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ABSTRACT: This study examines the changing architecture of Africa’s international 

economic partnerships from 1960 to 2025, with particular attention to shifts in trade, 

foreign investment, development finance, and the principal external actors engaged with 

African economies. It traces the movement from predominantly European-oriented 

economic relationships after independence toward increasingly diversified interactions 

involving North America, Asia, the Middle East, and emerging economic powers. The 

study adopts a historical research methodology based on qualitative analysis of secondary 

materials, including scholarly books, journal articles, official government publications, 

international economic reports, and relevant policy documents. A historical-comparative 

approach is used to identify major phases, turning points, continuities, and changes in 

Africa’s external economic engagements over the period. The study finds that Africa’s 
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international economic partnerships have become more diverse and geographically 

extensive, reflecting changes in global production, trade patterns, investment flows, and 

development financing. However, the benefits of this diversification have varied 

considerably across countries and sectors. The study recommends stronger regional 

coordination, improved trade and investment frameworks, greater value addition to 

exports, and more effective management of relationships with diverse external partners. It 

concludes that understanding these changing partnerships is essential to explaining Africa’s 

evolving position within the international economic system. 

Keywords: Africa; International Economic Partnerships; Trade; Foreign Investment; 

Development Finance; Global Economic Order. 

Introduction 

The transformation of Africa’s international economic partnerships since independence has 

been closely connected to changes in the wider international economic system. When many 

African states gained political independence in the 1960s, their economies remained 

strongly connected to external markets through trade, investment, commodity exports, and 

development assistance. The new states therefore entered the international economy within 

structures largely shaped before independence. As Rodney (1972) observed, the colonial 

system had contributed to an economic relationship in which African economies were 

oriented toward the production of primary commodities for external markets. This 

historical inheritance influenced the direction of Africa’s subsequent commercial and 

financial relationships. Over the decades, however, these relationships have undergone 

significant changes as new economic actors, institutions, markets, and sources of finance 

have emerged. 

During the first two decades after independence, European countries remained particularly 

important partners in Africa’s external economic relations. Historical commercial 

connections, preferential trading arrangements, foreign investment, and development 

assistance contributed to the continuation of strong economic links between African states 

and their former colonial powers. At the same time, the United States, the Soviet Union, 

and international financial institutions became increasingly relevant to Africa’s economic 

environment. Cooper and Packard (1997) argue that postcolonial African economies were 
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shaped by interactions between domestic development priorities and an increasingly 

internationalized economic system. The period also witnessed efforts by African 

governments to expand industrial production and diversify their economies, although many 

remained heavily dependent on a narrow range of commodity exports. Consequently, the 

structure of external economic relations during this period combined historical 

relationships with emerging global economic influences. 

The international debt crisis of the 1980s marked an important turning point in Africa’s 

economic relations with external institutions. Falling commodity prices, rising debt 

obligations, deteriorating terms of trade, and balance-of-payments difficulties increased the 

importance of international financial institutions in economic policymaking. Structural 

adjustment programmes supported by the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank 

promoted fiscal reforms, trade liberalization, privatization, and market-oriented policies 

across many African countries. Mkandawire and Soludo (1999) describe structural 

adjustment as a major transformation in African economic policymaking, while Easterly 

(2005) notes the extensive influence of adjustment programmes on developing economies. 

These developments altered not only domestic economic policies but also the manner in 

which African states interacted with international financial institutions, creditors, investors, 

and trading partners. 

The end of the Cold War and the acceleration of globalization during the 1990s further 

altered the international economic environment. African countries increasingly participated 

in global trade liberalization, regional integration initiatives, and international investment 

networks. The establishment of the World Trade Organization in 1995 also created a 

broader institutional framework for international commerce. At the regional level, 

organizations such as the Economic Community of West African States and the Southern 

African Development Community sought to promote intra-African trade and economic 

cooperation. According to Collier (2007), Africa's integration into global markets created 

both opportunities and constraints, particularly because many economies continued to rely 

heavily on primary commodities. Thus, the globalization of the 1990s represented an 

important stage in the changing architecture of Africa’s international economic 

partnerships. 
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The twenty-first century introduced a further diversification of Africa’s external economic 

relationships. China became an increasingly prominent trading partner, investor, 

infrastructure financier, and development actor, while India, Brazil, Turkey, the Gulf states, 

and other emerging economies also expanded their engagement with the continent. 

Broadman (2007) identified the growing importance of Asian economies in Africa’s 

commercial transformation, while Brautigam (2009) emphasized the significance of 

China’s expanding economic engagement. Trade and investment flows consequently 

became less concentrated in traditional Western relationships. The growing presence of 

emerging partners also reflected broader changes in the world economy, particularly the 

increasing economic weight of Asia and the development of South–South cooperation. 

Since the 2010s, Africa’s international economic partnerships have become increasingly 

connected to the emergence of a more complex and multipolar global economy. China, 

India, the Gulf countries, Russia, Brazil, and other emerging actors have expanded their 

commercial, investment, infrastructure, and financial relationships with African states. The 

expansion of BRICS and the growing importance of alternative development-financing 

institutions have further contributed to this changing environment. At the same time, the 

African Continental Free Trade Area has created an important framework for strengthening 

intra-African commerce and positioning African economies within wider global production 

and trading networks. The United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (2023) 

emphasizes that greater regional integration can support structural transformation and 

expand Africa’s participation in international trade. These developments suggest that 

Africa’s external economic relations can no longer be understood primarily through its 

historical relationships with Europe and North America. 

Against this background, this study examines the changing architecture of Africa’s 

international economic partnerships between 1960 and 2025. It focuses on the major 

changes in trade relations, foreign investment, development finance, and the geographical 

distribution of Africa’s external economic partners. The study is guided by the following 

objectives: to examine the major phases in the development of Africa’s international 

economic partnerships since independence; to analyse the changing roles of traditional and 

emerging economic partners; and to assess the implications of these changes for Africa’s 

participation in the international economic system. The significance of the study lies in 
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providing a long-term historical interpretation of Africa’s external economic engagements 

rather than treating contemporary partnerships as isolated developments. By placing recent 

changes within their historical context, the study contributes to discussions on Africa’s 

evolving role in international economic relations and the changing structure of the global 

economy. 

Conceptual Clarification 

International Economic Partnerships 

International economic partnerships refer to formal and informal relationships through 

which countries engage in trade, investment, finance, technology transfer, infrastructure 

development, and other forms of economic cooperation. Such relationships may operate 

through bilateral agreements, multilateral institutions, regional organizations, and private-

sector networks. Keohane and Nye (2012) define interdependence in terms of “reciprocal 

effects among countries or among actors in different countries” (p. 7). In the African 

context, international economic partnerships have historically involved European countries 

and Western financial institutions, but have increasingly expanded to include China, India, 

Brazil, Turkey, and Gulf economies. The concept is therefore central to this study because 

it provides a basis for examining how the composition, direction, and character of Africa’s 

external economic relationships have evolved since 1960. 

Changing Architecture 

The concept of changing architecture refers to transformations in the structure, 

composition, institutions, and patterns of interaction that characterize international 

economic relations. It emphasizes changes in the relative roles of states, institutions, 

markets, and economic actors rather than suggesting the complete disappearance of earlier 

relationships. Hettne (1995) associates changes in the global system with broader 

transformations in patterns of international interaction and regional organization. Applied 

to Africa, the concept captures the gradual movement from predominantly European-

oriented economic relationships after independence toward increasingly diversified 

connections with North America, Asia, the Middle East, and other regions. It consequently 

enables the study to identify both continuities and changes in Africa’s external economic 

engagements between 1960 and 2025. 
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Trade Relations 

Trade relations refer to the exchange of goods and services between countries and 

economic regions through bilateral, regional, and multilateral arrangements. Trade has 

historically constituted an important component of Africa’s international economic 

relations, particularly because many African economies have relied substantially on 

commodity exports while importing manufactured products and capital goods. Frankel and 

Romer (1999) demonstrate that international trade can have important implications for 

economic growth and economic integration. However, Africa’s trading relationships have 

changed over time as new markets and trading partners have emerged. The expansion of 

African trade with China, India, Brazil, and other emerging economies illustrates this 

transformation. Trade relations in this study are therefore understood as both commercial 

exchanges and indicators of the changing geographical orientation of Africa’s international 

economic partnerships. 

Foreign Investment and Development Finance 

Foreign investment involves the movement of capital from external investors into African 

economies, while development finance encompasses loans, grants, concessional financing, 

and other financial resources directed toward development-related activities. These forms 

of economic engagement have contributed to infrastructure, mining, manufacturing, 

energy, transportation, and other sectors of African economies. Dunning (1993) identifies 

foreign direct investment as a significant element of international economic activity, while 

Brautigam (2009) documents the growing importance of emerging sources of finance and 

investment in Africa. Although European and North American actors historically occupied 

prominent positions, the twenty-first century witnessed increasing involvement by China, 

India, Gulf states, and other emerging economies. Examining these developments is 

therefore essential for understanding the changing composition and direction of Africa’s 

international economic partnerships. 

Global Economic Order 

The global economic order refers to the institutions, rules, practices, power relationships, 

and actors that shape international trade, investment, finance, and economic cooperation. It 

encompasses institutions such as the International Monetary Fund, World Bank, World 
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Trade Organization, regional organizations, national governments, multinational 

corporations, and emerging financial institutions. Gilpin (2001) emphasizes the importance 

of the interaction between states and markets in shaping the international political 

economy, while Stiglitz (2002) examines the influence of international economic 

institutions on developing countries. For Africa, the global economic order has undergone 

significant transformations since 1960, including decolonization, the Cold War, the debt 

crisis, structural adjustment, globalization, and the emergence of new economic powers. In 

this study, the concept provides the broader framework for understanding how these 

transformations have influenced the changing architecture of Africa’s international 

economic partnerships. 

Theoretical Framework: Complex Interdependence Theory 

Complex Interdependence Theory provides a useful framework for examining the 

changing architecture of Africa’s international economic partnerships between 1960 and 

2025. The theory challenges the assumption that international relations are determined 

exclusively by military power and state-to-state diplomacy. Instead, it draws attention to 

the growing importance of economic, institutional, commercial, and transnational 

connections among countries and other international actors. Baldwin (1980) explains that 

interdependence concerns situations in which actors become mutually affected through 

different forms of interaction. This perspective is particularly relevant to Africa because its 

international economic relations have involved governments, financial institutions, 

multinational corporations, regional organizations, development agencies, and trading 

networks. 

An important implication of the theory is that international relationships can involve 

several interconnected channels rather than a single diplomatic relationship. These 

channels create opportunities for cooperation while also producing different forms of 

vulnerability and influence. In Africa, such connections have included commodity trade, 

foreign investment, development assistance, international lending, infrastructure projects, 

and participation in multilateral economic institutions. As Gilpin (2001) argues, 

international political economy is shaped by the interaction between states, markets, and 

economic interests. This makes complex interdependence particularly appropriate for 
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analysing how Africa's external economic engagements have moved beyond traditional 

colonial relationships to encompass a wider range of international economic partners. 

The theory is also useful for explaining the changing importance of economic issues in 

international relations. Economic relationships can influence the policies and choices of 

states even where there is no direct political or military intervention. Africa's experience 

during the debt crisis and structural-adjustment era illustrates this dimension. Financial 

difficulties increased interactions between African governments and international lending 

institutions, while economic reforms affected trade, investment, public expenditure, and 

development strategies. Ravenhill (2014) observes that the international political economy 

increasingly reflects the interaction of domestic interests with global markets and 

institutions. Complex interdependence therefore enables this study to examine how 

economic relationships have influenced Africa's external engagements across different 

historical periods. 

The emergence of new economic partners further demonstrates the relevance of the theory. 

Since the beginning of the twenty-first century, African countries have expanded 

commercial and financial relationships with China, India, Brazil, Turkey, and countries of 

the Middle East, alongside continuing relationships with Europe and North America. These 

developments have produced a more diversified network of trade, investment, 

infrastructure financing, and development cooperation. Alden (2007) demonstrates the 

growing importance of China's engagement with Africa, while Mawdsley (2012) places 

such developments within the wider expansion of South–South development cooperation. 

From the perspective of complex interdependence, these developments represent an 

expansion of the number and variety of actors participating in Africa's international 

economic relations. 

The theory ultimately provides an analytical basis for understanding both continuity and 

transformation in Africa's international economic partnerships. It does not assume that the 

emergence of new partners automatically displaces established ones; rather, different 

relationships can coexist and create overlapping networks of economic interaction. This is 

important for the present study because European and North American partners have 

remained significant even as Asian, Middle Eastern, and other emerging economies have 

increased their presence. Complex Interdependence Theory therefore enables the study to 
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examine the changing composition, channels, and patterns of Africa's international 

economic partnerships from 1960 to 2025. Its application helps explain the transition from 

historically concentrated external relationships toward a more diversified and increasingly 

complex international economic environment. 

Post-Independence Economic Partnerships and the Persistence of European Influence 

The attainment of political independence by African states during the 1960s did not 

immediately produce a fundamental transformation in their external economic 

relationships. In many cases, the economic structures inherited from colonial rule 

continued to shape patterns of production, trade, investment, and finance. African 

economies remained strongly oriented toward the export of primary commodities and the 

importation of manufactured goods from industrialized countries. Rodney (1972) argues 

that colonial economic arrangements integrated African territories into an international 

system in ways that primarily served external interests. Consequently, political 

decolonization occurred within an international economic environment in which European 

countries continued to possess considerable commercial and financial influence. The early 

post-independence period was therefore characterized by an important tension between 

political independence and continuing economic relationships with former colonial powers. 

European countries remained important trading partners for many newly independent 

African states during the 1960s and 1970s. Britain, France, Belgium, Portugal, and other 

European countries maintained substantial commercial connections with their former 

colonies through established trading networks, preferential arrangements, financial 

institutions, and private companies. These relationships were facilitated by the fact that 

colonial economies had been structured around particular export commodities and external 

markets. Cooper (2002) notes that independence did not necessarily dismantle the 

economic networks developed during colonial rule, since African governments inherited 

institutions and commercial structures that connected their economies to European 

markets. In Francophone Africa, France maintained particularly extensive political and 

economic relationships through what became known as Françafrique. These continuing 

connections demonstrate that decolonization involved a gradual reorganization of 

economic relationships rather than an immediate break with Europe. 
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Foreign investment represented another important dimension of European influence after 

independence. European companies retained interests in sectors such as mining, 

agriculture, manufacturing, banking, transportation, and petroleum. In several African 

countries, foreign enterprises possessed technological capabilities, financial resources, and 

international marketing networks that were difficult for newly independent governments to 

replace immediately. Ferguson (2006) observes that multinational corporations became 

significant actors in Africa's economic and political relationships with the wider world. 

African governments often welcomed foreign investment because of its potential 

contribution to employment, infrastructure, technological development, and government 

revenue. However, the continued presence of foreign enterprises also meant that significant 

portions of African economic activity remained connected to external corporate interests. 

Development assistance and financial relationships further strengthened Europe's position 

in post-independence Africa. Newly independent governments required capital to finance 

infrastructure, education, health, industrialization, and agricultural development. European 

governments and institutions therefore became important sources of grants, loans, technical 

assistance, and investment capital. The relationship was not exclusively European, 

however, as the United States, the Soviet Union, and international financial institutions 

also became increasingly involved in African development. Fieldhouse (1999) notes that 

foreign economic relationships after decolonization reflected both the continuation of 

established connections and the emergence of new international interests. Development 

finance consequently became an important channel through which African states interacted 

with external economic actors during the first two decades of independence. 

The period also witnessed African efforts to reshape their external economic relationships 

through regional cooperation and economic diversification. Governments established 

national development plans, promoted industrialization, expanded public-sector 

enterprises, and supported regional organizations intended to strengthen economic 

cooperation. The creation of institutions such as the Organisation of African Unity in 1963 

provided a continental framework for cooperation, while regional economic initiatives 

sought to reduce excessive reliance on external markets. According to Nkrumah (1965), 

political independence could not be considered complete if African economies remained 

externally controlled. His famous warning that “the essence of neo-colonialism is that the 
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State which is in theory independent has, in reality, its economic system and thus its 

political policy directed from outside” (p. ix) captures an important contemporary concern 

about the relationship between political independence and external economic influence. 

By the end of the 1970s, therefore, Africa's international economic partnerships reflected 

both continuity and gradual diversification. European countries remained important in 

trade, investment, finance, and development assistance, but their influence increasingly 

existed alongside relationships involving the United States, the Soviet Union, Japan, 

international financial institutions, and emerging regional organizations. The period should 

consequently be understood not simply as a continuation of colonial economic relations but 

as an evolving phase in which African states attempted to manage inherited relationships 

while establishing new forms of international economic engagement. The persistence of 

European influence provided an important foundation for subsequent developments, 

particularly the debt crisis and structural-adjustment era of the 1980s. Understanding this 

period is therefore essential for explaining the subsequent reconfiguration of Africa's 

international economic partnerships. 

Debt Crisis, Structural Adjustment and the Reconfiguration of External Economic 

Relations 

The debt crisis of the 1980s represented a major turning point in Africa’s international 

economic relations. During the 1970s, many African countries had expanded external 

borrowing to finance infrastructure, industrial projects, agricultural programmes, and 

public expenditure. The deterioration of commodity prices, rising international interest 

rates, declining export earnings, and growing debt-service obligations subsequently placed 

severe pressure on national economies. According to the World Bank (1989), many African 

economies experienced declining growth, deteriorating fiscal conditions, and severe 

external imbalances during the period. The crisis consequently increased the importance of 

international financial institutions and external creditors in determining the economic 

policy environment of African states. 

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank became particularly 

influential as African countries sought financial assistance to address balance-of-payments 

difficulties and service external debts. Loans were increasingly linked to economic reforms 
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designed to stabilize national economies and improve their integration into international 

markets. Structural adjustment programmes generally promoted currency devaluation, 

reduction of government expenditure, trade liberalization, privatization, removal of 

subsidies, and greater reliance on market mechanisms. Mkandawire and Soludo (1999) 

describe structural adjustment as a process that profoundly altered the relationship between 

African governments and international financial institutions. Consequently, external 

economic relations increasingly involved policy negotiations and financial arrangements 

rather than simply conventional trade and investment relationships. 

The implementation of structural adjustment also changed Africa's commercial 

relationships with the wider international economy. Trade liberalization reduced 

restrictions on imports and encouraged greater participation in international markets. 

Currency reforms were intended to improve export competitiveness, while privatization 

opened previously state-controlled enterprises to domestic and foreign investors. However, 

the effects varied considerably across countries and sectors. Easterly (2005) found that 

repeated adjustment programmes were associated with substantial changes in economic 

policy across developing countries, while World Bank (1994) assessments highlighted the 

continuing challenges of low investment and weak economic performance in much of Sub-

Saharan Africa. The adjustment era therefore represented not only a response to financial 

crisis but also a significant reorientation of Africa's external economic engagement. 

Foreign investment and multinational corporations assumed renewed importance during 

this period. Privatization programmes and liberalization policies created opportunities for 

foreign firms to participate in telecommunications, banking, mining, manufacturing, 

petroleum, and other sectors. The changing policy environment encouraged governments 

to compete for international capital by reforming investment regulations and reducing 

restrictions on foreign ownership. However, the inflow of investment was uneven, with 

countries possessing valuable natural resources often attracting greater foreign capital. As 

Collier and Gunning (1999) observe, Africa's economic performance was influenced by a 

combination of domestic institutional conditions and external economic circumstances. 

Thus, structural adjustment altered the environment within which African governments 

negotiated with foreign investors and international businesses. 
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The debt crisis also contributed to changes in Africa's relationships with traditional 

development partners and creditors. European governments, the United States, multilateral 

financial institutions, and international commercial banks remained important actors, but 

their relationships increasingly became connected to debt restructuring, conditional 

lending, and economic reform. At the same time, African governments strengthened 

regional economic cooperation as part of broader efforts to respond to economic 

difficulties. The establishment and consolidation of regional organizations and economic 

communities reflected recognition that fragmented national markets limited Africa's 

capacity to benefit from international commerce. As Ake (1996) argues, Africa's economic 

difficulties during this period were closely connected to the structures of the international 

economy and the continent's limited capacity to influence them. 

By the end of the 1990s, structural adjustment had significantly altered the architecture of 

Africa's external economic relations. The period witnessed greater exposure to 

international markets, increased participation of foreign investors, stronger relationships 

with international financial institutions, and wider adoption of market-oriented economic 

policies. Yet the outcomes were mixed, with concerns over poverty, inequality, declining 

public investment, and weak industrial development accompanying the reforms. 

Mkandawire and Soludo (1999) emphasize that adjustment policies produced complex and 

sometimes contradictory consequences for African economies. Nevertheless, the 1980–

1999 period constituted a major historical transition because it established economic 

relationships and policy frameworks that shaped Africa's subsequent engagement with 

globalization, emerging markets, and new international economic partners in the twenty-

first century. 

Globalisation and the Diversification of Africa’s Trade and Investment Partnerships, 2000–

2010 

The beginning of the twenty-first century marked a significant phase in the transformation 

of Africa’s external economic relationships. Globalisation intensified the movement of 

goods, capital, technology, information, and services across national borders, creating new 

opportunities for African economies to participate in wider international markets. The 

World Bank (2000) observed that globalization was producing “new opportunities for 

development” while also creating new challenges for developing economies (p. 1). For 
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Africa, the period was characterized by expanding trade relationships, increasing foreign 

investment, and the emergence of new commercial partners alongside established 

European and North American relationships. The changing environment consequently 

created a more geographically diversified pattern of Africa’s international economic 

engagement. 

Trade relations underwent considerable changes during the period as African countries 

increasingly expanded commercial exchanges beyond traditional European markets. China, 

India, Brazil, and other emerging economies became increasingly important destinations 

for African commodities and sources of manufactured imports. Broadman (2007) describes 

the growing commercial engagement between Africa and Asian economies as an important 

development in the continent’s changing external economic relations. This transformation 

was particularly evident in the expansion of African exports of petroleum, minerals, 

metals, and agricultural commodities to rapidly growing Asian economies. Nevertheless, 

the structure of trade remained heavily influenced by commodity markets, meaning that 

diversification of trading partners did not necessarily correspond to diversification of 

export products. 

China's growing role was particularly significant in reshaping Africa's trade and investment 

landscape. During the 2000s, Chinese demand for oil, minerals, and other raw materials 

expanded rapidly, while Chinese enterprises increased their involvement in African 

infrastructure, construction, telecommunications, manufacturing, and extractive industries. 

Alden (2007) argues that China’s expanding African engagement represented a significant 

development in the continent’s international relations. Chinese companies also participated 

in roads, railways, telecommunications networks, energy projects, and other infrastructure 

initiatives. These developments introduced new forms of economic interaction that 

complemented, and in some cases competed with, established Western commercial 

relationships. 

India and other emerging economies similarly contributed to the diversification of Africa’s 

economic partnerships. Indian companies expanded their activities in telecommunications, 

pharmaceuticals, agriculture, energy, manufacturing, and information technology, while 

Brazil strengthened economic relations with several African countries through trade, 

investment, agriculture, and development cooperation. Mawdsley (2012) places these 
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developments within the broader expansion of South–South cooperation, arguing that 

emerging economies increasingly became significant actors in international development. 

The expansion of these relationships meant that African states had access to a broader 

range of commercial and investment partners. Consequently, the structure of Africa’s 

external economic relations during the 2000–2010 period became increasingly 

multidirectional. 

Foreign direct investment also expanded during this period, although investment flows 

remained unevenly distributed across countries and sectors. Natural-resource-rich 

economies attracted substantial investment because of growing international demand for 

oil, gas, minerals, and other commodities. At the same time, telecommunications, banking, 

construction, retail, and manufacturing attracted increasing international capital. According 

to the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (2009), foreign direct 

investment remained an important component of Africa's integration into the world 

economy, although the global financial crisis of 2008 affected investment flows. The 

changing investment environment demonstrated that Africa's external economic 

relationships were increasingly influenced by a wider range of international companies and 

investors rather than by traditional European interests alone. 

By 2010, globalization had therefore contributed to a significant diversification of Africa's 

trade and investment partnerships. European countries and the United States remained 

important economic actors, but their position increasingly existed alongside growing 

relationships with China, India, Brazil, and other emerging economies. This diversification 

expanded Africa's access to new markets, capital, technology, and infrastructure 

opportunities, while continuing dependence on commodity exports presented persistent 

challenges. As Arrighi (2002) argues, Africa's position within the global economy must be 

understood in relation to wider transformations in global economic power. The 2000–2010 

period consequently represented an important transition toward a more geographically 

diversified pattern of international economic relations, setting the stage for the greater 

multipolarity and expansion of emerging economic partnerships that became increasingly 

evident after 2010. 
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Emerging Economic Powers, South–South Cooperation and Africa’s Multinational 

Partnerships 

The emergence of new economic powers in the Global South has significantly altered the 

structure of Africa’s external economic relations since the late twentieth century. Countries 

such as China, India, Brazil, Turkey and the Gulf economies have increasingly expanded 

their commercial, investment and development-financing relationships with African states. 

This transformation has contributed to the diversification of Africa’s international 

economic partnerships beyond its traditional relationships with Europe and North America. 

Cheru (2016) observes that “the rise of emerging powers, such as China and India, is 

fundamentally reshaping global economic relations” (p. 592). The expansion of these 

relationships has been particularly visible in trade, infrastructure development, investment, 

technology transfer and development cooperation. Consequently, African countries have 

acquired a wider range of external partners through which they can pursue economic and 

developmental objectives.  

South–South cooperation provides an important framework for understanding these 

changing relationships. The concept refers broadly to cooperation among developing 

countries involving the exchange of knowledge, technical expertise, resources and 

development experiences. According to the United Nations Department of Economic and 

Social Affairs (2019), South–South cooperation is “technical cooperation among 

developing countries in the Global South” and encompasses collaboration involving 

governments, international organisations, civil society and the private sector. Its historical 

roots can be traced to the Bandung Conference of 1955 and the Buenos Aires Plan of 

Action of 1978, which promoted greater cooperation and collective self-reliance among 

developing countries. The framework subsequently became an important instrument 

through which countries of the Global South sought to strengthen their bargaining position 

within the international economic system. Thus, the growth of South–South cooperation 

represented not merely an expansion of economic relations but also a broader attempt by 

developing countries to increase their autonomy and participation in global affairs.  

Africa’s engagement with emerging economic powers has been expressed through a variety 

of bilateral and multilateral arrangements. China’s relations with African countries, for 

example, have developed through the Forum on China–Africa Cooperation (FOCAC), 

https://zenodo.org/uploads/22992040


 

Page 17 of 26                                                                DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.22992040 

while India has expanded its engagement through the India–Africa Forum Summit. Brazil, 

Turkey and other emerging economies have similarly established institutional mechanisms 

for economic and diplomatic cooperation with African states. UNCTAD (2010) notes that 

“trade, investment and official financial flows are the key vectors of these new 

partnerships” (p. 1). These partnerships have supported infrastructure projects, industrial 

development, agricultural cooperation, telecommunications, energy and human-capital 

development. They have therefore introduced new dimensions into Africa’s international 

economic relations and created additional channels through which African states can obtain 

capital, technology, markets and technical expertise.  

The expansion of emerging-power partnerships, however, has also generated debates 

concerning their developmental implications for African economies. Increased trade with 

emerging economies can create opportunities for export expansion and access to new 

markets, but it can also reproduce patterns of dependence when African economies remain 

concentrated on the export of primary commodities and the importation of manufactured 

products. UNCTAD (2010) consequently argued that African countries needed to ensure 

that their expanding relations with China, India, Brazil and other developing economies 

contributed to “economic diversification rather than simply the sale of African 

commodities and raw materials.” This concern is particularly relevant to the historical 

study of Africa’s economic partnerships because the benefits of external engagement have 

depended partly on domestic policies, institutional capacity and the ability of African 

governments to negotiate development-oriented agreements. The experience of Ethiopia, 

for instance, demonstrates how an African state sought to combine relationships with 

emerging and traditional development partners while maintaining national policy space 

(Cheru, 2016).  

Multinational partnerships have consequently become an important feature of Africa’s 

changing economic diplomacy. African states have increasingly operated within 

overlapping networks involving emerging powers, traditional Western partners, regional 

organisations and international institutions. These networks allow governments to diversify 

sources of finance and investment while pursuing infrastructure, trade and development 

objectives. The United Nations Development Programme and the African Union’s 

development institutions have also recognised South–South cooperation as an instrument 
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for strengthening African development partnerships. The First African South-South 

Cooperation Report, for example, documented development cooperation involving African 

countries and major Southern providers and sought to promote stronger institutional 

mechanisms for collaboration and regional integration (United Nations Development 

Programme [UNDP], 2019). Such developments demonstrate that African economic 

diplomacy is not simply a matter of choosing between Western and emerging partners; 

rather, it increasingly involves managing multiple relationships in accordance with national 

and regional development priorities.  

Historically, therefore, the rise of emerging economic powers and the expansion of South–

South cooperation have contributed to a significant reconfiguration of Africa’s 

international economic relations. The changing pattern is characterised by the growing 

importance of trade, foreign investment, infrastructure finance, technology cooperation and 

development partnerships involving countries from the Global South. Nevertheless, the 

outcomes of these relationships have varied across countries and sectors, making it 

necessary to examine both opportunities and constraints rather than treating South–South 

cooperation as uniformly beneficial or detrimental. Recent scholarship similarly 

emphasises the need to examine the concrete mechanisms through which African 

governments, businesses and other actors negotiate these partnerships (Gray & Gills, 

2016). The historical significance of emerging economic powers therefore lies not only in 

their growing presence in Africa but also in how their involvement has expanded the range 

of choices available to African states and influenced the evolution of the continent’s 

economic diplomacy.  

Suggestions and Recommendations 

First, African governments should strengthen intra-African trade and regional economic 

integration as a central component of the continent’s international economic strategy. The 

historical development of Africa’s external economic relations since 1960 demonstrates 

that excessive dependence on extra-continental markets has exposed many economies to 

fluctuations in commodity prices, external shocks and changing geopolitical conditions. 

The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD, 2024) notes that 

African exports remain heavily concentrated in basic commodities and emphasizes the 

importance of “diversifying economies, integrating high-value supply chains and 
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improving business conditions” (p. x). African states should therefore accelerate the 

implementation of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), remove non-tariff 

barriers, improve customs procedures and strengthen transport and digital connectivity. 

The African Union (2025) similarly identifies uneven implementation, inadequate 

infrastructure and barriers to the movement of goods, services and capital as continuing 

obstacles to effective continental integration. Strengthening intra-African trade would 

provide African economies with wider markets and create opportunities for regional 

production and value addition. 

Second, African countries should redesign their international economic partnerships around 

industrialisation, technology transfer and domestic value addition. For much of the post-

colonial period, several African economies have remained dependent on the export of 

crude oil, minerals and agricultural commodities while importing finished manufactured 

products. This pattern has restricted the extent to which international trade contributes to 

structural transformation. UNCTAD (2023) argues that Africa has the potential to 

participate more effectively in “technology-intensive global supply chains” by improving 

infrastructure, productive capabilities and investment conditions. African governments 

should therefore make technology transfer, local-content development, research 

collaboration, skills acquisition and domestic manufacturing important components of 

agreements with foreign investors and development partners. Particular attention should be 

given to processing agricultural commodities and critical minerals within Africa before 

export. Such a strategy would enable international partnerships to generate greater 

employment, technological capabilities and industrial linkages within African economies. 

Third, African states should strengthen domestic resource mobilisation and African-led 

development financing. The changing architecture of international economic relations has 

demonstrated the vulnerability associated with excessive dependence on external aid, 

foreign borrowing and externally determined development priorities. The African 

Development Bank (AfDB, 2026) stresses the need for “Mobilising Africa’s Development 

Financing at Scale in a Fragmented World,” indicating the importance of strengthening 

Africa’s capacity to finance its own development. African governments should improve tax 

administration, reduce illicit financial outflows, deepen domestic capital markets and 

encourage productive investment of African savings. Regional financial institutions should 
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also be strengthened to provide trade finance, infrastructure financing and industrial-

development support. According to the AfDB (2025), Africa possesses substantial 

untapped domestic resource potential, while improved financial governance and efficient 

mobilisation of domestic capital could reduce dependence on external financing. Stronger 

domestic financing capacity would consequently give African states greater policy space 

when negotiating international economic partnerships. 

Fourth, African governments should adopt a more coordinated approach to negotiating 

with major global economic powers and emerging partners. The diversification of Africa’s 

partnerships with Europe, China, the United States, India, Japan, Türkiye, the Gulf states 

and other emerging economies has expanded the continent’s external economic choices. 

However, the existence of multiple partners does not automatically guarantee 

developmental benefits. African countries should therefore establish clearer negotiating 

priorities concerning investment, trade, debt, infrastructure, energy, critical minerals and 

technology. The African Union (2025) emphasizes that deeper integration can strengthen 

Africa’s “bargaining power in global affairs,” while the AfCFTA provides a framework for 

strengthening Africa’s common position in international trade negotiations. African states 

should consequently coordinate their positions on major international economic issues 

while preserving the flexibility necessary to pursue legitimate national interests. Collective 

negotiation would make it possible for African countries to engage external partners from a 

stronger regional and continental position. 

Finally, African international economic partnerships should increasingly incorporate 

sustainability, technological transformation and long-term developmental objectives. The 

continent’s future economic relationships should not be judged solely by the volume of 

foreign investment, loans or trade but also by their contribution to productive capacity, 

employment, technological development and economic resilience. UNCTAD (2024) 

observes that dependence on a limited range of commodities increases vulnerability to 

external shocks and that diversification is essential for more resilient economies. African 

governments should therefore encourage investment in renewable energy, digital 

infrastructure, manufacturing, agro-processing, critical-mineral processing and knowledge-

based services. They should also strengthen regulatory institutions, transparency and 

monitoring mechanisms to ensure that international agreements generate broad 
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developmental benefits. As the African Development Bank (2026) indicates, the changing 

global environment requires a fundamental rethinking of Africa’s development financing 

and policy management. The central recommendation, therefore, is for Africa to pursue 

diversified, mutually beneficial and development-oriented partnerships that combine 

external engagement with stronger regional integration and domestic economic capacity. 

Conclusion 

The changing architecture of Africa’s international economic partnerships from 1960 to 

2026 demonstrates a significant transformation in the continent’s position within the global 

political economy. At independence, African states inherited externally oriented economic 

structures characterised largely by the export of primary commodities and dependence on 

established European markets. Over the decades, however, the pattern of external 

engagement expanded considerably to include North America, Asia, the Middle East and 

emerging economic powers. This expansion has created new opportunities for trade, 

foreign investment, infrastructure development and financial cooperation. As Ravenhill 

(2017) observes, the transformation of the global political economy has increasingly 

created new forms of interaction between developing economies and major global 

economic actors. Africa’s changing partnerships should therefore be understood as part of a 

broader transformation in the structure of international economic relations. 

The study has also established that Africa’s external economic relationships have been 

influenced by successive changes in the global economic order. The debt crisis, structural 

adjustment, trade liberalisation, globalisation and the rise of emerging economies 

significantly altered the character of Africa’s economic interactions after independence. 

The emergence of China, India and other non-Western economic partners has particularly 

contributed to the diversification of Africa’s external relationships. Alden (2007) notes that 

China’s growing engagement with Africa introduced new dimensions into the continent’s 

international economic relations, particularly through trade, investment and infrastructure 

cooperation. Nevertheless, diversification of partners has not necessarily removed the 

structural challenges inherited from earlier periods. Many African economies continue to 

experience limited industrial capacity, commodity dependence and vulnerability to 

fluctuations in international markets. 
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Another important conclusion is that the developmental consequences of international 

economic partnerships depend substantially on the nature of the relationships established 

between African states and external actors. Trade and investment can generate 

employment, infrastructure and technological opportunities, but their long-term 

contribution to development depends on domestic productive capacity and the ability of 

governments to negotiate favourable arrangements. Carmody (2011) argues that 

contemporary global economic engagement in Africa involves complex relationships 

between states, corporations and international markets. Consequently, African governments 

need to pay greater attention to the quality of investment, local value addition, technology 

transfer and linkages between foreign enterprises and domestic economies. International 

partnerships that strengthen local productive capabilities are more likely to contribute to 

sustainable economic transformation than relationships based primarily on the extraction 

and export of raw materials. 

The study further concludes that the increasing number of Africa’s external partners has 

created both opportunities and challenges for African economic diplomacy. The continent’s 

relationships with traditional Western powers now coexist with increasingly significant 

partnerships with Asian, Middle Eastern and other emerging economies. This has produced 

a more complex and competitive international economic environment. Taylor (2014) 

demonstrates that Africa-China relations, for example, have developed within wider 

transformations in global political and economic power. Similarly, Alden et al. (2008) 

demonstrate that Africa’s relationships with emerging powers cannot be understood solely 

through the traditional donor-recipient framework. The contemporary situation therefore 

requires African states to pursue economic diplomacy that is sufficiently flexible to engage 

multiple partners while maintaining clear development priorities. 

Ultimately, the historical evolution of Africa’s international economic partnerships between 

1960 and 2026 reveals both change and continuity. The continent has moved from 

predominantly colonial-oriented external economic relations towards a more diversified 

and multipolar system involving numerous state and non-state actors. Yet persistent 

dependence on primary commodities, external finance and foreign markets indicates that 

diversification of partnerships alone has not resolved Africa’s structural economic 

challenges. As Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2015) argues, questions of economic dependency and 
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Africa’s position within global structures remain important to understanding contemporary 

African development. The future effectiveness of Africa’s international economic 

partnerships will therefore depend on the capacity of African states to connect external 

trade, investment and finance with industrialisation, technological development, regional 

integration and domestic productive transformation. The changing architecture provides 

opportunities for greater African agency, but the developmental outcomes of these 

partnerships will ultimately depend on how effectively African governments and regional 

institutions utilise those opportunities. 
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