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1. Abstract 
 
 
 
 
 
With a pragmatic approach, deeply-rooted in economic development theory and the history of 

the Sino-African relationship, this thesis seeks to explain the myriad implications of China’s 

recent growing political and economic engagement with Africa which looks to supplant the 

West’s long-time monopoly on the continent. This work qualitatively and quantitatively 

elucidates exactly how China’s position as a developing country itself is more appropriate and 

opens up more doors for sustainable economic development than Western partnership ever did. 

Without denying the potential pitfalls of this newest model of development for Africa, it is 

concluded that African countries will prosper significantly in the long term if they adopt specific 

policy proposals and continue to exploit the expanding opportunities that China provides them.  
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2. Introduction 
 
 
Here in America, the precipitous drop in the dollar of late forces us to wake up to the reality that 

the West is no longer the only major player in the global economy. For years, the Global South 

has quietly been developing economic strength of its own and eroding the economic hegemony 

of the West. Most of the growth in the Global South has been on the back of China, the largest 

nation in the world and one that has utilized its comparative advantage to plug itself into the 

global supply chain and allow market forces and momentum to realize its double-digit growth 

rates which has effectively removed hundreds of millions of people from poverty in a matter of a 

decade or two. China’s recent rise has made it necessary to begin sourcing the necessary inputs 

for its continued development from all over the developing world- Asia, Latin America and 

Africa.  In late 2006, China held the largest international conference ever on its soil. The guests 

were nearly all the leaders of the African continent. After multi-billion dollar trade deals and aid 

package guarantees were formally signed, the message sent at the Forum on China-Africa 

Cooperation (FOCAC) was loud and clear: China is interested in a long-term relationship with 

Africa and it is willing to pay dearly for their friendship.  

 

FOCAC Summit. Available http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2006-
11/05/xin_1811030511072690209122.jpg. 10 March 2008. 
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The burgeoning relationship between China and Africa is only one facet of the booming 

multidimensional South-South business that is causing fuss and praise the world over. However, 

I firmly believe that the Sino-African component is by far the most exigent issue of this nascent 

paradigm and this is why I have chosen this subject for the topic of my Senior Honors Thesis. 

China comes to Africa at a time when Western bookstores and policy agendas are crammed with 

different policy proposals of how to develop Africa. Call it Western guilt or a true desire to see 

the African continent finally succeed, but the truth is that most of these prescriptions are simply 

variations on plans that have failed in the past. As Economist William Eastlerly explains in his 

seminal work, The White Man’s Burden: Why the West’s Efforts to Aid the Rest Have Done So 

Much Ill and So Little Good, countries don’t develop from government-imposed plans- 

especially when they are injected externally. Instead, true development comes in piecemeal form 

as citizens take advantage of income-generating opportunities by searching for possibilities of 

what can be done and developing innovative ways to address their unique problems and 

potentials. This is exactly the ideals and possibilities that I see China opening up in Africa. While 

the Red Dragon is often lambasted by the West for seeming not to care about the development of 

the countries it works in, it seems that this could be exactly why Africa will be able to realize 

true economic development and prosperity under this system of increased Chinese involvement 

on the continent. Having no plan allows Africans to take advantage of the new opportunities as 

each individual best sees fit. While the partnership is not perfect, I fervently maintain that China 

following its own self-interested motivations for resources and profits in Africa is actually the 

best thing to happen to the African continent since Independence. If the citizens of Africa utilize 

this historic time, Africa can once and for all wrestle off the debilitating yoke of poverty, long 

burdening its fate. 
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Because of the nascent nature of this specific issue in the larger context of South-South political 

economy, I am fortunate to be able to contribute to the existing dialogue in this realm in a very 

significant way. Drawing on my experiences in West and East Africa, my robust understanding 

of economic concepts and African political economy processes and also the existing literature on 

this subject, I feel that I am able to proffer a unique perspective on this topic that has just 

recently come into popularity in Western research circles. Indeed my wholesale support of this 

partnership is somewhat different than the usual, more ethical-based arguments that are found in 

books such as African Perspectives on China in Africa. The books I sourced the most for this 

work were China in Africa, The New Sinosphere and Africa’s Silk Road, because they seemed to 

be among the few objective assessments of this topic written to date- very refreshing given the 

recent outpouring of articles railing against Chinese involvement in Africa for a few highly-

publicized reasons, instead of looking at the whole issue. In doing my research for this thesis, I 

was presented with myriad difficulties stemming from China’s notoriously low regard for 

transparency. It is nearly impossible to dig up the exact figures and records of Chinese state-

owned enterprises and their operations in Africa simply because these are not broadcast for 

public viewing. This became most salient when I attempted to speak with the representatives of a 

Chinese construction firm in Youndé, Cameroon for myself. Like their records, these people 

were not very forthcoming. However, despite these setbacks, I have been able to analyze 

speeches, official documents, policy papers and second-hand accounts of pertinent events and 

facts and arrive at a cogent well –argued thesis: Chinese involvement in Africa provides Africa 

with more opportunities than ever before. 
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3. Historical Context 
 
 

Modest beginnings: 15th century 
 
Chinese economic involvement on the African continent has evolved in fits and starts over the 

last six centuries- waxing and waning from active engagement to outright negligence. We must 

first understand the historical linkages between the seemingly disparate regions to begin to 

understand the current flourish in interaction between China and Africa. Surprising to many, this 

economic engagement has its roots long before European states famously “founded” the “un-

chartered” lands of their future colonies. Between 1417 and 1421, it is widely believed that 

Chinese Admiral, Zheng He made three separate visits to various trading ports along the coast of 

East Africa. The sight of He’s fleet, including a nine-mast, 400 ft-long junk which dwarfed the 

largest of Christopher Columbus’ fleet undoubtedly made an indelible impression on the local 

African populace, not to mention the dynamics of the local market.1 However, these prospects 

for a long-lasting trading partnership never came to fruition. Just as abruptly as the Ming 

Dynasty’s Navy crashed upon the sandy beaches of East Africa, they left a third time, never to 

return- leaving only some porcelain wares and stories of magnificent gifts brought back to the 

Emperor- prompting modern scholars to pontificate on what could have been.  The reasons for 

this departure from Chinese ecumenical economic engagement are for another thesis and for 

another student to dissect and explore more thoroughly.  What is important is that this first point 

of physical contact by the Chinese on the mainland of Africa is not simply an interesting topic 

for the masturbatory minds of the modern ivory towers. However distant, these inroads made by 

the “Middle Kingdom” set the stage for future interactions and can, arguably, be seen as the 

modest harbinger of China’s current overwhelming interest in Africa. 

1 “Ancient Chinese Explorers.” Public Broadcasting Network Online. April 2003. 
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Zheng He’s expeditions in Asia and Africa. Available http://people.cohums.ohio-state.edu. 9 March. 
2008. 

Beginnings of the modern relationship: 1956- 1975 

Chinese isolationism carried on for over 500 years until, according to the Chinese news source of 

FOCAC, “The establishment of Egyptian-Sino diplomatic ties in 1956 marked the beginning of a 

new era for the relations between China and Africa.”2 Indeed, on May 30, 1956, China officially 

developed diplomatic relations with the government of Egypt. Unlike the domineering ship 

masts with motives of exotic African goods, the impetus behind this modern contact was much 

different. One year earlier, 304 representatives from 29 African and Asian nations descended 

upon the Indonesian city of Bandung to discuss issues pertinent to the Third World in that era: 

economic and cultural cooperation and, most importantly, decolonization. Chinese Premier, 

Zhou Enlai evaded an assassination attempt in Indonesia to attend the conference and formally 

show the Communist juggernaut’s dedication to the ideals of self- determination and global 

coexistence, signing flowery communiqués that codify the PRC’s support of, among other 

things, “World peace, cooperation, and non-interference in each other’s internal affairs.”3  

2 “Mubarak hails brotherly ties with China, Africa-China partnership.” China-Africa Forum Online 11 January 
2001.  
3 “The Bandung Conference of 1955.”  China View Online. 19 April 2005. 
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The 1955 Bandung Conference is often hailed as the precursor to the Non-Aligned Movement  

(NAM) and was one of the prime forums of interaction between Africa and China as Ghana’s 

Nkrumah and Egypt’s Nasser were two of the five founding fathers of the movement, which 

soon included the ranks of all African nations. The NAM’s five pillars include mutual non-

aggression, respect, and non-interference in domestic affairs. Mao’s post- revolution honeymoon 

was still in full swing and the Communist ideology was palpable in China’s official foreign 

conduct for the hard-line Communist period of roughly 1949- 1978 in China. We must look at 

this era of Sino-African partnership through the frame of the Cold War and China’s policy of 

anti-imperialism. 

 

During this period, China was a staunch supporter of Africa’s anti-colonial struggle for national 

independence and legitimacy. This is most salient in the initial instance of official Chinese 

diplomatic recognition of an African country- Egypt. In 1956, China buttressed Egypt’s right to 

self-determination when Gamal Abdel Nasser unilaterally nationalized the Suez canal- a vital 

passage for goods to Europe- to the intense chagrin of its former overlords, the United Kingdom 

and France.4 While UK Prime Minister, Anthony Eden famously framed the Suez nationalism as 

“theft”, the nascent player in Cold War international affairs-China- stood by the decision of its 

new diplomatic partner as perfectly legal, given its healthy respect for territorial autonomy.5 At 

this time, China was at its most outward-looking since Zheng He’s famous international 

sojourns. Mao posited his infamous ‘Three Worlds’ policy- putting his country “at the forefront 

of ideological and military support for revolutionary regimes and anti-colonial struggles”,  

 

4 “Egypt 1956 War.” Globalsecurity.org. 17 April 2005. 
5 El-Khawas, Mohamed A. “China’s Changing Policies in Africa.” Journal of Opinion Vol. 3, Spring 1973, African 
Studies Association. 
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according to Chris Alden.6 In southern Africa, China supported liberation movements that 

committed themselves ideologically to Maoist China, eschewing the Soviet’s support. This 

active diplomatic engagement with Africa continued after Africa’s wave of independence in the 

1960’s and can be understood in terms of Chinese motivations for legitimacy on the international 

stage. 

 

In the 1950’s and ‘60’s, Mao’s mainland China was not recognized by the United Nations and 

most other multilateral bodies. Instead, it was the anti-revolutionary nationalists, who fled to the 

island of Formosa (now Taiwan), that held the title of Republic of China and, more importantly, 

the veto-wielding permanent seat on the UN Security Council. Understanding the immense 

voting power of the African bloc in the general assembly of the United Nations as it commands 

almost one-fourth of the body, the diplomatic courtship of this puissant voting contingent 

obsessed China’s official Africa policy in this era.  Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai visited Africa 

three times in the 1960’s, shoring up diplomatic support for the PRC. On the first tour, From 13 

December 1963 to 5 February 1964, Premier Zhou and Vice-Premier Chen Yi toured ten African 

countries: the United Arab Republic (currently Egypt), Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia, Ghana, Mali, 

Guinea, Sudan, Ethiopia and Somalia. With his silver-tongued diplomacy, Enlai touted the 

benevolence of China’s dedication to the African continent from the beginning of the trip as he 

outlined China’s five ideological principles guiding its relations with African countries, infused 

with all the moral force and spirit of Bandung that the world had grown accustomed to since the 

inception of the Non-Aligned Movement. The Five Principles of Peaceful Co-Existence were:

a. China supports the Arab and African peoples in their struggle to oppose imperialism and 

old and new colonialism and to win and safeguard national independence.  

6Alden, Chris. China in Africa.  Zed Books. London: 2007.  p. 10. 
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b. It supports the pursuance of a policy of peace, neutrality and non-alignment by the   

Governments of Arab and African countries.  

c. It supports the desire of the Arab and African peoples to achieve unity and solidarity in  

d. the manner of their own choice.  

e. It supports the Arab and African countries in their efforts to settle their disputes  

f. through peaceful consultations.  

g. It holds that the sovereignty of the Arab and African countries should be respected by  

h. all other countries and that encroachment and interference from any quarter should be 

opposed.7 

 

These guiding pillars can best be understood in the context of China’s period of energetic 

internationalism, when it sought to position itself as the spiritual and diplomatic leader, of sorts, 

of the developing world. This was the ideological precursor to what formally became Mao’s 

‘Three Worlds Theory’ in 1974. China’s strategy was to bring the ‘Third World’- the group 

                           

                 

Premier Zhou Enlai in Mali in 1964.          Mao with Guniean President in 1960. 

Available http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/ce/ceza/eng/zghfz/zfgx/t165324.htm. 15 Dec. 2007. 
 
 
 
7“Premier Zhou Enlai’s Three Tours of Asian and African Countries.” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s 
Republic of China Website. 17 November 2000. 
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of developing nations that weren’t part of the ‘Second World’ allies of the “exploitative” 

superpowers, the Soviet Union and the US- under their umbrella, gaining the votes necessary to 

wrestle away Chinese international recognition from Taipei. If the moral and ideological support 

were not formidable enough to cajole African nations into China’s camp, the Red Dragon 

extended several tangible enticements to sweeten the deal.  

 

While in Ghana and Mali, the Chinese Premier flaunted his county’s aid program, prompting 

nascent African states to salivate at the prospects of becoming a recipient of Chinese largesse. 

Despite the idealistic overtones, China was credible in its seemingly lofty commitments. During 

the 1956 Suez Crisis China provided Egypt a $5 million loan and expressed willingness to send 

volunteers to support the Egyptians against invasion at a time when the rest of the world 

relegated Nasser to international pariah status. And in September 1958, China promptly 

recognized Algeria’s Provisional Government which had recently ousted the French imperialists 

and granted it $10 million for arms and supplies. That same year, China granted diplomatic 

recognition to Guinea, granting it 5,000 tons of rice.5 China was constantly on the lookout for 

nationalist leaders, developing friendly contacts that would later develop into mutual diplomatic 

recognition upon the former colony’s independence. Two of China’s staunchest allies at the time, 

Kenneth Kaunda of Zambia and Joseph Nyrere of Tanzania, were engendered through one of its 

myriad conspicuous construction projects- the TanZam railway. For five years beginning in 

1970, the Chinese government led the historic construction project, brimming with all the pomp 

and circumstance and idyllic rhetoric that wooed African states into the Chinese sphere of 

influence. The storied project is recounted by the website of China’s Embassy in South Africa as 

such:  

5 El-Khawas, Mohamed A. “China’s Changing Policies in Africa.” Journal of Opinion Vol. 3, Spring 1973, African 
Studies Association. 
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Although China had great difficulties in its own economy and suffered blockade and pressure 
from the imperialists, it offered to African countries a lot of selfless assistance including over 700 
engineering projects. The most well-known project was the Tanzania-Zambia Railway. Under the 
heat of the burning sun, the engineering staff from China, Tanzania and Zambia together 
overcame tremendous difficulties and built this railway which stretches for 1860 kilometers. It is 
called “the road to freedom”. This road not only promoted the development of the local economy, 
but also played an important role in the national liberation movement and anti-apartheid struggle 
in Southern Africa. Over 100 engineering and technical staff members from China sacrificed their 
precious lives for this project. The Tanzania-Zambia Railway has become a monument to Sino-
African friendship.8 

 
Not to miss any opportunities of attracting potential new allies in the nascent and malleable 

states of Africa, China complemented its policies in the east of the continent with less visible but 

equally effective actions in West Africa. According to a Chinese state news source, during the 

past 40 years, foreign aid teams have been to 47 African countries and regions, with the total 

medical personnel amounting to 15,000.9 Such teams of agriculture specialists and rural doctors 

were welcomed with open arms by the large majority of the African polity. “The role of barefoot 

doctors and agricultural specialists in West Africa were remembered positively,” according to 

Alden.6 Indeed, my interview at the University of Arizona with visiting Mauritanian professor of 

Anthropology and opposition party leader, Boubakar Moussa Ba, revealed some intimate details 

and personal perspectives on this interesting aspect of the early years of the Sino-African 

relationship. Ba explained that the Chinese sent teams of doctors to rural regions in Mauritania 

immediately following the 1966 commencement of diplomatic relations between the two 

countries. These doctors were well received by villagers, noted Ba, not simply because they were 

so helpful and provided free medicines, but because they led modest lives, living under the same 

conditions as their Mauritanian neighbors. “There was a strong sympathy between the villagers 

and the Chinese doctors,” explained Ba, nostalgically.10  It became apparent from the interview  

 

8 “China-Africa Relations.” Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in the Republic of South Africa Website. 1 
January 2004. 
9 “Chinese Medics in Africa.” China Facts and Figures 2002.  10 December 2003. 
10 Interview with Boubakar Moussa Ba at the University of Arizona, 15 March 2008.
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that not only did rural villagers support the inroads into Mauritania made by China, but so did the 

political movement for independence from the new shackles of the arguably neo-colonial bent of 

the French. Therefore, elucidated Ba, “the government pursued a relationship with China to 

appease this growing anti-French crowd.”10 The barefoot doctors and agricultural experts were 

actually an unexpected, but completely welcome, benefit of this purely political engagement. 

This story was the same all over Africa, with just slight variations on the extent and dedication of 

assistance by the Chinese, but overall, the plan succeeded in achieving China’s underlying goals.  

 

During this period of Chinese benevolence and conspicuous magnanimity, African villagers and 

their governments lauded the often selfless work of the Chinese workers, doctors and specialists. 

Despite China’s behemoth size, the constant evocations of “Third World solidarity” and “South-

South development” were not lost on the relatively tiny African states. At the time, China itself 

was in its nascent stages as a modern state and Africans recognized the modest assistance. In an 

interview with Pambazuka News, the director of the Centre for Advanced Studies of African 

Society, Professor Kwesi Kwaa Prah emphasized: “China did a lot to build roads and railways, to 

support African infrastructure and industrial plans, at a point in history when China itself was 

economically fairly weak.”11 Add this to a cooling of relations with the former European 

colonizers, many of whom were forcibly excommunicated by African nationalist movements and 

one understands Africa’s modest, yet important, diplomatic orientation towards the East during 

the 1960’s and ‘70’s. So, it’s no wonder that the People’s Republic of China was able to garner 

the support of 26 of the 41 independent African states in 1971, a feat that helped usher the  

 

10 Interview with Boubakar Moussa Ba at the University of Arizona, 15 March 2008. 
11  “Africa and China: Then and Now”  from African Perspectives on China in Africa. Fahamu. Oxford: 2007. pp. 
57-70. 
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October 25, 1975 passage of UN General Assembly Resolution 2758, which successfully ousted  

the Republic of China from the UN and handed over the General Assembly and the coveted 

Permanent Council seats in New York City to Beijing. The PRC achieved one of the main goals 

of its increased benevolence throughout the developing world- especially the booming block of 

nascent African states. This international recognition gave China the position that had eluded it 

for the first 22 years of its existence- until Africa went up-for-grabs once again. 

 

However, true to the ephemeral nature of all previous Sino-African periods of interaction, the 

1970’s and ‘80’s saw a decline in fervency of the relationship between China and its newly 

acquired partners. At first look, this denouement seems antithetical, given the robust political and 

economic investments just made by the Chinese to make new friends of African leaders and 

citizens. However, when we explore the internal developments within China as well as their true 

motivations in Africa, the picture becomes clearer. Some academics argue maintain that one of 

China’s primary goals at the time was much more pragmatic than its idealistic rhetoric belied: 

attaining the Security Council seat and thus wrestling legitimacy from their eternal foes across 

the South China Sea. Indeed, Alan Hutchison, proffered the idea in his 1975 book, China’s 

Africa Revolution that, “the New York seat attained, China’s interest in African involvement 

would wane.”12 However, this interesting conclusion is not the only possibility. In a more recent 

article, Guillaume Moumouni of Peking University posits that, “between 1967 and 1969, the 

relations between China and several African allies such as Kenya, Tunisia, Ivory Coast, Malawi, 

Niger and Upper Volta (present Burkina Faso), have either deteriorated or cooled down. But  

regime change in some African countries was also to be blamed for the split or turbulence in 

 

12 Hutchison, Alan. “China’s African Revolution.” The Journal of Modern African Studies, Vol. 14, June 1976, 
Cambridge University Press. 
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Sino-African relations in that period (coups d’Etat in Dahomey/ Benin, Central African Republic 

and Ghana in 1966).”13 Here, we see that African states were not lying down in front of China, 

like pawns to be collected to do their bidding in the General Assembly. Even Julius Nyrere, one 

of the main beneficiaries of the TanZam railway, reminded the Chinese: “neither our country, 

principles, nor freedom to determine our fate are for sale.”13 Apparently, the communist 

exhortations were not exactly at the apex of the agenda for Africa’s newly-independent states. 

China faded from the African picture in this period; however, its legacy and assistance were not 

forgotten. 

 

 

4. The Modern Relationship: 1995- Present 

The topic of his thesis is the most recent era of Sino-African interaction from the mid-1990’s and 

beyond. In the mid-1990’s, after numerous regime changes in Africa and the destabilizing 

domestic shake-up that was the Cultural Revolution in China, the PRC has returned to Africa and 

does not look to leave any time in the foreseeable future, ceteris paribus. The pinnacle harbinger 

of this momentous return happened in 1993 when China hit ‘peak oil’, making the immediate 

transition from oil exporter to oil importer.6 Deng Xiaoping, de facto leader of China from 1978 

to the early ‘90’s oversaw the infamous economic reforms that first kick started China’s 

incremental move to an open market economy. These policies unleashed previously stagnant 

levels of productivity, creating a booming manufacturing sector that sucked up resources, 

especially oil, faster than they could be extracted. Like the United States in the early 20th  

 

13 Moumouni, Guillaume. “Domestic Transformations and Change in Sino-African Relations.” Center On China’s 
Transnational Relations. 11 November 2006.  
6Alden, Chris. China in Africa.  Zed Books. London: 2007.  p. 10 
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Century, China had to make a serious decision, with myriad geopolitical implications, where it  

would send its oil prospectors. According to Alden, observing the calamity surrounding the 

West’s insatiable thirst for oil in the Middle East as well as “Africa’s relatively untapped energy 

sources, timber, agriculture and fisheries offer the Chinese a unique opportunity to lock in 

through formal or informal means a steady supply of key resources.”6 Africa was the target and 

China began its newest ventures as a capitalist on the ‘dark continent’ in earnest and it has not 

looked back since. With the profit-motive legalized and even encouraged by the PRC, China is a 

very different partner than when it first came to Africa in the modern era, back in the late 1950’s. 

Ndubisi Obiorah’s succinct explanation of this transformation is particularly illuminating. “By 

the 1990’s, the dominant image of China in Africa had changed from one of ideological ally to 

business partner and emerging economic colossus. The Chinese doctor or technical aid worker 

traded places with the Chinese entrepreneur or state corporation (48).”14 The relationship has 

evolved exponentially and doesn’t look to terminate any time soon. 

 

Why China is in Africa for good 

In previous eras, China’s engagement in Africa more-or-less terminated because, either domestic 

factors made it impossible for China to continue ‘going out’ or, to put simply, it no longer 

needed Africa. As we saw in China’s brief 15th Century foray in Africa, there was little demand 

for what Africa had to offer in order to maintain a longstanding relationship that was already 

made arduous by the crude transportation technology at the time. Grand displays of novelty 

goods and animals were brought back to the Yongle Emperor of China, but no good that was 

decidedly indispensable for the Chinese people. Thus, when the famously expansionist Yongle  

6Alden, Chris. China in Africa.  Zed Books. London: 2007.  p. 10 
14 Obiorah, Ndubisi.  “From China with Love, Trade and Guns; A Human Rights Perspective on China in Africa.” 
The New Sinosphere: China in Africa. Institute for Public Policy Research. London: 2006. pp. 47-53. 
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Emperor died and his successors decided to take the wind out of its navy’s sails, there was no 

significant outcry. Even in the mid-20th Century, when China was making deep diplomatic and 

economic inroads into Africa, the partnership was never as robust as the sensationalist reporting 

made it seem.13 China got what it needed in international recognition as the rightful seat on the 

Security Council thanks to its deft courting and timing of diplomacy in post-independence 

Africa. Even if it did have a more protracted interest in Africa, the political landscape in China 

was so tenuous at the time, with the infamous battle for power between the Old Guard and New 

Guard and, by inference, expansionist and traditional isolationist elements. Now, 30 years after 

the Cultural Revolution and 20 years after Tiananmen Square, the PRC is a full-fledged member 

of the WTO and most other global organizations, with stable political and economic systems that 

seem well-prepared to handle China’s transition into the 21st Century and beyond. Since 

domestic turmoil is obviously unlikely to produce any exodus from Africa, given the stability 

provided by China’s domineering central government, we will now explore the second reason for 

the indefinite continuation of this relationship: China’s resource needs. According to Daniel 

Large of the School for Oriental and African Studies in London, “China needs, and will continue 

to need, African resources more than previously. A progressively interdependent China, the 

future of whose Communist Party state is now more firmly linked to its performance at home, 

must continue to engage in order to guarantee essential supplies to maintain its development.”15 

 

Commensurate with China’s blistering 10% pace of economic growth since the 1990’s, domestic 

demand for oil, base metal, and timber has grown apace. According to Abah Ofon of Standard  

 

13 Moumouni, Guillaume. “Domestic Transformations and Change in Sino-African Relations.” Center On China’s 
Transnational Relations. 11 November 2006.  
15Large, Daniel. “As the Beginning Ends: China’s Return to Africa.” African Perspectives on China in Africa. 
Fahamu. Oxford: 2007. pp. 153-168. 
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Chartered Bank, “In 2003, the Asia-Pacific region (particularly China) accounted for 45 percent 

of global demand for copper, 39 percent of aluminum, 50 percent of tin and 29 percent of crude 

oil. The US Energy Information Administration estimated that, between 2000 and 2004, China 

accounted for 40 percent of the total growth in global oil demand, and Chinese consumption of 

oil will more than double by 2025.”16 Finally, Ofon posits the theory that, China’s demand for 

imported industrial wood, timber, paper and pulp is expected to grow by at least 33 percent 

within the next five years, from the current 94 million cubic meters to 125 million cubic 

meters,”16 driven by large-scale construction projects, such as the 2008 Olympics in Beijing and 

the Three-Gorges Dam. And according to John Rocha, Africa has what China needs: “As a 

continent, Africa is blessed with an impressive endowment of mineral wealth, including near-

global monopolies of platinum, chromium and diamonds, a high proportion of the world’s gold, 

cobalt and manganese reserves, and extensive reserves of bauxite, coal, uranium, copper and 

nickel.” He further highlights that, “Africa accounts for seven percent of the global total of 

estimated proved oil reserves. It is predicted that, by 2010, the Gulf of Guinea will contribute at 

least one barrel out of every five barrels to the global market.”17 This generous endowment of 

forests, metals and oil- which is largely still undiscovered and untapped- is drawing China closer 

and closer to Africa as its companies produce more goods for Western buyers and its own 

citizenry assumes higher and higher standards of living and wish consume like Westerners. 

Given China’s historical ties to Africa, the ability to satisfy most of its desired goods on the 

continent and the large amount of foreign direct investment (see Figure 1) recently spent- which 

dwarfs that of previous eras- all point to the undeniable fact that China is in Africa for the long 

haul.  

16Ofon, Abah. “South-South Co-operation: Can  Africa Thrive with Chinese Investment?” The New Sinosphere: 
China in Africa. Institute for Public Policy Research. London: 2006. pp. 47-53. 
17Rocha, John. “Managing Natural Resource Wealth.” The New Sinosphere: China in Africa. Institute for Public 
Policy Research. London: 2006.  pp. 29- 36. 
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Figure1: Chinese FDI Outflows to Africa in 2004. 
Source: Broadman, Harry G. “Africa’s Silk Road: China and India’s New Frontier.”  

World Bank, 2006. 
 

At the same time, it is again important to recognize Africa’s agency and impetus in this 

partnership. Despite the US $4.9 billion in aid donated by China between 1957 and 1989 and the 

fact that, according to Ian Taylor, “the importance of the African continent to China had become 

less and less important in the 1980s, as the Cold War underwent a thawing process and China's 

modernisation project demanded foreign investment and technological assistance,”18 many 

African nations discontinued their diplomatic relations with China. After this brief hiatus in their 

relationship, however, Africa has welcomed back China with open arms since the 1990’s- both 

diplomatically and economically. The African continent’s official recognition of the PRC (and 

thus its denial of Taiwan’s independence) picked up pace in the 1990’s as the amount of states 

that famously provided the PRC with enough General Assembly votes to gain the SC seat  

 

18 Taylor, Ian. “China’s Foreign Policy Towards Africa in the 1990s.” The Journal of Modern African Studies, 36, 3. 
1998. 
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doubled by the time of this writing, leaving only 4 state that officially recognize Taiwan and, 

thus, are not open for business with China. These few stubborn hold-outs to an otherwise  

unanimous trend in Africa are the tiny nations of Swaziland, Burkina Faso, the Gambia and Sao  

Tome and Principe.6 Again, the motivations behind this trajectory are obvious: China had what 

Africa needed and the traditional Western trading partners just weren’t helping Africa realize the 

positon it felt it could achieve. According to John Rocha in African Perspectives on China in 

Africa, “There is also a growing realization that traditional relations and partnerships with the 

West have not helped Africa overcome the structural obstacles to eradicating poverty and 

reversing it economic marginalization.”17 Structural adjustment had been tested and obviously 

failed. Therefore, it seemed, Africa became more amenable to diversifying their trade portfolios 

away from the EU and US and towards the burgeoning economic powerhouse in the orient. In 

2005, Sino-Africa trade saw a quadrupling in receipts from just 5 years prior, helping propel 

China ahead of perennial trader, the United Kingdom, to hold the third place in two-way trade 

with Africa at $40 million and showing no signs of slowing down.19  

 

How China has attracted Africa’s renewed partnership 

In order to attract the African bloc back into its camp and increasingly away from traditional 

Western partners (See Figure 2), the Chinese have unleashed a multifaceted campaign of 

courtship that, almost always, seeks to capitalize on the perceived differences between the 

oriental and occidental modus operandi of involvement on the continent. China’s discernible  

 

6Alden, Chris. China in Africa.  Zed Books. London: 2007.  p. 10 
17Rocha, John. “Managing Natural Resource Wealth.” The New Sinosphere: China in Africa. Institute for Public 
Policy Research. London: 2006.  pp. 29- 36. 
19  Nolan, Robert. “China’s African Dream.” Foreign Policy Association. 8 February 2008. 
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differences between the traditional Western paradigms of African engagement can be broken 

down into three broad categories: Historical/ Psychological, Political and Economic. 

 

 

Figure 2: Change in Africa’s Import Origins and Export Destinations, 1990-2005 
Source: Broadman, Harry G. “Africa’s Silk Road: China and India’s New Frontier.”  

World Bank, 2006. 
 

Historical/ Psychological 

In attracting a state or states into a long-term economic partnership, tangible enticements are 

often coupled with intangible appeals to psychological and historical linkages between the two 
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parties. However unassuming, these ‘soft carrots’ are often just as effective as aid packages and 

political allegiance in securing trade agreements. China has overtly used just such appeals to 

distinguish itself from the West. To quote China’s Policy white Paper, “Sincerity, equality and 

mutual benefit; solidarity and common development: these are the principles guiding China-

Africa exchange and co-operation.”20 Despite some contentions, the psychological appeal to such 

genuine benevolence resonates strongly on a continent just 40 years removed from the 

psychological and social shackles of colonialism- a continent in which the unabashed anti-

Westerner, Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe, is not a pariah. In Chris Alden’s 2007 China in Africa, 

he tacitly points to China’s constant evocation of its historical differences with the West and how 

they exist in the contemporary relationship when he proffers this 2007 quote from the Chinese 

ambassador to South Africa:  

Zheng took to the places he visited [in Africa] tea, chinaware, silk and technology. He did not 
occupy an inch of land, nor did he take a single slave. What he brought to the outside world was 
peace and civilization. This fully reflects the good faith of the ancient Chinese people in 
strengthening exchanges with relevant countries and their people. This peace-loving culture has 
taken deep root in the minds and hearts of Chinese people of all generations.6 

 
When you parse out the hyperbole oozing from this quote, many powerful truths are salient. 

Indeed, China did not subjugate Africans as we saw in its previous two eras of interaction. Its 

hands are clean, whereas the West has a well-documented sullied history in Africa- one that 

Africans are still smarting from. And as Alden points out, “the West should not underestimate 

the near-universal displeasure, exhaustion and disappointment (if not outright hostility) that 

Africans feel towards it.”6 And, as my interview with Dr. Ba revealed, the recent  

involvement of China in the 1960’s with its barefoot doctors and agricultural experts is still 

remembered pleasantly in Africa- a soft image that is juxtaposed with the unsavory image that  

 

20  “Full Text: China’s Africa Policy.” People’s Daily Online. January 2006. 
6Alden, Chris. China in Africa.  Zed Books. London: 2007.  p. 19. 
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many have of the West.10 With this in mind, one can assume that African policymakers will 

reach for the clean hands offered by China as opposed to the guilt-laden ones presented by the 

West in leading them into the future. The tactful employment of history as a foreign policy tool 

in Africa has thus met with significant success. 

 

Political 

In the political realm, China has projected the most glaring dichotomy between it’s and the 

West’s involvement in Africa. If African states wish to establish political, cultural, and economic 

relations with China, they must merely relinquish recognition of the Republic of China (Taiwan)- 

not difficult tasks given the costs of cutting Taiwanese ties and the potential opportunities of 

joining with China. South Africa’s Deputy Foreign Minister touted this position when he 

extolled, "we are beginning to get everybody to understand the principles of sovereignty, 

equality, non-intervention in the affairs of other countries, and mutual benefits.”21 Indeed, this 

‘non-interventionism’ is very enticing for African leaders who have seen their homelands 

become wastelands in the 1980’s and 1990’s under the West’s goodhearted but misguided 

attempt to improve Africa through the heavy-handed administration of the tough pill of 

‘conditionality’.  In recent decades, the West has made much of its aid and trade contingent upon 

African governments instituting neo-liberal economic policies as well as political reform and 

increase transparency- often seeming quite hypocritical and even causing widespread social and 

economic pains.  Belying their aims, many African people have experienced decreasing HDI 

despite slowly growing national GDP rates.22 China now offers the same ability to aid and trade  

 

10 Interview with Boubakar Moussa Ba at the University of Arizona, 15 March 2008. 
21 “S.African official: China influences relations with Africa in an equal, mutually-beneficial way.” China View 
Online. 5 February 2007. 
22 Human Development Reports 2007/2008. UNDP Website; accessed 14 March 2008. 
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as the West- backed by its excess foreign exchange reserves- but without the conditionalities that 

circumscribe Africa’s agency in specifically tailoring policy to solve its unique problems. “This 

position certainly resonates with many African elites, for whom the unadulterated use of 

conditionalities by Western donors has been seen as a threat to their own position,” offers 

Alden.6 John Rocha extends this further when he claims that, “There is a growing realization that 

traditional relations and partnerships with the West have not helped Africa overcome the 

structural obstacles to eradicating poverty and reversing its economic marginalization…. 

Logically, strengthened cooperation with China is seen as a way of addressing some of these 

structural imbalances.”17 

 

Economic 

I first became privy of the myriad economic benefits that China provides Africa on a long, 

bumpy, crowded bus ride from Douala to Yaounde, on some of the few hundred miles of paved 

road in the entire equatorial nation of Cameroon. Approaching downtown Yaounde, I asked the 

group of Cameroonian administrators of the Washington based NGO, Global Youth Partnership 

for Africa, that I was traveling with, about the massive stadium under construction, with 

obviously Chinese characters emblazoned across the banner hanging above the entrance. Self 

proclaimed development consultant, Charles Linjap, explained to me that the Chinese 

contracting firm undercut the French bid, and furthermore, that the construction was actually “à 

l’heure,” or on time. Upon further investigation, I discovered that this is an immediate result of 

the lack of political conditionalities faced by African nations doing business with China, as well 

as the cheap cost of Chinese labor and goods that are often employed in their construction  

17Rocha, John. “Managing Natural Resource Wealth.” The New Sinosphere: China in Africa. Institute for Public 
Policy Research. London: 2006.  pp. 29- 36. 
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projects in Africa. So the Chinese company was quicker and cheaper, while the French company 

was costlier and would probably still be bogged down by regulations and conditions. Even 

though China advertises its policy as one that extricates “business from politics,” it is obviously 

the unique political arrangements that allow for these unbridled economic practices.  

 
Cameroon sports stadium under construction by a Chinese company 

Photographer: Eric Reichenbacher 
 

In addition, the PRC has developed a significant foreign aid program for Africa that, according 

to the Government’s official African Policy, commits China to “do its best to provide and 

gradually increase assistance to African nations with no political strings attached.”20 At the 

November 2006 Sino-Africa summit, China pledged to double aid to Africa to $5 billion by 

2009. “Admittedly, the Chinese loans are cheaper than Western ones and come with fewer 

political and other conditionalities and penalties than the IFI Pverty Reduction Facility (PRGF),” 

maintains Moreblessings Chidaushe, in African Perspectives on China in Africa.23 Tied aid, 

according to the World Bank, is 10-30% less valuable than untied aid. Also, unlike the US which 

doles out aid primarily for geopolitical motivations, China is able to focus solely on Africa,  

20  “Full Text: China’s Africa Policy.” People’s Daily Online. January 2006. 
23 Chidaushe, Moreblessings. “China’s Grand Re-entrance into Africa- Mirage or Oasis?” African Perspectives on 
China in Africa. Fahamu. Oxford: 2007. pp. 107-118. 
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which commands 44% of Chinese ODA.6

 

These aid packages are coupled with trade deals that are increasingly affecting the daily lives of 

millions of Africans. According to Moreblessing Chaudushe of Pambazuka News, “trade 

between the two parties has risen from an estimated 4 billion in 1995 to 40 billion in 2005 and 

still growing.”23 Indeed, as we discussed earlier, China is extracting the minerals, trees and oil 

that it needs to satisfy its breakneck pace of growth. This is no different from the West, however, 

what is becoming obviously different is the near equity in the bilateral trade between imports and 

exports. China is much more prone to export its cheap consumer goods to Africa because the 

lack of development in domestic manufacturing infrastructure and capacity oftentimes makes 

Chinese goods much more affordable. To many average Africans this is a huge relief for their 

air-tight budgets. We will discuss this in more depth later. With the signing of trade agreements 

measured at $1.9 billion during the 2-day summit, Sino-African trade looks to reach $100 billion 

by 2010.24 

 

Finally, FDI flows to Africa, from China, are growing exponentially of late. It is officially 

formalized in China’s Africa Policy to compel its companies into Africa. And propel they have- 

all thanks to the establishment, in 1994 of the China Exim Bank- the third largest Export Credit 

Agency (ECA) in the world. As of 2005, China Exim’s loan approvals- many of which are in 

Africa- reached $20 billion. By September 2006, there were 259 China Exim projects in 36 

African countries, 79 percent of which are committed to infrastructure development, according to  

 

6Alden, Chris. China in Africa.  Zed Books. London: 2007. p. 22.  
23Chidaushe, Moreblessings. “China’s Grand Re-entrance into Africa- Mirage or Oasis?” African Perspectives on 
China in Africa. Fahamu. Oxford: 2007. pp. 107-118. 
24 “China-Africa trade expected to top US$100 billion by 2010.” China Daily Online. 4 November, 2006. 
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Linden J. Ellis of the Wilson Center.25 Thus, the Exim bank is the main agent of China’s 

expansion of business into Africa, “by providing finance export credit and international loans for 

overseas construction and investment, and offering official lines of credit.”6 There is a 

willingness of the government-owned and managed firms that use its funds in Africa to operate 

at miniscule margins that would be untenable without the state role. Thus, Chinese firms are 

more likely than Western firms to seek deals with the states and regions that Western companies 

deem too unprofitable because of the added transaction costs that they must internalize into their 

own balance sheets. According to Broadman, the four elements of the high costs of doing 

business in Africa are: 

• poor quality of infrastructure services (power supply, telephone services, 

Internet access), 

• inefficient factor markets (lack of skilled labor, rigidities in the domestic 

labor market, and limited access to local finance), 

• unfavorable regulatory regimes, and 

• weak governance disciplines26 

 This affords China a wider range of possible partnerships with Africa than the West as 

evidenced by its current 800 MNC’s active in 48 African countries. For example, China’s oil 

conglomerate bought a 45% stake in an offshore Nigerian oilfield, despite analyst’s beliefs that 

the Chinese overestimated the potential returns.6 In stark contrast to the purely private forms of 

investment of Western firms, the Exim Bank makes Chinese companies more flexible and less 

risk averse, allowing them to overcome the seemingly insurmountable obstacles to profit and 

begin to supplant the traditional investors of the North in Africa (see Figure 3). With this unique  

25 Ellis, Linden J. “China Exim bank in Africa.” Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars; Events at the 
center. 22 March, 2007. 
6Alden, Chris. China in Africa.  Zed Books. London: 2007. p. 24, p. 42. 
26 Broadman, Harry G. “Africa’s Silk Road: China and India’s New Frontier.” World Bank, 2006. 
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willingness to do business in Africa and the imperative need for foreign exchange, Africa’s 

transition away from traditional relationships is understandable. These are just a few of the ways 

that China has made itself so attractive to Africa.  

 

Figure 3: Growing Chinese FDI flows to Africa more than any other region 
Source: Broadman, Harry G. “Africa’s Silk Road: China and India’s New Frontier.”  

World Bank, 2006. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Perceived Pitfalls of China in Africa 
 

China faces Western criticisms 

This burgeoning bilateral interaction demands nuanced and holistic research and understanding 

because of its multifarious implications for the development prospects of Africa. The 

possibilities for African development should not be understated. As Christopher Clapham boldly 

reminds us, the recent Sino-African relationship is “the most dramatic and important factor in the 

external relations of the continent- perhaps in the development of Africa as a whole- since the 

end of the Cold War.”27 However, many onlookers, primarily of a Western geographic 

persuasion have tended to rail the Chinese for what they see as unsustainable practices that fail to  

27 Clapham, Chrsitopher. (2006) ‘Fitting China in’ paper delivered at the conference “A Chinese Scramble? The 
Politics of Contemporary China-Africa Relations”, Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge, 13 July. 
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realize any meaningful positive change for the long-beleaguered continent, being anything but 

holistic and nuanced in their treatment of the issue. Some have even berated the Red Dragon for 

redefining the aid and FDI mechanism to a bastardized form- one that props up the world’s most 

offensive and pugnacious dictators who seem to oppress and even kill their own citizens without 

remorse. The media’s coverage of China’s involvement in Africa over the past few years would 

make the reader think that China only does business in Zimbabwe and Sudan, whose leaders 

have perpetuated systematic human rights abuses over their own people. As we know, this is not 

the whole story. The media’s sensationalized coverage, which is often constrained to the 

admittedly unsavory partnerships that China’s policy of non-interventionism gets itself tangled 

in, gives the public and policymakers a very myopic view of this phenomenon.  This aspect of 

the Sino-African relationship is very important, especially given its important policy 

implications.  

 

Even a cursory look at the media and, at times, the academic spin of China in Africa reveals a 

trend of bias. These articles and journals often harp on the obvious flaws of the relationship 

while denying the myriad new possibilities that it could, if enhanced, provide. For example, news 

outlets worldwide, from London to Lusaka to Boston and Taipei have run columns repeating a 

variant of the phrase: China the “new colonial masters” of Africa.32 Even many African sources 

are joining the fray. In an analysis for the Mail & Guardian Online of Johannesburg recently, 

Jean-Jacques Cornish criticized "the new, colder-eyed China approach to Africa." Cornish said 

that Africa had ignored China's human rights record until recent times. Now, wrote Cornish,28 

 

32 “Leading Article: The new colonial masters.” The Independent Online. 19 April, 2008.  
28  Brown, Donald. “African Press wary of China’s growing influence.” New American Media. 7 November 2006. 
 
 
 



Reichenbacher 30

advertisement-dependent newspapers awash in sensationalism, look no further than European 

Strategic Intelligence and Security Center’s 2006 report on Sino-Sudanese relations titled, 

“China/Sudan: Unwavering Support For A Genocidal Islamist Regime, The Symbol Of A Great 

Leap… Backwards for Africa.”29  

 

This rhetoric, imbued with often embarrassing forms of ‘yellow journalism’ China bashing, is 

definitely exciting to read and reinforces its audience’s image of China as the money-grubbing 

state, bereft of any compassion for human rights. However, hijacking the discussion and 

coverage of the Sino-African relationship and focusing on the foulest components, citizens and 

policymakers are denied the whole story. With a wholesale focus on the arms support for Sudan 

and Zimbabwe and other eye-grabbing, emotive issues, the benefits of the relationship- if noted 

at all- seem negligible compared to the casualties that could be avoided. If this is the conception 

that many onlookers have of the situation, it is not a reach to extrapolate that the world’s decision 

makers may be overly hostile to the increasingly warm relationship between the two regions. 

Barry Sautman underlines the ire that China is used to receiving from many influential sources in 

the West, pointing out that: 

US and UK politicians, as well as the media, often accuse China of predatory and 
unprincipled behavior in Africa. For example, a late 2005 report of the US Council of 
Foreign Relations (CFR) dwelt on Chinese support for Sudan and Zimbabwe’s regimes. 
It alleged that China was countering western pressures on African states to improve 
human rights abuses and governance, and charged China with unfair methods in bidding 
for contracts in Africa.30 

 

In addition, it is widely assumed that the US Government’s ostensible purpose behind the  

29 Bergevin, Olivier. “China/ Sudan: Unwavering Support for an Islamiscist Regime, The Symbol of A Great Leap… 
Backwards for Africa.” European Strategic Intelligence and Security Center. 24 November, 2006. 
30 Sautman, Barry. “Honour and Shame? China’s Africa Ties in Comparative Context.” The New Sinosphere: China 
in Africa. Institute for Public Policy Research. London: 2006. pp. 54-61. 
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founding of its new military command, AFRICOM, is to temper the growing Chinese influence 

in the region. This kind of distorted thinking can frustrate and confound efforts to extract the 

benefits from the new possibilities that such a relationship opens up. Instead of opposing China’s 

“African Safari,” we should explore ways to mitigate its most egregious negative effects. 

 

Some substantiated claims, however 

It is indeed, however, important to recognize the legitimacy of the critics’ claims. Many current 

indicators readily highlight obvious reasons to be less sanguine about the advertised ‘win-win’ 

nature of this relationship. When the veil of China’s benevolent rhetoric is removed, the bottom 

line is that they are in Africa purely for self interested motives. It is a conspicuous goal of 

China’s own development policy to groom companies to join the ranks of Fortune 500 

companies and be able to compete in the global market and reap massive windfalls of foreign 

reserves for the home government’s domestic development projects .6 The innately selfish 

motives of China’s ‘going out’ policy for its companies is often viewed as the underlying reason 

for its seeming lack regard for human rights abuses, environmental degradation and market 

disruption in different African countries. Chinese MNC’s in Africa, like all modes of FDI, do not 

internalize the negative externalities that their operations inevitably create. Thus, they will 

continue plunder, the argument goes, while Africans are forced to live in compromising and 

stressful living conditions. There is more than a kernel of truth in this criticism, as exemplified 

by some well-publicized empirical evidence. 

 

Poor working conditions at Chinese MNCs 

Chinese companies, especially in the mining sector have met with significant criticism over the  

6Alden, Chris. China in Africa.  Zed Books. London: 2007. p. 40. 
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prevailing employment policies and working conditions at their sites. These have been levied not 

only from the human rights watchdogs of the North- which is to be expected- but also from 

increasingly vehement voices within Africa. The case of Zambia provides an illuminating look 

into this phenomenon. According to Michel Chan-Fishel, “in 2005, an explosion at a BGRIMM 

mine was the biggest single accident in the history of the Zambian mining industry. BGRIMM is 

controlled and 60 percent owned by China Non Ferrous Metal Industries, a Chinese government-

owned company.”31 Not only are the working conditions very dangerous, but China compensates 

its workers at half the rate of other countries operating in Zambia- even India’s.33 The resentment 

against China’s “race to the bottom” business practices has boiled onto the national scene in 

Zambia, figuring into the country’s national election in 2006. The opposition leader, Michael 

Sata who ran on a platform of ejecting Chinese investors, barely lost to the incumbent, despite 

engendering widespread support for his anti-Sino message. The lesson to be learned for China 

and its subsidiaries is that it will not be able to pursue its unscrupulous and medieval form of 

capitalism much longer in Africa.  

 
Zambian mine workers demand better wages. Available 

http://www.stratfor.com/zambia_beijings_wage_dilemma. 8 Feb. 2008. 
 
 
  

33 “Zambia: Beijing’s Wage Dilemma.” Strategic Forecasting, Inc. 15 March, 2007. 
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Supporting Human Rights violators 

China is also famously implicated in several blatant human rights abuses perpetrated by 

unscrupulous regimes that do business with Chinese companies. The willingness of China to sell 

weapons to Mugabe’s Zimbabwe and Al-Bashir’s Sudan- to ruling parties known to use them to 

oppress their own citizens- is the strongest and most-used criticism against China’s supposed 

benevolent involvement in Africa.34 The sale of these weapons not only brings in a windfall of 

cash for China, but more importantly they help sweeten other political and economic deals- such 

as the 45 percent stake in an offshore oil and gas field in Nigeria in 2006- the China National 

Offshore Oil Corporation’s biggest overseas acquisition so far.34 This service is so highly valued 

by African regimes, because government sales of weapons to them is extremely scarce- Western 

companies have very prohibitive regulations on the sale of arms. China and the US export 

roughly the same amount of weapons to Africa, but there is a big difference in where China’s 

massive amounts of small arms go and how they are used. Curtis and Hickson of Saferworld 

highlight how China has employed other means to tacitly support extreme abuses: “Sudanese 

government forces are reported to have used Chinese oil facilities as bases to attack southern 

rebels near the oilfield, while Chinese-supplied helicopter gunships have been deployed in 

attacks against civilians, and are based at airstrips controlled by Chinese oil companies.”34 

 

Disregard for environmental standards 

In its frantic scramble for natural resources, China has attracted the same ire as Western 

companies for their exploitation and degradation of African environments. Chinas’ immunity and 

disregard for ‘reputational risk’ often move its companies to become involved in projects that are 

even more maligned than the former colonists. Chinese practices in acquiring timber are  

34 Curtis, Mark and Claire Hickson. “Arming and Alarming? Arms Exports, Peace and Security.” The New 
Sinosphere: China in Africa. Institute for Public Policy Research. London: 2006. pp. 37-46. 
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representative of their wholesale concern for immediate resource extraction- regardless of the 

environmental costs. In Mozambique, Chinese timber buyers collude with Mozambican business 

people to strip tropical hardwoods from forests at a rate that could see this precious resource 

exhausted in 5-10 years.35 China is also flouting established practices of basing infrastructure 

projects on robust reports of environmental and social impacts. For example, in a Zambian dam 

project, the Chinese company, Sinohydro told a Zambian state utility that “it was not how they 

did things in China.35 Western companies are strictly bound to regulations that necessitate 

lengthy environmental impact reports before a shovel strikes the dirt. Finally, China’s refusal to 

get on board with the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI) is illustrative of their 

prevailing view on environmental sensitivity and business transparency. The EITI’s aim is to 

increase transparency on revenue flows from companies to governments and government-linked 

entities for the oil, gas and mining industries.36 These industries are often implicated in 

corruption as it is relatively easy to extort money from companies wishing to work in Africa and 

fund extralegal activities with this windfall of money. Chinese companies have been accused of 

bribing governments to secure contracts and not disclosing the records of who they pay and for 

what. According to the Ethical Corporation,  “A number of campaigners are worried about 

China’s involvement in Africa, where there are already signs of China lowering the bar on 

transparency. An EITI official in Beijing admits the difficulty in arranging meetings with the 

Chinese on transparency matters.”37 With the well-documented degradation of Chinese coal-rich 

areas and destabilizing dam projects such as the Three-Gorges Dam, it is obvious that economic 

growth trumps these seemingly, more Western, concerns. One hopes, however, that Chinese FDI  

35 Lemos, Anabela and Daiel Ribeiro. “Taking Ownership or Just Changing Owners?” African Perspectives on 
China in Africa. Fahamu. Oxford: 2007. pp. 63-70. 
36 “The Extractive industries Transparency Initiative: Time to go global.” Global Witness. 16 October, 2006. 
37 “Extractive transparency: a long road ahead.” World Business Council for Sustainable Development. 27 
September, 2005. 
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does not simply transfer their unsustainable domestic living conditions to the African continent 

through the negligent policies of their state enterprises. 

 

Destabilizing African Markets 

Not only are China’s multinational corporations causing destabilizations in the social and 

economic environment of Africa, but so are the growing numbers of small and medium 

enterprises. When Chinese entrepreneurs and medium-sized businesses compete against local 

Africans in the market, the Chinese citizen’s absolute economic advantage usually prevails, 

resulting, at times, in bankruptcy and termination of Africans’ more vulnerably income-

generating business operations. Alden explains the factors and outcomes of Chinese retailers’ 

absolute comparative advantage over their African competitors. “Utilizing networks and supply 

chains back to the mainland, these smaller Chinese businesses are able to offer up low-cost (and 

sometimes low-quality) consumer products that drive out traditional suppliers .”6 With the lower 

tariffs and open doors to Chinese people and products that have accompanied China’s re-

emergence in Africa, this phenomenon is being felt with increasing harm across the African 

continent. I can personally attest to the attractiveness and ubiquity of Chinese merchants in 

African market stalls. On a recent trip to Kenya, I purchased a jacket from a Chinese merchant 

because of the cheap price I was able to get. I was impressed with how well adapted the 

merchant was to local bartering practices and later found out that I had been taken for a ride- the 

coat broke the following day. From South Africa to Nigeria to Kenya, textiles and imported 

clothes from China have threatened to put domestic companies out of business as well as 

prompting lay-offs, while Nigeria recently smarted from the closure of 80 percent of its textile 

factories and the lay-off of an estimated 250,000 workers due to ferocious Chinese competition.6  

6Alden, Chris. China in Africa.  Zed Books. London: 2007. p. 48, 49. 
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According to Raphael Kaplinsky of Open University, “A study of 96 micro, small and medium 

domestic producers reported that, as a consequence of Chinese competition, 28 percent were 

forced into bankruptcy, and 32 percent downsized their activity.”38 These harrowing statistics 

point, not only to deleterious effects in the short-term, but also present a roadblock for Africa’s 

long-term development. If China dominates the first rung on the ladder of development- light 

manufacturing- how will Africa ever make any headway into this, the only viable niche that they 

could feasibly develop a comparative advantage in? This question makes many observers less 

optimistic about the prospects for African development presented by China’s latest inroads. 

 

Preventing FDI spillovers 

Finally, it can be rightfully asserted that Chinese FDI operations on the African continent have 

negligible benefits for Africans living standards. As I personally viewed during my tour of a 

Chinese construction company’s site of a new sports stadium in Yaoundé, Cameroon, their 

service was cheap but it was transferring little in the way of jobs and knowledge to the locals. I 

was quite surprised to see military-style barracks a few hundred yards from the cranes that were 

assembling the scaffolding of the massive arena. When I asked the Cameroonian PR woman of 

the construction site about these barracks, she quickly explained that the Chinese companies 

brought over 100 workers with them to work on the project. The ratio of Chinese to local 

Cameroonian workers was over 3 to 1. In theory, FDI is an auspicious way to achieve 

development because of some specific positive externalities that are fallout from the direct 

service that the country pays for. Conventionally, it is hoped that locals will be hired by 

companies that are invited to operate in the country. More than the wages these people are paid, 

organizational and technological knowledge often spill over onto the workers. This  

38 Kaplinsky, Raphael. “Winners and Losers: China’s Trade Threats and Opportunities for Africa.” The New 
Sinosphere: China in Africa. Institute for Public Policy Research. London: 2006. pp. 12-22. 
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organizational and technology transfer benefits the society as a whole when these beneficiaries 

open their own companies and disseminate the precious knowledge that really can only be 

acquired by working for successful MNC’s and learning their practices and emulating them. 

However, China has been implementing policies that disallow this normal cycle. “In some cases, 

the ratio of Chinese expatriates to locals, contracted in Chinese-funded projects, is as high as 70 

percent Chinese to 30 percent local workers.”17 This may be a result of the heightened efficiency 

of Chinese workers and their familiarity with the process and the company, but the net effect is 

to stifle one method of sustainable value-added economic development. Although Africa is ripe 

with the unskilled workers who could benefit from working for multinational corporations with 

could be vital in making progress on the MDG’s, “So far the Chinese are not contributing 

significantly to this objective.”23

 

 

6. New Possibilities for Africa 

China’s November 2006 Forum on China-Africa Cooperation rang in the 50 year anniversary of 

modern Sino-African relations with Olympic-sized fanfare and hoopla, vaunting the win-win 

prospects for both sides of the table. The aforementioned pitfalls, however, have given many 

reasons for a more sobering look into the future of this partnership. These scenarios seem to 

prove that China in Africa will not augur well for the long-overdue development of the ‘dark 

continent’. To some it is just another unfulfilled promise in the long line of prospects that have 

failed Africa. To others, this is proof of China’s new position as the neo-colonial power in 

Africa, picking up where the Europeans left off and exploiting the land and people from Cairo to  

17Rocha, John. “Managing Natural Resource Wealth.” The New Sinosphere: China in Africa. Institute for Public 
Policy Research. London: 2006.  pp. 29- 36. 
23Chidaushe, Moreblessings. “China’s Grand Re-entrance into Africa- Mirage or Oasis?”   African Perspectives on 
China in Africa. Fahamu. Oxford: 2007. pp. 107-118. 
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the Cape and Dakar to Zanzibar for its insular development purposes- effectively under- 

developing Africa along the way. It is of this author’s view, however, that private gains and the 

profit motive are not mutually exclusive for third world development- even in Africa. One need 

only look to East Asia. The example is hackneyed, but despite beating this horse dead, it remains 

true that East Asia has realized sustainable development not from benevolent aid programs but 

from the self interest of Western companies who saw the opportunity to cut input costs by having 

Japanese then Chinese, and now Vietnamese low-skilled workers assemble their toys, clothes 

and now, computers. The development came slowly in Asia and given Africa’s shocking 

underdevelopment of its economic and political institutions, its growth will be even more fitful 

and delayed. However, this is no reason to give up. We will see how the benefits of China in 

Africa outweigh the costs that have just been enumerated. If all interested parties plan for the 

long-term, this historic interaction can be a boon for not just China, but Africa and, therefore, the 

world. This exploration of ‘what could be’- the almost-infinite possibilities that have never been 

present for Africa, does not apologize for any of China’s tactless and downright negligent 

policies in Sudan and Zimbabwe. However, it is important to take a step back and assess the 

ways that China is helping Africa and how this revolutionary paradigm could be exactly what 

Africa needs to develop, while addressing how the future relationship can be framed so that no 

new crises like those in Zimbabwe and Sudan are tacitly supported by the PRC. We will do just 

that in the following section. 

But increasingly, businesses from China to India are also pursuing strategies in Africa 
that are about far more than natural resources: in addition to rapidly modernizing 
industries, both countries have burgeoning middle classes with rising incomes and 
purchasing power whose members are increasingly buying Africa’s light manufactured 
products, household consumer goods, and processed foods and using its back-office 
services, tourism facilities, and telecommunications. Fundamental differences in 
resource, labor, and capital endowments of Africa and Asia make them complimentary 
business partners- meaning that the trend will likely to be sustained. This is good news, 
because the boom is a potentially pivotal opportunity for African countries to move 
beyond their traditional reliance on single-commodity exports and move up from the 
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bottom of the international product chain, especially if growth-enhancing opportunities 
for trade and investment with the North continue to be as limited as they have been 
historically.26 

 

 

Benefits outweigh costs 

Despite the many negative pitfalls of the relationship between Africa and China which we have 

just discussed, overwhelming evidence points to the inspirational argument that the long-term 

benefits actually outweigh the short-term disruptions that we are currently witnessing. As with 

any historic process, Africa’s development is one of fits and starts. To scuttle the current trend, 

because of these temporary destabilizations would be imprudent-squandering an opportunity that 

may never return. The process is not inexorable and African leaders and Western countries have 

the ability to instill isolationism to protect Africans from the perceived threat from China. This 

would be a massive misdeed to Africans, however. We need to understand the many new 

opportunities that are being provided if we are to recognize the need to support this relationship 

and work within it to ensure that the 21st century is better than the 20th in Africa. In this section 

we will explore how the benefits outweigh the costs and the ways that Africa looks to move up 

the product chain- one of the most important factors of historically sustainable economic 

development- and eventually out of poverty. 

 

More tactful on human rights issues 

First, we must put all of the negative aspects of the relationship into context, recognizing that the 

situation would likely be just as bad, or even worse, if Africa did not have such as strong 

relationship with China. On the human rights front, it is unlikely that Africa’s situation would 

improve much even if you subtracted China’s penchant for dealing with rogue pariah states that  

26 Broadman, Harry G. “Africa’s Silk Road: China and India’s New Frontier.” World Bank, 2006. 
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seemingly have little regard for a significant amount of their populations from the equation. 

Indeed, China is not as uniquely detrimental to good governance in Africa as the conventional 

wisdom posits. The US is equally culpable of keeping ‘bad guys’ in power throughout the past 

40 years in Africa, however, the current media frenzy over China in Africa seems to forget this 

important factor. Barry Sautman remembers, “For example, the US has close ties with to such 

longstanding petro-dictators such as Teodoro Obiang Ngeuma of Equatorial Guinea and Chad’s 

Idriss Deby, as well as with key Sudanese officials. Some of the US’s African allies display 

‘competitive authoritarianism’, through questionable elections and repression of opponents.”30 

The Western version of dictator support is , thus more tactful- refusing to ally with countries that 

blatantly flout international human rights law- especially when their under the scrutinizing eye of 

the global body politic. There is good reason to believe that, just like China’s internal snail pace 

of democratic entrenchment, they will slowly begin to respect these more tactful relations in their 

international affairs that deny oil contracts to blatant rights abusers. We have already seen hints 

of a change in China’s unflinching policy of non-intervention that has gotten them embroiled in 

internationally-detested relationships with the worlds’ most notorious pariah states. Given their 

longstanding reputation as a world power that has the power to flout international norms when in 

its national interest, it was surprising to many when China refrained from using their veto on the 

August, 2006 Security Council vote to create a peacekeeping force in Sudan.39 This seemingly 

passive abstention however is a revolutionary change in China’s foreign policy that has long 

denounced international peacekeeping efforts, which it sees as a slippery slope to intervention in 

its own domestic civil strife in the region of Tibet. Even more importantly, China dispatched 135 

peacekeeping forces into Sudan in December, 2007- proving it is amenable to the international  

30 Sautman, Barry. “Honour and Shame? China’s Africa Ties in Comparative Context.”   The New Sinosphere: 
China in Africa. Institute for Public Policy Research. London: 2006. pp. 54-61. 
39 “China- Russia- Qatar abstain in vote to create UN peacekeeping force in Sudan.” United Nations Radio Online. 

ugust 31, 2006. A 
will even after years of staunch support of Khartoum.  
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Chinese peacekeepers prepare for Sudan. Available 

http://www.sudantribune.com/IMG/jpg/Chinese_peacekeepers-3.jpg. 8 Nov. 2007. 
 

This was a big step after China’s long history of unflinching non-intervention. According to 

Chris Alden and Paula Cristina Roque of The South African institute for International Affairs, 

“Conscious that it needed to behave as a responsible power commensurate with its new standing, 

Beijing has embarked on a period of unprecedented international activism with African being a 

key proving ground.”40 China’s more artful foreign policy is not secluded to its actions within the 

UN, however. To the pleasant surprise of many, the PRC removed its diplomatic and economic 

cover of Zimbabwe, announcing just last August that it was “dropping all assistance except 

humanitarian aid.” after two years of being one of the last remaining supporter of the 

increasingly violent and isolated regime.41 This more sophisticated foreign policy that balances 

the doctrine of “non- compliance” with some respect for international pressures is slowly 

replacing China’s former archaic and clumsy approach. In hindsight, the current crumbling of the 

ZANU-PF- the ruling party whose policies have turned Zimbabwe from breadbasket into basket 

case- could one day be seen as the first result of China’s progression into a more responsible 

international actor. The future of this relationship is bound to see more such success stories- and 

less disdainful entanglements with brutish regimes as China itself develops and becomes more  

40 Alden, Chris and Cristina Paula Roque. “What China’s New Activism in UN Means for Africa.” Business Day. 4 
December, 2007.  
41 Karimakwenda, Tererai. “Zimbabwe: China to Wthdraw Support from Mugabe Regime.” SW Radio Africa 
Online. 31 August, 2007. 
sensitive to the international limelight on the ‘great power’ stage.  
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A pragmatic approach to labor standards 

As for the labor standards of Chinese companies in Africa, often decried by the West, the picture 

is not as bleak as it is often made out to be and demands a realistic perspective through which to 

view it. The criticisms of China’s labor practices are somewhat unfounded as Chris Alden posits:  

 
A comparative study (‘China’s interest and activity in Africa’s construction and 
infrastructure sectors’) of Chinese construction firms operating in four African countries 
found, however, that, contrary to widespread perceptions, these companies actively 
employed Africans, in some cases comprising up to 80 percent of their labor force. While 
the bulk of these employees were casual labor, there are notable instances of Africans 
achieving managerial status in Chinese companies.6  

 

This study effectively quiets concerns that many have about Chinese companies simply sending 

their on citizens to work on projects in Africa, given the higher certainty of these workers. As the 

relationship develops, China will inevitably begin to hire more and more Africans, which will 

allow African countries to realize the most beneficial outcome for host nations of FDI- transfer 

of technology and know-how, not to mention lower unemployment rates. It is irrational to expect 

many Chinese firms, after a few years in Africa to trust the locals enough to manage- or even 

work on- their operations. However, this looks to change, given the lower costs of hiring 

Africans as more learn Mandarin at the numerous ‘Confucius Institutes’ blossoming at many 

African universities42 and, simply, the growing familiarity between Africans and Chinese. 

However, the critics will shoot back with a moral appeal that reverberates with many 

Westerner’s perception of the right to a living wage. It is true that no real economic advancement 

will come about unless Africans are compensated for their work at a rate that enables them to 

improve their lot. Again, as China grows and becomes more familiar with business in Africa, it  

6Alden, Chris. China in Africa.  Zed Books. London: 2007. 
42 “China to open more Confucius Institutes to meet demands.” People’s Daily Online. 21 June, 2006. 
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will offer higher compensation packages, competitive with Western companies. Already, China 

looks amenable to change when its prevailing practices are unacceptable to the majority. Last 

month for example, China agreed to increase wages paid to Zambian workers at the Chambishi 

mine from $71-$114 per month to $85-$128 per month.33 This seemingly negligible change will 

put all workers, however, at or above the average income of all Zambians. While it seems only a 

short term solution, this flexibility of Chinese companies signals that they are in for the long 

haul- hopefully to a point where they are developed and experienced in Africa enough to provide 

significantly better conditions and significantly better pay. However, we must remember that this 

process takes a long time to achieve and is one that even the Europeans- whose companies were 

similarly embroiled in labor disputes at their Zambian mines- are not perfect at after hundreds of 

years of experience on the continent.  

 
Chinese and Chadian workers at an oil site. Available 

http://www.nytimes.com/2007/08/13/world/africa/13chinaafrica.html?_r=1&oref=slogin. 1 Apr 2008. 
 

The truth remains that the increased employment opportunities provided by Chinese corporations 

is an undeniable boon to African Development. As Robert Guest, African Editor of The 

Economist bluntly puts it, “being exploited is better than not being exploited.”43 Apologetic 

Westerners often make knee-jerk unfounded claims that MNC’s pay Africans too little for the  

33 “Zambia: Beijing’s Wage Dilemma.” Strategic Forecasting, Inc. 15 March, 2007. 
43 Guest, Robert. The shackled Continent: Power, Corruption and African Lives. Smithsonian. New York: 2004. 
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poor conditions they work in. However, this is unfairly foisting our own standards on Africa. 

Africans don’t need any more coddling and outside prescriptions of what is best for them. While 

its true that many Africans working for Chinese companies could not even afford a daily lunch at 

most restaurants in Beijing. However, they do not live in Beijing, where the cost of living is 

much higher. The wages they make are meager in the West’s perspective, but it is well over the 

average for their needs where they live. As long as Africans line up to take jobs at the rates that 

Chinese companies are willing to pay, this trend will continue. As more jobs are created, the 

average wage will rise with an increased scarcity of labor. This is how Africa will develop. 

Instead of writing off Chinese investment as exploitative, we should let Africans themselves 

decide if they are being taken advantage of. Until this is decided, it is clear that China is 

providing something that Africans want and allowing them to be active agents in their own 

development, hoisting themselves out of poverty, without owing anything back.  

 

Signs of better environmental stewardship 

In a similar vein, the Chinese are not inflicting an untenable burden on Africa’s environment as 

their companies extract raw materials such as logs, minerals and oil. The Chinese companies, 

with their significant state backing, are able to issue operations in areas that are prohibited to 

Western companies because of the perceived risk and concerns about human rights and 

environmental assessments. This provides Africa with a service that has the potential to provide 

it with a windfall of FDI, jobs and foreign reserves- exactly what Africa needs to develop. And, 

because of the conventional concerns and, simply, its geography and history, Africa is the least-

exploited continent in the world and it could definitely benefit from increased extraction of its 

large endowment of natural resources. Indeed, Cameroonian development consultant, Charles 

Linjap agreed with this conclusion in a discussion I had with him last summer. People are slowly 
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realizing that there is an efficient level of exploitation that allows both China and Africa to reap 

maximum benefits from their different resources. Theory aside, it appears that China is already 

beginning to internalize and take stock of some of the concerns volleyed at it. In 2005, Chinese 

Vice Premier, Zeng Peivan made a speech in Nairobi to unveil China’s new proposals on 

environmental cooperation with Africa, going as far to state that, “the Chinese Government is 

willing to provide training programs on environmental protection for environmental officials and 

specialists from African countries under the African Human Resources Development Fund of the 

Forum on China-Africa Cooperation.”44 This talk does not even mean that anything significant in 

China’s actions will change anytime soon but it does give a strong indication that the PRC is 

beginning to take these concerns into serious consideration- pointing to its dedication to long-

term engagement with the continent.  

 

Winds of change from the Exim bank 

In addition to these promising signs, winds of change seem to be emanating from the upper 

echelons of China’s Ex-Im bank, the ECA that tacitly finances the safaris of Chinese companies 

in African countries. The status quo of disregard for African internal affairs, thus, may not be as 

rigid as once thought. According to Linden J. Ellis of the Wilson Center, a Washington-based 

think tank, “Domestic politics within China are notably changing in ways that could promote 

more responsible investment by China Exim.”25 Some notable examples of these small, yet 

important changes indicate that Ellis’ claims may not be that far from reality. Namely, in January 

2007, Cheng Siwei, the vice-chairman of the standing committee of China’s National People’s  

44 Speech given by Zeng Pieyan to the Conference on China-Africa Cooperation in Environmental Protection. 
FOCAC Online. 25 February, 2005. 
25 Ellis, Linden J. “China Exim bank in Africa.” Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars; Events at the 
center. 22 March, 2007. 
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Congress, declared that Chinese companies would be officially sanctioned if they shirked their 

social responsibilities.25 This discussion of corporate social responsibility has long been 

conspicuously absent in Chinese domestic and foreign policy discussion. This statement, 

however, send a positive message, validating the Sino-optimists who have long opined that, as 

China develops peacefully, regardless of internal politics, it will begin to become a more 

responsible global partner. The Exim bank has also made signs of flexibility to absolve their 

valuable new partnership in Africa of criticism on human rights and environmental issues more 

specifically. In March 2007, China’s National Development and Reform Commission took 

Sudan (and eight other countries) off the list of resource rich countries that could receive soft 

loans- loans with below-market or preferential rates of interest- from China Exim.25 The bank 

also adopted environmental procedures in November 2004, and in its 2005 Annual Report the 

bank noted that it would “spare no efforts to establishing a harmonious society within and 

beyond China.”25 Apparently, the criticisms that have barraged China regarding its indirect 

implication in lax environmental standards and, more importantly, the Darfur genocide have 

affected a slight shift from China’s inveterate belief that it should not mettle in countries with 

which it does business. It all comes down to what China sees is in its self-interest- and this is not 

necessarily bad for Africa. As Chinese companies develop and announce their IPO on the 

world’s stock market, they must begin to listen to the wishes of their stockholders. The 

international campaign to divest from companies linked to Sudan began at US universities and 

has led to Warren Buffet’s Berkshire Hathaway to sell all of its shares in PetroChina, the listed 

arm of China National Petroleum Corporation, Sudan's largest oil partner.45 This is powerful, 

given that Berkshire Hathaway was previously the largest US shareholder in the company and  

25 Ellis, linden J. “China Exim bank in Africa.” Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars; Events at the 
center. 22 March, 2007. 
45 “Berkshire Hathaway Sells PetroChina!” Sudan Divestment Taskforce; Announcements. 17 October, 2007. 
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Buffet had long been an outspoken critic of the Sudan divestment campaign. Thus, it appears that 

the Chinese must be able to make significant changes in their business practices if they wish to 

be a successful player in the modern global economy that is more responsive to the investors and 

the public than ever before. Such incremental responses to external pressures will yield a future 

Chinese business plan that preemptively takes these concerns into consideration before it even 

attempts to utilize practices that hurt Africans. Many onlookers go even further to claim that, as 

we have seen in the development of all modern, industrialized nations, there are considerable 

benefits to moving from the production of generic goods for export to unique, premium brands 

and intellectual property. China is on the precipice of making this major development leap. Not 

only would it allow China to move up to the next rung of the development ladder, but it would 

entail the added benefit of making Chinese companies less willing to extract the raw inputs for 

their brand companies from African states that are repressive and in ways that neglect human 

rights and the environment. As Obiorah claims, “Chinese companies operating globally will thus 

become more vulnerable to ‘naming-and-shaming’ pressure from NGOs, particularly in western 

consumer markets.”14 This clearly shows that China’s touting its “win-win” nature of 

involvement in Africa is not far from reality. As China itself develops, it is beginning to realize 

that it cannot exploit the continent unjustly and try to be a part of the existing global economy as 

a responsible player. Reputation risk is slowly becoming a variable that Chinese companies also 

assess. This will undoubtedly lead to more of the incremental improvements in Chinese policy 

that we have already begun to witness. These latest developments, coupled with the competition 

China fosters and the myriad ways it is able to be a more appropriate partner than the West ever 

was for Africa will finally open the door for Africans to lift themselves out of poverty- the only 

way that this long-held goal will ever come to fruition. 

14 Obiorah, Ndubisi.  “From China with Love, Trade and Guns; A Human Rights Perspective on China in Africa.” 
The New Sinosphere: China in Africa. Institute for Public Policy Research. London: 2006. pp. 47-53. 
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7. How China is Better for Africa Than the West 

Fostering competition 

In a 2007 article about the havoc that China is wrecking throughout Africa, Ian Taylor, like many 

before him- and many surely to follow- claimed that “the very last thing that the African 

continent needs is another set of exploiters.”46 We will now look at the power of competition in 

economic development and why China’s entrance as Africa’s newest “exploiter” is exactly what 

Africa needs. In the seminal work Africa Unchained, world-renowned Ghanaian economist, 

George Ayittey of American University in Washington D.C., proffers far too many examples of 

how clientalism, tribalism, and nepotism team up in Africa to produce emasculated economies 

with little to no productive competition or incentives for entrepreneurship.47 Successful 

companies are often run by the incompetent kin of a cabinet minister and are only successful 

because of the abominable kickbacks and market-distorting subsidies that they receive. In such a 

bastardized form of capitalism where the well-connected, not those most nimble and responsive 

to consumer tastes, prosper, efficiency is never achieved. This is one of the reasons that many 

Africans are unemployed and the nations companies don’t produce the things that would make 

their lives better off. Competition breeds innovation, development and prosperity. However, in 

Africa competition in the market is often stymied by government policies that favor connected 

tribes, families or individuals over the majority of the population. The resulting enterprises do 

not need to innovate in the face of fierce competition so they produce things that people do not 

even want. This doesn’t happen in places where citizens are free from such institutionalized 

destructive policies. This is why the Heritage Foundation publishes a yearly report of economic 

freedom. 

46 Taylor, Ian. “China’s Environmental Footprint in Africa.” China Dialogue Online. 2 February, 2007. 
47 Ayittey, George B.N. “Africa Unchained: The Blueprint for Africa’s Future.” Palgrave-Mcmillan. New York: 
2004. 
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Figure 4: Competition raises prosperity 

Source: Heritage Foundation/ Wall Street Journal’s economic freedom index.  
 

In Figure 4, it is obvious that the competition that economic freedom fosters is a boon to the 

country as a whole (Heritage Foundation). It is already becoming clear, according to a recent 

report by the World Bank, that China’s debut in Africa is beginning to re-invigorate a sense of 

competition long been stagnant or non-existent in many atrophied economies. As Broadman of 

the World Bank observes, “domestic competition matters significantly in explaining the 

performance of firms operating in Africa—regardless of nationality—both in terms of 

productivity and international integration through exports.” And, “there is a clear role played by 

the entry of Chinese and Indian investors in fostering domestic competition in African 

markets.”26 The imports and foreign entries from China that are causing consternation for many 

African businesses that have been able to keep afloat for years despite their mediocrity. These 

seemingly threatening imports and foreign entries foster competition in African markets, which 

provides an invaluable to the development of the economy in the long run. The sectors in Africa  

 
26 Broadman, Harry G. “Africa’s Silk Road: China and India’s New Frontier.” World Bank, 2006. 
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that exhibit more competition attract more FDI because the companies in such sectors have been 

forced to innovate and develop into dynamic companies that show potential to retain their 

competitive advantage over time- always a good investment. These companies are juxtaposed 

with inefficient companies that are coddled but eventually forced out of the market in the face of 

competition. These same industries also tend to be successful internationally through exports for 

the same reasons. Sliding by the stiff competition at home, with Chinese and often Indian 

companies in the mix, prepares African companies then to able to withstand the vagaries that the 

global economy presents. For example, one South African blanket manufacturer focuses on 

producing blankets at the higher end in the quality range so that it can effectively differentiate 

itself from low-quality blankets imported from China, locally referred to as “Wash and Cry.” 

Furthermore, African companies can actually be made more efficient and sustainable even in the 

face of foreign competition because of their increased access to cheaper inputs from China.26  

 

 

Figure 5: Foreign import competition promote exports 
Source: Broadman, Harry G. “Africa’s Silk Road: China and India’s New Frontier.”  

World Bank, 2006. 
 

This dynamic, of course, appears to differentiate across sectors and firm size. Sectors such as 

agriculture and food, machinery, nondurable, non-construction services, and textiles face tougher  

26 Broadman, Harry G. “Africa’s Silk Road: China and India’s New Frontier.” World Bank, 2006. 
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competition from Chinese imports than do other sectors. Also, larger firms tend to face more 

competition from the East than smaller firms do.26 Both of these findings point to auspicious 

future outcomes for Africa if the Chinese continue competing with them on their continent. Since 

foreign competition bodes well for a country’s exports (see Figure 5), the fact that China’ s main 

sectors of competition with African firms are in the more value-added sectors of the economy 

indicates that this competition will often spawn highly-efficient African companies that can 

expand abroad and yield huge windfalls of foreign reserves for their nations. The fact that most 

of the competition from China is affecting large companies is also good because the big African 

companies that can make it through the competition will also be able to achieve the necessary 

scale to service a global or regional market. Opportunities like this have never been in front of 

Africa because Western companies do not usually compete directly with African companies in 

the domestic markets in Africa. The fact that China is still a developing country again proves 

beneficial for the future implications of African development prospects and yet another testament 

to the fact that China can help ‘develop’ Africa while seeking to exploit for its own self-

interested motives.  Not only does China provide rejuvenated competition for Africa, but because 

of its unique nature as a fellow developing country it is able to benefit Africa in numerous ways 

that the West cannot. 

 

China provides all new opportunities for Africa 

The most important aspects and those with the most potential for African development arise from 

China’s current position as a developing nation. Indeed, the United States and Europe have a 

much stronger presence and ability to do business with the African continent, purely because of  

 
26 Broadman, Harry G. “Africa’s Silk Road: China and India’s New Frontier.” World Bank, 2006. 
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their economic might and advancement on the learning curve of global economic interactions. 

When these Western engage with Africa, it is to extract commodities, yielding no sustainable 

economic development impact for Africa. China, on the other hand, is known to couple this 

resource extraction with trade in complementary goods that are accessible to many Africans and 

the infrastructural improvements that enhance the profitability of their FDI and the opportunities 

for average Africans, producing a much more harmonious relationship and one that has huge 

potential for African economic development. The Chinese model of development and its FDI and 

bilateral trade with Africa are the main vectors for this development. First, we will explore how 

the model of development now being exported to the South by China is much more appropriate 

for Africa than the Washington Consensus and the World Bank’s corresponding “structural 

adjustment”.  

 

A better development model 

Even without the tangible benefits provided by Chinese FDI and trade, the PRC exports a whole 

new way of thinking about and actually achieving, development. In many policy circles, the 

“Beijing Consensus” is beginning to supplant the “Washington Consensus” as the preferred 

method for economic advancement in Africa.38  Since the early 1990’s, North-South relations 

have been defined by the “Washington Consensus”- a set of policy prescriptions such as 

privatization, deregulation and floating exchange rates that thought to yield economic 

development in the Global South. International Financial Institutions (IFIs) such as the World 

Bank and the IMF made their loans and projects in the developing world contingent on these 

countries swallowing the pill of the infamous Washington-inspired “conditionalities”. It is 

38 Kaplinsky, Raphael. “Winners and Losers: China’s Trade Threats and Opportunities for Africa.” The New 
Sinosphere: China in Africa. Institute for Public Policy Research. London: 2006. pp. 12-22. 



Reichenbacher 53

widely held in the academic world that these policies failed to realize development, especially in 

Africa and have ensured that many heavily-indebted nations in Africa may forever be beholden 

to the IFIs of the West. The reason is the logical fallacy innate in the attempted implementation 

of the “Washington Consensus” in the developing world. To be sure, the policies that it forced on 

nascent, underdeveloped countries were the result of hundreds of years of state and institutional 

development in the West that ultimately laid the foundations for these policies to succeed in a 

rapidly globalizing world. Developing countries do not share this history and thus, the policies 

have failed Africa. Regarding the World Bank’s failure in Africa, Jeffrey Sachs said: “For 25 

years, the bank tried to get governments out of agriculture, leaving impoverished peasants to 

fend for themselves. The result has been a disaster in Africa, with farm productivity stagnant for 

decades. The bank also pushed for privatisation of national health systems, water utilities, and 

road and power networks, and grossly underfinanced these critical sectors.”48 Prevailing 

contextual economic factors in Africa made it ill-prepared to float its currencies and privatize its 

vital industries. Apparently, what is good for the West is not necessarily what’s good for the 

Rest. Thankfully, China’s reach into Africa has begun to provide a refreshing alternative. In an 

article for the Guardian titled, “China’s lessons for the World Bank”, world-renowned 

development economist Jeffrey Sachs juxtaposes China’s recent hosting of the 2006 meeting of 

the African Development Bank with the World Bank’s highly-publicized failures. Sachs 

highlighted a key point of difference that the “Beijing Consensus” provides: At the meeting, 

“Chinese officials stressed the crucial role of public investments, especially in agriculture and 

infrastructure, to lay the basis for private-sector-led growth.”48 This is exactly how China has 

been able to achieve its awe-inspiring rates of economic growth and its stultifying jump out of 

poverty- not the neo-classical policies pushed by the West. “Unlike the Chinese,” he goes on,  

48 Sachs, Jeffrey. “China’s lessons for the World Bank.” Guardian Unlimited Online. 24 May, 2007. 
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“the bank has too often forgotten the most basic lessons of development, preferring to lecture the 

poor and force them to privatise basic infrastructure, rather than to help the poor to invest in 

infrastructure and other crucial sectors.”48 Indeed, China’s support allows Africa to go back to 

the basics of development, which, if handled efficiently can help African nations develop into 

more prosperous places that are able to find success in the global economy where the West’s 

prescription will then become truly important. Not only does China embolden African leaders on 

this fundamental development paradigm, so simple, yet distinct from the West’s, but it also 

provides some of the much-needed financial support for these projects. For example, China has 

been assisting African governments in substantial ways in agriculture, roads, education, power 

and health- infrastructure advancements that will help Africans make better lives for themselves 

and Chinese companies reap more profits in Africa. This positive-feedback cycle allows Africa 

to develop on their own terms- not those dictated by their former colonial masters in an eerily-

similar way to how they were forcefully ruled for decades. China is able to finance such 

assistance in greater relative terms than the US, for example, because they are not cash-strapped. 

China appears vibrant and promising in comparison to the stagnant West as it announced (and 

subsequently exceeded) in 2003 to cancel outstanding debt worth US $1.27 billion to 31 African 

countries, increase trade to US $28 billion, and reduce tariffs on 190 goods exported by the 28 

poorest African countries.6 In Angola, for example, China has recently provided approximately 

US $6 billion to finance the reconstruction of Angola’s transportation infrastructure ravaged 

during the nation’s destructive civil war.6 These massive packages help China secure deals as 

well as helping the client countries improve the necessary base for their development on the 

cheap. Ironically, it is China’s trade surplus with the West that affords it the ability to utilize its 

surplus of foreign reserves to help Africa and itself in Africa. In  

48 Sachs, Jeffrey. “China’s lessons for the World Bank.” Guardian Unlimited Online. 24 May, 2007. 
6Alden, Chris. China in Africa.  Zed Books. London: 2007. p. 31, p. 44. 
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addition, China’s new development paradigm for Africa levels the playing field between donor 

and recipient- providing Africa with more agency in its development. Linden J. Ellis deftly 

highlights the equalized partnership that was just not possible between a long-industrialized West 

and an agrarian, developing Africa. 

While IFIs now prioritize environmental guidelines to protect citizens in developing 
countries, Bosshard stressed that the strict privatization conditions imposed by IFIs also 
have caused great instability and harm in some African countries. By only requiring 
recipient countries to agree to the One-China principle rather than economic policies, 
China Exim has created a better balance of power between donor and borrowing 
governments.25 

 

As these policies produce a more prosperous base polity in Africa that is truly plugged into the 

global economy, then they can stomach Washington’s policies to streamline their economies and 

reach a new level of development that makes these policies necessary. In addition, the 

governance conditions that are forced on countries that do business with the West unjustly asks 

them to adhere to the standards of the developed world, despite lacking a robust institutional 

framework for true democracy and less corruption to be sustainable goals. As many researchers 

have previously addressed, this mixes up the conventional pattern of state development.  As 

citizens become richer, democratic institutions become entrenched, eventually leading to all the 

trappings of advanced, developed countries. Instead of focusing first on forcing democracy 

where it has no roots, China’s involvement in Africa first allows competition to foster innovation 

and profits in markets, which yield a more wealthy and educated populace that is able to demand 

good governance and true democracy from its leaders. China itself is still on this path and it also 

appears to be a more applicable one for Africa. Causing more direct impact in Africa has been 

China’s tangible and complementary booms in both trade and FDI in Africa. Again, China’s  

49

25 Ellis, Linden J. “China Exim bank in Africa.” Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars; Events at the 
center. 22 March, 2007. 
49 Pei, Minxin. “Economic Institution, Democracy and Development.” Carnegie Endowment For International Peace. 
1999. 
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unique characteristics make these two factors much more beneficial for Africa than trade and  

FDI from the West ever have been.  

 

Chinese trade complementarities in Africa 

On the whole, it appears that Chinese trade linkages with Africa, which looks to rise to the tune 

of $100 billion in the next year- are a boon to Africa’s long-term development prospects. Earlier, 

we saw how some African manufactures have gone under in the face of competition with cheap 

Chinese imports. It is true that Africa just cannot compete with some areas in which China owns 

the niche- no one can. However, what we will find is that African companies can carve out their 

own niche of comparative advantage, with help from their supposed competitors, the Chinese. 

First, the indirect trade impacts on Africa of China’s recent insatiable appetite to fuel its ardent 

productivity are positive for Africa. As China accounts for almost all of the increase in global 

consumption of commodities- and recently food- the prices for these exports on the world 

market. This not only helps Africa but all countries standing at a lower level of development, 

where commodity exports tend to represent a large portion of the country’s revenues. Many 

detractors however have pointed to rising commodity prices in Africa as leading to a nearby 

scourge of ‘Dutch Disease’- the curse of high exchange rates that befalls many resource-

bountiful nations when the price of their exported commodities skyrockets. The problem with 

higher exchange rates is that they cause the country’s non-commodity tradable exports to 

become prohibitively expensive in the global market- a death sentence for many countries who 

wish to diversify as a way to realize more sustainable and widespread development. This does 

not always have to happen.50 If Africa uses the windfall of cheap imports to enhance its key 

industries more efficient while global commodity prices are high, then they will be able to  

50 Powell, Bill. “Curing the ‘Dutch Disease.’” Time Online; What’s Next in 2008.
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overcome the worst effects of this economic illness- just as Norway did in the 20th century. We 

will see how Chinese imports especially can complement the diversification of Africa’s economy 

later in this section. The second indirect effect is the reduction in global prices for manufactured 

goods with China’s efficient and massive production of such goods. This not only leaves African 

consumers with more money in their pockets and keeps inflation low but it has direct 

implications for Africa’s road to becoming a home of modernized economies.38  

 

Due to China’s ability to provide Africa with inexpensive imports that so many citizens have 

never had access to, this shift lends itself to many complements for Africa’s own economic 

development, China-style. As Alden posits, 

China-sourced imports into Africa have substituted for traditional suppliers, often 
providing much cheaper and more appropriate products than those sourced from high-
income economies of Europe, North America and Japan. In addition, much of Africa’s 
clothing exports use Chinese fabrics. These imports suggest little displacement of 
domestic production, few negative impacts on employment and local production, and a 
boon to consumers.6 

 
This dynamic is important at both the small and large scales. As Africans import manufactured 

goods like small machines, textiles and simple electrical appliances. Stories abound in Nigerian 

of small entrepreneurs importing Chinese auto parts and eventually manufacturing these parts 

themselves as they climb the learning curve of production.6 As Africans have more exposure to 

these goods and begin to see how easy they are to make, they will begin to take advantage of the 

even lower labor costs and begin manufacturing light goods on the African continent. Much as 

Japanese investment and Chinese trading networks fomented the unprecedented development of 

South-East Asia, today China’s trade and FDI in Africa may inevitable lead to Africa’s own local 

light manufacturing industry in a production cycle process called the ‘flying geese’ paradigm.6  

38 Kaplinsky, Raphael. “Winners and Losers: China’s Trade Threats and Opportunities for Africa.” The New 
Sinosphere: China in Africa. Institute for Public Policy Research. London: 2006. pp. 12-22. 
6Alden, Chris. China in Africa.  Zed Books. London: 2007. 
 



Reichenbacher 58

This is simply the natural progression of labor and the production cycle- as labor costs increase  

in the developed world, some industries are transplanted to take advantage of lower factor costs.  

This paradigm and China’s involvement in African industry and trade bodes well for future 

African development and modernization. As China exports more goods to Africa, Africans will 

find more ways for these cheaper complementary goods to help cut costs in their own businesses. 

For example, China’s growing car companies have been making significant headway in the 

highly price-sensitive African car market, where usually used European cars are sold. For 

example in Senegal, Pape Seck is ale to save $100,000 on cars for his construction company.6 As 

African companies and entrepreneurs find more opportunities to find cheap Chinese 

complements to source their business, they are increasingly able to provide the goods and 

services that make Africans’ lives better, for cheaper. More so, it appears that as China’s middle 

class continues to grow exponentially, Africa’s value-added exports to the will rise to meet the 

increased demand. As Broadman posits, “China and India are beginning to import from Africa 

more than fuels and minerals and metals products; their imports now include commodities (such 

as cotton or food products) hat have undergone some labor-intensive processing in Africa and 

will be further processed in Asia in preparation for industrial or consumer use.”51 This slow but 

steady development is surely aided by Chinese trade and FDI to the continent. The benefits of 

this shift on development cannot be understated. Instead of depending on the uncertainty 

associated with agriculture, more Africans will be able to enter the growing modern sector where 

wages are higher and also secondary effects of lower birth rates are common. 

 

Undoubtedly, Africa will face the fierce competition and some inevitable failure as it climbs the 

steep learning curve of manufacturing and embarks on true development in the global economy-  

6Alden, Chris. China in Africa.  Zed Books. London: 2007. 
51 Broadman, Harry G. “China and India Go To Africa.” Foreign Affairs. Vol. 87, No. 2. March/ April 2008. 
 



Reichenbacher 59

these ephemeral vicissitudes are hallmarks of economic development. Instead of shying away 

from this competition, Africa should exploit it to complement its abilities, always keeping in 

mind the long term benefits to be reaped by the greater society. Such thinking in the long run 

will help Africa achieve its economic goals in the coming decades.  

 

Chinese FDI complementarities for Africa 

In addition to the direct effects of Chinese trade on the development prospects of Africa, it 

appears that Chinese FDI in Africa similarly has significant ability to affect the ascension of 

Africa on the ladder of development. Indeed, Chinese FDI in Africa has significant effects on the 

countries ability to export. As Broadman claims, “Asian FDI in Africa targets various trading 

opportunities using Africa as the production base; examples include natural resources for 

overseas markets and construction services for local markets, as well as trade-facilitation service 

providers.”26 Thus, China’s FDI significantly complements Africa’s own ability to export goods 

that China needs for its own gain. Indeed, in Africa FDI seems to be complementing, rather than 

substituting for the very important bilateral trade flows and this pattern is even more pronounced 

in non-oil-exporting countries (see Figure 6).26 

 

This dynamic gives an especially sanguine outlook on Africa’s development prospects as we see 

the increasingly value-added types of operations that their FDI is flowing to. For example, in the 

last few years, Broadman points out that China’s FDI flows have been diversifying in terms of  

recipient country and sector. Apparel, agroprocessing, power generation, tourism, road 

construction and telecommunications have seen huge rises in FDI.51 These value-added sectors 

offer more sustainable possibilities for African advancement because they often lead to the 

26 Broadman, Harry G. “Africa’s Silk Road: China and India’s New Frontier.” World Bank, 2006. 
51 Broadman, Harry G. “China and India Go To Africa.” Foreign Affairs. Vol. 87, No. 2. March/ April 2008. 
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Figure 6: Chinese trade complements African trade. 

Source: Broadman, Harry G. “Africa’s Silk Road: China and India’s New Frontier.”  
World Bank, 2006. 

 
transmission of more valuable advances in technology and skills than the traditional primary 

sector FDI that the continent is used to. Also, it appears that this FDI channels open the door for 

African companies to plug themselves into global network trade routes, influenced by the 

Chinese companies’ own linkages. According to Broadman, “This expansion is already evident 

in the areas of food processing (in Tanzania), textiles (in Ghana), fishing (in Senegal), and back-

office services (in Tanzania).”51 Despite these glamorous prospects for Africa entering more 

value-added areas of production due to Chinese FDI, the continent must make significant 

changes in policy if its seeks to capitalize on these possibilities and truly embark on the path to 

sustainable economic modernization. 

 

 

 

51 Broadman, Harry G. “China and India Go To Africa.” Foreign Affairs. Vol. 87, No. 2. March/ April 2008. 
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8. Policy Implications and Recommendations 

The need and impetus is on Africa to make the necessary smart policy reforms in order benefit 

the most from growing Chinese involvement in the long run. If they fail to do this, the benefits 

  

will be few and far between, not leading to any sustainable progress on the African continent. As 

Harry Broadman of the World Bank points out in his 300-page World Bank report on this exact 

subject, Africa is at an historic crossroads, providing it with the opportunity, with some 

enlightened policy reforms, to become successful in the global economy. Instead of lowering 

trade barriers to China and opening the economy wholesale, Broadman and I advocate more 

fundamental changes in the regulations on the private sector that make it very difficult and 

prohibitively expensive to open businesses.26 With China’s ability to foster competition and 

source the inputs of African businesses, this move is imperative for Africa to reap the most from 

this relationship. 

 

In addition to making reforms that would allow more Africans to enter this relationship and 

search for ways to add value to low-cost Chinese inputs, fostering competition and home-grown 

innovation, African countries could do a lot o the macro-level to harmonize trade and FDI 

policies to make Chinese companies more likely to continue coming to Africa, and spurring 

those that don’t to do so. Right now, the current site of African trade laws and regional blocs is 

so confusing that it deters investment and trade (See figure 7). Harmonizing and simplifying this 

confusing spaghetti bowl of arrangements and regulations would do a lot to increase Chinese 

involvement on the African continent. Making a more investor-friendly environment does not 

always have to entail a “race-to-the-bottom” style slashing of regulations, taxes and standards. 

26 Broadman, Harry G. “Africa’s Silk Road: China and India’s New Frontier.” World Bank, 2006. 
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Figure 7: Africa not investor-friendly 

Source: Broadman, Harry G. “Africa’s Silk Road: China and India’s New Frontier.”  
World Bank, 2006. 

 
This solution is also much easier than what is really needed to spur investment in the long run- a 

significant reduction in the perceived risk of doing business in Africa. Increased stability is 

important if African wish to retain their Chinese benefactors.  

 

The Chinese themselves must make some changes in how they do business in Africa if they wish 

to avoid this monumental risk. Recent attacks and threats of attack of Chinese facilities in 

Zambia, Nigeria and Ethiopia indicate that many are not satisfied with the Chinese in Africa. In 

places where democracy is more or less institutionalized, public opinion of their operations will 

determine their success. And this is increasingly true of China’s global image of its foray into 

Africa. To not appear like a neo-colonizer it must make concessions to Western critics and 

become more tactful in the countries it chooses to do business in. This is likely to come about, 

given China’s dependence on Western consumers, however it is less certain whether China will 

be amenable to making concessions based on African complaints.  
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9. Conclusion 

Despite these myriad auspicious findings and reasons for hope that the latest round of Sino-

African relations finally yields a hopeful future for Africa, there have yet to be such positive 

outcomes for African countries at the aggregate national level. At the individual level, stories of 

newfound success due to Chinese involvement are increasingly present, however, so are failures 

and unfulfilled opportunities. It is my sincere hope that Africa not shy away from this 

relationship because of the negative effects that are perceived at this point in time. This may be 

easier said than done, however. Africans seem to have little tolerance for external partners who 

tout “win-win” attitudes. This is understandable given Africa’s tumultuous history with 

externally-imposed colonialism and the wholly unfair world it adopted upon independence. 

However, African leaders should not let this history taint their new relationship with fellow 

developing country, China. Instead of succumbing to knee-jerk reactions to the Chinese 

presence, African leaders should understand the issues presented here and the reasons for 

inevitable long-term success and disseminate this thinking to their polity. The long-term success 

of this relationship will be certain only if African leaders implement the policy suggestions 

highlighted earlier. Without taking measures to fortify the investment climate by improving the 

infrastructure that FDI depends on, then there is a limited amount of maneuverability and thus, 

benefits, that China can provide Africa. They can retain some ever-important import tariffs to 

bolster the goods that they could supply with a comparative advantage, but African countries 

must enhance the quality of their infrastructure- especially transportation, electricity and internet 

for China and themselves. The impetus for this change is on African leaders, too often pocketing 

public funds or giving kickbacks instead of providing their citizens with quality public 

enhancement projects.  
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At the same time, China must make changes I how it acts if it wishes to maintain public support 

and be able to continue pursuing its self interest in Africa. This means adhering to conventions 

on the extraction of minerals and distancing itself from the most pugnacious regimes who seem 

to have no care at all for their citizens. Similarly, the US can treat China not as a competitor in 

Africa but as a fellow partner that also wants to see the continent rise to its former greatness. The 

US should discontinue its infamous China-bashing rhetoric ad understand the potentials China 

presents the world. To support China’s peaceful rise would hasten its ability to fulfill the 

recommendations outlined above, simply being compelled to be a responsible actor by their 

dependence on the world economy.  

 

At this juncture, it is too easy to get caught up in the promise and possibilities that this historic 

form of south-South economic involvement portends for Africa. Indeed, never before has Africa 

had such an ability to expand its economies on their own terms- unlike the West’s involvement 

there. However, without the long-term thinking and public approval, these possibilities may 

disappear before they come to fruition. This would jus be another disappointments in a long line 

of unfulfilled possibilities in Africa. The natural entrepreneurial skills of Africans are and will 

find ways to make this relationship benefit them, but they need their governments to begin 

fostering a nurturing environment to allow this ability. Otherwise, a possibility like this may 

never come again.  

 

More up-to-date research must be compiled to monitor the success of African countries working 

with China. This information will provide us with greater understanding of how Africa countries 

can immediately benefit from this potential win-win relationship. 
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