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Extended Abstract: 

One of the biggest challenges for security actors in the Sahel is the capacity to build trust with local 
populations in order to break the cycle of the “lesser evil”. This issue particularly affects western 
international actors engaging in the Sahel as their intervention is often perceived with the 
framework of a potential “hegemon” rather than a helper. While many cultural factors play a role in 
this interpretation, the colonial history of western countries is usually the main driver for this label. 
As such, where the intervening actors come from plays a major role in the openness with which 
local communities will respond to the intervention, the quality of the dialogue, and the trust 
building process. This paper examines how the hegemon label creates different tiers within a trust 
building process, and how this impacts international peacebuilding efforts.

The first part of the paper examines how historical ties and power status frame the “hegemonic 
tiers”. These are described as historical hegemons, which include France, the United Kingdom, and 
Italy; hegemonic figures, which include the United States, China, and Russia; and non-hegemonic 
figures, such as Canada and the Netherlands. It will be argued that the hegemonic tier provides the 
framework for credibility for the first level of engagement (macro level), which is then modified 
through the second level of engagement (micro level) where the interactions can either reinforce or 
disarm the hegemonic perception bias, thereby affecting the trust building process.

The second part examines the reach of the distrust towards historical hegemons and how a “guilty 
by association” not only impacts the trust building process for actors in other tiers but also how 
local actors are perceived and the level of trust the latter can benefit from. In communities with 
strong grievances, links to historical hegemons or hegemonic figures can be instrumented in ways 
that can disrupt or catalyze a trust building process, especially for actors representing state 
institutions even if labeled as “non-hegemonic”.

The third part examines how the perception towards non-hegemonic actors can play a role as 
“trustworthy mediator”, especially through the use of “soft power” credentials. Here, non-
hegemonic actors accompany the trust building process at all levels, using their credibility both to 
create dialogue and to bridge the gap between distrusted figures and local communities.

Finally, this paper examines some of the ways non-hegemonic actors can occupy a larger role in the 
trust building process in the Sahel, especially in managing the effects of historical hegemon figures 
and the growing influence of hegemonic figures in the region. It also looks at how hegemon actors 
need to adapt their approach to trust building in order to counteract the negative perception of their 
presence.  


