Africa must act urgently to harness artificial intelligence amid global geopolitical shifts
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Artificial intelligence (AI) is significantly reshaping global geopolitics by enhancing the technological capabilities of nations, thus creating new fields of competition. In this context, Africa faces a critical imperative to actively engage in the AI revolution and position itself as a centre for digital innovation and advancement.
Professor Arthur Mutambara, author, director, and professor at the Institute for the Future of Knowledge at the University of Johannesburg (UJ), emphasised this during a keynote presentation at a recent UJ-organised event focused on the impact of AI on geopolitics. He outlined how countries across the world are racing to harness AI for economic superiority, intelligence gathering, and military advantage, thereby influencing the global balance of power.
Mutambara explained that the "race to super intelligence" refers to the global competition to develop AI systems that surpass human cognitive abilities. Leading nations, including the United States, China, Japan, South Korea, Russia, Singapore, and others in Asia, are investing heavily to achieve this goal. The development of AI-powered autonomous weapons and superior decision-making systems is a critical aspect of this competition.
"The machines we are building are going beyond human capabilities in terms of physical ability and cognitive capacity. Nations are also building fully-autonomous machines, where there is no controller," Mutambara said. He further highlighted that the first country to achieve super intelligence would gain a substantial asymmetrical advantage, particularly in military strength with technologies like autonomous nuclear weapon systems.
Africa, Mutambara advised, cannot afford to be a passive player amid these developments. It must prioritise using AI to address pressing challenges such as poverty and energy shortages like load-shedding, while simultaneously building human capital and advancing its technological infrastructure. He articulated, "Africa needs to have urgency for problem-solving, and use AI to better understand and resolve challenges."
Besides the geopolitical power competition, AI introduces concerns about ethical implications and the control over critical resources such as data and infrastructure. Mutambara pointed out that no nation is neutral in this race, as each pursues its geopolitical interests. Control over data and standards forms a significant part of this competition.
"Our data is being taken from us and being weaponised against us, or it is being marketed without us benefiting, so we must make sure we control and have a say on the data from our domains," he warned. Involving African values in AI development processes and collaborating with other global powers such as China, Russia, and the US is essential for Africa to secure its place in the emerging AI landscape.
Education is another crucial element. Mutambara highlighted a global shift away from traditional qualifications towards emphasising digital skills and competencies. Africa faces challenges in digital infrastructure and skills development, which must be addressed to meet the demands of the AI economy.
"Now prospective employees need to show companies what they can do. What are their digital skills and capabilities? The way Africa teaches and learns has to change," Mutambara said. According to the International Finance Corporation, by 2030, approximately 230 million jobs in Sub-Saharan Africa will require digital skills, largely driven by the growth of digitally-enabled services.
Mutambara further noted that AI’s impact on employment in Africa will be multifaceted, involving job destruction, job modification, and the creation of new roles. The key challenge is ensuring that the number of new and modified jobs surpasses those lost to AI-driven automation, to avoid widespread unemployment.
"Infrastructure is key; without infrastructure and data, there is no AI," he concluded.
The ITWeb is reporting that this urgent call to action from Professor Mutambara underscores the critical need for Africa to invest strategically in AI technology, talent development, and international collaboration to effectively compete and thrive in the evolving geopolitical landscape shaped by artificial intelligence.
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