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1.0. Introduction and Background 
 

In his opening remarks at the Africa-US Engagement Forum, Prof. Mucha Musemwa, the Dean of 

Humanities at Wits University, extended gratitude to all attendees and acknowledged the esteemed 

partners of the African Centre for the Study of the United States (ACSUS). He noted that since the 

establishment of ACSUS in 2018 as a specialised institution tasked with examining United States (US) 

activities in Africa, it had developed into a definitive hub for critical knowledge and research on US-

Africa relations and engagements. He also applauded the Africa US Universities initiative (AFUSI), and 

assured the meeting that his office, and the university were ready to render support as needed.  

 

ACSUS Director, Dr. Bob Wekesa, who served as the seminar's moderator, contextualised the event 

within the Centre's larger research on Africa's agency in relation to global powers, which includes 

superpowers, middle powers, and rising powers. The meeting was held on 7 March 2024 and focused 

on Africa's agency in relation to the USA. It sought to examine the characteristics of what the African 

agency should entail by examining key areas of convergence and divergence in US-Africa relations. 

The gathering took place in a hybrid format; six panellists participated in person and members of the 

audience joining remotely as well as in-person. 

 

2.0. A Summary of the Panellists’ Reflections  
 

2.1. Mr. Jeggan Grey Johnson - Open Society Foundation, South Africa 
 

Mr Johnson highlighted the current global landscape and its implications for Africa, particularly in the 

context of the US foreign policy environment under the Trump administration. He began by noting the 

proliferation of conflicts worldwide, including those in Gaza, Congo, Ukraine, and the Sahel region, 

and the rise of anti-French sentiment in Francophone African countries. He highlighted the emergence 

of alternative global powers such as India, China, Russia, and Gulf states, which are reshaping 

international dynamics amid declining Western influence. 

 

He discussed the impact of the Trump administration's policies on Africa. He cited examples such as 

the Muslim travel ban and significant budget cuts to foreign aid programmes, including those related 

to healthcare, refugee assistance, and development. He highlighted the administration's scepticism 

towards multilateralism and its reduction of funding for international organisations such as the United 

Nations and WHO, particularly in areas such as HIV/AIDS programmes and pandemic response efforts.  

 

Regarding trade relations with Africa, Mr. Johnson referenced the PROSPER Africa initiative launched 

by the Trump administration. The initiative was aimed at boosting trade and investment between the 

US and Africa however, Mr. Johnson questioned its motives. He suggested that it may be driven more 

by geopolitical competition with China than a genuine partnership with African nations. He also raised 

concerns about potential disruptions to the African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) and its 

impact on African economies, particularly if South Africa were excluded from the agreement. 

 

Furthermore, he discussed Africa's engagement with global forums such as the G20 and the AU's 

efforts towards UN reforms, expressing apprehension about the potential influence of a Trump 

presidency on these initiatives. He underscored the importance of the upcoming US presidential 

election and its implications for Africa and global governance, urging vigilance and strategic planning 

in anticipation of potential policy shifts. 
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In conclusion, he emphasised the uncertainty surrounding US foreign policy under a Trump presidency 

and its potential ramifications for Africa and the world. He underscored the importance of proactive 

engagement and strategic planning to navigate these uncertainties and to ensure Africa's interests are 

safeguarded in the face of evolving global dynamics. 

 

2.2. Mr. Adam Clayton Powell III - University of Southern California, USA 
 

Mr. Powell highlighted the importance of understanding and prioritising African interests in 

international partnerships. He emphasised the need to listen and support African goals while 

recognising the complexities of sovereignty and mutual benefit in relationships with other countries. 

Powell discussed the evolution of African agency, highlighting the shift towards prioritising 

development and capacity building over traditional models of exploitation. He underscored the 

significance of education and capacity building in Africa's relationship with the world, particularly with 

the United States. He further encouraged dialogue and collaboration to achieve mutual goals, 

emphasising the importance of leveraging Africa's assets to attain beneficial outcomes. 

 

2.3. Prof. Krista Johnson - Howard University, USA 
 

Prof. Johnson emphasised the importance of understanding African agency and its implications under 

various political administrations, particularly focusing on potential scenarios under a second Trump 

presidency. She acknowledged the significance of Mr. Johnson's insights into African agency and Mr. 

Powell's emphasis on prioritising what is good for Africa.  

 

She highlighted three key points: 

 

Africa’s Role in International Institutions: Prof. Johnson stressed the evolving role of African countries 

in international and multilateral institutions, citing examples of their proactive approaches to peace 

and security issues. She suggested that Africa's ability to leverage changing global economic and 

governance structures will shape its agency vis-à-vis global powers like the United States. 

 

Implementation of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA): Prof. Johnson underscored the 

importance of the successful implementation of the AfCFTA in determining Africa's trajectory and 

agency. She stated that Africa's ability to integrate and implement the AfCFTA will demonstrate its 

capacity for self-determination and influence its relationship with the United States, including 

programs like AGOA. 

 

Role of the African Diaspora in US Politics: Prof. Johnson discussed the growing influence of the 

African diaspora in US politics and the potential for African diaspora communities to shape policy 

decisions. She highlighted the importance of strategically engaging with the African diaspora to 

advance African interests and agency within the United States. Setting up diaspora offices and 

institutionalising them like Ghana has done with its Diaspora Affairs Office, would contribute to 

furthering African agency. 

 

Overall, Prof. Johnson emphasised the need for Africa to assert its agency in international relations, 

navigate changing political landscapes, and strategically engage with global partners and diaspora 

communities to advance its interests and development goals. 
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2.4. Mr. Steven Gruzd - South African Institute of International Affairs, South 

Africa 
 

Mr. Gruzd delved into various aspects of Africa's geopolitical landscape during the discussion, offering 

insights on key points. Firstly, he stressed the diversity among African nations, cautioning against 

generalisations due to differing economies and political systems across the continent. He emphasised 

the need to recognise Africa as comprising 55 sovereign states, each with distinct interests and 

challenges. He also noted the heightened global interest in Africa, with countries like China, Russia, 

and Gulf states seeking to strengthen relations. This surge in interest, he explained, stemmed partly 

from Africa's significant representation in international forums such as the UN General Assembly. 

 

He pointed out the contrasting the approaches of the Trump and Biden administrations towards Africa 

and criticised Trump's dismissive stance while acknowledging Biden's slightly increased engagement. 

He discussed the implications of the Abraham Accords and the potential influence of normalising 

relations with Israel based on African countries' relationships with the USA. He also identified areas of 

both convergence and divergence in US-Africa relations. Mr. Gruzd noted divergent positions on issues 

like the Russia-Ukraine conflict, and the issues around the UN Security Council where the USA was 

reluctant to support reformation. He highlighted instances of convergence, such as cooperation on 

vaccine patent waivers and climate change under the Biden administration, which seemed more 

favourable to the production of cheaper vaccines in other countries. 

 

Mr. Gruzd proposed several policy and strategy options African countries can use to assert themselves 

on the global stage. These include confidence and assertiveness in African diplomacy, enhanced 

diplomatic representation in key capitals by sending the best and most capable envoys, and improved 

communication to articulate African perspectives effectively. 

 

2.5. Dr. Philani Mthembu - Institute for Global Dialogue, South Africa 
 

Dr. Mthembu's presentation emphasised the need for African stakeholders to take a proactive stance 

in shaping their engagement with the US, leveraging opportunities for dialogue and advocacy to 

advance African interests on the global stage.  

 

Exploring Africa's evolving relationship with the United States, he noted a shift from the initial 

euphoria during Barack Obama's presidency to more measured expectations under subsequent 

administrations. He highlighted the need for African stakeholders to proactively shape their 

engagement with the US, rather than passively waiting for US administrations to define the agenda. 

Dr. Mthembu criticised the absence of a comprehensive Africa strategy within US policymaking, 

advocating for a more integrated approach that considers Africa as a whole, including both sub-

Saharan and North Africa. 

 

He highlighted a positive trend, which is Africa's increasing agency, leading to heightened attention 

from US stakeholders to African perspectives. He cited instances where US representatives visited 

Africa to listen and learn from African stakeholders, signalling a growing recognition of Africa's 

evolving dynamics and priorities. Dr. Mthembu stressed the importance of diverse engagement 

channels, urging African stakeholders to leverage non-state actors, governmental channels, and 

various levels of engagement to ensure Africa's voice is heard on the global stage. 



5 
 

 

He called for a shift in attitudes towards economic engagement with the US, emphasising Africa's value 

as a partner in trade and investment rather than a recipient of aid. He highlighted examples of African 

investment in the US and urged a reciprocal approach to diplomatic engagements.  

 

Lastly, Dr. Mthembu underscored the importance of organised advocacy efforts to enhance African 

interests in the US. He suggested leveraging existing avenues for influence within US politics and 

diplomacy to ensure that Africa's interests were represented effectively, thus fostering a more 

balanced and mutually beneficial relationship between Africa and the United States. 

 

2.6. Prof. Bhaso Ndzendze - University of Johannesburg, South Africa 
 

Prof. Ndzendze reflected on Africa's evolving relationship with the United States, urging a modification 

of expectations given the changing dynamics within the US. Speaking on the concept of agency, he 

highlighted that sovereignty was a foundational element necessary for African nations to assert 

themselves effectively on the global stage. However, he noted a lack of policy sovereignty among 

many African countries, with decisions often influenced by external factors, particularly the US 

administration. 

 

He underscored the importance of agenda setting, advocating for African nations to develop their own 

strategies for engaging with the US and other international partners. He criticised the current 

framework where Africa often plays a passive role in bilateral and multilateral engagements, lacking 

cohesive power to enforce decisions or shape the global agenda. He also argued for reforms within 

the African Union (AU), advocating strongly for a quality-based membership criteria to enhance the 

effectiveness of the continental body and to ensure that its decisions reflected the interests of African 

nations more accurately, unlike the current membership criteria where countries are admitted simply 

because they’re on the continent. 

 

He further cautioned against the mentality of dependency, urging African nations to recognise their 

own value as partners in trade and investment. He highlighted potential areas of collaboration, such 

as agriculture and innovation, while acknowledging the limitations and challenges inherent in these 

partnerships. Prof. Ndzendze also explored internal divisions within both Africa and the US, noting the 

complexities of navigating global issues with divergent ideologies and interests. He called for a 

nuanced approach to engaging with the USA, recognising its diminished stature on the world stage 

while also identifying areas where collaboration could be mutually beneficial.   

 

3. Questions and Comments from the Audience 
 

- The panel was asked to reflect on the opposite results of the USA polls.  

 

- Is the USA a country on the rise or a country on the decline? What are the implications for Africa?  

 

- Is Africa capable of constructively shaping USA’s foreign policy as a vital strategic partner rather than 

an obligatory aid recipient? 
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- Is the USA, and other western countries considering fair trade practices with Africa instead of 

acquiring raw materials? This would provide some economic benefits for African countries and 

contribute to African agency in that manner.  

 

It was also pointed out that there was a lack of understanding and participation in US-Africa policy, 

particularly among African Americans, as well as a disconnect between African diaspora communities 

and Africa. Therefore, there needs to be more engagement with the diaspora, with experts possibly 

assisting with similar talks and discussions in Washington. 

 

The effectiveness of African unity and cooperation was also interrogated, emphasising the need for a 

stronger, more cohesive approach to regional and global competitiveness. The importance of 

developing a continental strategy to engage with global powers like the United States and China was 

a common theme amongst the members, advocating for Africa to assert control over its resources and 

negotiate from a position of strength.  

 

3.1. Responses and Concluding Remarks from the Panellists  
 

Overall, the panellists anticipated no major shifts under another Biden administration, noting his 

preference for bilateral relations with individual African countries. They also stressed continuity in 

implementing existing initiatives like the US-Africa Summit outcomes and the AU's partnership 

strategy, and further underscored the need for Africa to assert its priorities in US foreign policy and 

the importance of engaging the African diaspora.  

 

The panellists acknowledged the world's move towards multipolarity but emphasised that despite its 

diminishing influence, the USA still held significant influence, particularly in setting international rules 

and promoting democracy. Countries like China and India were occupying space in Africa, which may 

not be given up easily, and Africa should analyse this for its own development. It was stressed that 

Africa has resources that the world needs, including critical minerals and green minerals needed for 

new clean technologies. Therefore, it is important for Africa to prioritise value addition, through 

initiatives like the AfCFTA, to maximise the returns from the exports. 

 

Overall, there was a call for a strategic approach to assert African interests and advocate for self-

determination in pursuing regional value chains and resource management. Emphasis was placed on 

the importance of understanding agency and recognising potential misalignments in interests 

between African nations and other global powers.  

 

The speakers acknowledged the need for greater sovereignty over natural resources to fuel the 4th 

industrial revolution, which may conflict with the profit-driven goals of major corporations. They also 

acknowledged that some initiatives would need to be done by Africa itself, thus advocating for 

domestic resource mobilisation and addressing issues such as illicit financial flows. Additionally, they 

highlighted the need to identify entry points for engagement with stakeholders, particularly in the 

USA, to lobby for increased resources to support African initiatives.  

  


