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Introduction

Following the gradual decline of a unipolar world, the world is now transitioning to a multipolar 
order in which multiple countries or regions share power and influence (Nye, 2011). A plethora 
of significant actors are present in this scenario, each with a unique sphere of control, fiscal 
prominence, military strength, or political sway. The concept of a multipolar world order contrasts 
with earlier historical periods that were either characterized by unipolarity (when one country holds 
unrivalled global power, as the United States of America was frequently thought to in the immediate 
post-Cold War era) or bipolarity (when two central states hold sway, as was the case during the era 
of the Cold War with the United States of America (USA) and the Soviet Union), or both.

In a multipolar world order, countries and regions are free to join alliances, pursue their own goals, 
and compete for influence. Thus, due to the growing rivalry over assets and markets, as well as the 
complexity of diplomatic relations, a broader range of interests may be shaping global policies and 
events. 

An international system with multiple poles presents both opportunities and challenges. On the one 
hand, the multipolar order enables addressing global issues from a broader range of perspectives, 
which may lead to more comprehensive and inclusive solutions. On the other hand, it may lead to 
a rise in geopolitical tensions, strategic rivalries, an arms race, and power struggles among major 
entities, which may affect global stability and security. It is imperative to keep in mind that the world’s 
current geopolitical terrain is dynamic and that the nature of international relations, the rise and fall 
of enormous powers, and changes in the political, economic, and technological landscape all affect 
the persistence of a multipolar world order.

In this evolving system, Africa occupies a pivotal yet precarious position. The continent is both 
a participant and a testing ground for global shifts, as it grapples with overlapping economic, 
environmental, and security crises that analysts increasingly describe as a “polycrisis.” The African 
Union (AU), as the continent’s principal multilateral body, faces growing criticism regarding its 
limited institutional capacity to manage these interconnected challenges while still striving to assert 
Africa’s voice in the global arena. Recent developments, including the AU’s admission to the Group 
of Twenty (G20) (2023) and its engagement with the emerging United Nations Tax Convention, mark 
important milestones in strengthening Africa’s representation in global governance and economic 
reform. These steps, alongside a renewed push for South–South cooperation through platforms 
such as Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa (BRICS) Plus framework (2009), highlight the 
continent’s determination to redefine its agency in a fragmented international order.

Early in the post-colonial era, African governments were heavily involved in supporting economic 
modernisation policies within the framework of new nation-states, with the concept of "nation" 
posing substantial uncertainty. The early 1960s through the early 1970s saw significant economic 
growth in African economies, as well as advancements in water supply, health care, and education. 
Nevertheless, the need for weak African regimes to strengthen their states also led to an increase 
in authoritarianism and a desire to interact with the outside world on their own terms. This was 
constrained by the Cold War and their level of influence within the comity of states at the global 
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political level, which offered opportunities for foreign assistance but also limited the content and 
direction of the African agenda (Oestigaard, 2015).

The emergence of a multipolar world in recent decades has culminated in substantial changes 
in the global order, driven by new economic and political powers (Acharya, 2016). Meanwhile, in 
this new paradigm, a wide range of actors, both established and up-and-coming, share power and 
influence. While some have expressed a desire to engage with Africa based on a mutually beneficial 
friendship and equal partnership, others have, in practice, stuck to the traditional way of engaging 
with Africa. This presents Africa with a unique opportunity.

Thus, this essay analyses the many variables that influence Africa's position in the new multipolar 
order, assesses its potential trajectory, and discusses the opportunities and challenges facing 
its leadership as they navigate this complex and dynamic environment. Furthermore, it evaluates 
Africa's current state and prospects for the future, as well as the challenges and opportunities 
its leadership will face as they navigate the complexities of this new global reality to position 
Africa appropriately within a developing multipolar order. By examining historical, geopolitical, 
and economic factors, the essay underscores the importance of African leaders taking proactive 
measures to ensure a prosperous and just future for the continent.

Africa's Current Position in the Multipolar World

Historical legacies, geopolitical dynamics, and shifting economic ties all shape Africa's place in 
the new multipolar order. The majority of African countries have been in the shadow of Western 
countries and their former colonial masters. The various nations and cultures across the continent, 
with their different histories and issues, have struggled with the long-term impact of colonialism. 
After independence, different African countries have been in the process of finding their individual 
niches in the international system. Africa is currently caught between rival powers, each with its 
own interests and goals. With the rise of emerging economies like China, India, and Brazil and 
their increased engagement with Africa across a range of fronts, including trade, investment, and 
development cooperation, power dynamics have changed in the 21st century (Ali, 2014). As a result, 
Africa has forged new alliances beyond its traditional Western partners while also attempting to 
disentangle itself from legacies that impede its progress across various spheres.

In recent years, China has made significant investments in African countries such as Kenya, Uganda 
and Ethiopia. With its "One Belt, One Road" initiative, China will be connected to Africa and other 
continents through an economic route (Brautigam, 2015). By providing Africa with much-needed 
infrastructure and investment, China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) completely changed the game. 
Africa has diversified its economic relationships and reduced its reliance on Western counterparts 
(Pigato & Tang, 2015). The role of China in Africa is contentious because China has invested 
significantly in infrastructure development that has boosted African economies, contradicting the 
exploitative tendencies seen with other foreign investors, who have left Africans with increased levels 
of debt. These investments are seen by those who support them as a chance for development, and 
by those who criticise them as new colonial appropriations and irresponsible financial behaviour.
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African states navigate a complex web of alliances to advance their economic, political, and 
security agendas as world powers vie for influence. The continent serves as a stage for geopolitical 
issues due to its long colonial history and resource- and labour-rich regions. African countries 
form alliances with both influential and up-and-coming states in search of financial investments, 
technology transfers, and development assistance. These partnerships, which are frequently 
motivated by practical interests, help strike a difficult balance between securing advantages and 
preserving state sovereignty (Rotberg, 2020). Additionally, African states leverage their geopolitical 
positions to negotiate favourable terms in global trade, climate change agreements, and development 
projects (Mlambo et al., 2021). In addition, we have seen how Africa has boldly taken a stance on the 
New Agenda for Peace, leveraging its geopolitical advantages.

Furthermore, there is a substantial presence of external actors in Africa from Europe and America. 
The United States of America (USA) has supported numerous African nations with aid and military 
assistance for many years. Although Europe has done the same, it has a long history of colonialism 
in Africa, and a complete detachment never fully happened. The natural resources of Africa and its 
potential as a market for their products and services are of interest to both. Through a variety of 
activities, political choices, and business alliances that emphasise both opportunities and challenges, 
Africa is actively navigating the complexities of the multipolar world. The African Continental Free 
Trade Area (AfCFTA), established in 2021, is a significant example. This ambitious project aims to 
create a single market with a population of over 1.2 billion and a GDP of over $3 trillion. AfCFTA has 
the potential to increase intra-African commerce and economic growth, but it also requires addressing 
differences across various economies, regulatory structures, and infrastructure gaps.

African countries are also forming alliances with numerous international players. Significant 
infrastructure expenditures have resulted from China's BRI, but it has also sparked worries about 
the sustainability of debt. For instance, China’s BRI has supported projects such as Kenya’s 
SGR, which have improved trade relations. However, this has also raised questions about the 
sustainability of debts and levels of economic reliance. The projected growth in jobs and wages 
within the AfCFTA could expand opportunities for all Africans (Maliszewska et al., 2020). Around 
68 million people should be able to escape moderate poverty thanks to the AfCFTA, which will also 
increase the competitiveness of African nations. However, for the agreement to operate fully, proper 
implementation will be essential, as will thorough monitoring of repercussions on all workers (men 
and women, skilled and unskilled), across all countries and sectors (World Bank, 2020).

Beyond traditional partnerships, Africa’s participation in the expanding BRICS+ framework 
underscores its commitment to South–South cooperation, allowing states to diversify trade and 
development partnerships beyond the Global North. The African Union’s recent admission to the 
G20, along with the provisional adoption of the UN Tax Convention, signals a growing recognition 
of Africa’s role in shaping new global governance norms. South Africa’s G20 presidency (December 
1st, 2024, to November 30th, 2025) further symbolises Africa’s readiness to influence global 
economic discourse and advocate for fairer multilateral systems. These steps are vital because 
they provide Africa with formal channels to negotiate international rules, assert its interests, and 
reduce dependency on traditional Western powers.
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Overall, these engagements have led to increased African countries' participation in regional and 
international organisations and have amplified their collective voice and agency, thereby enhancing 
their influence in shaping global policies. However, it is important to address the significant gaps 
within and among African countries that might hamper similar progress and the region's inclusion 
in the international system. Inequality in results arises from disparities in economic growth and 
development, government stability, and access to schools and clinics. Furthermore, groups such 
as women, youth, and rural residents are constantly faced with additional challenges. It is critical 
to address such disparities so that all African countries and their respective populations can fully 
tap the political and social benefits of regional and international involvement in a more balanced 
manner.

Africa's Destination in the Multipolar World

Africa's destination takes on strategic importance as it positions itself in an evolving multipolar 
world. This is due to the complexity of the subject of where Africa will end up in the multipolar 
globe. Africa has the capacity to play a significant role in the world economy, on the one hand. 
The population of the continent is youthful and expanding, and there are many natural resources 
available, along with a developing middle class. However, on the flip side, Africa also faces obstacles 
such as poverty, inequality, and challenges to peace and security. The continent can only reach its full 
potential through practical actions to address these challenges, while utilising its strengths. This 
will require strong leadership and the ability to define the African direction properly. In this regard, 
African leaders' cooperation to develop a cohesive strategy for the multipolar world that considers 
the continent's specific demands and challenges is necessary. 

While navigating the challenges of the multipolar system, the leaders of the continent must also look 
to the future and prioritise sustainable development, economic growth, and regional integration. For 
example, one potential destination for Africa in the multipolar world is as a hub for innovation and 
entrepreneurship. (Acharya, 2016). The continent has already seen significant growth in the tech 
sector, with startups such as Andela and Jumia attracting international attention and investment. 
By continuing to invest in education and infrastructure and by promoting a culture of innovation 
and entrepreneurship, Africa can position itself as a leader in emerging industries and technologies.

As Kwame Nkrumah (1960) once said, “We face neither East nor West; we face forward.” This timeless 
statement reminds Africa that its progress depends not on alignment with external powers, but on 
charting its own course through unity, self-reliance, and visionary leadership. Africa’s future in the 
multipolar world must therefore be defined by its ability to collectively act, leverage its strengths, 
and determine its own developmental trajectory in accordance with its values and aspirations.

One key aspect of Africa's destination lies in harnessing its vast human capital and natural resources 
to drive innovation, industrialisation, and technological advancement. Investing in education, 
research, and development will empower Africa's youth and enable the continent to be a player 
in the Fourth Industrial Revolution (Shinn & Eisenman, 2012). Furthermore, regional integration is 
critical for Africa's growth and stability. Establishing stronger economic and political ties among 
African nations will foster intra-continental trade, create larger markets, and enhance collective 
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bargaining power on the global stage. The AfCFTA is a step in this direction, and its successful 
implementation is vital to Africa's future (Ali, 2014).

Navigating the Complexities of the Multipolar World

African leaders must take a proactive, practical approach if they are to successfully navigate 
the emerging multipolar world (Nye, 2011). To meet the needs of their own citizens, they must 
also navigate the conflicting interests of major countries. A keen awareness of the geopolitical 
environment and a distinct vision for Africa's future are necessary for this delicate balancing 
act. African leaders must focus on establishing robust institutions and fostering economic 
development to navigate the multipolar world. They must also try to give Africa a cohesive voice on 
the international scene. African states will need to work together and cooperate with other states 
and international institutions. African leaders must also look to address the challenges facing 
the continent, such as poverty, inequality, and political instability. This will require investment in 
health, education, and infrastructure. It will also require addressing corruption and promoting good 
governance. In addition, Africa ought to take steps to address climate change and environmental 
degradation. The continent is particularly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change, such as 
droughts and floods, which can severely affect food security and economic development. African 
leaders must work together to promote sustainable development and reduce carbon emissions. 

By promoting intra-African trade, cooperation, and unity in the face of global complexities and 
the need to access foreign markets, continental and regional organizations like the African Union 
(AU), Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), East African Community (EAC), and 
Southern African Development Community (SADC) play a crucial role in helping Africa navigate 
the multipolar world. These organisations provide vital venues for diplomatic interaction, policy 
coordination, and teamwork, thereby strengthening the continent's ability to compete successfully 
in a multipolar world. As a continental organisation, the AU promotes solidarity among African 
countries and coordinates actions to address shared problems in peace and security, economic 
integration, and sustainable development. Initiatives such as the AfCFTA highlight the AU's role in 
negotiating agreements for economic integration and cohesion.

The African Union's Agenda 2063 program sets a vision for a united and prosperous Africa. 
Similarly, the West African-focused ECOWAS promotes political stability, conflict resolution, and 
the implementation of protocols such as the ECOWAS Trade Liberalisation Scheme (ETLS), which 
lowers trade barriers and increases intraregional trade. The East African Community (EAC) seeks 
to bring East African nations together through infrastructure development, economic alliances, and 
unified policies that facilitate commerce and the free movement of people, capital, and goods. 
In addition, SADC prioritises fostering regional collaboration and trade facilitation to advance 
development and stability in Southern Africa. (Denters & Gazzini, 2017).

Many African countries have proven remarkably adept at navigating the challenges of the multipolar 
world, demonstrating their capacity to leverage strategic alliances for advancement and expansion. 
Ethiopia is one such example that has strategically interacted with several major world powers, 
including China, the European Union, and the United States of America. Chinese investments have 
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helped Ethiopia's infrastructure development projects, such as the Addis Ababa- Djibouti Railway, 
improve economic connectivity. Similarly, Rwanda has made significant investments in technology 
and innovation as a result of its strategic ties, including alliances with both Western countries and 
China. Rwanda’s initiatives to establish itself as a regional technological centre have produced 
notable developments in e-governance and environmentally friendly urban design. 

Some of the key lessons to learn to navigate the current global order in view of the trajectory of 
Africa’s economic and political history and its current global political and economic posture include:

Economic Dependency and Sovereignty: Africa must avoid falling into a pattern of economic 
dependency on a single global power. While engagement with emerging economies brings benefits, 
it also poses the risk of resource exploitation and debt traps. African leaders must prioritise 
sustainable investments, transparency, and good governance to protect their nations' sovereignty 
and interests. (Brautigam, 2015). 

Strengthening African Institutions: Effective governance and robust institutions are fundamental to 
Africa's successful navigation in the multipolar world. African leaders must invest in strengthening 
democratic institutions, promoting the rule of law, and combating corruption. Transparent and 
accountable governance will foster investor confidence, attract foreign direct investment (FDI), and 
support sustainable development initiatives. Furthermore, investing in education and healthcare is 
crucial for human capital development. By equipping the African workforce with relevant skills and 
promoting health and well-being, African nations can enhance their productivity and competitiveness 
in the global marketplace.

Balancing Geostrategic Interests: As various powers vie for influence in Africa, its leaders must 
deftly balance geostrategic interests. While maintaining cordial relationships with all global 
actors, Africa should articulate its strategic objectives and leverage partnerships aligning with 
its development agenda. This approach will prevent becoming entangled in geopolitical rivalries. 
(Ali, 2014). Managing this balance also requires adaptive policymaking to address the polycrisis 
—the interconnected shocks of climate change, economic volatility, and security threats — that 
test Africa’s resilience. The ability to coordinate responses across sectors and borders will define 
how successfully the continent navigates the complexities of global interdependence. AU member 
states should ensure minimal intra-AU contestation to avoid fragmentation and non-alignments 
that could undermine the AU as an African agency on African affairs and for Africa in the global 
arena.

Leveraging Soft Power and Diplomacy: Africa possesses immense cultural diversity and a rich 
heritage, which can serve as a potent soft power tool. African leaders should promote their nations' 
arts, culture, and values to foster positive perceptions on the global stage. Effective diplomacy will 
help Africa negotiate favourable terms in trade deals, development cooperation, and climate change 
negotiations (Nye, 2011).

Addressing Intra-Continental Challenges: Internal conflicts, political instability, and governance 
deficiencies remain significant challenges for Africa (Brautigam, 2015). African leaders must 
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prioritise peace-building efforts, conflict resolution, and inclusive governance to create a stable 
environment for economic growth and sustainable development (Shinn & Eisenman, 2012).

Harnessing Economic Opportunities: The emergence of a multipolar world presents unique 
economic opportunities for Africa. By engaging with multiple centres of power, African nations can 
attract foreign Direct investment (FDI), access new technologies, and foster knowledge transfer. 
However, to fully benefit from these opportunities, African leaders must ensure an enabling business 
environment, promote transparency, and invest in infrastructure and human capital.

The Role of Regional Integration: Regional integration is a key strategy for Africa to enhance its 
collective strength and influence in the multipolar world. The African Continental Free Trade Area, 
launched in 2021, provides a framework for facilitating intra-continental trade and investment. By 
eliminating trade barriers and harmonising regulations, the AfCFTA has the potential to create 
a single market of 1.2 billion people, offering unprecedented opportunities for African businesses 
and consumers. However, the successful implementation of the AfCFTA depends on addressing 
logistical challenges, enhancing infrastructure connectivity, and fostering political commitment 
from all member states. African leaders must work collaboratively to overcome these hurdles and 
transform the continent into an economic hub.

Sustainable Development and Environmental Conservation: As Africa positions itself in the 
multipolar world, these must remain central priorities. The continent is disproportionately affected 
by the adverse impacts of climate change and environmental degradation. African leaders must 
adopt climate-resilient policies, promote renewable energy, and participate actively in global 
climate change negotiations. Additionally, sustainable development practices must prioritise 
social inclusivity and equitable wealth distribution. By addressing issues of poverty, inequality, and 
social marginalisation, African leaders can create a more stable and prosperous society, fostering 
a conducive environment for economic growth and development.

The Role of Africa in Global Governance: African leaders must assert their continent's position in 
shaping global governance mechanisms as the world moves towards multipolarity (Ali, 2014). This 
is because Africa has the potential to become a major player in the global economy. The continent's 
population is projected to double by 2050, creating a significant market for goods and services. 
Additionally, Africa is home to some of the world's largest reserves of natural resources, including 
oil, gas, and minerals. If managed sustainably, these resources could provide a significant boost to 
the continent's economy. Moreover, another critical aspect of Africa's role in the global economy is 
the need to promote intra-African trade (Shinn & Eisenman, 2012). Intra-African trade is currently 
low, but there is enormous growth potential. African leaders must work together to create an 
enabling environment for trade, including addressing trade barriers and investing in infrastructure 
that facilitates trade within the continent.
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Conclusion

Africa's positioning in the emerging multipolar order is a critical juncture that demands proactive 
leadership and strategic decision-making (Acharya, 2016). Africa's success in navigating the 
multipolar world will not only define the continent's destiny but also shape the broader trajectory 
of global affairs. Through cooperation, unity, and forward-thinking policies, Africa can thrive in the 
evolving worldwide order and become a beacon of progress and prosperity for the world (Nye, 2011). 

Finally, our individual and collective actions have the power to influence Africa's future as we reflect 
on the complex story of the continent's journey in the multipolar globe. It is crucial to understand 
our ability to drive positive change through informed decision-making, teamwork, and global 
citizenship as we examine the achievements and challenges African countries have faced. Let us 
consider the broader effects of our activities on the continent's unity, growth, and influence in a world 
with numerous power centres, in light of these realisations. Together, let us take charge of shaping 
Africa's story in the multipolar world by emulating the spirit of cooperation – Pan Africanism, the 
foundational principle of collaboration and unity that serves as a guiding force for Africa, enabling 
the continent to navigate the complexities of a changing global landscape by finding common 
ground among its nations and tenacity that characterises this magnificent continent.
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