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Abstract 
Africa has experienced a number of drawbacks in its 

attempt to achieve economic development. While some 

of these challenges are derivative of the internal 

inadequacies of the African nations, some others such 

are attributable to external factors. It is obvious from 

extant literature that many African states are still 

struggling to overcome these hurdles, Africa as a whole 

does not seem to be faring well as far as economic 

development is concerned. Using the historical analysis 

method, this paper sought to investigate the extent to 

which the dependency theory is sufficient as an 

explanation for the economic dilemma of African states. 

In the bid to achieve this, books, journal articles and 

other online sources were consulted to explain the 

dependency theory, identify some of Africa’s daunting 

economic challenges, attempt an explanation for those 

challenges and explain them in the light of dependency 

theory. The paper found that dependency theory offers 

a satisfactory explanation for the state of perpetual 

economic dependence of African states on the 

industrialized nations of the world and their trade 

imbalances. The paper also found that just the apostles 

of dependency theory put forward, economic 

development in the Global North has not translated to 

development in the Global South, and rather it comes at 

the expense of the latter. This paper concluded that as 

far as economic theories of international relations go, 

the dependency theory offers a rather satisfying 

explanation for the myriad of challenges and the 
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complexities of Africa’s underdeveloped nations with 

the developed countries. The supposition made by the 

dependency theorists that economic development in the 

Global North does not translate to economic 

development everywhere else in the world; rather, such 

development comes at the expense of the less developed 

nations whose interests are perpetually subverted and 

subordinated to those of the Global North is worthy of 

mention as it proves to be true. 
 

Dependency Theory Explained 

The Dependency theory derives its name from the Spanish word ‘la Dependencia’ 

which means ‘Dependence’.  According to Viotti and Kauppi, it is an international 

relations theory that seeks to explain the relationships and interactions between the 

Global North and Global South.1 This relationship is often characterized by 

dependence on countries of the Global North by the Global South for trade and 

economic aid. The Global North refers to the developed countries of Europe and North 

America. They are also the wealthy, technologically advanced and politically stable 

nations of the world. Examples of countries in the Global North include the United 

States of America, Canada, Israel, Japan, Hong Kong, Singapore, South Korea, 

Taiwan, Australia and New Zealand. The Global South on the other hand represents 

agrarian based and economically dependent countries. These are the countries that 

continue to be dominated by the Global North in international trade and politics. These 

countries include several nations in Africa (Angola, Benin, Botswana, Cameroon, 

Ethiopia, Eritrea, Namibia, Madagascar, Rwanda, Swaziland, Sudan, Uganda, Niger, 

Zambia etc.), Iraq, Kuwait, Qatar, Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Brunei, India etc.  

Dependency theory is an economic theory which was postulated by developing 

countries of Latin America and developed by Raul Prebisch, the director of the United 

Nations Economic Commission for Latin America in the 1950s.2 This theory seeks to 

explain the existing reliance of developing countries on developed countries. Apostles 

of Dependency theory categorize different states in terms of their divergent economic 

roles in the international system. This categorization is as follows: The centre-centre 

(CC) category which consists of the highly developed super powers such as the United 

States of America, the periphery-centre (PC) category which is composed of countries 

that have achieved significant economic development and industrialization like 

Canada and Japan, the centre periphery (CP) category includes developing countries 

that are fast growing like Brazil, China, India and South Africa, the last category is the 

periphery-periphery (PP) category consisting of economically backward nations such 

as Zambia, Cambodia etc.3 Dependency theorists have posited the key to ending the 
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cycle of increasing disparities between the rich and poor nations of the world is for the 

latter to strive to become more self-sufficient, make significant cut-backs on imports 

and seize control over their economies.  

Dependency theory has its roots in Karl Marx’s work on economic structuralism and 

the economic relationships between rich and poor states.4 This means that the rich 

countries use their influence on the world economy to exploit the poorer states. While 

it is no crime for a nation to seek to maximize its profits, the countries of the Global 

North are doing so at the expense of poorer countries. Although the Marxist thought 

forms the foundation of the dependency theory, more modern formations of the 

dependency theory can be traced to Paul Prebisch’s work in the 1950s. Prebisch and 

his colleagues found that economic growth in advanced countries did not 

automatically lead to growth in poorer countries. In fact, they found the exact opposite-

that economic growth in advanced nations often led to serious economic problems in 

poorer countries. This was in contrast with the submission of the neo-classical theorist, 

Ferraro in 1996, who had posited that “economic growth was beneficial to all even 

though the benefits were not always equally shared”.5  

Due to the lack of explanation of this economic imbalance, and the economic 

conditions that arose when the rich states were getting richer, Prebisch sought to 

explain the situation. His initial argument was that poor countries were sending their 

raw materials to the rich nations of the world, who in turn would turn these goods into 

finished products and sell them back to the poor states. These products would of course 

fetch more money as finished goods. Prebisch then advanced that less-developed and 

poor states should shift their economy to one of import-substitution, which would 

allow them to avoid purchasing these products from the richer states, and instead, 

produce them domestically, and then could themselves sell them on the international 

market. Scholars however argue that there were some issues with this policy 

recommendation for countries of the Global South. Ferraro argued that three issues 

made this policy difficult to follow.6 The first is that the internal markets of the poorer 

countries could not support the economies of scale used by the richer countries to keep 

their prices low. The second issue concerned the political will of the poorer countries 

as to whether a transformation from being primary products producers was possible or 

desirable. The third and final issue involved the extent to which the poorer countries 

actually had control of their primary products, particularly in the area of selling those 

products abroad. 

Dependency theory has three main characteristics which are worthy of mention.7 First, 

the international system is classified by dominant and dependent states. Second, it 

establishes that external forces are crucial in understanding the economic activities of 

dependent states. Third, exchanges between dominant and dependent states play a 

significant role in reinforcing patterns of inequality. Dependency theory is a 
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composition of various theories- world systems theory, historical structure theory and 

Neo-Marxist theory.8 The central question in the dependency theory is –why do some 

countries become rich while others remain poor? This question was posed in 

contradiction to the previously held notion that economic advancement was 

advantageous to every state in the international system. The theory has its roots in in 

the early development of capitalism championed by the United States of America.  

 

Africa’s Economic Dilemma 

Africa is regarded as the worst hit continent as far as poverty is concerned. Poverty in 

Africa is so far reaching that almost every second person living in the sub-Saharan 

states of Africa lives below the poverty line. The World Bank puts the International 

Poverty Line at living on less than 1.2 US dollars daily.9 The worst hit class are the 

weakest members of the society which are the women and children. Addae-Korankye 

gave a vivid picture of poverty. He describes poverty as “hunger…lack of 

shelter…being sick and unable to see a doctor…losing a child to illness brought about 

by unclean water…powerlessness, lack of representation and freedom…lack of access 

to finance and income-earning opportunities”.10 Below is a table depicting poverty 

measurement worldwide in 1990, 2002 and 2004. 

 

REGION 1990 2002 2004 

East Asia and Pacific 15.40% 12.33% 9.07% 

Europe and Central Asia 3.60% 1.28% 0.95% 

Latin America and the 

Caribbean 

9.62% 9.08% 8.64% 

Middle East and North Africa 2.08% 1.69% 1.47% 

South Asia 35.04% 33.44% 30.84% 

Sub-Saharan Africa 46.07% 42.63% 41.09% 

Source: World Bank 2007. 

 

The table above shows clearly that Africa (Sub-Saharan Africa) is the poorest 

continent in the world as evident in their percentages in the three years depicted. 

Poverty in Africa is caused by a multiplicity of factors ranging from corruption, poor 

governance, poor land utilization, civil wars, political insurrections, lack of 

infrastructure, poor maintenance culture of infrastructure, prevalence of diseases, poor 

health care facilities.11 The Ghana Poverty Reduction Strategy outlined the causes of 

poverty:12 

• The lack of capacity of the poor to influence social processes, public policy 

choices and resource allocations. 
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• Low capacities through lack of education, vocational skills, entrepreneurial 

abilities, poor health and poor quality of life. 

• The disadvantaged position of women in society. 

• Exposure to risks through lack of financial, social or physical security. 

• Low levels of consumption through lack of access to capital, social assets, land 

and market opportunities. 

• Exposure to shocks due to limited use of technology to stem effects of drought, 

floods, army worms, crop pests, crop diseases, and environmental degradation. 

• Inadequate environmental protection measures. 

• Lack of macro-economic stability that erodes the resources of the poor through 

inflation and other variables. 

• The inability of the national economy to optimize benefits within the global 

system. 

• Habits and conventions based upon superstition and myths giving rise to anti-

social behavior. 

• Other factors leading to vulnerability and exclusion. 

 

Illiteracy remains a major snag as far as economic development in Africa is concerned. 

In West African countries of Burkina Faso, Liberia, Mali, Niger, Senegal, Sierra Leone 

and to some extent Ghana, a significant percentage of the child and adult population 

are illiterate.13 While a significant percentage of child illiteracy can be attributed to the 

high drop-out rate as well as a lack of opportunity for majority of the rural dwellers; 

adult illiteracy is made manifest in different forms-there are those who are 

dysfunctional illiterates, the semi-illiterates and the educated elites who are gradually 

losing their literacy because they no longer read or are no longer able to read.14 Causes 

of high rates of illiteracy can be classified under issues relating to finance,  traditional 

attitudes, the nature of the countries, vicious circle of poverty and inability to sustain 

literacy.15 

Lack of real capital is a distinguishing feature of all underdeveloped economies. 

Investment in most underdeveloped countries is only between 5% and 8% of national 

income while in more developed countries like the United States of America, Western 

European Countries and Japan, it ranges from 15% to 20% of the national income and 

sometimes even higher.16 Savings in underdeveloped countries is quite small as a 

result of low national and per capita incomes. As expected, much of the income is used 

up and only very little is put aside for investment purposes. Underdeveloped countries 

of Africa constantly find themselves caught in the vicious circle of poverty; low 

income-small savings-low investment-less capital-less productivity-low income.17 

Debt crises in many African states further impacts their ability to save and invest.  
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Poor technological capability remains a major hindrance to Africa’s attainment of 

sustainable development. There is no gainsaying the fact that there is a relationship 

between technological advancement and economic growth. Technological innovations 

have been largely attributable to the rapid economic growth in developed countries. 

Technological advancement impacts the economy through increased job creation, 

contribution to GDP, creating of new services and industries, business innovation and 

workforce transformation.18 It is impossible to over-emphasize the impact of 

technological advancement on the lives of Africans. It could engender social inclusion, 

improve access to knowledge, financial services, healthcare, business opportunities 

and improve consumer choice.19  

According to Geda, one of the major external challenges militating against economic 

development in Africa is debt crisis.20 Colonialism left many African countries 

needing to look to developing countries for loans.21 These loans eventually led to a 

serious economic problem known as debt crisis. Many African countries were unable 

to pay their debt or in most cases, their debt interest because of its heaviness. As time 

went on, in order to cope with trade imbalance, African nations were forced to increase 

their loans from the developed nations thereby increasing their debt. These debts have 

continued to accrue so much so that the borrowing countries are overwhelmed by the 

interests of the loan alone without considering the actual loans. To allow for some 

breathing space, the borrowing nations return to the crediting states for aid and 

extension of payments. This automatically transcends to a vicious circle for the 

borrowing nations. The western countries often get the ‘needy’ countries to enter into 

conditions (influenced by them) with the World Bank or the IMF in order to continue 

trade. 

 

Factors Responsible for Africa’s Economic Dilemma 

It is no secret the impact civil wars and domestic terrorism have had on development 

in Africa. There is the disorientation, destitution, displacement, destruction and death 

that it leaves in its wake. Industries crumble; there is massive loss of employment and 

investors lose faith in the affected countries pushing the affected region towards the 

slippery slope. In Nigeria for example, the Boko Haram insurgency has occasioned 

over 100,000 deaths since the inception of its operation in 2009.22 The same report has 

it that business activities in regions like Kano had dropped by 80% by 2015.23 In 

addition, the activities of the insurgent group has occasioned unprecedented migration, 

abandonment of jobs, discouragement of foreign investment, food scarcity and 

demoralization of people. 

There is no gainsaying the fact that corruption is deeply rooted in many African 

nations. Even though corruption is a global phenomenon, it is more rampant and 

visible in Sub-Saharan Africa than on any other continent. According to a survey by 
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Transparency International (TI), many African governments are unable to match their 

citizens’ expectations due to the prevalence of corruption. Corruption seems to be 

flourishing in spite of the campaigns and activism by the population. In an interview 

with BBC, President Johnson Sirleaf of Liberia shared that she underestimated the 

level of corruption in her government when she resumed office. She said “Maybe I 

should have sacked the whole government when I came to power…Africa is not poor, 

it is poorly managed”.24 Corruption in Africa distorts public policy and leads to 

misappropriation of resources. Corruption comes in many different forms – political 

corruption, bureaucratic corruption and economic corruption.25 Political corruption 

arises from the failure of the government to uphold the rule of law. Bureaucratic 

corruption arises in form of bribery offered to or requested by public officials to distort 

due process in public sector. Economic corruption often takes the form of insider 

trading information, inflation of contracts in return for money or other financial 

benefits while neglecting due process in transactions. 

Whereas the inter-dependence of nations necessitates the granting of aids to needy 

countries, Neo-Marxists have argued that economic advancement for developed 

nations have come at a cost of unequal exchange of trade for underdeveloped nations.26 

As Farah et al put it “the aid relationship has created a condition of economic 

subservience and of a master-servant relationship that could generate persistent 

seeking and lobbying for foreign aid through borrowing”.27 Foreign aid has not yielded 

the desired result for African countries because the money meant for common 

development always seem to end up in the pockets of a privileged few. 

The distant manipulation of African economy and politics by the western powers has 

made for the loss of enormous mineral wealth and resources as they are being carted 

away.  For instance, Zambia and Congo possess vast quantities of copper which has 

however been of more profit to Europe, North America and Japan.28 This is because 

Zambia and Congo, like several other African countries, were never motivated to 

secure the technology needed to maximally utilize the copper they mined, as well as 

other resources. Evidences show that the influence of these external powers is largely 

responsible for underdevelopment in Africa. This precarious situation “has been 

foisted on Africa through trade, capital investments, foreign aid and sometimes 

through the use of force to promote policies that allow the exploitation of the economic 

resources of the continent”.29  

 

Explaining Africa’s Economic Dilemma in the Context of the Dependency Theory  

According to the dependency theory, underdevelopment is primarily caused by the 

peripheral position of the affected countries in the world economy. Underdeveloped 

countries often purchase finished products from the advanced nations at exorbitant 

prices thus depleting the capital they may otherwise commit to enhance their 
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productive capacity. This is the case with several African nations that possess raw 

materials and mineral resources which they are not well equipped to harness but have 

to be entrusted by way of uneven trade to the industrialized nations. The 

underdeveloped nations then buy the finished products at exorbitant prices dictated by 

the advanced nations just as predicted by the dependency theory. Similarly, the 

dependency theory posits that resources flow from periphery and poor nations to core 

and wealthy nations, enriching the latter at the former’s expense. This is accurate as 

raw materials, minerals and even human resources continue to gravitate towards 

technologically advanced countries. While there is the physical exit of African human 

and material resources to other parts of the world (Global North), there is also a 

situation in which there is no physical exit but African resources are domestically 

harnessed by representatives of foreign governments (multi-national corporations) all 

to the end of shifting en masse the human and material resources of Africa into the 

hands of the economically advanced nations. 

Dependency theory has its roots in economic structuralism which opines that the rich 

countries use their influence on the world economy to exploit the poorer states. By 

controlling International Economic Institutions countries of the Global North have 

been able to tighten their grip on many underdeveloped African nations. The post war 

international economy is modulated by international economic institutions such as the 

World Bank, The International Bank for Reconstruction and Development, The 

International Finance Corporation, The International Development Association etc. 

Rich and industrialized nations tend to have a monopolistic control over these financial 

institutions; the control they use to their favour when new underdeveloped states seek 

to secure loans and financial aids from these institutions. These industrialized states 

(the haves) often use the influence that they wield to design and secure favourable 

economic policies from the underdeveloped states (the have nots). The grant of loans 

and aids to the have nots, is usually accompanied by the influences and interests of the 

haves who in fact have the actual control over these institutions. Less-developed 

countries have often campaign for a New International Economic Order so as to make 

these institutions really effective in advancing the wholesome interests of the world 

without any lopsidedness. This demand continues to be ignored by countries of the 

Global North as it would reduce their influence on the international economy. 

International economic institutions remain agents of economic dominance and 

exploitation in the hands of the economically advanced nations as they are controlled 

and manipulated by the developed states for preserving their supremacy in the 

international system. 

Dependency theory equally advances that as time goes on, the degree of dependence 

between the wealth nations and poorer nations would deepen. This is because the rich 

countries are able to use their wealth to perpetually influence developing nations into 

adopting policies that increase the riches of the rich at the expense of the poorer 

nations.  In addition to the international economic organizations discussed, Multi-

national Corporations (MNCs) are also strong agents in the hands of the economically 

advanced nations to preserve their economic supremacy. A variety of MNCs have been 
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established by wealthy citizens of industrialized states to the end of controlling 

economic and industrial forces in different parts of the world. “Through several 

monopoly rights and international patents, these MNCS are in a position to secure 

huge profits for their owners and consequently for their states”.30 Some MNCs have 

more power than many sovereign governments of less developed states. They, through 

their vantage economic standpoint exert significant influence on the political and 

economic policies of the countries they invest in. The fact that they oversee the supply 

of agents of technology to the less developed countries further enhances their position.   

Creation of economic dependencies is another means through which the developed 

nations of the world keep the underdeveloped nations (many of whom are in Africa) 

in perpetual dependency. “Economic Dependencies are lowly developed economically 

backward states whose economies and key financial enterprises are controlled by a 

foreign power”. The foreign control over the economy of an economic dependency is 

exercised both by the government and the private investors of the neo-colonial power. 
31 By auctioning its raw materials and commodities for the importation of essential 

goods, such an economic dependency remains perpetually dependent on foreign 

power. Such foreign power would control its trade relations. In some cases, the neo-

colonial powers manage the industries and services of the poor and underdeveloped 

states and only remit a stipulated percentage of profits as royalty to the economic 

dependency. Many countries of the west, including America have been using this to 

hold on to their control of new sovereign states.  

When the economy and politics of a poor state is practically completely dependent on 

a foreign industrialized power, such a state is called a Satellite state. Such a state has 

limited independence in matters of international policies. Alterations in policies of the 

controlling states usually lead to changes in the policies in the Satellite states. There 

are three types of Satellite states: there are those controlled by leaders of powerful 

superior states; there are those that are directly influenced by the government of a 

superior state; there are also those that are in close proximity with a superior state, 

such states may purposely adopt policies which are similar to those of the neighboring 

powerful state so as to curry the favour of such a state.   

 

Conclusion 

This paper has discussed the dependency theory as well as the economic predicaments 

that have befallen the African continent. This paper has also sought to explain those 

predicaments in the light of the submissions of dependency theory. It has come to a 

conclusion that as far as economic theories of international relations go, the 

dependency theory offers a rather satisfying explanation for the myriad of challenges 

and the complexities of Africa’s underdeveloped nations with the developed countries. 

The supposition made by the dependency theorists that economic development in the 

Global North does not translate as economic development everywhere else in the 

world, rather, such development comes at the expense of the less developed nations 

whose interests are perpetually subverted and subordinated to those of the Global 

North is worthy of mention as it proves to be true. 
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