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Abstract

The ECOWAS Protocol on Free Movement representefoligica’s most ambitious mobility
regimes, yet everyday realities of conflict, bordmrcuritisation, and state sovereignty
routinely undermine its practical operation. Thigiele examines the disjunction between the
legal promise of free movement and the political social conditions that constrain mobility
in West Africa. Drawing on African philosophy, pickl theory, and migration studies, it
argues that movement in the region operates legs @nforceable right than as a contingent
condition shaped by insecurity, inherited bordeas)d state interests. Using critical
philosophical analysis of regional legal instrumeand scholarly literature, the study shows
how migration governance simultaneously affirmsiaegl unity and reproduces forms of
exclusion. It concludes by proposing a normativenientation of mobility understood not
merely as physical relocation but as a claim tonitig belonging, and political recognition.
Framing movement as an ethical and political demaather than an administrative
concession offers a pathway for rethinking regionggration beyond formal commitments
toward substantive inclusion.
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Conflits, Déplacements et Paradoxe de la Libre Citdation en Afrique de
I'Ouest

Résumé

Le Protocole de la CEDEAO relatif a la libre ciration constitue I'un des régimes de
mobilité les plus ambitieux d’Afrique. Pourtants letalités quotidiennes des conflits, de la
sécurisation des frontiéres et de la souverainédfigie en compromettent régulierement
'application. Cet article examine le décalage entia promesse juridique de la libre
circulation et les conditions politiques et socglqui la limitent en Afrigue de I'Ouest.
S’appuyant sur la philosophie africaine, la théopelitique et les études migratoires, il
soutient que la circulation dans la région reléveims d’'un droit exécutoire que d'une
condition contingente, faconnée par linsécurités Ifrontieres héritées et les intéréts
étatiques. A travers une analyse philosophiquégrit des instruments juridiques régionaux
et de la littérature spécialisée, I'étude montrentoent la gouvernance des migrations affirme
simultanément l'unité régionale et reproduit desnfes d’exclusion. Elle propose en
conclusion une réorientation normative de la modjlappréhendée non seulement comme un
déplacement physique, mais aussi comme une reagindicle dignité, d’appartenance et de
reconnaissance politique. Envisager la mobilité nmmune exigence éthique et politique
plutdét que comme une concession administrativeeolavwoie a une refonte de I'intégration
régionale, au-dela des engagements formels, ed’vae inclusion réelle.

Mots-clés : philosophie africaine ; frontieres ; déplacementpdpulation ; CEDEAO ; libre
circulation
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INTRODUCTION

The question of free movement within West Africebath a political project and a
lived reality shaped by histories of colonial boands, regional cooperation, and
ongoing crises of displacement. The Economic Comiywi West African States
(ECOWAS) established the Protocol on Free Movenoéiitersons, Residence, and
Establishment in 1979 with the ambitious aim oflfeting the unhindered circulation
of people, goods, and ideas across member st&daspaper, this legal framework
embodies a profound commitment to regional integnatechoing broader global
discourses that link mobility to freedom, developteand dignity. In practice,
however, the implementation of this protocol resealseries of tensions between
aspiration and actualty border closures, xenophobic sentiments, security
crackdowns, and the pressures of conflict-drivegration continue to disrupt the
promise of a borderless region

Philosophically, free movement in West Africa canhhe reduced to a question of
policy efficiency or economic rationality. Rather,speaks to deeper questions of
human freedom, the ethics of belonging, and théecha between mobility and

constraint. Freedom of movement is often castuas\veersal right, grounded in notions
of autonomy and human dignity. Yet, in contexts kedrby forced displacement,

restrictive migration regimes, and political coméi®ns over identity, this right is

unevenly distributed and perpetually fragile. F@anyn West Africans, mobility is not

an expression of self-determination, but a necedsirn of violence, poverty, or

environmental degradation.

This paper seeks to critically interrogate theitieal of free movement in West Africa
from a theoretical and philosophical standpoinargfues that free movement must be
understood not only as a legal-political arrangerbehalso as an existential condition
that reveals the complex interplay between freedarimerability, and displacement.
Drawing on traditions of African philosophy, podtmaal thought, and migration
theory, the analysis foregrounds the ways in whioh West African experience
unsettles Eurocentric assumptions about bordeveraignty, and human agency. By
situating empirical realities within a conceptuedrhe, the study opens space for

1 Economic Community of West African States (ECOWABrotocol on Free Movement of Persons, Residence and
EstablishmenfLagos: ECOWAS, 1979).

2 Hamadou, Temedt. 2020. “Free Movement of Pergolgest Africa under the Strain of COVID-1%merican Journal of
International Lawl14 (4): 738-44

3 Aniche, A. T., lwuoha, V. C., & Isike, C. (2022)/hither the ECOWAS free movement protocdbsshitical Geography96,
102588.
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rethinking what it means to be free in a region rghmobility is both a promise and a
peril.

OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY

This study aims to:

1. Examine the contradiction between ECOWAS mobilayv land the lived
experience of displacement in West Africa.

2. Interpret migration governance through African pldphical conceptions of
dignity, belonging, and relational identity.

3. Develop a conceptual account of free movement astlzioal and political

category beyond legal entitlement.
MATERIALS AND METHODS

This study adopts a qualitative philosophical mdtilogy grounded incritical
analysis Rather than employing empirical fieldwork, theearch examines migration
through systematic engagement with philosophicatstelegal instruments, and
academic literature on displacement and bordergvast Africa. The method is
designed to interrogate not only institutional feamorks but also the ethical and
political assumptions that structure migration digse in the region.

Primary materials include regional policy documenish as the COWAS Protocol

on Free Movement of Persons, Residence and Estahlisent, alongside African
Union migration frameworks and international repash displacement. Secondary
sources consist of peer-reviewed academic litezatuAfrican philosophy, political
theory, and migration studies. Textual analysapiglied to these materials to identify
conceptual tensions between legal commitments tailityoand the lived realities of
displacement, insecurity, and exclusion. Critiaqalgsis guides the interpretation of
these sources through three analytical dimensiéinst, the study undertakes
conceptual clarification by examining key categories such as free movement,
sovereignty, displacement, and belonging. Secammmploysnormative evaluation

to assess the ethical implications of restrictivgration practices within African
philosophical traditions that emphasise dignity, sgitality, and communal
personhood. Third, it conductontextual interpretation by situating migration
policies within historical and socio-political candns, particularly the continuing
influence of colonial borders and postcolonialesfarmation.
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The study does not seek statistical generalisdtidraims for theoretical depth and
philosophical rigour. Validity is achieved througbherence of argument, engagement
with authoritative texts, and internal consisterafyinterpretation. This approach
enables a critical understanding of migration a# laopolitical process and a moral
condition within contemporary West Africa.

Analytical plausibility is strengthened throughatrgulation across legal texts,
historical scholarship, and philosophical sour@ssuring claims are grounded in
convergent lines of interpretation.

RESULTS

The analysis yields conceptual rather than stegiktindings. These results articulate
tensions between normative ideals and lived realitand clarify how mobility
operates simultaneously as promise and constraint.

1. Freedom versus Necessity

While the ECOWAS Protocol envisions mobility aseapression ofreedom, many
forms of movement in West Africa are driven thgcessityrather than choice. The
displacement of populations from northern Niget& ¢tb Boko Haram insurgency or
from the Sahel due to insecurity illustrates mdpilunder compulsich Here,
movement cannot be equated with freedom; it iseatsta manifestation of
vulnerability, challenging simplistic notions thabbility is inherently liberating.

Table 1. Estimated Number of Displaced Persons irefcted West African States
(2023)

Country Displaced Population (IDPs + Primary Drivers
Refugees)
Nigeria 1.2 million+ Boko Haram insurgency, herder-
farmer conflic
Burkina 2.0 million+ Jihadist  insurgency, communal
Faso violence
Mali 400,000- Armed groups, instabili
Niger 370,000- Cros«-border conflict, desertificatic

Source:UNHCR (2024); IOM (2023).

4 ldemudia, Uwafiokun, and Klaus Boehnke (2023)sHcurity, Forced Displacement and Migration Dyrenm the Sahel.”
Journal of Modern African Studieéd (2): 199-219.
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The data therefore indicate that “free” movememqfrently takes the form of
compelled mobility, structured by risk and survivather than autonomous choice.

2. Mobility versus Exclusion

Free movement is celebrated in regional discoussa anarker of integration, yet
practices such as Nigeria's 2019-2020 border ctosewreal the persistent primacy of
national sovereignty over regional commitments Similarly, the case of Cote

d’lvoire demonstrates how economic reliance on amgrdabour can coexist with

xenophobic exclusion. These examples underscorgdhadox that mobility may

simultaneously open and foreclose avenues of belgng

3. Belonging versus Displacement

The promise of ECOWAS is not merely about physigability but about fostering a
sense ofegional citizenship However, political and social exclusions oftengurce
the opposite effect. Migrant workers in Cote d’hegidespite decades of contribution,
faced exclusionary narratives that questioned thgitimacy, this demonstrates how
claims to rights depend on political membershipeathan mere presericén such
contexts, movement does not produce belongingistead entrencheksplacement
and alienation. This aligns with findings that mobility does nottamatically
translate into belonging in West Africa

4. Normative ldeals versus Lived Realities

The legal framework of ECOWAS, with its three-phassion of free movemefit
represents a normative ideal of integration. Yet timeven implementation of the
protocol highlights a profound gap between asmratind practice. This disjuncture
reveals how legal and policy frameworks alone amsufficient to guarantee
meaningful freedom of movement without addressihg structural inequalities,
insecurities, and political dynamics that shapeiiitgplon the ground.

5 Aniche, Alexander T., Victor C. lwuoha, and Chojsher Isike. 2022. “Whither the ECOWAS Free Moveiérotocols?
Pandemic Nationalism, Borders, and Migration in WAfsica.” Political Geography96: 102588.

6 Arendt, Hannah. 1973he Origins of TotalitarianisoNew York: Harcourt Brace.

7 Schofberger, Irene. 2022. “Migration, Mobilitycaithe Crisis of Belonging in West Africalfrican Affairs121 (484): 1—
22.

8 Economic Community of West African States (ECOWEEF9; ECOWAS 2020)
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Table 2. Phases of the ECOWAS Free Movement Protdcand Implementation

Gaps
ECOWAS Protocol Legal Provisions Implementation Reality
Phase
Phase | (Right of Entry, Visa-free entry for 90 days  Inconsistent  enforcement,
1979) border harassme
Phase Il (Right of Residence rights for migrants Limited recognition,
Residence) bureaucratic barrie
Phase Il (Right of Right to establist Rarely implemented, strong
Establishment) businesses/professic state resistan

Source: ECOWAS Protocol on Free Movement (1979%,18890)

This disjuncture reveals how legal and policy fraraks alone are insufficient to
guarantee meaningful freedom of movement withoullregbing the structural
inequalities, insecurities, and political dynanticat shape mobility on the grothd

5. Regional lessons for Global Migration Debate

The West African case complicates dominant gloksdratives that often frame
migration as a “crisis” afflicting the Global Northinstead, it demonstrates that
mobility is a constitutive feature of life in many parts of the Global South. This
challenges Eurocentric perspectives and calls fetlanking of migration not as an
exception or emergency but asiarmative condition of human existence West
Africa thus reframes migration as a constitutivatdiee of social life rather than an
episodic emergency. This perspective unsettles deatac crisis framings and
repositions mobility as a normal condition of hunemstence, with implications for
how sovereignty and borders are theorised.

DISCUSSION

The ECOWAS commitment to free movement stands dsndmark in African
regionalism, yet its practical operation revealsvidening gap between law and
governance. Border controls, security practicesl, iaformal exclusions routinely
disrupt legal commitments to openness. Free movetheneby appears less as a
stable right than as a conditional privilege shapggbolitical calculation, ethnicized
suspicion, and economic interest.

9 Hamadou, Temedt. 2020. “Free Movement of Persoli¢gest Africa under the Strain of COVID-19merican Journal of
International Lawl14 (4): 738-44.
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Conflict is decisive in this contradiction. Insungg, environmental stress, and
political instability compel movement while simulously narrowing safe and lawful
pathways. In moments of crisis, national securityipges regional commitment.
Displaced people thus encounter a paradoxical ardevhich they are formally

entitled to move yet politically rendered suspects.

From an African philosophical perspective, thigaiton raises deeper questions about
belonging and political recognition. Traditionalilplsophical accounts of African
communal life emphasise relational identity, hcapit, and ethical responsibility to
the other. Yet contemporary borders impose an opgdsgic of exclusion. Migrants
are increasingly framed as security risks rathan s individuals seeking continuity
of social life and protection, and thus furtheteef broader logics of state power that
expose certain populations to heightened vulnétalfil Hence, this shift signifies not
merely a policy limitation but a philosophical ftare between declared African unity
and practised political closure.

Contemporary controls also extend colonial spabigics. Borders imposed without
social consent continue to structure mobility. Bnelurance of these lines illustrates
how postcolonial sovereignty inherits and reproduoelonial technologies of
separation, now legitimised through security disseu

ECOWAS'’ institutional capacity remains uneven. Beols exist, but enforcement
tools and sanctions are weak. Selective compliaadtmvs domestic politics to
override regional obligation, turning law into syalism and integration into
performance.

Reduced to policy arithmetic, migration governanusses its ethical core. African
philosophies of relational personhood recast mowerag recognition and continuity
of social life rather than administrative permissidVithin this horizon, mobility
functions as an ethical claim to inclusion.

Finally, the ECOWAS mobility framework reveals apader tension between Pan-
African aspiration and political fragmentation. Sugspiration echoes long-standing
Pan-African visions of continental unity While the idea of Africa without borders
remains politically celebrated, its institutionalarislation remains incomplete.
Regional integration continues to operate symblbjicavhile national systems of

10 Mbembe, Achille. 2003. “NecropoliticsPublic Culture15 (1): 11-40.
11 Nkrumah, Kwame. 1963\frica Must Unite London: Heinemann
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exclusion deepen. This contradiction weakens #estormative potential of African
unity and reduces it to a rhetorical performance.

Reframing mobility as an ethical commitment rattiean a bureaucratic concession
opens political possibilities. Grounding regionatieigration in dignity and belonging
provides a path from declarative unity to livedlusoon.

CONCLUSION

This article has shown that although ECOWAS forgnafidorses free movement, the
political conditions of conflict, securitisatiomeé inherited borders repeatedly negate
its realisation. Mobility, therefore persists nstareliable right but as a contingent
opportunity shaped by security logics and staterdisn.

A philosophical lens clarifies what policy alonenoat: movement is inseparable from
dignity, belonging, and recognition. African tradits of relational identity expose the
tension between proclaimed unity and practisedusxah, revealing the ethical stakes
of migration governance. Colonial spatial inhertia® and institutional fragility
further explain why legal commitments remain weaithaut political will and
enforcement.

For free movement to become substantive rather #yambolic, ECOWAS and
member states must treat mobility as justice, nwdrity. Only by anchoring
integration in ethical commitment and institutionegolve can regional mobility shift
from deferred promise to lived reality.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Building on these findings, several recommendatioan be advanced for both
philosophy and policy:

1. Deepen African-Centred Theorising on Mobility

Scholars should continue to articulate migratioanfeworks rooted in African
intellectual traditions, moving beyond dependenoyEauropean or global security
paradigms.

A stronger dialogue between philosophy and politydies can generate new
categories for understanding belonging and dispiace in African contexts.
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2. Reinvigorate Pan-African Commitments

ECOWAS and the African Union should return to Nkahis vision of integration,
treating free movement not as an optional polioy twt as a political and ethical
imperative.

Strengthening supranational enforcement mechanismlsl help prevent unilateral
actions, such as Nigeria’s border closure, fromeamihing regional commitments.

3. Foster Inclusive Conceptions of Belonging

States should complement legal frameworks for ntghbwith social policies that
address xenophobia, promote inclusion, and recedoig-settled migrants as part of
the national fabric.

Arendt’s insight that rights depend on membersimgeuscores the need for policies
that secure both legal status and social belonging.

4, Humanise Security Responses to Mobility
While conflict and terrorism in the Sahel presemtalr security challenges,
securitisation should not come at the expense gfants’ rights and survival.

Mbembe’s critique of necropolitics calls for balangrsovereignty with humanitarian
responsibility, ensuring that border practices gaded life rather than expose it to
unnecessary risk.

5. Embed Mobility in Communitarian Ethics
Drawing on Wiredu, policymakers should recognisat tmobility is not simply an
individual right but part of sustaining communiifeland interdependence.

Community-based dialogues, cross-border culturabg@@mmes, and shared
development initiatives can reinforce the moralamthnings of free movement.

6. Promote Epistemic Autonomy in Migration Policy

Following Hountondji, migration research and polassign should be led by African
institutions and scholars, ensuring that framewakeerge from African realities
rather than donor priorities.

This requires investing in regional research censapporting local data collection,
and cultivating homegrown theories of mobility.
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