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Africa's relationship with the international system has long been characterised by 

tension between formal membership in global institutions and substantive 

marginalisation within them. This paper assesses Africa's agency in international 

relations through a comparative analysis of three continental powers — Egypt, 

Nigeria, and South Africa — focusing on their participation and influence in 

multilateral governance institutions including the United Nations (UN), the African 

Union (AU), the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), the 

World Trade Organization (WTO), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and 

the BRICS grouping. Employing a mixed-methods framework that integrates 

comparative case study analysis with institutional theory, the study argues that 

African agency is neither uniformly absent nor consistently realised, but rather 

selectively exercised through context-dependent strategies of coalition building, 

South-South cooperation, and regional institutional entrepreneurship. The paper 

identifies a persistent structural tension between the formal commitments of 

African states to multilateral norms and the material, institutional, and normative 

constraints imposed by an international order historically designed without African 

interests at its centre. The findings carry implications for how global governance 

theory accounts for agency in structurally disadvantaged contexts, and for how 

African foreign policy strategies might be calibrated to generate more durable 

influence in multilateral settings. 

Introduction 

The question of whether African states are genuinely influential participants in international 
relations — or whether they remain, as a protracted conventional wisdom has held, consumers of 
norms and rules produced elsewhere — has become one of the more generative debates in 
contemporary international relations scholarship. For much of the post-Cold War period, the 
dominant framing positioned African states as peripheral actors: recipients of structural adjustment 
conditionalities, objects of humanitarian intervention, and marginal voices in the multilateral 
forums that purportedly govern global affairs. This framing was not entirely without basis, but it was 
also significantly incomplete, and its persistence has distorted both the academic study of African 
international relations and the policy advice directed at African governments. 
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A growing body of scholarship has begun to push back against this reductive account. Coffie and Tiky 
(2021), in their edited collection on African agency in international politics, demonstrate that African 
states, regional organisations, and individual diplomats have been progressively and often 
consequentially influential in negotiations over climate change, international trade, global security, 
and intervention norms. Brown (2012) poses the foundational question directly: is African agency in 
international politics a coherent analytical category, and if so, what are its structural determinants 
and limits? Chipaike and Knowledge (2018) argue that the historical marginalisation of Africa in the 
study and practice of international relations reflects not only material underdevelopment but the 
systematic epistemic subordination of African intellectual traditions within a discipline dominated 
by Western theoretical frameworks. 

This paper contributes to that corrective project. It assesses Africa's agency in international relations 
through a comparative analysis of the participation of three major African states — Egypt, Nigeria, 
and South Africa — in global governance institutions. These three states are not representative of 
Africa in any simple sense: they are among the continent's largest economies, most active diplomatic 
participants, and most consequential regional powers. That selection is, however, deliberate. If 
structural constraints undermine even these states' capacity for meaningful agency, the implications 
for the continent as a whole are significant. Conversely, where these states succeed in shaping 
international outcomes, understanding how and why they do so generates lessons applicable more 
broadly. 

The analysis proceeds through five substantive sections. Following a review of the theoretical and 
conceptual literature, the paper examines the historical and institutional dimensions of Africa's 
engagement with international organisations. Three country case studies — Egypt, Nigeria, and 
South Africa — are then developed in comparative depth. A fourth analytical section identifies the 
internal and external structural factors that facilitate or constrain African agency across these cases. 
The paper concludes with policy-relevant recommendations for enhancing Africa's influence in 
global governance, drawn from both the comparative evidence and the broader literature on 
institutional reform. 

Theoretical Framework and Conceptual Foundations 

Conceptualising Agency in International Relations 

Agency in international relations theory refers to the capacity of actors — whether states, regional 
organisations, or non-state entities — to exert purposive influence over outcomes in the international 
system, relative to the structural constraints within which they operate (Barnett and Duvall, 2005; 
Hill, 2016). The concept is analytically non-trivial because international relations theory has 
historically privileged structural over agentive explanations, particularly for the behaviour of weaker 
or peripheral actors. Waltz's (1979) neorealism, for instance, treats the distribution of material 
capabilities as the dominant explanation of state behaviour, leaving limited analytical space for the 
independent strategic choices of small or medium powers. Constructivist approaches, by contrast, 
allow that ideational and normative factors — including the identities, discourses, and institutional 
cultures that African states bring to multilateral forums — can constitute forms of influence not 
reducible to material power differentials (Barnett and Duvall, 2005). 

The purpose of this study is to understand agency as the ability of African states, regional 
intergovernmental organisations, and individual diplomats to negotiate and engage with external 
actors in ways that advance African interests, shape international norms, and influence institutional 
outcomes (Coffie and Tiky, 2021). This definition draws on Beswick and Hammerstad's (2013) 
broader treatment of African agency in security contexts, which emphasises the interactive and 
relational character of agency: it is not a property that states either possess or lack, but a capacity 
that is realised — or frustrated — in concrete social and institutional relationships. 
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Mabera (2019) contributes an important relational perspective, arguing that African agency in global 
governance forums such as the G20 is best understood not through the lens of bilateral influence but 
through the patterns of coalition, alignment, and normative entrepreneurship through which African 
states collectively seek to reshape the terms of global governance. This perspective is particularly 
useful for the present analysis, which examines how Egypt, Nigeria, and South Africa have each, in 
different ways, sought to leverage collective African positioning — through the AU, the G77, the 
Africa Group in the WTO, and BRICS — as a multiplier of individual state influence. 

Global Governance and Africa's Structural Position 

Global governance, broadly conceived, refers to the ensemble of rules, norms, institutions, and 
decision-making procedures through which collective action on transnational problems is 
coordinated (Rosenau and Czempiel, 1992; Finkelstein, 1991). The concept is not ideologically 
neutral: a recurring critique, with particular resonance for African states, is that the institutions of 
global governance — the UN Security Council, the Bretton Woods institutions, the WTO dispute 
settlement system — were largely designed by, and continue to serve the interests of, the 
economically and militarily dominant states of the Global North (Harden, 2014; Akande and Ojo, 
2024). This critique does not simply assert that global governance institutions are illegitimate, but 
that their design systematically disadvantages states lacking material power, technical capacity, and 
the institutional memory to navigate complex multilateral negotiations. 

The tension between formal equality in international institutions and substantive inequality in the 
capacity to shape their outcomes is a persistent feature of African states' multilateral experience. The 
UN General Assembly, where voting is formally one state, one vote, has been the site of considerable 
African collective influence — Nkrumah's vision of a unified African voice in international 
institutions animated the early post-independence decades (Ackah, 2020) — but the Security 
Council's veto structure and the weighted voting of the Bretton Woods institutions have historically 
diluted that influence on the issues of greatest consequence. More recently, Africa's admission to the 
G20 as a permanent member through the African Union in 2023 represents a significant, if still 
evolving, expansion of the continent's formal multilateral presence (Brookings Institution, 2025). 

Bartsch and Kohlmogen (2005) situate global governance institutions within a broader framework 
of international cooperation, noting that the extent to which multilateral institutions serve 
development objectives depends critically on the degree to which developing countries can shape the 
institutions' normative and operational agendas. The structural adjustment programmes imposed 
through IMF conditionality — whose consequences for African states are examined in detail below 
— represent perhaps the most consequential example of how the design of global governance 
institutions can override the policy autonomy of formally sovereign African states (Olukoshi, 1993; 
Akande and Ojo, 2024). 

The Roles of Regional Institutions in African Agency 

A defining feature of Africa's strategy for enhancing international agency has been the development 
of regional and continental institutions capable of aggregating state preferences and projecting 
collective influence. Brown (2012) identifies four principal mechanisms through which African 
agency is exercised in the international system: collective intergovernmental organisations (most 
notably the African Union), sub-regional intergovernmental organisations (including ECOWAS, 
SADC, and the EAC), individual state actors and their diplomatic services, and civil society 
organisations operating through international non-governmental networks. These mechanisms are 
not mutually exclusive: effective African agency typically involves the simultaneous activation of 
several of them, as when regional organisations provide the normative framework, individual states 
provide the diplomatic leadership, and civil society actors provide technical expertise and public 
legitimacy. 
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The African Union has been the centrepiece of Africa's multilateral agency since its establishment in 
2001 to replace the Organisation of African Unity. Coffie and Tiky (2021) characterise the 
deployment of the African Union Commission as an expression of collective African agency in 
international politics, functioning through what they describe as 'soft balancing' — the use of 
institutional platforms, coalition strategies, and norm entrepreneurship to counterbalance the 
structural advantages of more powerful states in multilateral negotiations. The AU's Agenda 2063, 
its positions on the reform of the UN Security Council, and its engagement with the G20 as a 
permanent member all exemplify this mode of agency. 

Africa's Historical Engagement with International Organisations 

Africa's engagement with the international system predates the post-colonial period, though the 
nature and intensity of that engagement have transformed significantly since the 1950s. The 
formation of the Organisation of African Unity in 1963 marked the first systematic attempt by African 
states to coordinate their international positions and assert a collective voice in a system whose rules 
and structures they had not been party to designing (Adebajo, 2010). The OAU's foundational 
commitments — to decolonisation, non-interference, and sovereignty — reflected both the practical 
imperatives of newly independent states and a normative project aimed at reconstituting the 
principles of international order on terms more compatible with African interests. 

The post-Cold War period brought both new opportunities and new constraints. The proliferation of 
multilateral forums, the deepening of globalisation, and the emergence of new South-South 
coalitions — including the G77, the Non-Aligned Movement, and eventually BRICS — created 
additional platforms through which African states could articulate their interests and seek coalitional 
support. At the same time, the conditionality regimes of the IMF and World Bank, operating through 
structural adjustment programmes, severely constrained the policy autonomy of African 
governments during the 1980s and 1990s, creating a paradox in which formal multilateral 
membership coexisted with substantive dependence (Olukoshi, 1993; Akande and Ojo, 2024). 
Archer (2001) notes that international organisations have specific objectives that range across 
political, economic, social, and environmental dimensions, and that the degree to which any given 
state benefits from membership depends on its capacity to shape those objectives rather than merely 
accept them. 

The establishment of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) in 2018 — ultimately 
supported by 44 of the AU's 55 member states — represents arguably the most consequential exercise 
of collective African economic agency in the post-independence era. The United Nations Conference 
on Trade and Development (UNCTAD, 2017) estimated that full implementation of the continental 
free trade area could grow intra-African trade by more than 100 per cent, fundamentally altering the 
continent's position in global value chains. The AfCFTA represents a form of inside-out agency: 
rather than seeking to reform external institutions, African states have sought to build the internal 
economic foundations — increased intra-regional trade, reduced tariff barriers, harmonised 
standards — that would strengthen their collective bargaining position in external negotiations. 

The emergence of the Africa Group in the WTO is another significant, if underappreciated, 
institutional development. By forming a common negotiating bloc, African member states have 
developed shared positions on agriculture, intellectual property, and development provisions that 
have occasionally exerted meaningful influence on WTO outcomes — particularly in alliance with 
other developing country coalitions in the context of South-South cooperation (Coffie and Tiky, 
2021). This coalition strategy reflects a learning process: the recognition that individual African 
states, acting alone in the WTO's complex negotiating environment, lack the technical capacity and 
institutional weight to shape outcomes, but that collective positioning through the Africa Group can 
alter the terms of multilateral negotiations in ways that benefit the continent. 
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Comparative Case Studies: Egypt, Nigeria, and South Africa 

Egypt: Diplomatic Tradition and Multilateral Entrepreneurship 

Historical Foundations of Egyptian Foreign Policy 

Egypt's engagement with the international system is distinguished by its historical depth and the 
consistency of its multilateral ambitions across successive and often dramatically different domestic 
political regimes. Egyptian foreign policy has, since independence from Ottoman suzerainty in 1922 
and through the transformative revolution of July 1952, been oriented toward a dual objective: 
integration into the international system as a recognised and influential actor, and the protection of 
developing countries — particularly Arab and African states — from the coercive pressure of major 
powers (Hussein El-Kamel, 2010). These objectives have been pursued through a combination of 
bilateral diplomacy, active participation in regional organisations, and strategic positioning within 
global multilateral forums. 

Egypt's contribution to the architecture of the post-World War II international order is more 
substantial than is commonly recognised. As a founding participant in the Bretton Woods 
negotiations at the end of World War II, Egypt participated in the establishment of the World Bank 
and the International Monetary Fund, the two institutional pillars of the post-war global economic 
order. The World Bank began supporting Egyptian development with the Suez Canal Development 
Project in 1959 and has since financed 166 projects in Egypt at a total cumulative value of 
approximately USD 19 billion, primarily in the water, agriculture, and energy sectors (Hussein El-
Kamel, 2010). Egypt's participation in the drafting of the UN Charter and the International Covenant 
on Human Rights in 1945 similarly reflects an early commitment to multilateral institution-building 
that predates and exceeds its formal regional roles. 

Egypt and the Non-Aligned Movement 

Perhaps the most consequential expression of Egyptian multilateral agency in the mid-twentieth 
century was its foundational role in the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM). In partnership with India's 
Jawaharlal Nehru and Yugoslavia's Josip Broz Tito, Egypt's President Gamal Abdel Nasser played a 
central role in establishing the NAM at the Bandung Conference in 1954-55, and in 1964 Cairo hosted 
the second NAM summit. The NAM's foundational commitments — to self-determination, 
sovereignty, opposition to nuclear proliferation, anti-colonialism, and non-interference — were not 
merely rhetorical: they constituted a normative framework that challenged the bipolar logic of the 
Cold War international order and articulated an alternative vision of international relations 
grounded in solidarity among newly independent states (Hassan Abu Talib, 2022). 

The NAM's influence was real but uneven. As the Cold War deepened and the Non-Aligned 
Movement expanded to include states with very different domestic political systems and foreign 
policy orientations, the coherence of the movement's collective positions became harder to sustain. 
Egypt's own foreign policy trajectory — from Nasser's pan-Arab nationalism, through Sadat's 
dramatic 1977 visit to Jerusalem and the 1979 Camp David Accords with Israel, to Mubarak's long 
tenure of cautious regional management — illustrates the tensions between the ideational 
commitments of NAM membership and the practical imperatives of bilateral relationships with 
major powers. Egypt's expulsion from the Arab League for a decade following the Camp David 
Accords (1979–1989) underscores the geopolitical costs that can attend bold diplomatic initiatives, 
even when those initiatives arguably advance regional peace (Hussein El-Kamel, 2010). 

Egypt's Contemporary Regional and Global Engagement 

In more recent decades, Egypt has pursued an energetic multilateral diplomacy across multiple 
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institutional platforms simultaneously. In the African context, Egypt was among the founding 
members of the Organisation of African Unity in 1963 and hosted the OAU's inaugural Cairo Summit 
in July 1964. When Egypt assumed the chair-ship of the AU in 2019 under President Abdel-Fattah 
El-Sisi, it used that platform to advance the Continental Free Trade Area, which was supported by 
44 of the AU's 55 member states, representing a landmark achievement in African economic 
integration. Egypt's presidency was also notable for its management of the politically sensitive 
negotiations surrounding the filling and operation of the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam 
(GERD), a water security issue of existential importance to Egypt that touches directly on questions 
of sovereignty, intra-African solidarity, and international water law (Hassan Abu Talib, 2022). 

In the Mediterranean context, Egypt co-founded the Union for the Mediterranean with France in 
2008, bringing together 43 Euro-Mediterranean states around a common agenda of economic 
cooperation, energy, migration management, and counterterrorism. In 2018, Egypt co-established 
the Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum with Cyprus, Greece, Palestine, Jordan, Israel, and Italy — a 
novel institutional mechanism for coordinating the peaceful exploitation of natural gas resources in 
a geopolitically contested maritime space (Hussein El-Kamel, 2010). These initiatives reflect a 
distinctive Egyptian diplomatic style: the construction of regional multilateral frameworks in 
domains — energy, water, trade, security — where Egypt's geographic and resource position gives it 
structural leverage and where multilateral governance can serve Egyptian national interests while 
simultaneously advancing regional stability. 

Egypt's engagement with emerging powers has also deepened considerably in recent years. Its 
participation as a guest at the BRICS summit in Xiamen, China, in 2017, and its subsequent full 
membership of BRICS following the 2023 expansion hosted by South Africa, reflect a strategic 
judgment that the multipolarisation of the international system creates new opportunities for middle 
powers that can position themselves credibly across multiple blocs (Hassan Abu Talib, 2022; SAIIA, 
2024). Egypt's 144 diplomatic and consular missions — spanning the Arab world, Africa, Asia, 
Europe, and the Americas — give it one of the largest diplomatic networks on the African continent, 
providing the institutional infrastructure for the kind of sustained bilateral relationship-building 
that complements its multilateral positioning (Hussein El-Kamel, 2010). 

Nigeria: Regional Hegemon with Ambivalent Multilateralism 

Nigeria's Structural Position in West African Governance 

Nigeria's engagement with international organisations and multilateral governance reflects, in 
concentrated form, the paradoxes of African agency: a state whose size, economic weight, and 
diplomatic tradition give it unmistakable regional leadership potential, but whose exercise of that 
leadership has been intermittent, inconsistent, and frequently subordinated to the pressures of 
domestic politics and internal security challenges. With a population exceeding 220 million — the 
largest in Africa — and an economy that is among the continent's two largest by GDP, Nigeria 
possesses the material foundations for sustained regional and global influence that few other African 
states can match (Aworawo, 2011). 

In the ECOWAS context, Nigeria has historically been the organisation's indispensable member: its 
financial contributions, diplomatic weight, and military capacity have underwritten ECOWAS's most 
significant multilateral achievements, including the ECOMOG peacekeeping operations in Liberia 
(1990–1997) and Sierra Leone (1997–2000). Nigeria's willingness to intervene in conflicts without 
prior UN Security Council approval — subsequently seeking UN authorisation and Security Council 
endorsement of the peace imposed by regional forces — established an important precedent for 
regional security governance that predated and in some ways anticipated the African Union's more 
recent doctrine of the 'responsibility to protect' in African contexts (Haastrup, 2013). 

ECOWAS and the Limits of Nigerian Leadership 
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Yet Nigeria's leadership in ECOWAS has been far from consistent. The administrations of Presidents 
Obasanjo, Yar'Adua, and Jonathan all displayed significant ambivalence about West African security 
commitments at critical junctures. Under Obasanjo, Nigeria declined to participate in a 150-strong 
force to support French peacekeepers in Côte d'Ivoire in January 2003, and similarly declined to 
sustain its forces in the ECOWAS-led military operation in Guinea-Bissau — decisions that 
contributed to the premature termination of operations designed to preserve peace and that ceded 
diplomatic leadership to other actors (Aworawo, 2011; Osunkotun, 2015). These decisions reflect the 
recurring tension between Nigeria's aspirations to regional leadership and the absorptive demands 
of domestic political crises — including Boko Haram insurgency, electoral security, and internal 
political management — that have consistently competed with regional commitments for 
governmental attention and resources. 

The most consequential exercise of Nigerian ambivalence was the vacuum created in the Ivorian 
crisis when Nigeria's strategic disengagement allowed South Africa, under President Thabo Mbeki, 
to take the lead in organising the AU-sponsored peace process and ultimately in brokering the 
Pretoria Agreement of April 2005 (Aworawo, 2011). This episode illustrates a broader dynamic: 
when Africa's largest potential regional powers disengage from multilateral commitments, the 
resulting vacuum is filled by other actors — sometimes other African states, sometimes external 
powers — whose priorities may not align as closely with the interests of the affected populations. 

Nigeria in Global Economic Governance 

In the domain of global economic governance, Nigeria's relationship with international financial 
institutions has been at once consequential and complex. Nigeria's refusal, during the Babangida 
administration of the late 1980s, to accept an IMF loan recommended by members of the London 
and Paris Clubs represented a notable assertion of policy sovereignty — but one that ultimately 
resulted in a different form of external conditionality, as Nigeria was compelled to accept enhanced 
IMF surveillance and economic policy reforms as conditions for rescheduling its external debts 
(Olukoshi, 1993). The objectives of Nigeria's Structural Adjustment Programme — fiscal balance, 
reduced oil dependency, expanded non-oil exports, and sustainable growth — were formally 
Nigerian-owned but substantially externally designed, illustrating the limits of nominal policy 
sovereignty in the context of severe external indebtedness. 

In the trade domain, Nigeria's participation in ECOWAS's economic governance agenda has 
generated some meaningful achievements. The organisation's objectives — establishing a common 
external tariff, achieving free movement of people and capital, eliminating duties on intra-regional 
trade, and harmonising agricultural, industrial, and monetary policies — have been advanced under 
Nigerian leadership, even if progress has been uneven and the practical realisation of these objectives 
has fallen short of the institutional ambition (ECOWAS, 1999). Nigeria's contribution to West 
African telecommunications infrastructure through the Globacom network — which provides 
services in Ghana, the Benin Republic, and other West African countries — is a concrete example of 
Nigerian private sector internationalisation reinforcing regional integration in ways that 
complement governmental multilateral engagement (Aworawo, 2011). 

South Africa: Middle Power Multilateralism and the Limits of Coherence 

Constitutional Foundations and Foreign Policy Principles 

South Africa's engagement with international organisations since its democratic transition in 1994 
is among the most extensively studied cases of middle power multilateralism in the developing world. 
The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (1996) places the President at the apex of foreign 
policy responsibility, but the Department of International Relations and Cooperation (DIRCO) plays 
the central role in developing, coordinating, and implementing the country's multilateral positions 
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across the full range of international forums. South Africa's foreign policy is explicitly grounded in 
constitutional principles — human rights, democracy, and sustainable development — that both 
constrain and legitimate its international engagements, and that have given South Africa's 
multilateral positioning a distinctive normative character that goes beyond simple interest 
maximisation (DIRCO, 2023). 

The country's historical experience of apartheid and its eventual transformation through negotiated 
democratic transition have endowed South African diplomacy with a specific form of reputational 
capital in international forums dealing with conflict resolution, transitional justice, and human 
rights protection (Hendricks and Majozi, 2021). This capital has not, however, been translated into 
consistently coherent foreign policy. As the Journal of BRICS Studies (2025) analysis of South 
Africa's foreign policy priorities between 2018 and 2022 finds, South Africa has struggled to maintain 
influence and relevance on the international scene due to shifting global power dynamics, domestic 
governance failures, and the appearance of new players with deeper pockets and more focused 
strategic objectives. 

South Africa in Regional Governance: SADC and the AU 

South Africa has been among the most significant contributors to sub-regional governance through 
the Southern African Development Community (SADC), which evolved from the South African 
Development Coordination Conference established in 1980 as an anti-colonial, anti-apartheid 
institution and was reconstituted as an integration and security community in the post-apartheid 
period (Mutisi and Muchena, 2018). As the dominant economy in the SADC region — contributing 
more than 21% of the community's gross domestic product — South Africa has both the financial 
weight to sustain regional institutions and the diplomatic capacity to lead regional responses to 
security challenges. 

SADC's Organ on Politics, Defence and Security Cooperation has provided an institutional 
mechanism for preventive diplomacy and conflict management in the region. The deployment of 
SADC forces in Lesotho following an attempted military coup — enabled by the organisation's early 
warning systems and rapid consultation mechanisms among heads of state — is a concrete example 
of regional institutional agency generating security outcomes that individual states could not have 
produced alone (Mutisi and Muchena, 2018). South Africa's deployment of troops and provision of 
logistical support to peacekeeping operations in Burundi, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and 
South Sudan, and its role as mediator in the DRC's eastern conflict, reflect a consistent commitment 
to conflict resolution through multilateral frameworks that has survived successive changes of 
government in Pretoria. 

The limits of the South African regional agency are, however, equally instructive. SADC's failure to 
enforce the Tribunal's ruling on Zimbabwe's land reform programme — Zimbabwe withdrew from 
the Tribunal's jurisdiction and dismissed the ruling as illegitimate interference in domestic affairs — 
and SADC's equivocal response to the November 2017 military transition in Zimbabwe illustrate the 
organisation's limited capacity to enforce its own norms against powerful member states that choose 
to resist them (Mutisi and Muchena, 2018). These failures reflect structural features of regional 
governance that are not unique to SADC: the tension between the institutional ambition of regional 
organisations and the sovereignty prerogatives of member states that all regional governance 
frameworks must navigate. 

South Africa in Global Governance: BRICS, the G20, and UN Reform 

South Africa's membership of BRICS — formalised in December 2010 — has been the most 
consequential expansion of its global multilateral footprint since the democratic transition. South 
Africa joined BRICS in line with its foreign policy priority of strengthening South-South relations, 
and its membership has provided access to a platform that gives it influence in global economic 
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governance discussions well beyond what its individual economic weight would justify (DIRCO, 
2023). South Africa hosted the 15th BRICS Summit in 2023, which saw the grouping's membership 
expanded to include Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, and the United Arab Emirates — a diplomatic 
achievement that simultaneously strengthened the African voice within BRICS and demonstrated 
South Africa's capacity to use its chair-ship to advance continental interests. 

South Africa's tenure as a non-permanent member of the UN Security Council in 2019-2020, its 
chair-ship of the African Union in 2020, and its assumption of the G20 chair-ship in 2025 represent 
a remarkable accumulation of multilateral leadership roles that few middle powers could achieve 
simultaneously (Parliament of South Africa, 2025). South Africa has consistently used these 
platforms to advocate for reforms to the global governance architecture — particularly the UN 
Security Council's composition and the voting structures of the Bretton Woods institutions — that 
would give developing countries, and Africa specifically, greater substantive influence in multilateral 
decision-making (SAIIA, 2024). The inclusion of the African Union as a permanent member of the 
G20 in 2023 represents a concrete, if still largely symbolic, achievement of this advocacy. 

Yet the coherence of South African multilateral positioning has been questioned from multiple 
directions. Alden and Schoeman (2025), in their analysis of South Africa's BRICS engagement, find 
that despite increased trade with BRICS partners — growing from R487 billion in 2017 to R702 
billion in 2021 — South Africa has not managed to diversify its export profile within the BRICS 
relationship, remaining primarily an exporter of primary commodities. This failure to translate 
multilateral engagement into structural economic transformation reflects a broader tension in South 
African foreign policy between the normative commitments to South-South solidarity and the 
practical requirements of development-driven economic diplomacy. 

Structural Factors Shaping Africa's Agency in International Relations 

Internal Constraints: Governance, Economy, and State Capacity 

The structural constraints on African agency in international relations are not exclusively external 
impositions; they are also substantially generated by internal features of African political economies. 
The most fundamental of these is the weakness of state capacity in many African countries — the 
limited ability of governmental institutions to formulate coherent foreign policy preferences, 
implement complex multilateral negotiating strategies, sustain technical expertise across the full 
range of multilateral forums, and enforce international commitments domestically. Beswick and 
Hammerstad (2013) identify state capacity as a key determinant of the quality and consistency of 
African agency in security governance, and the relationship extends to economic and environmental 
governance as well. 

The economic underdevelopment that constrains African states' material leverage in international 
negotiations is both cause and consequence of governance weaknesses. The World Bank's influential 
1989 report on Sub-Saharan Africa identified a 'crisis of governance' — characterised by informal 
rule, human rights violations, and the erosion of political legitimacy — as a central driver of the 
continent's economic underdevelopment (World Bank, 1989). The structural adjustment 
programmes that Western donors and the IMF subsequently deployed as responses to this crisis 
have been extensively criticised for prioritising the interests of external creditors over the 
developmental needs of African populations, while simultaneously constraining the policy space that 
African governments needed to address those needs (Olukoshi, 1993; Akande and Ojo, 2024). 

The consequences of SAP implementation for Africa's international agency were paradoxical. By 
forcing African governments to prioritise debt service and macroeconomic stabilisation over 
development investment, the programmes weakened the economic foundations that would have 
enabled more robust multilateral engagement, even as they inserted IMF and World Bank staff into 
the central decision-making processes of African governments. Nigeria's experience is illustrative: 
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the objective of achieving fiscal balance by restructuring production and consumption patterns, 
eliminating price distortions, reducing oil dependency, and expanding non-oil exports represented 
a coherent development strategy in principle, but its implementation through externally imposed 
conditionality undermined the political legitimacy of the process and generated social resistance — 
mass protests and violent riots in the 1990s — that further destabilised the institutional environment 
in which Nigerian foreign policy was being made (Olukoshi, 1993). 

External Constraints: Power Asymmetry and Institutional Design 

The external constraints on African agency in international relations are structural in the most 
fundamental sense: they are built into the design of the international institutions through which 
global governance is conducted. The veto power of the five permanent members of the UN Security 
Council, the weighted voting systems of the IMF and World Bank, the asymmetric technical capacity 
of parties in WTO dispute settlement processes, and the intellectual property frameworks embedded 
in international trade agreements all systematically advantage economically advanced states at the 
expense of African states whose interests and capabilities were not reflected in the negotiating 
processes through which these institutions were designed (Harden, 2014). 

The unequal power relations embedded in global governance institutions are compounded by what 
Finkelstein (1991) identified as the normative hegemony of Western states: the ability not merely to 
set the rules of international institutions but to define the standards of legitimate behaviour — 
'international best practices' — to which all states are expected to conform. The African Union's 
ongoing tensions with the International Criminal Court represent a particularly sharp manifestation 
of this normative contestation. The AU has consistently argued that the ICC's disproportionate focus 
on African states reflects a double standard that undermines African sovereignty and the AU's own 
transitional justice mechanisms, while the ICC and its Western state supporters have maintained 
that international criminal accountability norms apply universally (Murithi, 2013; Akande and Ojo, 
2024). 

The Carnegie Endowment for International Peace (2024) identifies several specific dimensions of 
African disempowerment in the current global economic governance architecture: the relative 
marginalisation of African positions in Bretton Woods institutions despite reforms to voting shares, 
the inadequate access to special drawing rights, the conditionalities attached to IMF support 
packages that constrain African governments' policy autonomy, and the digital divide that 
disadvantages African states in negotiations over emerging governance frameworks for artificial 
intelligence, data, and the digital economy. These are not merely technical issues: they define the 
boundaries within which African agency in international relations can be exercised. 

Globalisation, Regionalisation, and Emerging Powers 

The multipolarisation of the international system — the erosion of the post-Cold War unipolar 
moment and the rise of China, India, Brazil, and other major developing-country powers — has 
created new opportunities for African agency that were not available in the bipolar or unipolar eras. 
African states, regional organisations, and individual diplomats have made strategic choices to 
reshape existing relations with Western partners and to develop new alliances with rising powers, 
particularly China, whose Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) has provided an alternative 
institutional channel for bilateral and multilateral engagement that is less conditioned on 
governance reforms (Coffie and Tiky, 2021; Brookings Institution, 2025). 

The relationship between globalisation and African agency is, however, not straightforwardly 
positive. While globalisation creates opportunities for engagement with new partners and on new 
issues, it also creates new forms of dependency and subjects African states to global economic 
processes — commodity price volatility, capital flow reversals, climate-driven disruptions to 
agricultural production — over which they exercise minimal control. The concept of 'neo-colonialism' 
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has been revived in contemporary scholarship to describe the ways in which new economic 
partnerships — including some South-South relationships — can reproduce extractive dynamics that 
disadvantage African economies even in the absence of formal colonial domination (Taylor, 2014; 
Alden and Schoeman, 2025). 

Regionalisation — the deepening of sub-regional and continental institutional frameworks — 
represents Africa's most promising strategy for building the collective agency that individual states 
lack. The overlapping memberships of many African states in multiple regional organisations (SADC, 
COMESA, EAC, ECOWAS, ECCAS) create coordination challenges, and sometimes normative 
conflicts, but the trend is toward increasing institutional density rather than proliferation without 
purpose. The AfCFTA, the AU's Agenda 2063, and the emerging African digital governance 
frameworks all represent efforts to build continental platforms for collective agency — to create, in 
effect, the African equivalent of the ASEAN or EU frameworks through which other regional 
groupings have enhanced their international influence. 

Discussion: Patterns, Paradoxes, and the Possibilities of African Agency 

The comparative analysis of Egyptian, Nigerian, and South African participation in global 
governance generates several cross-cutting observations that illuminate both the possibilities and 
the limits of African agency in the contemporary international system. The first is the importance of 
regional institutional platforms as force multipliers for individual state influence. All three states 
have been most consequential in multilateral settings where they have been able to leverage 
collective African positions — whether through the AU, ECOWAS, SADC, or the Africa Group in the 
WTO — rather than acting in isolation. This suggests that the African Union's increasing institutional 
coherence and diplomatic capacity is not merely a bureaucratic development but a genuine 
enhancement of the material conditions for African agency. 

The second observation concerns the asymmetric relationship between formal multilateral 
commitments and substantive influence. All three states maintain extensive formal membership in 
international organisations, have ratified major international conventions, and participate across a 
remarkably wide range of multilateral forums. Yet formal participation does not translate 
automatically or consistently into substantive influence over outcomes. The technical complexity of 
many multilateral negotiations — in the WTO, the IMF's Article IV consultations, or the UN's climate 
negotiating frameworks — requires specialised expertise that many African delegations lack, creating 
a systematic gap between the formal equality of participation and the substantive inequality of 
influence. Addressing this gap requires not only political commitment but sustained investment in 
diplomatic and technical capacity. 

The third observation concerns what might be called the consistency problem. All three states have 
displayed episodes of highly effective multilateral leadership — Egypt's management of the AfCFTA 
negotiations during its AU presidency, Nigeria's foundational role in ECOWAS security governance, 
South Africa's brokering of the Pretoria Agreement and its G20 chair-ship — alongside episodes of 
strategic disengagement, inconsistent positioning, and missed opportunities. The causes of this 
inconsistency vary: domestic political pressures, competing bilateral relationships, leadership 
transitions, and resource constraints all play roles. But the effect is to undermine the sustained 
coalition-building and institutional presence that generates durable influence in multilateral 
settings. Mabera (2019) argues that African agency in global governance must be understood 
relationally and dynamically, as a capacity that is built and eroded over time through the quality and 
consistency of multilateral engagement. 

The fourth observation is perhaps the most uncomfortable: the structural constraints on African 
agency in international relations are substantial, deeply rooted, and not amenable to resolution 
through diplomatic creativity alone. The inequity of Bretton Woods voting structures, the veto 
architecture of the UN Security Council, the intellectual property and trade rules embedded in WTO 
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agreements, and the conditionality frameworks of international financial institutions all 
systematically disadvantage African states in ways that African diplomacy, however skilled, cannot 
fully overcome. Meaningful enhancement of African agency ultimately requires structural reform of 
the international institutions themselves — reform that powerful states have resisted, and that 
African states, even acting collectively, have so far been unable to compel. 

Recommendations for Enhancing Africa's Agency in Global Governance 

The analysis developed in this paper points toward several concrete recommendations for African 
states, regional organisations, and international partners seeking to enhance Africa's effective 
participation in global governance. 

First, African states must develop and sustain common positions on the fundamental issues that 
most directly affect the continent's development trajectory — global food systems and climate 
adaptation, international trade and intellectual property, international financial architecture reform, 
and peace and security governance — through the African Union and its continental mechanisms. 
The effectiveness of the Africa Group in the WTO, the AU's coordinated positions in UN General 
Assembly voting, and the continental consensus behind the AfCFTA all demonstrate that collective 
positioning is achievable and consequential. But it requires sustained diplomatic investment, 
effective AU coordination mechanisms, and the willingness of larger states — Egypt, Nigeria, South 
Africa — to subordinate short-term bilateral interests to longer-term collective goals. 

Second, African states and international development partners must invest substantially in 
diplomatic and technical capacity. The gap between formal multilateral participation and 
substantive influence is largely a capacity gap: African delegations in Geneva, New York, and 
Washington are often too small, too junior, and too poorly resourced to sustain the intensive 
engagement with negotiating texts, coalition management, and procedural complexity that 
meaningful influence in major multilateral forums requires. Capacity building in trade law, 
international finance, climate negotiation, and diplomatic skills — supported through continental 
institutions like the African Union Institute for Peace and Security Studies — should be treated as a 
development priority. 

Third, Africa's strategy for international agency should explicitly embrace the opportunities created 
by multi-polarity. The rise of China, India, and other major developing country powers, the 
expansion of BRICS, and the growing importance of South-South cooperation all create new options 
for African states seeking alternatives to dependence on Western-dominated international financial 
institutions and governance frameworks. These relationships must be managed carefully — the risk 
of simply exchanging one form of dependency for another is real, as Alden and Schoeman (2025) 
document in the South African BRICS context — but the multipolar environment does create genuine 
new spaces for African agency that did not exist in the unipolar 1990s. 

Fourth, African regional organisations — ECOWAS, SADC, the EAC, and others — must be 
strengthened as platforms for collective agency, particularly in the domains of peace and security, 
economic governance, and digital regulation. Reducing the fragmentation created by overlapping 
memberships, improving coordination between sub-regional organisations and the AU, and building 
genuine mechanisms for civil society engagement in regional governance processes would all 
enhance the collective capacity of African institutions to project continental interests in international 
forums (Mutisi and Muchena, 2018). 

Fifth, the reform of global governance institutions must remain a central objective of African 
multilateral diplomacy. The UN Security Council requires expansion to include permanent African 
representation; the Bretton Woods institutions require voting reform that reflects contemporary 
economic realities rather than the power distribution of 1944; and the IMF's conditionality 
frameworks require redesign to preserve African policy space for development-oriented fiscal 
choices. The inclusion of the AU in the G20 is an important precedent that should be built upon, but 
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institutional reform of this depth requires sustained, coordinated advocacy over decades rather than 
episodic diplomatic pressure. 

Conclusion 

The question of Africa's agency in international relations cannot be answered with a simple yes or no 
— nor should it be. The comparative analysis of Egypt, Nigeria, and South Africa in this paper reveals 
a picture of selective, context-dependent, and structurally constrained agency: moments of genuine 
influence over international outcomes, interspersed with episodes of strategic disengagement, 
missed opportunities, and the hard limits imposed by an international order that was not designed 
with African interests at its centre. 

What is clear from the evidence reviewed here is that African agency is not merely a theoretical 
possibility or a normative aspiration: it has been exercised, with concrete results, in the 
establishment and operation of the African Union, in the formation of ECOWAS security governance 
mechanisms, in the negotiation of the AfCFTA, in South Africa's brokering of regional peace 
agreements, in Egypt's construction of novel institutional frameworks for energy and water 
governance, and in the continental coalition-building that has shaped WTO outcomes and UN norm 
development. These achievements are real and consequential. They deserve greater recognition in a 
discipline that has been slow to update its frameworks to account for the growing complexity and 
dynamism of African international engagement. 

At the same time, intellectual honesty requires acknowledging the depth and persistence of the 
structural constraints that limit African agency — constraints rooted in the colonial design of 
international institutions, the ongoing asymmetries of economic and military power, the 
conditionality regimes of international financial institutions, and the domestic governance 
weaknesses that undermine the consistency and quality of African multilateral engagement. 
Enhancing Africa's agency in international relations is not primarily a matter of diplomatic technique 
or strategic creativity, though both matter; it is fundamentally a question of power — the distribution 
of material capabilities, institutional authority, and normative influence in the international system 
— and transforming that distribution requires structural reform that goes well beyond the decisions 
of any individual African government. 

The continent's demographic trajectory — with one in four people projected to be African by 2050 
and the largest youth population of any world region (Brookings Institution, 2025) — creates an 
inexorable imperative for the international system to engage more seriously with African interests, 
African ideas, and African leadership. Whether that demographic weight translates into genuine 
political and economic influence will depend on the choices made now: by African governments, 
regional organisations, international partners, and the multilateral institutions that remain, despite 
their flaws, the primary frameworks through which global challenges must be addressed. 
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