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How Multipolarity Explains Russia’s Reengagement in Sub-Saharan Africa

RUSSIA’S ROLE IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA
After the disruption to Russian-African relations follow-
ing the collapse of the Soviet Union, the early 2000s 
marked a revival of these relations. From 2001 on-
wards, multiple African leaders and foreign ministers 
visited Moscow, and in 2006, President Vladimir Putin 
visited the Republic of South Africa, the first visit ever 
made by a Russian leader to sub-Saharan Africa. In 
these years, many agreements regarding greater coop-
eration with African countries were signed or renewed, 
including the Declaration on Principle of Friendly Rela-
tions between Nigeria and Russia signed on March 6, 
2001 after Obasanjo, the President of Nigeria at that 
time, paid a state visit to Russia.2 Russia not only re-
kindled relations with its former Soviet allies, but also 
actively built or strengthened relationships with other 
African countries, such as South Africa and the Central 
African Republic (CAR). 

Russia justifies its increasing presence in sub-Saharan 
Africa through its historical rhetoric. In Putin’s opening 
speech during the 2019 Russia-Africa Summit, he re-
ferred to the common fight against colonialism made 

by Africa and Russia in the 1950s and 1960s. Fur-
thermore, he said that Russia has “made a significant 
contribution to the formation of young states and the 
development of their economies, as well as building up 
combat-ready armed forces.”3 The primary means by 
which Russia is able to spread its influence is through 
its military. Not only has Russia acquired much of its 
prestige by being an active player in almost all peace-
keeping operations within Africa, it has also become 
an invaluable partner to many African countries through 
the military cooperation deals it establishes with them. 
Since Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014, 19 mil-
itary cooperation deals have been signed with coun-
tries such as Zimbabwe, Nigeria, and Ethiopia.4 Many 
of these deals involved sales of weapons and defense 
systems. The demand for Russian weapons and equip-
ment derives partly from the fact that they are relatively 
inexpensive, reliable and easy to operate. Some of the 
most popular products sold include automatic rifles, 
light machine guns, Sukhoi and MiG fighters, helicop-
ters, and air defense systems such as the S-300 mis-
sile system.5

The Russia-Africa Summit that took place October 2019 in Sochi, Russia, has been seen as evidence that Russia is 
making its comeback on the African continent. However, the revival of these decades-old connections between Russia 
and Africa can be traced back to the early 2000s, approximately a decade after Gorbachev spoke about the ambitions 
of the Soviet Union to become the advocate for a new world order that would be based on multipolarity rather than 
unipolarity.1 Despite the collapse of the Soviet Union, and with it, Gorbachev’s vision, the world which developed out of 
the Cold War is increasingly multipolar. Therefore, Russia’s current reengagement with the African continent should still 
be understood as a strategic foreign policy course which has been adapted to fit the context of a multipolar world order.
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Russia is also focused on reestablishing its cultural 
relations with Africa. An example is the 2018 agree-
ment between Russia and Zambia to open a regional 
center for teaching the Russian language.6 In addition, 
the ‘Russian Schools Abroad’ cultural program is plan-
ning to open ‘Russian Centers of Science and Culture’ 
in Kenya, Sudan, Algeria, Mali, and Guinea.7 However, 
Russia has not regained the same level of cultural ties 
as it had during the Cold War, and it seems to have 
been outmatched by China, its direct competitor on the 
continent, who has been very active with its cultural 
diplomacy in sub-Saharan Africa.

Furthermore, bilateral trade between Russia and Africa 
has significantly increased since the early 2000s, but 
again, in comparison to the United States and China, 
such an increase is very marginal. Russia’s exports to 
and imports from sub-Saharan Africa actually fall far 
below its trade with other world regions. It is important 
to understand that Russia does not export its natural 
resources — a significant part of Russia’s exports — 
to Africa as it does, for example, to Europe and Cen-
tral Asia, because Africa already has its own natural 
resources. As previously mentioned, Russia’s main 
export product to African countries has been weapon 
systems. 

RUSSIA’S GREAT POWER ASPIRATIONS
Since the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, the modern 
international system has become based on the con-
cept of sovereignty, where states are perceived as the 
ultimate authority within their polity, and where such 
authority is respected equally by other states. How-
ever, despite the formal equality between states, it is 
generally recognized that a hierarchy exists within this 
international state system where certain states are 
perceived to be more powerful than others.8 At the top 
of this hierarchy sit the great powers, whose strength 

and influence can sway international affairs, generally 
to their benefit. Russia — whether under the czars, as 
the Soviet Union, or now as the Russian Federation — 
has always aspired to be a great power. Many schol-
ars have tried to define the prerequisites for such a 
label, such as military strength and economic power. 
Material capabilities, however, have not always been an 
accurate measure by which to recognize a country as 
a great power. A more consistent measure appears to 
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Table 1: Russian Federation exports, imports and trade balance by world region in 2017. Source: Russian Federation | Exports and Imports.

 

 Trade Partner  Trade Balance  Export  Import
 (per region)   (US$ Thousand)   (US$ Thousand)  (US$ Thousand)

 Europe & Central Asia  76,654,093 189,883,624 113,229,530

 East Asia & Pacific -5,827,444 69,093,486 74,920,930

 Middle East & North Africa 14,254,021 17,112,980 2,858,958

 North America -3,061,848 10,507,080 13,568,929

 South Asia 2,238,487 6,618,988 4,380,501

 Latin America & Caribbean -2,106,372 6,136,087 8,242,459

 Sub-Saharan Africa 554,304 1,991,891 1,437,586
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be whether a state, and its interests, are supported 
by other countries, thereby subordinating them to the 
state’s will. 

The Soviet Union, unable to compete with the United 
States militarily, economically, or technologically in its 
final years, made a change in its strategy to retain its 
great power status. It tried to garner the support of 
other countries by becoming the advocate for a new 
multilateral international security system in which 
states would more effectively cooperate to solve global 
problems, rather than letting great powers resolve them 
unilaterally.9 This was the start of Russia’s quest for 
multipolarity in the world.

By reentering the African continent, Russia is making 
a clear assertation that it continues to be a great pow-
er. While the nation’s presence in Central Asia and the 
Middle East are understood to be efforts to regain in-
fluence in their historical ‘Near Abroad,’ its entrance 
into Africa signifies its will and capacity to project such 
influence beyond the Eurasian Continent. By reengag-
ing in sub-Saharan Africa, Russia seeks not only new 
contracts and markets, but actively tries to secure the 

support of these ‘developing’ countries in order to cre-
ate a larger bloc within multilateral institutions, such as 
the United Nations. From this viewpoint, Russia’s an-
nexation of Crimea becomes an even more significant 
event, as it exposes the willingness of most sub-Sa-
haran African countries to back Russia in the United 
Nations, even at the cost of some of their own core 
values or interests.

RUSSIA’S ANNEXATION OF CRIMEA 
The Euromaidan revolution which removed Ukrainian 
President Yanukovych in February 2014 created the ide-
al conditions under which Russia could set in motion 
its annexation of Crimea. These protests began when 
President Yanukovych refused to sign the Ukraine-Euro-
pean Union Association Agreement. The protests were 
met with violence, escalating the situation and leading 
Yanukovych to flee the country on February 22. Russia 
immediately condemned the ‘coup’ against Yanukovych 
and refused to acknowledge the legitimacy of the new 
President, Turchynov. Only two days after the removal 
of President Yanukovych, pro-Russian protests erupted 
in Sevastopol. On February 26, with the assistance of 
Russian security troops, pro-Russian groups occupied 

President Putin joins African Heads of State and Government for a group photo on the occasion of the first Russia-Africa Summit in October 2019 
(photo: Flickr/GovernmentZA (CC BY-ND 2.0))
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strategic positions in Crimea, including the parliamen-
tary buildings. The parliament dismissed the Ukraine 
Crimean government and called for a referendum on 
Crimea’s autonomy. This referendum was held on 
March 16, 2014, and 97 percent of the Crimean elec-
torate voted to secede from Ukraine. As widely expect-
ed, the next day, the Crimean parliament requested the 
Kremlin to annex Crimea. This agreement was signed 
on March 18, 2014.10

AFRICA’S RESPONSE
Russia’s annexation of Crimea has been widely recog-
nized to be in violation of international law, specifically, 
in how it violates the territorial integrity and sovereignty 
of Ukraine.11 Both the referendum and the annexation 
were declared illegal and invalid by the United Nations 
General Assembly. Under normal circumstances, one 
would expect most sub-Saharan African states to op-
pose and condemn Russia’s actions, for two reasons. 
First, there is the historical precedent of the Soviet Un-
ion’s invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, leading many 
African heads of state to personally condemn the in-
vasion, citing values such as territorial integrity, sover-
eignty, and political independence. The government of 
Ghana, for example, issued a statement saying that: 
“This unjustified aggression and blatant interference in 
the internal affairs of Czechoslovakia … poses a se-
rious threat to the security and territorial integrity of 
small nations … The Government calls on the Pact 
countries to withdraw their occupying forces without de-
lay.”12 Second, African states overwhelmingly condemn 
the Israeli occupation of Palestine, an issue existing in 
the same timeframe as Russia’s annexation of Crimea. 
These two events do have many differences, but in both 
cases, the United Nations describes the situation as an 
‘occupation’ and as such, condemns both.

However, rather than condemning Russia, most African 
states remain silent, abstaining on the resolutions re-
garding Crimea. With the exceptions of the Central Af-
rican Republic, Chad, Liberia, Madagascar, Sudan, and 
Zimbabwe, every sub-Saharan African country has ab-
stained from voting at least once. Ghana, rather than 
issuing a statement similar to the one it made in 1968, 
remains silent and abstained from voting three times 
and did not cast a vote the remaining two times. Out of 
the 245 votes that have been conducted in total, a vote 
‘yes’ has been cast only 26 times (10.6%) in compari-
son to 127 abstentions (51.8%). In contrast, on resolu-
tions regarding Israel-Palestine, out of the 1960 votes 
in total, sub-Saharan African states have voted ‘yes’, 
and thereby condemned the occupation, 1292 times 
(65.9%) and abstained 193 times (9.3%).

So, if Russia breached the core values of sub-Saharan 
African states and they have no problems in condemn-
ing the Israeli occupation of Palestine, why do sub-Sa-
haran African states abstain from voting in the United 
Nations General Assembly on resolutions condemning 
Russia’s actions in Crimea? They abstain from voting 
on the resolutions that condemn Crimea because while 
they do adhere to the values upheld in these resolu-
tions, they do not want to offend their returned ally, 
Russia.

This is an important insight into Russia’s foreign policy 
strategy. It acknowledges that the support, or at least 
lack of opposition, from smaller countries is important. 
This is understandable because in a world character-
ized by increasing multipolarity, multilateral institutions 
such as the United Nations become an important 
platform for demonstrating strength. Sub-Saharan Af-
rica has for a long time been perceived as a critical 
‘voting bloc’ with 49 votes, and it seems that Russia 
has been able to influence their voting behavior to its 
own benefit. Therefore, Russia’s reengagement in Afri-
ca should be understood as part of a strategic foreign 
policy course of a rising great power acting in a multipo-
lar world order. We should focus on the potential of 
great powers to influence world politics by ‘pulling the 
strings’ within the General Assembly via its securing of 
large voting blocs, as has been the case of Russia and 
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sub-Saharan Africa. On the other side of the coin, we 
should pay attention to the potential impact that these 
smaller countries have on world politics. If we continue 
to take sub-Saharan Africa as an example, the interest 
of two rising great powers, Russia and China, in the Af-
rican continent serves to provide these African states a 
possibly more powerful bargaining position.
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The Russia-Africa Summit that took place in Sochi, Russia, has been seen as evidence that Russia is making its comeback on the African continent. This picture was taken 
during the plenary session on 24 October 2019 (photo: Flickr/GovernmentZA (CC BY-ND 2.0))


