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This paper examines the place of power in the conduct of relations 
between nations in the international system. It argues that, the relations 
are 'powered' by the struggle for power. The paper contends that the 
struggle for power is a function not only of the possession of the 
elements of power but more importantly, the effective deployment of 
these elements. Taking an African case study, it shows that in the post 
apartheid era, there is a struggle for power between Nigeria and South 
Africa. It makes the point that the latter country seems to have an 
advantage. It reaches the conclusion that the — age-long law of 
relations between nations - the pursuit of national interest -still holds 
true. In our case study - irrespective of what Nigeria did for South 
Africa in the past - the situation at present dictates that Nigeria should 
not expect a "one-good-turn-deserves-another" situation. South Africa 
can only look out for her own interest even if she has to do this at the 
expense of Nigeria. 

Introduction ~ 
The struggle for power between Nigeria and South Africa dates back as long as Nigeria's 

independence when the country made the liberation of other countries from colonialism and minority 
rule a major foreign policy issue. It is not surprising therefore, that the apartheid situation in South 
Africa and the struggle to bring it to an end became more or less an obsession for Nigeria. The 
apartheid government did not fail to notice {his as it consequently, embarked on certain actions 
designed to unsettle Nigeria politically, and security-wise. For example, it gave military and material 
support to the secessionists during the Nigerian civil War, 1967-70 (Omojuvva, 1995). She also, 
allegedly attempted to build a satellite tracking station and military facilities on the Island or 
Equatorial Guinea, few kilometers away from Nigeria, in 1988 (Ibid). There was also its enormous and 
rapid arms build-up which got Nigeria so threatened that its then President: Shagari, declared in the 
early 1980s that "Nigeria was prepared to start an arms race with South Africa if Pretoria continues its 
arm build-up" (Ibid). 

Nigeria and apartheid South Africa thus, became foremost antagonists on the African 
continent for so long that with the demise of apartheid which was the main focus of confrontation - it is 
natural to ask the question (from Nigeria's perspective): After apartheid, what next for Nigeria's South 
African Policy? How does Nigeria perceive the new South Africa? There is no doubt that the foreign 
policy approach and conduct towards South Africa will change, but what becomes of the aspect of the 
policy that sees South Africa as a challenge. 

This is the major question we attempt to answer here. This paper argues that with the demise of 
apartheid, Nigeria faces a new challenge from South Africa: The struggle for power and dominance on 
the African continent. The paper opens with a discussion on power and its elements and tries to juxtapose 
Nigeria and South Africa on the basis of these elements. 

Politics and Power 
Politics is the "pursuit and exercise of power" (Sterling, 1974:32). 

Generally speaking, "politics is inseparable from power". (Ibid: 25). Politics- is the process by which 
power is acquired, maintained and increased. It is the "art .of influencing, manipulating or controlling 
major groups so as to advance the purpose .of same against the opposition of others". (Chandra, 
1975:5). 

International politics is not free from this concern with power that dominates domestic politics. Hans 
Morgenthau has noted that "international politics, like all politics, is the struggle for power" (Sterling, 
1974). As a result international politics is frequently posited to be the equivalent of "power politics". (Ibid: 
27). If politics is the process by which power is acquired, maintained and increased, it is more so in 
international politics given the seemingly anarchical and conflictual nature of the international political 
system. Each nation - state tries to outdo the other in its quest for power. As a result power may not only be 
acquired, maintained and increased but may be acquired, abused and even lost! 



Power may be conceived as the ability to control others and may be enhanced by both the possession 
of certain elements of power and the skillful use of these elements. Such elements as wealth, resources, 
manpower and the like no doubt confer power on nations. However, it is important to note that "it is the use of 
these resources and not merely their possession which imparts power to a nation". (Chandra, 1975:63). 

The Elements of Power 
The elements of power are also sometimes called the determinants of power and they may be divided 

into three categories; natural, social and ideational. Some scholars classify these elements in terms of stable 
and unstable, tangible and intangible components. 

Under the natural category we have the factor of geography also subdivided into size, climate, 
topography and location. The size of territory increases the power of a nation, that is, other things being 
equal. But the largeness of a territory is not enough, it should be useful climate it is important because it is 
closely related to a nation's productivity. Location is also important because it determines a nation's 
vulnerability to invasion - location is a very strategic point in judging the power of a state. Taken together with 
size, climate and location, topography provides the setting of a nation. What is important to note in 
considering the geographical elements of power is that they have lost much of their significance in our time 
because of advances in science and technology. 

Under natural elements of power we also have natural resources and raw materials. The two do not 
mean the same thing. Whereas natural resources are "gifts of nature of established utility, raw materials 
posses only potential rather than actual utility" (Chandra, 1975). One major natural resources is food, 
especially, since self sufficiency in food production confers great advantages. 

The mere possession of natural resources/raw material is not a source of power unless they are 
developed and the possessor maintains a strict and continuous control over their disposition. This is when the 
possession of the appropriate technology comes in. A country without the appropriate technology is reduced 
to the status of a weak raw material exporting country. 

Population is an important (natural) element of power. In international politics it is argued that "as 
long as men are necessary for protection and fighting, other elements being equal, the state with the largest 
number of men and women to perform such task will be the side of the biggest battalions" (Chandra, 68). 
Population also contributes to a nation's power in the field of economic production. However, it is important 
to note that although the size of population is important; its quality is more desirable. The age distribution of 
population is also important. 

Social elements of power may also be called the intangible factors of national power and they include 
national character and national morale. The former is broader than the latter. "National character may be 
thought of as climate, morale as weather" (Chandra: 70). Morale, is a thing of the human spirit made up of 
loyalty, courage, faith, the impulse on the preservation of personality and dignity. It refers to "the individual 
qualities of men in a nation in the form of their willingness to put the nation's welfare above their own 
regional welfare. One element of this quality is the willingness to sacrifice" (Chandra: 70). 

Under ideational factors we have intelligence, diplomacy and leadership. Intelligence is an important 
element of power since it concerns activity designed to produce knowledge, which will contribute to the 
wisdom of governmental decisions concerning foreign affairs. A government without an effective and 
reliable intelligence service may run the risk of being uniformed and may thus, weaken its power. 
Diplomacy may be considered as one of the most important elements of power since al] "other factors are 
the raw materials. Diplomacy is the brain of national power as national morale is the soul". (Chandra). 

The quality and wisdom of leadership both political and military are important factors in relation 
to the ideational elements of power. Leadership is an important variable since it is the political leaders 
who determine the proportion(s) in which the application of the other elements are applied. The leaders also 
determine the nature of relationship with other states. The ability of a nation's leaders to perform these 
two crucial roles with the strength of wisdom would undoubtedly make a country strong and powerful. 

In evaluating a nation's power one should note that power is relative and situational. Power is subject 
to continuous change. It is wrong to attribute a decisive role to one element to the neglect of others. We must 
avoid "single factor determinism" as no single factor is absolute even though all factors are not of equal 
importance. It is important to note that: 

The continuing greatness of a country depends upon its ability to adjust its 
institutions, revise its policy and reformulate its ideas in the light of new. 
tasks and changes... power relationships should not be viewed as static, one 
time, and one directional relationship. It should be viewed, rather, as a 
dynamic ongoing and feedback relationship (Chandra, 1975:75), 



The present study would best be appreciated if we look at it within the power framework. Generally 
speaking, "the proposition that power is and ought to be the central concern of international relations 
provokes few dissenting voices. (Sterling, 1974:36). In the context of international politics, power is the 
"ability of a state to control the behaviour of other states in accordance with one’s own will''.. (SterlingJ, The 
theory contends ",th.at behaviour. in..the international system can be explained exclusively or at least essentially 
in terms of a struggle for power." (Taken here as national self interest whether it is conceived as influence 
or prestige). (Sterling). 

Thus the contention is that nation - slates constitute the primary units and hence the major actors in 
the modern international system. When "we say actors in international politics we mean the effective and 
essential participants in the dynamics of the international politics system". (Nwosu and Ofoegbu, 1986:289). 

And so while nation states constitute the major actors in the modern international system, "world 
political realities of the twentieth century, show an increasing number of none-state corporate entities that are 
active participants in world politics. (Nwosu and Ofoegbu, 1986). These none-state actors include the following: 

1. Multinational corporations 
2. Liberation Movements 
3. Peoples, Human Rights and Students Organizations 
4. International Organizations and 
5. Individuals 

In this paper, however, emphasis is on nation-states actors in the international system. Each nation-state 
has the responsibility of promoting the interests of its own citizens against the opposition of others in the 
international system. 

Each nation-state in the international system is a self-seeker and is basically propelled by the desire 
to fulfill self in its interaction with other states-. The actions of states in the international system are best 
understood in terms of a constant "struggle for power". The struggle for power is seen as dominant and 
inescapable in the relations between states and is also universal in time and space. As a result, it goes without 
saying that power politics dictates that a rational actor be concerned mainly with the promotion of his vita! 
interests. 

National Interest 
A nation's (vital) interest is difficult to define- People define the term in different senses. Because 

of this difficulty of definition some scholars deny the existence of national interest altogether. 
However, as some scholars argue, a nation's vital interest centers "on core values of the 
society, which include the welfare of the nation......territorial integrity and its self preservation. In this 
direction, Ibrahim B. Babangida while conceding that the term is so vague and elastic,., thinks of national 
interest simply as a national security interest. (Babangida, 1987; 108). 

Generally speaking, the core of national interest is the same for all countries. But apart from national 
security interest which refers to such concepts as "political independence", "territorial integrity", "self 
preservation" and "defence", all nations also seek to promote their (national economic interest which includes, 
the acquisition, and preservation of favourable terms of trade. 

Thus, the security and economic elements taken together constitute the core or national interest. Others 
include; the maintenance of international peace, promotion of international law, etc. In this regard, Alkali 
made a major point when he argued that; "Foreign policies are designed to promote, protect and defend 
a nations vital interest such as the preservation of national sovereignty, the defence of territorial integrity, 
the promotion of economic, military, strategic and diplomatic interests; the increase and maintenance of 
power and prestige so as to influence international events". (Alkali, 1996:62). 

Most of the time a nation’s claim to the primacy of its vital (National) interest may run counter to 
the interests of other nations. And so "in the present day interdependent world each, nation has to 
accommodate its interests with those of others. (Chandra, 1975:83). Others here, include non-state actors in 
the international system.1 

What this means is that the definition of a nation's vital interest is shaped to a large extent by other 
actors (nation-state and non-state) in the international system. In the definition of a nation's vital interest she 
must consider other actors in the international system. Once this consideration for other actors is taken, as 
sine qua non for an effective definition of a nation's vital interest, then it cannot be argued that any nation 
defines its vital interest all alone. She willingly or unwillingly, does so in alliance with other actors in the 
international system. 

A Critique of the Power Framework 



The power framework is criticized as seeing power solely as an end in itself, For this student, this 
criticism if properly considered may not be wholly correct. Without the struggle for power (taken here as 
national self interest, influence and prestige) interaction in the international system as we have it today, will 
cease to make sense. Even if it is conceded that power is not an end in itself, then power becomes the means to 
acquiring influence and prestige which for us boils down to the same thing as influence and prestige are but 
manifestations of power. 

The argument that states may sometimes act for some other reasons not connected with national 
interest is simplistic since it is inconceivable that states will be motivated most of the time by concern for 
others that is selfless (altruistic) motives. 

In fact it has been forcefully argued that; "self interest is not only a legitimate, but a fundamental 
cause for national policy ... it is in vain to expect government to act continuously on any other grounds than 
national interest ... they have no right to do so being agents not principals" (Chandra: 82). 

Finally, the theory is criticized as concentrating on "what is" ignoring "what ought to be" and "what 
is becoming" and is as such static. This is true only to the extent that it refers to the concept -power - and not 
its every day dynamics in relations between states. Self interest (whether economic, socio-political, cultural 
and military) is dynamic and the desire by each state to satisfy its (self) interest, is ever burning. The 
question of "what out to be" thus becomes irrelevant as states are continuously faced with only "what is" - 
the struggle for power. 

Between Nigeria and South Africa: The Struggle for Power on the African Continent 
Having reached the foregoing point in the discussion we now examine the elements of power and the 

concept of national interest using Nigeria and South Africa. Nigeria, has for a long time been obsessed 'with 
leading Africa. It was taken for granted that Nigeria had special leadership responsibilities which were 
placed on her by virtue of her population, size, natural and strategic position on the African continent 
(Egwemi, 1998). 

These sentiments were not rooted in the objective situation of Nigeria at independence. Nigeria 
did not possess the capacity to perform a leadership role in that period (Gamrari, 1975, Usman 1979; 
Izah, 1991). All the same, Nigeria continued to play this leadership role which essentially revolved around 
liberating all other countries of Africa from colonialism. When apartheid finally collapsed in 1993, Nigeria 
would have felt really justified in her foreign policy programme. But the .collapse of apartheid brought 
with it a new challenge for Nigeria. The new South Africa seemed to pose a credible challenge to Nigeria's 
leadership role in Africa. 

In the face of this, Omojuwa has put forward the following argument: 
States that have made a name - in this context, Nigeria - crusading against 
apartheid and have established considerable influence from such 
preoccupation, will find the source of their reputation and influence dried up 
and will have to prove their mettle in other areas to maintain their influence. 
With apartheid gone, Nigeria will have to stand up to South Africa on its 
own merit and relate with other African states in the same way. (Omojuwa, 
1995:3). 

Omojuwa's position, reflects the contemporary reality and when examined critically seems to leave 
Nigeria, in a disadvantaged position vis-a-vis South Africa. Many analysts are of the opinion that South Africa 
particularly in economic and military attainments - is head and shoulders above Nigeria. Omojuwa, 
identifies for specific mention: Nolutshungu (1985), Crocker (1979) and the striking arguments by Spence 
(1993), that Nigeria-among several other African countries - will have obvious utility for the enhancement of 
particular South African interests on the continent. 

        Apart, from this brief reference to-the likely nature of relations between Nigeria and the new 
South Africa, Spence and several other analysts have also discussed a new South Africa vis -a-vis 
different aspects of global international relations. For instance, Evans has argued that: The new 
South Africa will not as a matter of deliberate choice opt for a policy of isolationism ....  (it) will 
desperately seek to play a prominent part in regional affairs as well as to integrate fully into the 
international community (Omojuwa). 

Vale too, has seen the implication of a new order in South Africa in the prospect that it might fulfill 
a more active role both in Africa at large and regionally. What more, the South African Chamber of 
Business is-disclosed to have "long cherished the idea of a sub-Saharan economic community" 
(Omojuwa). 

This recognition of the possible impact that the new South Africa might have on the continent is 



complemented by other analysis in the descriptive and pictorial labeling of the South Africa as the "engine 
of growth", "the doorway to the African continent", or the perception of Africa as "South Africa's natural 
foreign policy habitat" (Omojuwa). Or even the linking of political and economic success in the new South 
Africa with the opportunity of addressing the "continent's lack of political tolerance and the economic 
productivity" (Omojuwa). 

It is therefore, clear that South Africa has re-emerged into international, and African scenes with 
superb economic and political credentials that will arouse different emotions and reactions among 
nations that had before now championed the cause of African reformation internationally. The possible 
reactions of the acclaimed "giant of Africa", Nigeria, to this is what concerns us here. 

At a practical level, the following tables show that Nigeria's only advantage over South Africa is 
her population. In other socio-economic indicators South Africa seems to have the advantage. 

Table 1: Total Population And Gross National Product (GNP) Per Capita of Sub-Saharan Africa, 
and Selected Africa Countries in 1993 
Region/Country Population (Millions) GNP Per Capita (Dollars) 
1. Sub-Saharan Africa 
2. Tanzania 

-559.0 
28.0 

520 (weighted average) 
90 

3. Ethiopia 
4. Kenya 5. 
Nigeria 6. 
Ghana 

51.9 
25.3 
105.3 
16.4 

100 
270 
300 
430 

7. Zimbabwe 10.7 520 
8. Cote d'lvore 13.3 630 
9. South Africa 39.7 2,980 
Source: The World Bank, World Development Report., 1995, pp. 162-163 (in Omojuwa, 1995:5). 
 

Table 2: Distribution of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in Sub-Saharan Africa, and Selected 
African Countries in 1993 
Region/Country GDP 

(Millions) 
Agriculture Industry Manufacturing Services 

1 . Sub-Saharan Africa 269,414 20 (weighted rrr̂  16(W.A) 30(W.A) 
— (total) average) (W.A.)  __   

2. Tanzania  56  5 30 
3. Ethiopia 2,086 60 14 4 29 
4. Kenya 5,750 29 10 10 54 
5. Nigeria 4,691 34 18 7 24 
6. Ghana 31,344 48 43 8 36 
7. Zimbabwe 6,084 15 16 30 48 
8. Coted'Ivore 4,986 37 36 - 39 
9. South Africa 8,087 5 24 23 56 

. 105,636  39   
Source: The World Bank, World Development Report. 1995, pp. 162-163 ( in Qmojuwa, 1995:5). 

Beyond the Possession of the Elements of Power 
An examination of the relationship between Nigeria and South Africa shows a struggle for 

power. This struggle started immediately after the collapse of apartheid and Nigeria's democratic crisis 
(namely, the annulment of the June 12, 1993 election). The new struggle for power between Nigeria and 
South Africa revolves around the struggle for dominance in African continental politics. Most of the time 
this struggle is covert and so people do not recognize it. In fact South Africa has consistently denied 
wanting to take over Africa's leadership role from Nigeria (See Egwemi, 1998: 66). 

Nigeria and South Africa are both well endowed with the elements of power already 
discussed and each as a result has the capacity to compete for power, influence and prestige on the 
African continent. Before the independence of South Africa, Nigeria was the dominant power in the 
African continent. However, as we have seen, power is relative and situational, the post-apartheid era in 
Africa presents a different situation. The country that deploys it elements of power more effectively more 
often than not wins the struggle for power. 



South Africa successfully championed the suspension of Nigeria from the Commonwealth 
-following the hanging of the Ogoni 9 - in 1995 because she "conducted herself well". The suspension of 
Nigeria and the sanctions that were imposed in the period were described as "devastating" (Egwemi, 
1998:6). This amounted to a considerable loss of prestige for Nigeria to the advantage of South Africa. 
South Africa has-acquired the status of a "model of democracy" and champion of human rights in 
Africa. 
Nigeria has lost power, prestige and influence - considerably because she abused the power at her 
disposal. South Africa on the other hand has in recent times acquired, maintained and increased power and 
is today better able than Nigeria "to influence international events ... " This is a reversal of roles. In the 
past, Nigeria was Africa's "model of democracy" and during the 1961 Commonwealth Prime Ministers 
Conference because Nigeria "conducted herself well" she championed moves which led to the 
withdrawal of South Africa from the Commonwealth. 

Following this event and other anti-apartheid struggles waged by Nigeria in the 70's and 80's 
within the OAU and UN, and considering the embarrassment it cost the then apartheid regime it was felt 
that the apartheid regime might "target Nigeria for reprisals". This did not happen and is no longer tenable 
since the apartheid regime has finally collapsed. However, with the emergence of South Africa as "a 
free and independent Africa country" Nigeria faces a major challenge in terms of a "struggle for 
power" (self interest, influence and prestige) on the African continent. Today South Africa is "the 
model of democracy in Africa" and with indicators "that the South African economy (is) performing better 
than that of Nigeria, Nigeria would have to work very hard to turn her difficult problems into 
opportunities for her to be able to contain or overcome the South African challenge. The point to note is 
that the nation among the two that is better able to apply the elements of power in the continental power 
game would take the leadership role of the continent at the end of the day. 

After the 2007 general elections in Nigeria, which have been characterized variously as fraudulent, a 
heist and such other uncomplimentary descriptions, the country failed again to gain any ground in her 
confrontation with South Africa, In fact, if the truth is to be told, Nigeria lost major ground! The April 2007 
general elections in Nigeria were reported to "have fallen far short of basic international and regional 
standards for democratic elections and . . .  cannot be considered to have been credible", 
(http://newsvote.bbc.co.uk4/27/2007). 

IT will He recalled that one of the platforms on which the new South Africa challenged Nigeria's 
leadership role in mid 1990s was Nigeria's democratic failure. The flawed nature of the conduct of the 2007 
elections has again put Nigeria at a disadvantage in terms of leadership on the African continent. The echoes 
of June 12, 1993 and the hanging of Ogoni 9 in 1995 have resonated rather loudly in contemporary Nigeria. A 
sad reminder of our past democratic failure! 

Conclusion 
The struggle for power is the key feature of interaction between states in the international political 

system. Every nation attempts to have advantage over others in the deployment of the elements of power. 
Before the collapse of apartheid, Nigeria had advantage in terms of the struggle for power on the 

African continent. There was no major contender. However, since the collapse of apartheid, South Africa 
constitutes a major challenge to Nigeria in terms of elements of power. And South Africa seems to be 
putting hers into better use. As it is clearly turning out; the situation "leaves- Nigeria with much of the struggle 
- to get even" (Omojuwa 1995:4.). 

Nigeria has lost the platform upon which it led Africa in the past - the fight against apartheid. 
Paradoxically, she faces a challenge from the same South Africa in terms of leadership on the African 
continent. 

Nigeria needs to work hard, on it elements of 'power if she must be able to face the South African 
challenge. Already South Africa has made it clear that she owes no country on the African continent because 
of whatever role the country or the entire continent played in her liberation (Egwemi, 1998:223). 

One of the criticisms of the power theory, which we debunked earlier' is that it concentrates on 
"what is". If Nigeria concentrates, for example on, "what ought to be" - that South Africa owes her for her role 
in the dismantling of apartheid - then she will continue to miss the point. All countries are faced with "what is" 
in the struggle for power. In this case South Africa is concerned with its own self interest (economic, 
socio-political, cultural and military). In such a case even if South Africa makes diplomatic gains even at the 
expense of Nigeria, she is only following the only rule in the conduct of relations between countries protection 
of a country's vital (national) interest. 
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