediate intervention” of France. ( , December 7t 2013, translated from
French, emphasis added).

This passage evokes the imagery of an adult caring for crying children. Fairclough (1992)
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If the Malian army collapses facing lines of pick-up trucks accounting for not even
2000 men, the consequences could be dire. Konna, overtaken by the Islamist
coalition, is nothing but a big hamlet. ( , January 14w 2013, translated from

French, emphasis added).

Excerpt #6 (Mali)

But the Misma
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translated from French, emphasis added).

Just like the description of Malian forces, the approximation of the number of Misca soldiers

to 4000 reinforces the image that they are disorganized and ill-
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Passage #8 also reveals the general trend in the coverage of the Malian crisis with respect to

the causes of the conflict. Few textual elements point to an in-depth explanation of the
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assumptions which on the one hand lead the text producer to ‘textualize’ the world in a
particular way, and on the other hand lead the interpreter to interpret the text in a particular
way” (Fairclough, 2001: 71).

If systemic power inequalities are ever to be challenged, the use of language is not to be
overlooked as a place of struggle in which dominant ideologies are reproduced. Benedicto
(2013) contends that this requires in part a thorough revision of the West’s portrayal as it “is
only by presenting the role of the international community in producing the material basis of
suffering that the performance of the hero-subject can be unsettled and his/our bankruptcy
exposed” (109). In other words, there must be at once self-reflexivity on the part of Western
states who must denounce a selective recounting of history to acknowledge the colonial roots
of current African conflicts, a rejection of dichotomous characterizations of the West versus
‘the rest’ along simplistic good/evil binaries (ibid.) and a decline of state-centrism in favor of
micro-level human-centric narratives (Lang, 2002). Remaining wary of technological

deterministic claim
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common-sense. They may then have implications that lie in the potential real-life
consequences of such persistent ideologies. Indeed, conceiving of France as legitimate in its

involvement in ex-colonies may perpetua
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