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Abstract 

The relationship between China and Africa dates back centuries. Through history, this 

relationship has flourished and traversed several spheres-political, cultural and socio-

economic. In recent times however, this relationship has become even closer, as each, seeks 

to leverage on the long held relationship. It has to be said however that, China’s place as a 

global super power, in search of much needed natural resources to sustain its super power 

status, changes the dynamic of this relationship. For what it’s worth, China now envisages 

Africa (with its immense wealth in natural resources and territory for evolving markets) as 

strategic partner, while Africa, it would seem, should be trying to lean on the financial 

muscle and investment that China can bring to the continent. Thus, balancing this 

relationship within this current dynamic has not been as straightforward as it may seem. This 

paper therefore, using largely secondary sources and desktop research, examines China’s 

approach or engagement patterns with Africa. It interrogates this relationship within the 

context of ‘gainers’ and ‘losers’, and tries to sign post areas where Africa can gain from this 

relationship. Ultimately the paper acknowledges that this relationship has sparked off 

concerns, especially within the African continent. Some of which it highlights as, poor labour 

relations with Chinese employers and brazen exploitation of Africa’s natural resources. As a 

way forward for Africa, the paper suggests, that Africa must drive its relationship with 

China, against the backdrop of its own strategic development agenda, also Africa needs to 

alter substantially, its current economic relations with China, if it is to benefit in the future. 
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Background 

China and Africa have a history of economic and political relations, sometimes 

through third parties, dating back as far as 202 BC and AD 220 (Le Monde Diplomatique, 

2005). The relationship between the ROC (People's Republic of China; China) and Africa has 

a long history and has undergone some changes over time. The two key and best-known 

stages are China's role in Africa during the Cold War and the recent belief that China's 

adventures in Africa were driven primarily by the pursuit of energy security. 

 

Objectively, there is little reason for China to build a close strategic relationship with 

Africa. China and Africa are geographically distant and share neither language nor culture. 

However, in the 10th century BC, the Egyptian city of Alexandria began trading with China. 

Thereafter, Chinese and African contacts were made for Arab and European maritime 

expeditions attributed to the slave trade. However, it was in the second half of the 20th 

century that China and Africa were truly rediscovered, essentially at the Bandung non-

alignment conference held in April 1955. 

 

The establishment of diplomatic relations between China and Africa began in 1956 

when China and Egypt established diplomatic relations. China supports various liberation 

movements in Africa to strive for independence. During the Cold War, the main features of 

Sino-African relations were the anti-Soviet policy and support for the anti-Portuguese 

nationalist movements in Angola and Mozambique. However, Sino-African relations 

gradually faded in the 1980s. 

 

In contrast to the political and military militancy of the 1970s, China‘s current 

engagement with Africa should be viewed within the context of globalization in the aftermath 

of the Cold War. This new relationship is voluntarily focused on economic and technological 

cooperation for the sake of development.  

 

However, in practise, the relationship between China and Africa has resulted in a 

number of problems and inconsistencies. As an example, many, including the acclaimed 

movie director, Steven Spielberg and Archbishop Desmond Tutu, have spoken out about 

China‘s role in escalating the humanitarian crisis in Darfur by its support for Sudan, accusing 

it of selling weapons to Khartoum, while Sudan provides two thirds of its oil reserves to 

Beijing. Also, trade between the China and Africa has topped $55 billion in 2006, and China 

hopes that two-way trade will hit $100 billion by 2020. The Western media tends to portray 

this as an ―unholy alliance‖ that is emerging out of nowhere.  

 

Similarly, research has shown that, China's aggressive push to build strong 

connections with specific African countries is also a reflection of Beijing's global effort to 

isolate Taiwan diplomatically (seven of the 26 countries that have full diplomatic relations 

with Taiwan are African) (Thompson, 2005). However, some Western experts believe that 

the most damaging impact of China's increased interest in Africa is that it legitimises and 

encourages Africa's most oppressive regimes, increasing the possibility of weak and failing 

governments (Thompson, 2005).       

 

Regardless of what elements of this relationship are brought out, what is clear is that 

China‘s agenda is unequivocal and precisely well thought-out. China‘s survival depends on 

her ability to aggressively acquire resources that will fuel her growth, while placing minimal 

demands on the local governments—an economic agenda fuelled by the demand of her 

enormous population and the visions of her leaders. But what is the African angle and what 
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does Africa hope to gain in return from the Chinese? What are they actually getting? And are 

these objectives in line with the goals of their citizenry? In answering these questions, the 

paper will appraise the history of Sino/Africa relations; it would examine China‘s approach to 

Africa; and then look at Africa‘s gain in this relationship; the paper would also address 

Africa‘s concerns in this relationship and thereafter, try to forge a way forward for Africa. 

The paper will however start with the conceptualization of development, which will form the 

conceptual framework or base of this paper.     

 

Conceptual Framework 
DEVELOPMENT: In the 1960s the identification of development with economic 

growth came under increasing criticism. Authors such as Dudley Seers, Gunnar Myrdal, Paul 

Streeten, Hollis Chenery, Mahbubul Haq and institutions like the International Labour 

Organisation (ILO) pointed out that developing countries did not experience much change in 

the living conditions of the masses of the poor in spite of the impressive growth figures in the 

post-World War II period. They came to the conclusion that development involves more than 

economic growth and changes in economic structures (Seers, Dudley, 1979). Seers 

formulated three additional requirements for the use of the term development, namely that 

there should be a decrease in poverty and malnutrition, that income inequality should decline, 

and that the employment situation should improve (Seers, Dudley, 1979).  

 

Amartya Sen has argued for an even broader concept of development focusing on the 

concept of freedom. He sees development as an integrated process of expansion of 

substantive freedoms. Economic growth, technological advance and political change are all to 

be judged in the light of their contributions to the expansion of human freedoms. Among the 

most important of these freedoms are freedom from famine and malnutrition, freedom from 

poverty, access to health care and freedom from premature mortality (Sen, Amartya, 1996).  

However, in recent times, the concept of development has centered around human 

development. Development from this perspective is measured by life expectancy, adult 

literacy, access to all three levels of education, as well as people‘s average income, which is a 

necessary condition of their freedom of choice. In a broader sense the notion of human 

development incorporates all aspects of individuals‘ well-being, from their health status to 

their economic and political freedom. According to the Human Development Report 1996, 

published by the United Nations Development Program, ―human development is the end—

economic growth a means‖ (UNDP Human Development Report, 1996). It is from this 

platform of human development, that this paper seeks to appraise China‘s foray into Africa. 

However, to properly put the relationship in context, it would be necessary to delve into 

history.  

 

History of China/Africa Relations 
Little is known about ancient relations between Africa and China though there is 

some evidence for early trade operations. Highlights of medieval contacts were the 14th 

century journey of Ibn Battuta, the Moroccan scholar and traveler, to parts of China and the 

Ming Dynasty voyages of Chinese admiral Zheng He and his fleet, which rounded the Horn 

of Africa and followed the coast down to the Mozambique Channel. China and Africa have a 

history of trade relations, sometimes through third parties, dating back as far as 202 BC and 

AD 220. The first mention of Africa in Chinese sources was in the Yu-yang-tsa-tsu by Tuan 

Ch'eng-shih (died 863), in a compendium of general knowledge, where he wrote about the 

land of Po-pa-li (referring to Somalia) (Pankhurst, 1961). 
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Archaeological excavations at Mogadishu, Somalia and Kilwa, Tanzania have 

recovered many coins from China. The majority of the Chinese coins date to the Song 

Dynasty, although the Ming Dynasty and Qing Dynasty are also represented, according to 

Richard Pankhurst. In 1226 Chao Ju-kua, commissioner of foreign trade at Quanzhou in the 

Fujian province of China, completed his Chu-fan-chih (Description of Barbarous Peoples) 

which discusses Zanzibar (Ts'ong-pa) and Somalia (Pi-P'a-Lo) (Snow, 1988). 

 

The Ming Dynasty voyages of Chinese admiral Zheng He and his fleet, which 

rounded the Horn of Africa and followed the coast down to the Mozambique Channel. The 

goal of those expeditions was to spread Chinese culture and signal Chinese strength. Zheng 

brought gifts and granted titles from the Ming emperor to the local rulers, with the aim of 

establishing a large number of tributary states. In October 1415, Chinese explorer and 

Admiral Zheng He reached the eastern coast of Africa and sent the first of two giraffes as 

gifts to the Chinese emperor Yong'le. There are some other accounts that mention Chinese 

ships sinking near Lamu Island in Kenya in 1415. Survivors are said to have settled in the 

island and married local women. However, the authenticity of this story is disputed (Snow, 

1988). 

 

The establishment of modern Sino-African relations however, dates back to the late 

1950s when China signed the first official bilateral trade agreement with Algeria, Egypt, 

Guinea, Morocco and Sudan. Zhou Enlai made a ten-country tour to Africa between 

December 1963 and January 1964. Relations at that time were often reflective of China's 

foreign policy in general: China "began to cultivate ties and offer...economic, technical and 

military support to African countries and liberation movements in an effort to encourage wars 

of national liberation and revolution as part of an international united front against both 

superpower" (Snow, 1988). Basically, China has had a long involvement with Africa, going 

back to the early days of independence movements in the 1960s and before.  But the current 

level and intent of China‘s involvement is different. 

 

In those earlier days, China‘s intentions were primarily diplomatic, i.e. to counter 

recognition of Taiwan as the representative of China and thus to shore up votes for the 

eventual rejection of Taiwan‘s China credentials in the United Nations.  Again, in those early 

days, China‘s presence was noted by lavish infrastructure projects, often with little economic 

development connection.  All along the coastal countries of West Africa, one found the huge, 

Olympic-style stadiums that were the hallmark of Chinese donations.  In Eastern Africa, the 

competition was keener, with China financing and building the railroad in Tanzania, as the 

West built the nearly parallel road system.  Throughout the next several decades, China 

provided technical expertise, doctors, scholarships, and various forms of aid.  Today more 

than 900 Chinese doctors work in African countries. 

 

Also, in those early days, Chinese relations with African countries were driven by 

ideological considerations, with China presenting itself as an alternative to both the West and 

the Soviet Union. During that time, China‘s support consisted mainly of moral and material 

support for liberation struggles. During the 1980s, the relationship shifted towards economic 

cooperation based on common aims. After the end of the 'Cold War', China attached 

importance to both political and economic benefits and portrayed itself as an attractive 

economic partner and political friend. For African governments, this presented an alternative 

to the 'Washington Consensus' and was termed the 'Beijing Consensus' – support without 

interference in internal affairs (Snow, 1988). 
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Nonetheless, Chinese influence and involvement faded in the 1980s, as Beijing was 

unable to compete with western aid programmes and no longer feared Taiwan's presence - 

while lowering Taiwan's recognition remained (and remains) a key Chinese goal. However, 

China's development as a major global economic power, as well as its own demand for oil 

and other natural resources, have shifted in recent years. In the twenty-first century, China 

returns to Africa with not only a hunger for economic resources, but also the financial means 

to play the game spectacularly and competitively.  . 

 

China’s approach to Africa 

China‘s approach to Africa – popularly referred to as the Beijing Consensus (Jinyuan, 

1984)– may thus have serious implications for the continent‘s development paradigm. Many 

African leaders view emerging South–South relations as an historic opportunity to escape 

their neo-colonial ties to the West. China‘s example – 400 million people were lifted out of 

poverty in two decades, without externally enforced structural adjustment programmes – has 

bolstered African countries‘ optimism that they too can devise their own development path, 

and that the Western model is not holy. By presenting a ‗different‘ approach to development, 

China styles itself as leader of the global South and champion of a progressive international 

order. 

 

According to studies, China's presence in Africa should cause concern. Although 

China is a vocal backer of the Millennium Development Goals, its support for the African 

Union and the New Partnership for Africa's Development (NEPAD) has been largely 

symbolic (Lafargue, 2005).  

 

Additionally, while there is no public information on the amount, terms, and 

conditions of Chinese loans and grants to Africa, it is no secret that most Chinese aid is 

heavily entwined with trade and investment and is related to Chinese goods and services. For 

example, in Angola, 70% of the US$9 billion injected by China was to be spent on Chinese 

contracts. According to Daniel Large, upgrading non-investment related aid to enhance 

business linkages is becoming more common. Finally, a danger lies in wait for formerly 

highly indebted poor countries eager to accept the new (non-concessional) loans offered by 

China, since they may result, once again, in unsustainably high levels of debt (Large, 2007). 

 

Furthermore, research have revealed that China's pledge to non-interference does not 

preclude Beijing from pursuing its own political objectives. The return of Chinese interest in 

Africa (including huge assistance packages) coincided with the 1989 Tiananmen Square 

events. Faced with fierce condemnation from the West, China needed new allies, and its 

current involvement in Africa has indeed provided it with valuable diplomatic support 

(Large, 2007).  

 

However, economics continues to be the most important factor. In the case of bilateral 

aid, the Chinese Ministry of Commerce is the primary agency. Development aid and soft 

loans (as well as investments) pave the way for favourable concessions for oil field 

exploitation (Angola, Sudan), access to fishing seas (Sierra Leone, Gabon), and agricultural 

land (Sierra Leone, Gabon) (Zambia, Zimbabwe). Further, China's non-interference policy 

provides chances to its (private and state-owned) businesses that are not available to their 

Western counterparts. When American and Canadian oil corporations withdrew from Sudan 

as a result of their countries' sanctions against the Sudanese dictatorship, China quickly 

moved in to fill the void (Large, 2007). The West, in response, was quick to accuse China of 

maintaining links with the most unsavoury of regimes. 
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An intriguing topic, but one that is difficult to answer, is whether China's political 

profile will change as Chinese corporations gain a stronger foothold in African markets and 

political systems. Some point to China's former President Hu Jintao's appeal for a 

"comprehensive political solution" to the Darfur conflict during a visit to Africa in February 

2007. Others, including Large, interpret this as a strategy of being seen to say the right thing 

in public (i.e. to encourage Sudanese President Bashir to accept a UN mission), while 

continuing to ensure good relations with Khartoum in practice (Large, 2007). Nevertheless, 

the fundamental similarities between Western and Chinese approaches to Africa can hardly 

be denied. China is not alone in supporting authoritarian regimes in Africa – witness US and 

French support to oil producers such as Gabon, Angola, Chad and Equatorial Guinea. Like 

China, the EU is a large purchaser of illegally harvested African timber, and disadvantageous 

terms of trade have characterized Africa–Europe relations for centuries. Given all these 

contradictions, can Africa hope to gain from this relationship?     

 

What can Africa gain from China? 

Africa sees clear benefits from all sorts of Chinese involvement, but African leaders 

are increasingly conscious that the only way to achieve complete "win-win" benefits is to 

engage in tough negotiations with China in defence of their national interests, as China did 

during its own economic revolution. 

Clearly, infrastructure and investment are certainly the most appealing aspects of 

China's presence to African governments. China has committed to developing more 

infrastructure than all other donors combined in recent years, notably in resource-rich states 

like Angola, Nigeria, and the Democratic Republic of Congo (which was just promised $5 

billion to rebuild its mining industry).To be sure, not everything is "assistance." It's linked to 

Chinese construction businesses, and it's in the form of loans, not handouts (Firoze, 2007). 

However, African governments are unconcerned with the distinction because they are 

anxious to develop the ports, roads, railroads, and power grids that are required to restart 

economic growth. Given the borrowing restrictions imposed on governments that have had 

their debts forgiven by multilateral institutions through Heavily Indebted Poor Countries 

(HIPC) and similar programmes, as well as the near-complete lack of infrastructure funding 

through US government aid programmes (except through the Millennium Challenge 

Corporation(MCC)), China has emerged as one of the most important sources of 

infrastructure project finance(Firoze, 2007). This alone will guarantee it warm relations on 

the continent for many years to come. 

Similarly, Chinese companies are now present in every country on the continent, as 

documented by Harry Broadman in a study for the World Bank (Broadman, 2006). They 

engage in almost all business sectors, from manufacturing and food processing to small-scale 

trading in isolated Lesotho mountain valleys. They pay taxes and hire workers. Many have no 

connection to the Chinese state. Nevertheless, as Joe Mollo, a former senior Lesotho 

diplomat, observed, there is usually a "love-hate" relationship between Chinese employers 

and their African employees. The latter feel exploited and underpaid; the employers counter 

that they are overpaid considering their level of productivity (Broadman, 2006). However, the 

attitudes of African people may not be so forgiving, particularly as African civil society 

increasingly takes stock of China's behavior on the continent and sees its parallels to the neo-

colonial past. 
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African militaries also value the training courses offered in China and can stretch their 

limited military budgets by purchasing relatively inexpensive Chinese-made arms (Chinese 

arms sales to Africa are increasing as a percentage of total sales), though they consistently 

prefer Western training and equipment when it is available. 

It's also worth noting that China was invited to attend the African Union (AU) summit 

as the only non-African delegation in early 2007. This was interpreted as another proof of 

China's diplomatic triumph in Africa. Even the issue between China and Africa that has 

gotten the most attention in the West—unconditional China's support for the Sudanese 

government despite its genocidal counterinsurgency in Darfur—does not concern African 

leaders because they do not blame China for the crisis and do not believe it has the power to 

resolve it. Similarly, on Zimbabwe, since most African leaders share Chinese views on 

sovereignty and non-interference, they do not begrudge China its reluctance to abandon its 

then ally, Robert Mugabe. African leaders instead are putting stock in their own slowly 

evolving continental security mechanisms, instantiated through the African Union. 

In the end however, China's reluctance to take non-governmental perspectives into 

account will have long-term consequences for how it is perceived in Africa. Indeed, it is the 

political left in Africa-the same individuals and organizations most suspicious of Western 

intentions in Africa-that is most suspicious of China's activities. Therefore, even if China's 

aid and investment has increased tax revenue and created "policy space" for Africa 

governments by reducing their intellectual dependence on donor agencies, there are still a 

myriad of concerns that require urgent attention, particularly for the good of Africa. These 

concerns, the paper intends to delve into deeper.    

African Concerns 

This century has seen a tremendous rise in political and economic ties between Sub-

Saharan Africa and China. Beijing surpassed India as the subcontinent's top trading partner in 

2009. However, in order for Sub-Saharan Africa to fully benefit from this link, both parties 

must change their behaviour and attitudes.  

Essentially, four factors have fuelled the enormous increase in China‘s interest in 

Africa: First, China's energy requirements and Africa's lack of infrastructure. Indeed, Africa 

has provided China with a convenient source of energy, and the continent has welcomed 

investment in much-needed infrastructural projects. The expansion of infrastructure will help 

Africa, including, for example, enabling the continent to better integrate its economies. 

Second, investments in Africa, a huge market for Chinese exported goods, might facilitate 

China's efforts to restructure its own economy away from labor-intensive industries, 

especially as labor costs in China increase. Third, China wants political legitimacy. The 

Chinese government believes that strengthening Sino-African relations helps raise China's 

own international influence. Fourth, and finally, China has sought a more constructive role as 

contributor to stability in the region, partly to mitigate security-related threats to China's 

economic interests (Larry Hanauer, and Lyle J. Morris, 2014).  

However, it must be noted that China's political and economic relations with Sub-

Saharan Africa are not without stumbling blocks. Increasingly, some of these stumbling 

blocks have stood in the way of a mutually beneficial relationship between the two parties. 

Clearly, if the subcontinent and China are to strengthen their links and the relationship to 
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become more mutually beneficial, these issues must be addressed. This paper now highlights 

some of those issues.  

 

Trade Imbalances 

The most pressing requirement is for China's relationship with Sub-Saharan Africa to 

be rebalanced. Many Chinese enterprises, for example, import labor from other countries to 

work on huge projects. This has given the false impression that locals are incapable of 

performing the needed tasks. It's also been misconstrued as a sign of disrespect. 

It is also a truism that no business connection can be really helpful until technology is 

transferred and local capacity is built. Local labor might readily be trained to the required 

level by Chinese enterprises. Evidence that Chinese corporations are importing low-quality 

products into African countries has added to the discontent. 

It would appear that Chinese producers seem capable of making products that meet a 

variety of criteria. However, there is no reason why a Chinese manufacturer should produce a 

low-quality product for an African importer while producing a high-quality one for a client in 

Europe or Australia. In truth, there have been instances where producers have demonstrated a 

higher quality product at the start of a contract and a down payment. However, when the 

consumer in Africa opened the container, he discovered a lower-quality product had been 

delivered. 

Furthermore, there have been reports of African importers conspiring with Chinese 

producers to defraud consumers on occasion. This is not a promising sign for the partnership. 

African countries therefore need to be on the lookout for manufacturing and technological 

flaws in imported goods, as well as ensuring that low-cost goods are of acceptable quality. 

All these can be achieved with better customs control mechanisms.  

 

Political Compromises 

Without a doubt, throughout the preceding decade, China built and maintained close 

political connections with a number of African countries. Much has been written about 

China's political and economic ties with African countries. China's non-interference in its 

partners' domestic affairs has been blamed in a number of African nations for human rights 

violations and poor governance. It would appear that, autocratic administrations have 

embraced the principle of non-interference, but the doctrine is unpopular with ordinary 

Africans because it does not promote democracy and does not protect human rights. 

Many have questioned China's attitude to Africa, especially when it appears that the 

Chinese are supporting autocratic African regimes, and human rights atrocities. Furthermore, 

some studies have revealed that China invests in weak and non-democratic states while 

making no effort to foster democracy and the rule of law (Amnesty International, 2006; 

Kaplinsky et al., 2006). Studies have also shown that, China has a history of controversially 

supporting African regimes that have been characterized as authoritarian or human rights 

abusers by the international world. These have led many, to label China as supporters of 

Africa's authoritarian and dictatorial regimes, and hence as indirect contributors to political 

repression and human rights violations (Amnesty International, 2006; Kaplinsky et al., 2006). 

Additionally, it has also been claimed over the years, that China exerts political influence 

over African states, causing them to make political decisions that they would not have made 

otherwise. 
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Furthermore, China's political ties with other countries have been extended to the 

Taiwan issue. China ignores countries who recognize Taiwan. For the Chinese government, 

states cannot have bilateral ties with both China and Taiwan. When a country engages with 

China, it runs the danger of being dismissed by the Chinese. It risks being disregarded by the 

Chinese if it talks with Taiwan. As a result of China's treatment of people who recognise 

Taiwan, Taiwan has been losing ground in Africa in recent years. African states have 

therefore succumbed to Chinese pressure in order to acquire loans, assistance, technological 

knowledge, and infrastructural development. Given this dire scenario, African countries are 

often forced to compromise politically, and this does not augur well for the China-Africa 

partnership.  

 

The Belt and Road Initiative Issue 

One of the most enormous infrastructure projects ever envisioned is China's Belt 

and Road Initiative (BRI), often known as the New Silk Road. The massive collection of 

development and investment programmes, launched in 2013 by President Xi Jinping, 

would span from East Asia to Europe, greatly boosting China's economic and political 

power. 

The general impression of the BRI is that, China is looking to protect its economic 

investments and build its reputation as a world power. In terms of its security dimensions for 

China Africa relations, the BRI is being seen as a way of deepening the already existing 

security engagements with African nation. This is clearly seen in China‘s foray into Djibouti, 

were it has a major military base. Although analysts typically see China‘s BRI as a global 

investment and economic growth program, these projects also may facilitate increased 

Chinese security cooperation with participating nations in Africa. For instance, in Liberia, the 

Chinese government established a way to expand potential security cooperation through 

bundling it with the economic agreement. Liberia's government highlighted a recently signed 

BRI agreement in 2019 as a start toward improving and deepening policy coordination and 

other types of cooperation, including security issues. 

Many have therefore seen the Chinese interest in the African security environment, as 

a way of protecting its economic investments and the safety of Chinese citizens living in 

Africa — and its reputation as a rising power.It should be emphasised that, in comparison to 

other African areas, West African nations have traditionally had little Chinese financial 

holdings and fewer Chinese residents. However, the African Union, Nigeria, and Liberia all 

inked BRI agreements with China in the first six months of 2019. Some analysts explain BRI 

investment agreements as paving the way for greater China security engagement. The most 

recent Forum on China-Africa Cooperation Plan (2019-2022), for example, calls for security 

cooperation along the BRI. This cooperation includes but is not limited to military training, 

intelligence sharing and counterterrorism efforts (The Washington Post, April 30, 2021). 

Beijing's security aid also includes backing for groups that help countries in conflict. 

In addition to the United Nations, the African Union, and the Economic Community of West 

African States, China has given money and resources to the G5 Sahel to combat violent 

extremism in West Africa (ECOWAS). China's influence and participation in the region are 

bolstered by its involvement with international organisations. In certain situations, working 

with international organisations has allowed China to avoid direct cooperation with African 

countries. This engagement helps China to assist and get access to nations with which it may 

not have strong bilateral political or economic relations. At the same time, the BRI enables 

China to strengthen its bilateral, nation-to-nation ties, notwithstanding African countries‘ 
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deeper, historical ties with Western nations like France (The Washington Post, April 30, 

2021). 

 

However, it's worth noting that security cooperation between China and Africa has 

gotten less attention than more measurable parts of the relationship, such as economic and 

infrastructure development. As it is, China is one of the largest trading partners for the 

African continent, leaving little question that China‘s involvement in Africa is growing, in 

and outside of the security sector. Under the Belt and Road auspices, bilateral agreements 

provide China access to critical areas on the continent where it can justify an expanded 

military presence.  

 

While, it is important to note that, the BRI is not an economic initiative, however, it 

has become a vehicle or tool, to expand China‘s influence around the world, and indeed, in 

Africa. Therefore, what the BRI could do for African countries, is for them to probably take 

advantage of this increasing Chinese visibility and engagement, to request monetary and 

security assistance from China rather than the West.  The flip side of this however for Africa, 

is that it could bring in direct confrontation with the West, who also want to have a larger 

share of the footprint in Africa‘s monetary and security landscape-this a concern for Africa    

AFRICOM Fears 

Not too long also, there have been United States concerns over Chinese engagement 

with Africa.  One set of concerns has been voiced by the United States Africa Command 

(AFRICOM), which many in the American and African media have interpreted as a response 

to China's increasing involvement in Africa, particularly in oil-producing areas. Though, it 

has to be said that, China played a minor influence in the US Department of Defense's 

decision to create the AFRICOM combatant command, which was primarily motivated by a 

desire to streamline the Pentagon's own activities in Africa. But part of the lukewarm reaction 

to AFRICOM, even among U.S. allies, is the fear that Africa will again be the powerless 

victim in a strategic competition between two superpowers, as it was between 1960 to 1990 

during the Cold war between the US and Soviet Union (AFRICOM Report, 2007). 

Africa is unambiguous in its desire to avoid being pushed to choose between China 

and the West. It sees Europe, the United States, and China as having various types of 

investment and help to give (which may or may not overlap), and it wants to reap the benefits 

of strong ties with all three. The United States may have to make greater efforts to reassure 

African partners on this score. 

Chinese Competition on African Enterprises & Labour Relations 

Another set of worries, concerns the impact of Chinese competition on African 

enterprises and African exports. Nigeria's local textile industry has been devastated by 

Chinese textile imports, causing several companies to shut. Just a bilateral agreement 

between the governments to voluntarily limit Chinese imports rescued South Africa's textile 

sector, albeit this is only a temporary remedy. Furthermore, Chinese traders in both rural and 

urban African marketplaces are able to undercut African traders because they can get 

consumer products from China more cheaply through their networks, which generates 

animosity. 
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Also, labour relations in Chinese companies in Africa, as well as working conditions 

in China, are a source of dispute. China has a labour force of 770 million people, with 193.5 

million of them working in cities. Over the previous 30 years, China has seen a dramatic drop 

in the number of people living in poverty, but inequality has grown to a level equivalent to 

Latin America. In cities, a new middle class has arisen, while farmers' wages in rural regions 

have decreased. Farmers in rural areas make up 47% of the population yet earn just 19.9% of 

the national revenue. Sending people overseas to work on projects carried out by state-owned 

businesses or through labour brokers is one approach employed by China to solve the 

problem of unemployment (Tull, 2006). This explains the relatively large number of Chinese 

workers at construction sites as well as in some manufacturing ventures in Africa. 

Although working conditions at Chinese firms in Africa vary by country and sector, 

there are certain similar themes, such as difficult labour relations, antagonistic views toward 

trade unions by Chinese employers, breaches of workers' rights, poor working conditions, and 

unfair labour practises. Employment contracts are virtually non-existent, and Chinese 

companies set their own salaries and perks. African employees are frequently classified as 

"casual workers," denying them access to benefits to which they are legally entitled. African 

governments and unions have therefore been worried about labor and environmental 

standards in Chinese enterprises, and about safety standards in Chinese imports, especially 

given that they usually do not have the capacity to conduct inspections and enforce laws. 

The Governance Issue 

There are also concerns about governance, especially as evidence emerges that 

Chinese companies are willing to bribe their way into lucrative contracts. Anti-corruption and 

good governance is no longer only a "Western" agenda: it is embraced by African people and 

many African leaders, and it is enshrined in continental accords. 

As a consequence of many of these issues, Africans resent what they perceive to be 

Chinese businesses' exploitation of African labour, the seeming unrestricted flood of Chinese 

immigrants, and the Chinese's refusal to assimilate into African culture. Many Africans now 

believe that their governments favour China much too much. For example, in Zimbabwe, it is 

illegal to use derogative terms against the Chinese. The dislike many Africans have towards 

the Chinese produces evidence of increasing xenophobia against what seems to be a new 

imperialist power in Africa that reinforces oppression and bad governance (Tull, 2006).  

Even if African leaders see their engagement with China as a viable alternative to 

their frequently neocolonial interactions with the West, the following demonstrates that the 

relationship between African nations and China is currently unequal and requires major 

reforms to become mutually beneficial. African governments must as a matter of urgency, 

strengthen their bargaining position and ensure local processing.   

 

Way Forward 

As a first step, a new economic relationship will have to be built around Africa‘s own 

strategic development agenda. The Chinese cannot be faulted for pursuing their own 

development goals, such as gaining access to the raw materials and energy supplies required 

to keep China's industrialization programmes going. African countries will need to define 

their own agendas and then negotiate the best agreements possible with potential investors, 
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including Chinese investors. In the absence of a strategic approach by African governments, 

Chinese investments in Africa will remain of limited benefit for Africa‘s development. 

The numerous issues that Chinese firms have in Africa should not be considered in 

isolation from the larger difficulty of dealing with the effects of neoliberal globalisation, 

which prioritises economic expansion over all other concerns. The commercial patterns that 

defined Africa's ties with Europe and the United States are largely repeated in Sino-African 

relations (Tull, 2006). As a result, if Africa is to profit in the future, the quality of economic 

connections must be significantly improved. The global economic crisis (brought about by 

COVID-19) offers trade unions with a chance to ramp up advocacy efforts for policies that 

are less neoliberal, with the goal of putting redistribution and Africa's development objectives 

at the forefront of all foreign interactions. 

Most African nations' shared tendencies indicate to the urgent necessity for a 

continental strategy to Chinese firms and foreign investment in general. Current methods of 

luring investment "at any costs" have resulted in a downward spiral in labour and 

environmental norms. Continental and sub-regional trade union organisations must lead a 

push for a more selective and strategic approach to foreign investment than the existing "open 

door policy." A government policy of sacrificing labour issues for the sake of attracting 

foreign investment cannot lead to sustainable development. 

As a result, African governments must strengthen monitoring to ensure that investors 

do not shift their attention away from manufacturing and that skills and knowledge transfer 

occurs. To accomplish desired objectives, instruments such as tender requirements, work 

licences, labour regulations, and investment conditions might be employed. 

While China may provide developing nations, especially in Africa, with exciting 

options. These options, are of the kind that are best utilized when African countries deal with 

China collectively as regional economic blocs.  China has an advantage in trade negotiations 

because of its bilateral partnerships, which exemplify China's present relationship with 

Africa. African nations must engage with China on a regional level through organisations 

such as ECOWAS, SADEC, and others, since reaching an agreement will limit China's ability 

to exploit divides and gaps among African countries. 

Beyond the high-level visits of political or trade union leaders, there is also a need to 

create genuine contacts between African and Chinese citizens. Citizens at the grassroots must 

be the focus of exchange programmes, which must be motivated by a desire to create 

collaborative tactics in the fight against exploitation. Understanding each other's political 

landscapes, environments, and challenges may help not just to fight Chinese support of bad 

governance, racism, and divides, but also to prepare the path for future coordinated 

international action. 

Conclusion 

China matters in Africa. Observers welcome the multi-polar world (replacing the 

North–South divide) with its emerging pluralism in development options (Muekelia, 

2004).  However, there is currently no indication that China's renewed, and most likely long-

term participation in Africa would benefit the region more than decades of aid from Western 

countries, who have failed to deliver on their promises. In any event, according to Richard 

Manning, chair of the OECD‘s Development Assistance Committee, current Chinese grant 

aid is insignificant compared with that provided by ‗traditional donors‘. Sino-African trade 
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and investment will have a far more consequential impact. While Chinese FDI is contributing 

to economic growth (especially in resource-endowed states), apart from an infrastructure 

construction boom, there is little evidence of a positive impact on broader human 

development (Richard Manning, 2006). 

 

Whether Africa‘s asymmetrical position in the world economy will change for the 

better is not least dependent on Africa‘s answer to what has hitherto been a process largely 

driven and directed by Beijing. To date, there is little sign of a coordinated African response 

to or common position on China. A task for the African Union clearly lies ahead. 

Essentially, the lesson for Africa is that in order to derive maximum benefit from the 

current economic configuration, which places a premium on African resources, African 

countries must form a common and unified front in their dealings with the Chinese, they must 

rise above their self-interests and agree on a common interest that will be the basis of 

engaging the Chinese.      
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