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The CFA franc (originally franc des colonies francaises d’Afrique) was, from
1947, the official currency of the French colonial territories of West and Equatorial
Africa. It has retained this role, which includes a complex set of rules and institutions
to support them, up until the present day. Fanny Pigeaud and Ndongo Samba Sylla’s
book is at once a well-researched account of the CFA’s history and a sharp critique
of its effect upon the postcolonial African states still subjected to this system.

CFA coins and banknotes are physically produced in France for use as the
official medium of exchange in Africa. They can freely be exchanged for
metropolitan French currency (previously the franc, now the euro) but only at a fixed
rate which France can alter unilaterally (but rarely has). The legal issuers of CFA
are two regional banks, one for the eight states of former French West Africa, the
other for the six states of Central Africa (these correspond roughly to the French
territorial federations of the colonial era). The regional banks are both subordinated
to the French Treasury and have had (until very recently) French officials (with veto
power) on their own boards.

According to Pigeaud and Sylla, the “keystone” of the CFA system are the
“operations accounts” maintained in the French Treasury by the regional African
banks to assure that any conversions to non-franc/euro currencies (always
undertaken by the Treasury), could be covered. At various times this meant that as
much as eighty-percent of African assets were “loaned” to the Treasury, which did
pay a small interest rate for this benefit.

At the center of Pigeaud and Sylla’s argument is that this system damages the
economies of the African states involved, none of whom have achieved significant
sustained growth and structural development since independence. The arguments
used here rely upon broad statistics and theory rather than close analysis but for the
most part are convincing. Thus, the emphasis on balancing operational accounts
reduces the funds available for investments that could have produced additional
wealth. The easy transfer of assets allowed expatriate investors (along with corrupt
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government officials) to move capital and short-term profits out of Africa. The over-
valued currency gives price advantages to imported consumer goods and raised the
costs of exported domestic products. It also deprives local governments of
devaluation as a monetary tool.

Ironically these last two points echo the critique of African consumer-based
economics by advocates of neo-liberal structural adjustment policies, doctrines that
are otherwise rejected as unproductive “austerity” throughout this book. A broader
problem here is the critique of monetary and credit measures without linking them
to other factors of postcolonial Africa malaise, such as corruption, misguided
development planning, the “resource curse” of dependency upon petroleum exports,
etc. The limitations of this approach become apparent in the last portions of the book,
where Pigeaud and Sylla explore some alternatives to the CFA system, including a
new “eco” currency tied to ECOWAS (the Economic Community of West African
States) and various ways of coordinating the national currencies of a broader range
of African states. Any solutions here clearly depend upon a complex set of
“conditionalities” (to use another neo-liberal phrase) and the authors wisely offer no
winning formula.

It may ultimately be more productive to view the significance of the CFA
system in political rather than economic terms. Whether or not this currency/finance
link explains more about African problems than other factors, its blatantly neo-
colonial character (even- or especially- in the reformed version recently proposed by
French president Emmanuel Macron) cannot help but enrage Africans. From the
other side of the divide, one has to ask why France would maintain such offensive
hegemony over a region that Pigeaud and Sylla note is of decreasing value in its
commercial portfolio and has come more and more tied to Asian rather than Atlantic
investors. The answer, several times suggested in this book, is that the grandeur
gained by presiding over even the remnant of an overseas empire allows France to
retain some claim to being a Great Power. But for how long will African rulers be
willing to play their supporting role in what Pigeaud and Sylla rightly call this mug’s
game?
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