
 and Integration in ‘Africa Rising’

Changing Economic 
Balances

Most of the African continent has, over the past two decades, experienced high rates 
of economic growth. Analysis of that phenomenon has focused mainly on the reasons 
behind that welcome surge, the impact it has had on people’s quality of life, and the 
extent of regional and continent-wide integration.

This study examines some of those issues and seeks to interrogate the changing African 
landscape from the point of view of how those dynamics intersect with the notion 
of changing economic power balances and the implications those may have for the 
continent. The attempt to examine a path that is hardly trodden was triggered partly 
by the efforts that were reaching fruition at the turn of the decade to rebase Nigeria’s 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP), resulting in the country emerging, reportedly by 2011, as 
the largest economy on the continent. By 2016, Egypt was reported to have overtaken 
South Africa into second spot. Related to that were, and are, the galloping economies 
of Ethiopia, Angola, Tanzania, Mozambique, Côte d’Ivoire and others, which seem to be 
reconfiguring economic power within their regions. 

In history, the emergence of a new power – perceived as a challenge to the extant 
dominant one – has almost always generated new and intensified competition. At worst, 
it has spawned tensions and even wars. That, some historians postulate, is a function 
of human nature. But is it? The authors examine elements of that history and attempt 
to answer that question as it applies to Africa, particularly in the context of successes 
and failures at regional integration. Dynamics in each of Africa’s regions are examined 
in detail. The focus on cooperation and integration within and across the regions is 
deliberate. The authors proceed from the premise that Africa’s advancement depends 
on the pooling of sovereignties. Besides, they acknowledge that Africa’s borders are 
artificial, and many of its nation states are patchworks of the carving pens of colonial 
Europe’s Berlin Conference in the 1880s.

This book also deals with generic questions about the notion of ‘Africa Rising’ and the 
place of the continent in the global economy. The critique of that notion raises fundamental 
questions about political and economic governance and the appropriation of national 
income. The salutary lesson in that regard is that optimism should be tempered, and it 
should be undergirded by social agency.
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Preface 

Most of the African continent has, over the past two decades, experienced high rates of economic 

growth, generating all manner of metaphors. Analysis of that phenomenon has focused mainly on the 

reasons behind that welcome surge, the impact it has had on people’s quality of life impact it has had on 

people’s quality of life, and the extent of regional and continent-wide integration. 

 

This study examines some of those issues, but the perspective from which it proceeds is somewhat different. 

It seeks to interrogate the changing African landscape mainly from the point of view of how those dynamics 

intersect with the notion of changing economic power balances and the implications that may have for the 

continent.  

 

The attempt to examine a path that is hardly trodden was triggered partly by the efforts that were reaching 

fruition at the turn of the decade to rebase Nigeria’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP), resulting in the 

country emerging, reportedly by 2011, as the largest economy on the continent. By 2016, Egypt was 

reported to have overtaken South Africa into second spot. Related to that were, and are, the galloping 

economies of Ethiopia, Angola, Tanzania, Mozambique, Côte d'Ivoire and others, which seem to be 

reconfiguring economic power also within their regions. Technical details about currency exchange rates 

and purchasing power parity may be of some interest. But that is neither here nor there. 

A critical question that arises in the midst of those upheavals is: what are the geostrategic implications of 

such change, and what can we learn in that regard from human history? Where such rebalancing has served 

as a basis for mutual benefit within and across regions, or where they have occasioned tension and conflict, 

can contemporary Africa embrace the advantages and avoid the pitfalls? 

How the Timbuktu, Nile River Basin, Mapungubwe, Great Zimbabwe, Bokoni and other ‘civilisations’ rose 

and fell is still a subject of continuing inquiry. Much has been written about Athens versus Sparta, the 

clashes between the Ottoman and Byzantine empires, the rebalancing over the past century-and-a-half 

between Great Britain, Germany, and the United States of America, as well as the rise and fall and rise again 

of China. 

 

In history, the emergence of a new power – perceived as a challenge to the extant dominant one – has 

almost always generated new and intensified competition. At worst, it has spawned tensions and even wars. 

That, some historians’ postulate, is a function of human nature. But is it? The authors examine elements of 

that history and attempt to answer that question as it applies to Africa, particularly in the context of 

successes and failures at regional integration. Dynamics in each of Africa’s regions are examined in detail. 

But how should a nation’s power be measured? Population and GDP sizes immediately come to mind. But 

those indicators are not adequate. Thus, there is an attempt, in sections of this book, to bring into play 

additional measures of ‘national power’ such as the Composite Index of National Capabilities Score, which 

reflects on a nation’s material capabilities, and the Human Development Index, which focuses on societal 



well-being. The latter brings to the fore the critical question about social development being at the centre 

of human civilisation. In that regard, it is instructive that, while South Africa is seen as the pre-eminent 

power in southern Africa, it features only in fourth position when it comes to the measure of human 

development. In other words, GDP, and even GDP per capita can mask serious faultlines. The focus on 

cooperation and integration within and across the regions is deliberate. The authors proceed from the 

premise that Africa’s advancement depends on the pooling of sovereignties. Besides, they acknowledge that 

Africa’s borders are artificial, and many of its nation states are patchworks of the carving pens of colonial 

Europe’s Berlin Conference in the 1880s. This book also deals with generic questions about the notion of 

‘Africa Rising’ and the place of the continent in the global economy. The critique of that notion raises 

fundamental questions about political and economic governance and the appropriation of national income. 

The salutary lesson in that regard is that optimism should be tempered, and it should be undergirded by 

social agency. A study of this nature can only dip the toe into a well of knowledge still to be fully explored. 

We hope that this book meets that modest standard and can inspire further studies on those matters. The 

Mapungubwe Institute for Strategic Reflection (MISTRA) extends its appreciation to the authors for their 

effort and to the funders whose support has made our journey of discovery possible. 

 

Joel Netshitenzhe 
Executive Director 
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