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The idea of a “United States of Africa” has appeared repeatedly in pan-African political thought, most
famously in arguments for continental government associated with Kwame Nkrumah. The concept
usually refers to some form of political federation in which African states would transfer selected
sovereign powers to continental institutions. It should be distinguished from the existing African
Union, which is primarily an intergovernmental organization in which member states retain national
sovereignty.

Current African integration policy does not require an immediate federal merger. The African Union’s
Agenda 2063 instead sets out a long-term program for a more integrated, prosperous, peaceful,
democratic, and influential continent (African Union, n.d.-a). Its Second Ten-Year Implementation Plan
covers 2024–2033 and includes integration as one of its central goals. In 2026, the African Union also
published a new regional-integration analysis emphasizing trade, regional value chains, infrastructure,
mobility, and implementation of existing agreements. The present question is therefore best
examined by comparing the historical federal idea with the institutions and constraints that currently
shape African integration.

Pan-African Foundations
Pan-Africanism developed from the experience of colonialism, racial hierarchy, political fragmentation,
and economic dependence. Its advocates differed about how much authority should move above the
nation-state. Some supported cooperation among sovereign governments, while others argued that
political independence would remain incomplete unless African states created stronger common
institutions for defense, economic planning, diplomacy, and development.

Nkrumah was among the strongest advocates of continental political union (Nkrumah, 1963). In Africa
Must Unite, he argued that newly independent states would remain vulnerable if they acted
separately in a global system dominated by larger economic and military powers. His proposal placed
particular emphasis on common foreign policy, defense, and economic planning. Other African leaders
were more cautious because independence itself had been newly won and national governments
were reluctant to surrender authority to an untested continental center.

The Organization of African Unity, founded in 1963, reflected that compromise. It promoted solidarity,
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decolonization, and cooperation while strongly protecting state sovereignty and territorial integrity.
The African Union, established in 2002, created a more ambitious institutional framework, including
organs concerned with peace and security, development, courts, parliament, and economic
integration. However, it did not transform Africa into a federal state.

Agenda 2063 continues this integration tradition. The AU describes Agenda 2063: The Africa we want
as the continent’s long-term development framework (African Union, n.d.-a), while Our aspirations for
the Africa we want include an integrated continent, democratic governance, peace, cultural identity,
people-driven development, and stronger global influence (African Union, n.d.-b). These objectives
overlap with parts of the older federalist vision but do not require abolition of national governments.

Existing Integration
Economic integration is currently the most developed continental pathway. The African Continental
Free Trade Area seeks to reduce trade barriers, expand intra-African commerce, and support larger
regional value chains. The AU’s 2026 publication Integrating Africa: From Threads to Hubs reports that
about 85 percent of Africa’s trade still flows outside the continent, while more than 60 percent of
intra-African trade consists of manufactured goods. The report argues that deeper regional
integration could support industrialization by expanding value chains and reducing behind-the-border
trade frictions (African Union, 2026).

Other initiatives also move selected functions toward continental coordination. The Pan-African
Payment and Settlement System aims to facilitate cross-border payments, while the Single African Air
Transport Market seeks greater aviation integration. Agenda 2063 also includes long-term
infrastructure ambitions involving transport, energy, digital connectivity, and free movement. These
projects demonstrate functional integration without requiring one federal constitution.

The Second Ten-Year Implementation Plan of Agenda 2063, launched in 2024, makes integration and
connectivity one of seven major “moonshots” for 2033 (African Union, 2024). The AU describes the
2024–2033 period as a decade of acceleration and places responsibility on member states, regional
economic communities, continental institutions, civil society, business, academia, media, and the
diaspora. The plan is therefore designed around coordinated implementation rather than a single
constitutional transformation. The original source remains available through Agenda 2063: Launch of
the second decade of acceleration.

Regional economic communities are another important layer. ECOWAS, the East African Community,
SADC, COMESA, ECCAS, IGAD, and other regional bodies have developed different forms of trade,
mobility, infrastructure, and political cooperation. These organizations can serve as building blocks for
continental integration, but their rules, memberships, and levels of institutional development differ.
Some states also belong to more than one regional grouping, creating overlapping commitments.

Continental cooperation may also increase bargaining capacity in external trade, climate negotiations,
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technology governance, finance, and international institutions. However, collective representation
requires agreement among governments whose economic interests and foreign-policy priorities are
not always aligned. A common continental position can therefore be influential when consensus exists
but difficult to maintain when national interests diverge.

Federal Constraints
The largest political constraint is sovereignty. A genuine federation would require states to transfer
meaningful authority over matters such as taxation, defense, monetary policy, trade, constitutional
law, migration, or foreign affairs. Existing African governments derive authority from national
constitutions, bureaucracies, militaries, political parties, and electorates. Transferring those powers
would require broad legal and political consent rather than simply an AU declaration.

Representation would be another constitutional problem. A chamber based mainly on population
could give very large states substantial influence, while equal state representation could give much
smaller states disproportionate voting power. Many federations resolve this through bicameral
systems, but the balance would still need to be negotiated across states with very different
populations, economies, and political systems.

Governance differences also matter. African states vary in constitutional structure, judicial
independence, electoral systems, civil liberties, decentralization, and administrative capacity. A
continental federation would need enforceable rules concerning rights, elections, separation of
powers, fiscal authority, and the relationship between federal and national law. Those rules would
have to be considered legitimate by both governments and citizens.

Economic inequality creates additional challenges. Countries differ substantially in income, public
revenue, debt, infrastructure, population size, industrial capacity, energy supply, and natural-resource
endowments. Any federal fiscal system would need to decide how revenue is collected, how poorer
regions are supported, and how development funds are allocated. These decisions can become
politically contentious even in long-established federations.

Security conditions are also uneven. The continent includes areas affected by interstate tension, civil
conflict, insurgency, unconstitutional changes of government, and cross-border armed groups.
Continental security cooperation already exists, but a common federal defense structure would raise
difficult questions about command, funding, democratic oversight, and intervention in member states.

Mobility presents both opportunities and governance challenges. Greater freedom of movement could
expand education, employment, trade, research, and family connections. At the same time,
governments would need arrangements for labor rights, professional recognition, social services,
border administration, identity systems, and protection against xenophobia. Economic integration
without social protections could create political resistance.
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Financing is another practical constraint. Stronger continental institutions require predictable
revenue, professional administration, and public accountability. AU institutional-reform discussions
have repeatedly emphasized sustainable financing and implementation capacity. Creating additional
institutions without reliable funding would increase formal complexity without necessarily improving
integration.

Institutional Models
Several institutional models can be distinguished without treating one as a predetermined outcome. A
federal model would create a continental government with constitutionally assigned powers that
operate directly over individuals and member states. National governments would retain authority
over areas not assigned to the federation. This would require substantial constitutional change and
direct democratic legitimacy.

A confederal model would preserve greater national sovereignty. States would cooperate through
common institutions but retain stronger control over implementation and withdrawal. This would be
closer to a treaty-based union than a fully federal state. It could support coordination while limiting
the authority of the continental center.

A functional integration model expands cooperation sector by sector. Trade, payments, transport,
energy, public health, education, research, aviation, digital infrastructure, and peacebuilding can be
integrated to different degrees without creating one central government. This is broadly consistent
with many current AU and regional initiatives.

A multi-level model could combine continental, regional, national, and local authority. Regional
economic communities might retain important roles between national governments and AU
institutions. Such a structure could allow integration to proceed at different speeds, but it would
require clear rules to prevent duplication and conflict among institutions.

The AU’s current approach provides evidence of how these models can coexist in practice. Agenda
2063 sets continental goals, the AfCFTA creates binding trade commitments, regional communities
implement their own integration programs, and states retain national constitutional authority. The
2026 AU integration report emphasizes strengthening regional value chains, reducing trade frictions,
implementing existing agreements, and investing in shared infrastructure rather than announcing an
immediate continental federation (African Union, 2026).

For that reason, the “United States of Africa” can be analyzed as one possible long-term constitutional
form within a much broader integration process. Current continental policy provides evidence of
deeper cooperation in specific areas but does not establish that member states have agreed to
transfer the level of sovereign authority required for a federal state. Future constitutional
development would depend on political consent, institutional performance, public support, economic
convergence, security conditions, and the perceived benefits of existing integration mechanisms.
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The historical federal idea and the present integration agenda therefore overlap but are not identical.
Pan-African thought provides arguments for stronger unity, while the African Union currently pursues
integration through trade, infrastructure, mobility, governance, security, and development
frameworks. Whether those processes ever produce a federal state is a separate political decision
that would require consent from African governments and peoples. The existing evidence supports
analysis of pathways and constraints rather than a predetermined constitutional outcome.
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