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Introduction 

Many people who want to improve their lives wish for reorientation every day. For Africans 

who engaged in anti-colonial struggles in the post–World War Two period, the need to 

reorient the world was a constant factor in their struggles; to reorient from colonial rule to 

independence. The anti-colonial struggles were not waged in isolation. They were waged in 

solidarity with others. Thus, when Africa was hardly represented in the United Nations, India 

placed the issue of apartheid in South Africa on the UN agenda in 1948. 

 

The Bandung conference of April 1955, initiated by President Sukarno of Indonesia, also 

underscored the Afro-Asiatic solidarity movement; subsequent developments around the 

Bandung conference culminated in the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) within the United 

Nations. As I write (August 2011) the NAM consists of 120 countries within the UN and 

serves as a reminder of a European colonial past. In Africa the anti-colonial solidarity 

movement found its expression in the conference of independent African states in Accra in 
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1958. This conference constituted an extension of the trans-Atlantic pan-African movement 

to a trans-Saharan pan-African project. Nkrumah stated a philosophical rationale for a trans-

Saharan pan-African project as follows: 

 

With true independence regained … a new harmony needs to be forged, a harmony that 

will allow the combined presences of traditional Africa, Islamic Africa and Euro-Christian 

Africa, so that this presence is in tune with the original humanist principles underlying 

African society. Our society is not the old society, but a new society enlarged by Islamic 

and Euro-Christian influences. A new emergent ideology is therefore required, an 

ideology which can solidify in a philosophical statement, but at the same time an ideology 

which will not abandon the original humanist principle of Africa. Such a philosophical 

statement will be borne out of the crisis of the African conscience confronted with three 

strands of present African society. Such a philosophical statement I propose to name 

philosophical consciencism. (Nkrumah 1964: 70) 

 

Clearly Nkrumah was calling for a reorientation and a decolonial horizon. This is all the more 

so since the trans-Saharan pan-Africa project challenges the Eurocentric construction of 

Africa in which Africa is supposed to consist of three zones, namely, North Africa, Sub-

Saharan Africa and South Africa. The three Euro-Africas have been institutionalised through 

EU trade arrangements with North Africa, Sub-Saharan Africa and South Africa. How will 

the emergence of China and India affect Africa‟s international political-economic relations? 

 

Two concepts, namely, neo-colonialism and reorienting, serve as threads throughout this 

paper. I owe the concept of neo-colonialism to Nkrumah (1964) and that of reorienting to 

Frank (1998). The second section of this paper lays out the historical context of Africa‟s 

involvement in the world order. The world order is within the world system. The world 

system has four elements, namely, capital accumulation, centre–periphery, hegemony and 

cycles. I argue that Westphalian sovereignty was crucial in placing Africa on the periphery of 

the world order. Westphalian sovereignty was superseded by United Nations sovereignty 

after the Second World War. African and Asian states regained their sovereignty within the 

United Nations sovereignty project; this transformed the status of Africans as European 
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colonial subjects to subjects of neo-colonial states. In turn neo-colonialism gave rise to 

decolonial projects, a subject for section three.  

 

Here my focus is on Africa‟s resistance to marginalisation. I argue that the way the world is 

being reoriented can be observed empirically. However the way such a reorientation affects 

political thought in Africa is not yet settled. Section four addresses the issue of reorientation 

in the contemporary world system and the challenges that this poses to social thought. 

Following Frank, I argue that reorientation has three meanings. The first refers to a place 

called the Orient. The second is the world economy‟s reorientation to the Orient or the East. 

The third is the need for us to reorient our understanding of world history, historiography 

and epistemology in relation to the material world.  

 

I argue that it is capital accumulation, economic and political cycles, and crisis that lead to 

reorientation. The reorientation that occurred in response to world economic crisis in the 

1970s worked in favour of Asia as a region. But its impact on Africa, as a region, is yet to be 

determined. I also argue that between 1945 and 1990 there was more political collaboration 

and less economic cooperation between Africa and Asia. Now there is more economic 

collaboration and less political collaboration. 

 

In conclusion I argue that the way the world order emerged, operated and operates is most 

relevant in understanding the status and position of regions and nations within the world 

system. Africa belongs to the periphery of the world system. Can reorientation give a final 

blow to neo-colonialism? 

 

The world order and Africa 

The world order is part of the world system. The world order changes, but the world system 

less so. The world order under which we live emerged after the sixteenth century and laid the 

foundations for the interstate system and international law as we know them now. I agree 

with Chomsky that during the past 500 years the major theme of the world order has been 

„Europe‟s conquest of most of the world‟ (Chomsky 1993: 141). 
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The emergence of the world order is usually tied in to the arrival of Christopher Columbus in 

what became the Americas, along with the circumnavigation of Vasco da Gama around Africa. 

Textbook knowledge informs us that both Columbus and Vasco da Gama were looking for an 

alternative route to Asia, which landed the former in the Americas and the latter in Africa and 

Asia. But, as will be clear below, navigation and exploration does not make a world order. It 

was the persistent search for gold by some European countries to trade with Asia, and the 

political structures and alliances that went with it, that made the emergence of the world 

order decisive (Frank 1998: 56–57). 

 

Both Columbus and da Gama wanted to go to Asia partly because Asia was then, as it is now, 

„the world factory‟. Asian, especially Chinese and Indian, production, competitiveness and 

trade dominated the world economy. China produced and exported silk, ceramics, some gold, 

copper, and later tea. India produced and exported cotton and silk textiles.  

 

Within the Afro-Eurasian world market, Africa was a producer of gold, the bulk of which 

came from West Africa.  

 

Other supplies of gold came from Nubia, which exported gold via Egypt to 

Constantinople/Istanbul and from Ethiopia to Egypt, the Red Sea, and India. Zimbabwe, 

which for a millennium had been an important source of gold for the world, reached its 

peak production of one ton during the fifteenth century. (Frank 1998: 149–150) 

 

A worldwide economy began to emerge after the voyages of Columbus and da Gama at the 

onset of international trade in the sixteenth century. This signified the rise of a global division 

of labour and multilateral trade, „whose roots in Afro-Eurasia extended back for millennia‟ 

(Frank 1998: 52–53).  

 

This global economic structure stimulated European expansion and interest in new 

passageways to the East, eventually leading to the „discovery‟ of the Americas and their 
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subsequent incorporation into the existing system. It should be mentioned however that the 

enslavement of Africans by Europeans formed the basis of the Atlantic economy. In all, „the 

incorporation into this Old [Afro-Eurasia] World economy of the New [Atlantic] World in 

the Americas and their contribution to the world‟s stocks and flows of money certainly gave 

economic activity and trade a new boost from the sixteenth century onward‟ (Frank 1998: 56).  

 

Viewed in this context the Atlantic world and the place of Africa therein make sense only in 

relation to the Asian world. Also worth noting is that most European exports to Asia were of 

metal and metal products, silver and gold bullion. These products were used to offset trade 

deficits with other lands. This excluded the Americas and Africa of course where exploitation 

of the local population and land allowed Europeans to extract more than they gave (Frank 

1998: 74). 

 

After Columbus and Vasco da Gama led the way, the Portuguese and the Dutch stepped up 

their involvement in East Asia, seeking a role in the trade between China and other Asian 

countries. In addition, they also brought certain American crops to China, such as maize and 

tobacco; many of these exports were the product of enslaved African labour.  

 

The political structures and alliances underpinning European navigation enabled Europe to 

succeed in dominating the Atlantic world, and to make the latter an extension of the 

European world. This in turn made it possible for Europe to compete effectively with Asia, 

and later colonise it. This was followed by the colonisation of Africa.  

 

The colonisation of the Americas, Asia and Africa gave rise to a world order under European 

leadership. The world order is a political construct that emerged after the Peace of 

Westphalia (1648), signed between states that now form Germany, Spain, France, Sweden and 

the Netherlands. The Peace of Westphalia in turn gave rise to religious states, namely, 

Protestant-led monarchs and states and Catholic-led monarchs and states (Nimako and 

Willemsen 2011).  
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At the bureaucratic level, the Peace of Westphalia set the contours and parameters for 

competition and cooperation within European statecraft. These in turn formed the basis of 

European sovereign states and the related inter-state systems. This process went hand in 

hand with the institutionalisation of the Atlantic „slave‟ trade and chattel slavery in the 

Americas.  

 

At one level, it gave rise to the mutual recognition of the signatories of the Treaty of 

Westphalia. Following this, reciprocal recognition became fundamental to the legitimacy of 

sovereignty. In practice it implied that, once one major European country recognised 

another‟s existence, other nations were likely to fall in line or form alliances. For the „outside 

world‟, the importance of the Peace of Westphalia did not lie in the reciprocal recognition of 

the signatories but rather the non-recognition of the sovereignty of „others‟. 

 

This explains why no European slave-trading nation supported the anti-slavery revolution in 

Haiti; but the Dutch and the French supported the American Revolutionary war. The height 

of the Westphalia consensus, after the abolition of the transatlantic „slave‟ trade and slavery, 

was the Partition of Africa in 1884/85 in Berlin. At the Berlin conference European nations 

agreed to colonise Africa and they then effected this through wars. This constituted colonial 

entanglement and the mutation of the European world order into a western world order. 

Once the European world order had entangled Africa, how did Africa seek to disentangle 

itself? This is the subject of the next section. 

 

Colonial entanglement and decolonial disentanglement 

The world order that evolved out of Westphalian sovereignty entangled Africa. Africans have 

resisted incorporation into the European world order from the beginning and have 

continuously struggled to decolonise and avoid marginalisation within the world system. But 

this could not prevent colonial entanglement, which in turn made Africa part of the periphery 

of Europe. Decolonial disentanglement took place after the implosion of the Westphalian 

world order on which the colonial model was founded. The implosion of the Westphalian 

world order found its expression in the First and Second World Wars. These were when the 
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Westphalian sovereignty consensus, namely, coordinated competition (realism) and 

cooperation (idealism), was not adhered to and was broken by one of the major signatories of 

the Westphalian project, in this case Nazi Germany (Césaire 1972).  

 

The implosion of the Westphalian project led to a re-reading of European „history‟. With 

regard to the First and Second World Wars, Muller has noted:  

 

A familiar and influential narrative of twentieth-century European history argues that 

nationalism twice led to war, in 1914 and then again in 1939. Thereafter, the story goes, 

Europeans concluded that nationalism was a danger and gradually abandoned it. In the 

postwar decades, western Europeans enmeshed themselves in a web of transnational 

institutions, culminating in the European Union (EU). (Muller 2008: 19) 

 

To this we should add: these European transnational institutions did not set Africa loose; but 

it made colonial entanglement unstable. This is partly because the process of the formation of 

European transnational institutions went hand in hand with the emergence of the United 

Nations, under the leadership of the United States of America. Through the notion of self-

determination, a framework for sovereignty of colonised peoples was called into being under 

the auspices of the UN.  

 

It was within the context of UN sovereignty that African and Asian countries, including 

Indonesia, India and China, regained their sovereignties. However between 1948 and 1990 the 

relationships between African and Asian countries were more political (through the support of 

nationalist movements in Africa) and less economic. Even the major economic project Africa 

initiated with China, the Tanzania–Zambia railway (Tan–Zam) was not very effective. 

 

Since the end of the Cold War, Africa‟s relationship with Asia has become more economic and 

less political. We shall return to this below. For the moment suffice it to say that a state that 

is subjected to neo-colonialism is in theory independent and has the trappings of international 

sovereignty, but in reality its economic system and its political policy are directed by states 

external to it. Neo-colonialism has three elements: trade, military force and corruption.  
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By the time African countries regained their sovereignty through United Nations sovereignty 

arrangements, the foundations of a neo-colonial trade arrangement had been laid within the 

EEC. This found its expression in the Treaty of Rome. Some of the articles (especially 

Articles 131–136) of the European Economic Community (EEC) Treaty (1957), also referred 

to as the Treaty of Rome, tied the colonies to Europe in what it considered to be an association 

of non-European countries and territories with which EEC member states had special 

relations (i.e. colonies). But this did not preclude African agency. Decolonisation challenged 

these EEC arrangements and called for a new relationship.  

 

In an effort to disentangle and decolonise from Europe, Africa, on the initiative of Nkrumah, 

initiated institutions such as the Organization of African Union (OAU) in 1963, and the 

African Development Bank (ADB) in 1964. By accident or design, the Yaounde I Convention 

was signed (two months after the Organization of African Unity was launched) on 20 July 

1963 between 18 African states (Associated African States and Madagascar – AASM) and 6 

EEC member states and overseas departments and territories (ODTs), namely the Dutch 

Antilles and Suriname, and the French overseas territories and departments. When Britain 

joined the EEC in 1973, it brought its weaker neo-colonies in line and led to the replacement 

of Yaounde II (1969) by the Lome I Convention, signed on 28 February 1975 in Lome (Togo) 

between 46 ACP countries (37 African, 6 Caribbean and 3 Pacific) and 9 EEC member states. 

In other words while Yaounde I was formally intended to respond to the aspirations of the 

associated states, the Lome I Convention was designed to respond to the aspirations of the 

„international community‟ (Nimako 2007).  

 

Fifty years after African states became entangled in the European neo-colonial trade web, 

African states continue to struggle to disentangle themselves from it. This found its 

expression in October 2001 in the New Partnership for Africa‟s Development (NEPAD). Not 

only does NEPAD serve as an umbrella for the five sub-regional groupings in Africa, but it 

was also designed ostensibly to „to consolidate democracy and sound economic management‟ 

in Africa (para 204). I have argued elsewhere that NEPAD, as an African interstate agency, is 
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more of a political and moral project than economic (Nimako 2007). Transformation of this 

moral and political project into an economic project requires an alternative theoretical 

construction and analysis of the position of Africa in the world economy. 

 

The consequence of the EU–Africa partnership has been expressed by Simone Gbagbo, the 

former First Lady of Côte d‟Ivoire, in the following words: 

 

Some French political and economic players have had the habit of treating Africans in a 

master–servant manner, yet a new generation of Africans wants this type of relationship 

to change. 

 

In this type of master–servant relationship, the French expect to come to our countries 

and be masters of our wealth and resources as though that is their divine right. They 

think we cannot exploit these resources without their consent. We don‟t even have the 

right to set up factories to transform these raw materials into finished goods. We are 

expected to sell all our produce in raw form and all this was laid down in so-called 

„cooperation agreements‟ between France and its former African colonies. Some French 

people continue to operate under these agreements. And each time an African raises his or 

her voice to demand change to these agreements, that African is considered an enemy of 

France who must be fought. (Tete 2007: 28) 

 

In other words, with regard to broader neo-colonial relations, little has changed, especially in 

French-speaking Africa. This is testified to in the following statement by Mrs Gbagbo: 

 

The wealth which we produce in the Economic and Monetary Union of West Africa 

(UEMOA) and which enables us to buy foreign goods is represented by the CFA Franc, 

our currency. But this CFA Franc is kept in French Treasury, 65% of the resources of our 

countries is kept in the French Treasury. This means that at the international level, we do 

not exist; it is the French Treasury that exists. (Tete 2007: 28). 

 

In spite of these efforts to tie Africa to European economic interests, global economic forces 

are reorienting African economies away from Europe. 
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With regard to trade relations, there is conclusive evidence that Africa‟s export trade flows to 

Europe have been altered. In the 1960s, 80 per cent of Africa‟s export trade went to former 

colonial powers in Europe. At the turn of the twenty-first century, Africa‟s export trade to 

Europe (i.e. the European Union) had declined to 52 per cent, followed by the United States 

with 19 per cent, and Asia with 16 per cent (Sundaram 2007: 73).  

 

We shall return to the issue of trade below. For the moment suffice it to say that decolonial 

disentanglement has been fatal to some African leaders, including President Gbagbo and Mrs 

Gbagbo. This brings us to the second and third elements of neo-colonialism, namely, military 

force and corruption. This is what Mrs Gbagbo had to say: 

 

Each time we raise this problem [of UEMOA] and demand a change, the French find it 

unacceptable. Therefore, an African leader who raises this issue and demands change is 

considered by the French as an enemy who must be destroyed [by military force or 

corruption]. This type of behaviour needs to change, and if France does not understand 

this, the new generation of Africans will push them to change. This new generation is not 

going to accept what the French did during the colonial period. It is in the interests of 

France to understand that this situation must change in order for real partnership to be 

established between Africa and France. France must change its mentality. One cannot 

continue to be at war for centuries. The African people hold no grudge against the French 

people or against France as a country. In the same way that France has relations or 

partnerships with the British, the Americans and the Asians, the same way they must 

build partnership with Africans. (Tete 2007: 28) 

 

However, the President of France, Mr Sarkozy, has a different view about France‟s relations 

with its neo-colonies. He has had „Enough of history‟. Instead in his visit to Senegal in 2007 

he proposed a „shared development, a common strategy in the face of globalisation [read the 

rise of China and India] – to prepare for the advent of EurAfrica‟ (Tete 2007: 29). The 

implication of Sarkozy‟s statement is that he wants Africa to be an extension of Europe to 

enable Europe to compete effectively with Asia. To this we should add: 
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This is in keeping with remarks made by former French President Francois Mitterrand 

when he said, „Without Africa, France will have no history in the 21st century‟, which 

former French foreign minister Jacques Godfrain confirmed when he said: „A little 

country [France], with a small amount of strength, we can move a planet because [of 

our] – relations with 15 or 20 African countries‟. (Mbeki 2011) 

 

In other words, empires make, and count, the wealth of other peoples as their wealth.  

 

Reorienting the world and African reorientation 

I noted above that the world system has four elements, namely, capital accumulation, centre–

periphery, hegemony and cycles. I also analysed above that within a colonial matrix Africa 

served, and continues to serve, as a periphery to the European centre. This finds its 

expression in trade agreements such as the Yaounde, Lome and Cotonou conventions. In 

other words neo-colonialism operates within the world order in the context of centre–

periphery relationships within the world system. 

 

Nevertheless capital accumulation remains a driving force of the world system. But capital 

accumulation is not linear; it is punctuated by economic crisis and cycles. Much of the world, 

including Africa, experienced economic growth between 1945 and 1970. This economic 

growth was driven by economic recovery in Europe after World War Two (Frank 1990).  

 

The oil crisis of 1973–1974 interrupted the economic growth occasioned by the World War 

Two economic recovery project in Europe and obliged many to reconsider the received 

conventional wisdom on economic theories and obliged states, especially the US, to reconsider 

their policies. Part of this response was for the United States to open up the world market to 

communist China. Before then China was part of the world economy but not the world 

market; it meant that China participated in the world economy but not effectively in the world 

market under the hegemony of the United States. Following its entry into the world market, 
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China‟s exports and imports increased from about 2 per cent of GDP in the 1970s to about 24 

per cent in 2004 (Nimako 2007).  

 

The oil crisis of 1973/74 was followed by world economic recession (1979–82), which in turn 

formed part of the worldwide reaction to inflation and crisis in the world economy in the 1970s. 

These developments manifested themselves in several forms in different countries in the 

1980s/1990s, ranging from the socialist President Mitterrand of France‟s U-turn in 1981 

through Thatcherism/Reaganomics/neo-liberalism to Gorbachev‟s economic perestroika and 

political glasnost and the subsequent collapse of the Soviet Union. It was out of these crises that 

China and India have emerged as a challenge to European and US economic hegemony 

(western hegemony for short) since the 1990s. It also laid the foundation for the reorientation 

of the world economy to the Orient, of which more below (Nimako 2007). 

 

I have argued elsewhere that the ascendancy of China as a major player in the world economy 

constitutes a crack in the international political economy. The economic growth of China was 

about 7.25 per cent per year in real terms in the period 1980–2001; this implies a doubling of 

output every ten years (Nimako 2007).  

 

In contrast to China, many African countries could not recover from the 1979–82 world 

economic recession. The resulting foreign exchange shortages, aggravated by drought, made 

it impossible for many African governments to import sufficient food in response to the 

resulting shortages. This obliged several African governments to seek foreign aid to ease the 

food crisis and foreign loans to revive their economies. Enter the International Monetary 

Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, also referred to as the International Financial Institutions 

(IFI). By the mid-1990s, not only had African states accumulated foreign debt but also one of 

the ways for the leadership of an African country to demonstrate that it was not corrupt was 

to subject itself to the status of Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC). In turn most of 

them were placed on a „HIPC diet‟ by the IFIs and „western‟ donors. In plain language, the 

HIPC diet implies that African economies have to be monitored and controlled by IFIs 
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through conditionality in exchange for less stringent debt collection, considered as 

„development aid‟ by their creditors, also referred to as „donors‟ (Nimako 2007). 

 

What is clear however is that the rise of China and India has affected trade patterns in the 

world economy; it has also affected economic analysis. It has now become common for even 

World Bank–initiated economic authors to revisit Africa‟s historical links to Asia as a 

backdrop to the current increase of trade between Africa and Asia, especially China and India. 

Thus, writing on this subject for the World Bank, Broadman began as follows: 

 

Economic activity between Africa and Asia is becoming like never before. Business 

between the two continents is not new: India‟s trade with Africa‟s eastern and southern 

regions dates back to at least the days of the Silk Road, and China has been involved on 

the continent since it started investing there, mostly in infrastructure, during the 

postcolonial era. But today, partly as a result of accelerating commerce between 

developing countries throughout the world, the scale and pace of trade and investment 

flows between Africa and India and China are exceptional. Africa‟s exports to China 

increased at an annual rate of 48 percent between 2000 and 2005, two and half times as 

fast as the rate of the region‟s exports to the United States and four times the rate of its 

exports to the European Union (EU) over the same period. (Broadman 2008: 95) 

 

This is a U-turn. Less than five decades ago Africa was considered a continent „without 

history‟; now due to the rise of China and India in the world economy this world view is being 

buried.  

 

Since 1990, both Africa‟s exports to Asia and its imports from Asia have grown more 

rapidly than either its exports to or its imports from any other region of the world. 

Exports grew by 15 percent annually between 1990 and 1995 and by 20 percent between 

2000 and 2005; imports grew by 13 percent annually between 1990 and 1995 and by 18 

percent between 2000 and 2005. Meanwhile, between 2000 and 2005, the EU‟s share of 

exports from Africa dropped by half – so that Asia now buys about the size share of 

Africa‟s exports as does the United States or the EU, Africa‟s traditional trading partners. 

(Broadman 2008: 96–97) 
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At the level of political thought, China‟s growth undermines the dominant neo-liberal thesis 

and the very idea of capitalism; it also challenges the idea of the „western world‟. This is all the 

more so since much of China‟s economic growth is spearheaded by state-owned enterprises 

(SOE). According to the idea of capitalism, capital accumulation and private ownership of 

property is the most efficient way to generate economic prosperity; the western world, 

according to this doctrine, has become dominant in the world economically and militarily 

because it applies an economic doctrine of capitalism and political ideology of democracy 

based on elections. 

 

Long before this became a fact Andre Gunder Frank had observed, in and to the market,  

 

it makes very little difference whether an enterprise is owned privately or publicly; for 

they all have to compete with each other equally in the same world market. The only 

exceptions are public enterprises that are subsidized by the state budget and private 

enterprises that are also subsidized from state budget and/or otherwise bailed out „in the 

public interest‟ … Moreover, public and private enterprises can make equally good or bad 

investment and other management decisions in the market … In the 1970s, (public) 

British Steel overinvested badly, and (private) US Steel underinvested badly. In the 1980s, 

both closed steel mills over the public objections of labor. So did simultaneously the 

private steel industry in Germany under a Christian Democratic government and the 

public steel industry in France under a Socialist government. (Frank 1990: 10–11) 

 

Unlike China however, in much of Africa, due to foreign exchange shortages, on the 

conditions of the IMF and the World Bank, most African governments resorted to 

privatisation as one of the means of earning foreign exchange and, flowing from this, 

attracting foreign direct investment (FDI) from the West, resolving the debt crisis and 

stimulating economic growth.  

 

However, as I have argued elsewhere, privatisation in Africa did not give rise to African 

conglomerates; some state-owned enterprises (SOEs) were left to rot or liquidated. In plain 
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language, much of the investment in SOEs was wasted; the few that were privatised fell into 

foreign hands (Nimako 1991, 2007).  

 

It was not only the ideology of privatisation that was questioned but also the praxis of 

privatisation. Frank thus argued  

 

that privatizing public enterprises now at bargain-basement share prices that doubled 

next week on the national stock exchange is just as fraudulent a practice as nationalizing 

loss-making enterprises and paying for them above market value, or nationalizing 

profitable enterprises with little or no indemnification. This „now you see it, now you 

don‟t‟ game is all the more egregious for enterprises in the East and the South that are 

now privatized and bought up with devalued domestic currency purchased (or swapped 

for debt) by foreign companies or joint ventures with foreign exchange from abroad. In 

sum, the privatization debate is a sham; it is far less about productive efficiency than about 

distributive (in)justice. (Frank 1990: 11) 

 

Besides, the structural changes and economic growth in China were accompanied by social 

gains. The average annual per person income rose from $190 in 1978 to $960 in 2002 

(Nimako 2007). This increased to $1760 in 2005 and jumped to $3500 in 2009. India also saw 

a similar increase from $750 in 2005 to $1180 in 2009 (data taken from World Bank website 

in 2010).  

 

As I write (August 2011), the world economy is reorienting. This finds expression in the 

rapidly growing patterns of trade across the Pacific, as opposed to the Atlantic. It also finds 

its expression in the number of billionaires emerging in Asia. In its report on global 

billionaires, Forbes Magazine reported: 

 

This 25th year of tracking global wealth was one to remember. The 2011 Billionaires List 

breaks two records: total number of listees (1,210) and combined wealth ($4.5 trillion) … 

BRICs led the way: Brazil, Russia, India and China produced 108 of the 214 new names. 

These four nations are home to one in four members, up from one in ten five years ago. 
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Before this year only the U.S. had ever produced more than 100 billionaires. China now 

has 115 and Russia 101. (Kroll and Dolan 2011) 

 

The US now has 413 and India 55; India has fewer billionaires than China but India‟s 

billionaires are richer than China‟s.  

 

What are the implications of these developments for Africa? China‟s demand for African 

goods has affected economic growth in Africa, especially in oil-producing countries. Like 

China, African elites considered the state to be the prime agent of change and development 

whereas the IFIs viewed the magic of the market as the agent of the same. It was against this 

backdrop that several African states resorted to the sale of state-owned enterprises for public 

finance. However whereas African elites considered privatisation to be de-industrialisation 

and loss of sovereignty, the IFIs viewed this as part of globalisation. 

 

It should be mentioned however that China‟s incursion into Africa was preceded by African 

traders, especially from West Africa. It was these African traders who turned away from 

Europe, partly because of Fortress Europe and the harassment of Africans at European 

airports by European immigration officials, partly because of foreign exchange shortages in 

Africa, but mainly because of cheaper products from Asian countries, including Malaysia, 

Thailand, India, Singapore, Hong Kong and mainland China. Chinese investors responded to 

this and followed African traders to Africa. 

 

But this reorientation of African traders and governments to the Orient should also be placed 

in a world historical context. Sachs had this to say about the place of China in the world: 

 

The Olympics [Games 2008] and the World Expo [2010] are symbols of the secular 

shift that occurred around the turn of the millennium; the ascent of China – and other 

countries of the South – to the exclusive club of global powers [from G7 to G20]. It is 

scarcely possible to overestimate the significance of this shift for world history, and in 

particular for the people of the South. After centuries of humiliation, they finally see a 

Southern country on a par with the [western] powers of the world. Countries once 
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treated as colonial underdogs now measure up to their masters, and people of colour take 

over from the white man. (Sachs 2009: vii) 

 

Sachs further noted:  

 

A quick glance at China may illustrate the point. The ascendancy of China to the ranks of 

a world power is balm on the wounds inflicted during her two centuries of colonial 

humiliation. And the success of the middle class is a source of pride and self-respect that 

puts the Chinese elite on a par with social elites elsewhere on the globe. The Chinese 

example brings to the fore what has been part and parcel of development all along: the 

desire for justice is intimately linked to the pursuit of development. (Sachs 2009: ix) 

 

If the Second World War challenged European hegemony, the oil crisis of the mid-1970s 

challenged US hegemony. In other words, viewed in the long-term, economic crisis and 

cycles, changing international political-economic relations and the response of nation-states 

to these events has challenged first European hegemony and second US hegemony, and 

flowing from this the phenomenon of the „western world‟. 

 

My contention is that the EU response will not be economic competition but rather political, 

in the form of military force and corruption. This brings me to the second and third element 

of neo-colonialism, namely, military force and corruption.  

 

I have argued elsewhere that, on the positive side, if properly managed by African 

governments, the emergence of China as a major economic force and emergence of its 

conglomerates could relieve Africa from its debt burden and dependence on IFIs and EU/US 

donors (Nimako 2007). Angola is now an example of this.  

 

On the negative side, if poorly managed by African governments, China‟s demand for natural 

resources could make Africa a battle ground reminiscent of the „scramble for Africa‟ in the late 

nineteenth century (Nimako 2007). Sudan was the first casualty of this „new scramble for 

Africa‟. The break-up of Sudan (into two nations, Northern Sudan and Southern Sudan, in 
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July 2011) should not be viewed as a conflict between Muslims in the north and so-called 

Christians in the south but as a struggle over China‟s need for more oil and other natural 

resources, and the response to this by the West. This is also partly because, between Africa 

and China, the economic reorientation is moving faster than the political reorientation, 

especially pan-Africanism.  

 

But this process is irreversible economically because Africa‟s reorientation to the Orient is 

determined by consumer choice. The West cannot force African consumers to consume 

western goods at all costs. The only way to reverse this trend in the short term in favour of 

the West is through military force. The western-led NATO overthrow of the Qadhafi regime 

in August 2011 in Libya falls into this category. This will be the case more in French-

speaking Africa than the rest of Africa, due to the cooperation agreement we referred to 

above. 

 

However unlike the Westphalian sovereignty model in which military force was overt, in the 

United Nations sovereignty model military force will be covert and masquerade as 

humanitarian intervention in the name of democracy and development aid. Mrs Gbagbo, 

whom I quoted above, went on to say this about „development aid‟: 

 

Africans too must organize themselves in order not to be perpetually regarded as beggars 

waiting for aid in order to develop. We must organize ourselves as adults capable of 

sustaining mutually beneficial partnerships with Western countries. I am convinced that 

there is a rising consciousness in Africa of French aggression in Cote d‟Ivoire, and France 

risks being confronted by increasing demands for change in its relations with 

Francophone Africa. (Tete 2007: 28–29) 

 

I admire and share Mrs Gbagbo‟s activist zeal but regret her naivety about power politics and, 

flowing from this, lack of strategy to deal with the situation. She assumed that France is the 

friend of Côte d‟Ivoire. Also she analysed France as if France were out there in Europe; in the 

real world France never left Côte d‟Ivoire after the latter‟s formal political independence 

under the UN sovereignty framework in 1960. France maintained its military bases in Côte 
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d‟Ivoire. These military bases were instrumental in the violent overthrow of the Gbagbo 

regime in April 2011. Mrs Gbagbo also assumed that the average French citizen is 

preoccupied with Côte d‟Ivoire in much the same way as Ivorians are preoccupied with 

France. In the real world there was hardly any protest by French citizens about the French 

military intervention in Côte d‟Ivoire. 

 

At the level of political thought, the Gbagbo regime did not seek a broader pan-African 

alliance to deal with French neo-colonialism. In fact Mrs Gbagbo fell short of embracing pan-

Africanism. When she was asked if she was a pan-Africanist, she answered thus: 

 

The work that I personally do is not necessarily to mobilize women in other countries. 

However, in countries such as Mali and Senegal whose populations were directly affected 

by our crisis, we were able to make contact with women with whom we exchange ideas 

and experiences. We were driven by the desire to promote cohesion to avoid hatred 

among different communities. (p 29) 

 

She wanted to decolonise but was trapped in the French orbit; her intellectual horizon could 

not go beyond the French gaze. She called for change in French attitudes towards 

Francophone Africa. Indeed change came, not in France, but in Côte d‟Ivoire, in the form of 

regime change.  

 

The Gbagbo regime made its desire for change an Ivorian affair; however, unlike Gbagbo, the 

French, under the leadership of Sarkozy, made it an EU/UN affair; in other words an old and 

new world order affair. Thus it was French/UN troops that attacked and captured her and 

her husband. On this score Mrs Gbagbo‟s Francophone African colleagues would say „I told 

you so‟.  

 

So much for the military component of neo-colonialism; let us now turn to the corruption 

component. During the Cold War period (1945–1990) many military coups took place in the 

name of fighting communism. Today African governments are overthrown in the name of 

bringing democracy to Africa. In the real world of power politics, it is not how right you are 
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that matters; but the right you get. In the past two decades, from Zambia, Malawi, Zimbabwe, 

Kenya to Ivory Coast, certain individuals and groups have been encouraged to form political 

parties, supported and financed by western NGOs, to overthrow African governments, 

normally referred to as first-generation African nationalists in Ministries of Foreign Affairs in 

the EU. Many of these transitions have been violent. However the propaganda around which 

much of this violence has taken place has been couched in the name of bringing democracy, 

transparency and accountability to Africa by western NGOs. Thus in the case of Ivory Coast, 

by the time the Gbagbo regime was overthrown in April 2011, there were five separate armed 

groupings: 1) the official Ivorian army, 2) the militia of Gbagbo, 3) the militia of Ouattara (the 

main opponent of Gbagbo), backed by France, 4) the French army, and 5) the United Nations 

army. 

 

I have argued elsewhere that the rise of China and India is more than economic (Nimako 

2007). This can also be seen in the case of three African countries, namely, South Africa, 

Egypt and Algeria, whose income per capita is above the African average, and also each has 

GDP per capita comparable to China. Egypt and South Africa also have the scientific and 

technological infrastructure to achieve economic growth and social-economic transformation. 

The poverty in South Africa, Egypt and Algeria has thus more to do with historical injustices 

and current race, ethnic, religious, political and social relations rather than lack of foreign 

investment, inadequate infrastructure and lack of economies of scale.  

 

Recent political and social upheavals in North Africa have confirmed some of these 

observations. This is collaborated by the observations of Gamal Nkrumah. Gamal Nkrumah 

noted on social justice in Egypt: 

 

A country of 85 million people, and an illiteracy rate of 50%, Egypt was ripe for 

revolution. 

 

The rich got richer, the elite got more Westernised, and the poor Egyptians, who 

constituted over 90% of the population, got poorer and more desperate as their living 

standards declined and job prospects disappeared. (2011) 
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He wrote this on race and ethnic relations: 

 

Egypt never suffered systemic racial segregation like South Africa or the US, but it was 

crystal clear to any resident of the country that the economic and political elite was 

lighter in complexion than the proletariat and peasantry. The darker-skinned Egyptians 

occupied the lowest strata of society. (2011) 

 

This is his take on religion and politics: 

 

The Westernisation of its economic and political elite ultimately and inevitably led to the 

militant Islamist backlash. With political Islam in the ascendancy, key demands for 

economic emancipation and social justice rose to the fore. Egypt also has a large Coptic 

Christian minority that constitutes 20% of the population. 

 

The Christians also came under tremendous political and social pressure and many of 

them were forced into exile, fleeing to countries such as the US, Canada and Australia 

where large Coptic émigré communities expressed solidarity with the Egyptian 

revolution. 

 

Impoverished Muslims too were subjected to the most brutal repression. Militant 

Muslims were imprisoned and tortured in the name of the US-led War Against Terror. 

The youth of the country, Muslims and Christians, were becoming increasingly frustrated 

with their lot. Unemployment, poverty, lack of basic educational facilities and healthcare 

enraged the masses.  

 

It is against this dismal backdrop that the young people who spearheaded the revolution 

are rallying support for their call for a secular, civil society based on democracy and the 

respect of citizenship and human rights regardless of race, gender, or religion. (Nkrumah 

2011: 10)  

 

This is a tall order; but it has implications for the reorientation of the world. 
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Concluding remarks 

The world economy is reorienting towards the Orient. This has implications for the world 

order that has been dominated by Europe/the West since the sixteenth century. The world 

order has also undergone changes. The old was represented by the Westphalian sovereignty 

model (1648–1945) which (amongst others) gave rise to the European colonisation of Africa; 

the new is represented by the UN sovereignty model (1945– ) which (amongst others) gave 

rise to the decolonisation of Africa. In this paper I have argued that not only did the world 

order entangle Africa but also it placed Africa in a peripheral position. This process was not 

peaceful. Colonisation was an act of war; so was decolonisation. Like all wars, combatants 

might win some battles and lose some. More importantly decolonisation did not give rise to 

complete independence; it gave rise to neo-colonialism.  

 

I argued that a state that is subjected to neo-colonialism is in theory independent and has the 

trappings of UN-sanctioned sovereignty; but in reality its economic system and its political 

policy is directed by states external to it. These external states tend to be the former colonial 

states and their allies. Neo-colonialism finds its expression in three forms, namely, trade, 

military force and corruption. The reorientation of the world economy to the Orient has 

altered Africa‟s trade relations within the Westphalian mould and made it unstable but it has 

not overcome the military force and corruption that underpinned the Westphalian model. 

 

However military force and corruption have undergone changes since the end of the Cold 

War. Until the end of the Cold War, military force in the world order, old and new, was overt, 

namely, direct military intervention or support for military coups. Since the end of the Cold 

War military force has gained a „human face‟, namely, humanitarian intervention, under the 

leadership of the former colonial power. It is in this context that thousands of western NGOs 

who have been deployed in Africa after the IMF and World Bank cleared the way think they 

are promoting development, democracy and human rights just as the hundreds of Euro-

Christian missionaries deployed in Africa after the partition of Africa in the late nineteenth 

century thought they were bringing civilisation to Africans.  
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However since Africa‟s reorientation to the Orient is dictated by world economic forces and 

consumer choice and not African regimes, in the long run these economic forces are more 

powerful than military force and corruption. The collapse of the former Soviet Union is a 

recent testimony to the discrepancy between military and economic forces.  

 

Finally I have argued that the reorientation of the world economy undermines conventional 

wisdom and dominant ideas on knowledge production on economics and the state. Many 

African states had different perspectives on their economies but these were swept aside by the 

political forces of neo-liberalism. Thus in Africa mass privatisation became the order of the 

1980s/90s. In contrast China was able to withstand neo-liberal political forces and decided to 

improve the management of its state-owned enterprises rather than sell them. Equally 

important to note is that, whereas African states attributed their economic decline to the „oil 

crisis‟, the IFI attributed the same to corruption, mismanagement and dictatorship. 

 

These two perspectives found their expression in various official reports (Nimako 2007). With 

the current economic crisis in the West and the reorientation of the world economy to the 

Orient, it is difficult to see how the EU and the „western‟ world can give Africa lectures on 

economic management. What is not clear is whether African leaders have developed the pan-

African thought required to manage or coordinate the reorientation of the world economy to 

the Orient. 
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