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From Cooperation to Competition. Understanding the
Relationship between South Africa and Nigeria

Zhou Yuyuan

Abstract: From establishing the African Union ( AU) together to contesting for
the AU Commission Chairmanship, the close relationship between South Africa and
Nigeria in the era of Obasanjo and Mbeki has shifted to public competition after they
left office. This radical change can be explained to be a competition between a
traditional power and an emerging power who regard the struggle for African leadership
as a tool to achieve more international resources. The competition is rooted in the shift
of power, compelling of economic development and adjustment of foreign policies. The
new South Africa entering into Africa has a big shock on the traditional leadership
structure, and the revival of Nigeria has brought new driving force to African
leadership competition. Nigeria’s foreign policy during Obasanjo’s rule has
transformed from idealism to realism, and leadership is regarded as an important media
to get international resources. Even though the competition between the two giants is a
normal phenomenon, it can be foreseen that cooperation will still be the first choice for
them, since they share the common interests and responsibility for leading Africa’s
development, they also learn a lot from the past contradictions, and most importantly,
the benefits of cooperation is much larger than the gains from being rivalries.

Key Words: African International Relations; Leadership; South Africa; Nigeria
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