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China’s Economic and Political Penetration in Africa

Clifton W. Pannell1

Abstract: A senior American specialist on China and noted geographer presents a study of
that country’s economic and political penetration into the African continent. The author identi-
fies three key elements of China’s objectives and plan, namely (1) support for Chinese policies
in international affairs, particularly with regard to Taiwan, (2) search for oil and other mineral
resources, and (3) creation of a new market for Chinese goods and services in tandem with
additional jobs in China. The paper includes four case studies highlighting economic activities
stimulated by Chinese loans and investments in the Republic of South Africa, Egypt, Sudan,
and Angola. Considerable attention is devoted to oil imports, exports of cheap consumer
goods, and construction and repair of infrastructure by Chinese technicians and laborers, as
well as the competition between Chinese imports and host-country manufacturing and the
PRC’s diplomatic support of rogue African nations. Journal of Economic Literature, Classifi-
cation Numbers: F020, F210, F350, F540. 11 figures, 1 table, 47 references. Key words:
China, Africa, Republic of South Africa, Egypt, Sudan, Angola, Darfur, UN sanctions, oil
exports, military equipment, repair of infrastructure, Chinese minorities, One China policy.

hina’s design and plan for its relations with Africa in the 21st century is centered on
three key elements, namely (1) diplomacy and support for Chinese policies in interna-

tional affairs, (2) search for resources, especially energy, and (3) new markets for Chinese
products and services in tandem with creation of jobs. All of these elements were set in
motion prior to the 21st century; however, the latter two have become major imperatives only
in recent years.

As Wang Jian-Ye of the International Monetary Fund has argued, commercial
activities—trade and investment—between China and various African countries have been
the key drivers of interactions between China and its African partners in the last decade. It is
these that are at the core of China-Africa economic relations today (Wang, 2007). The
Chinese have had success in all three arenas, although they continue to encounter challenges
and criticism as well.

This paper will provide background on the three elements of China’s Africa policy and
will then proceed to examine several case studies for more details and understanding of the
manner in which these policies have been invoked and put into operation in specific situa-
tions and countries. In some ways, this is a remarkable story of a different approach to
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foreign policy in the current global context, and it differs in some instances sharply from the
approach of the former European colonial powers and that of the United States. Yet it is a fas-
cinating story that provides an intriguing glimpse into how China operates on the global
scene and its behavior in the future as the country’s economic and political power grow.

STATED GOALS OF CHINA’S AFRICAN STRATEGY

In November, 2006 China convened a major conference in Beijing, identified as the
Forum on China–Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) Summit, to highlight the strategic partner-
ship that it has been striving to develop with a large number of African states. All but five
African states were represented, indicating the number that support China’s policy of isolat-
ing Taiwan and hew to the “One China” position that is a cornerstone of China’s strategy and
plan for its relations with African states. This FOCAC Summit proclaimed “a new type of
strategic partnership between China and Africa.” Fundamental to this new partnership, as the
Chinese proclaim, is that it is founded and based on the principle of mutual benefits for both
Africa and China (Beijing Summit, 2006). Implicit in such a claim is the somewhat invidious
comparison to the policies of the former colonial powers and regimes that were seen as
exploiters who came to Africa for their own benefit with little or no care for local peoples.

Diplomacy and Support for China’s International Position. China seeks diplomatic
and political support wherever it may find it in Africa, and the result has been remarkably
successful in the long term. The goals appear multifaceted, but the key is to promote as much
support for China diplomatically as possible. This has provided China a strong base of sup-
port in the international community and among international organizations and agencies such
as the United Nations. A key tenet of this policy is the idea of “One China,” and the People’s
Republic of China (PRC) expects its African allies to vote in support of that policy and thus
to assist in isolating Taiwan with the eventual goal of reuniting Taiwan with the Chinese
motherland (ibid.).

Search for Energy and Mineral Resources. While this goal has only recently taken on
true significance, it may be regarded today as no less important as the goal of diplomatic sup-
port from the great majority of African states. For China’s rise and drive to power is predi-
cated on its economic growth. Given the truly enormous size and scale of the country’s
economy and its recent growth trajectory, the demand and search for resources of all kinds,
and especially energy resources, has become increasingly pressing. In Africa this takes on
both a political and economic dimension, but it is also manifested regionally, and has thus
created a certain emerging geography. For example, the location of various resources
assumes a great importance. Consider the occurrence of major metallic ores in such countries
as the Democratic Republic of Congo, Zambia, and South Africa; the presence of oil and
hydrocarbons in such places as Nigeria, Angola, Gabon, and Sudan; or wood products found
in many parts of sub-Saharan Africa associated with tropical forests. The search for such
resource regions is becoming an increasingly competitive contest that will no doubt become
even more intense as populations and economies grow and develop in the future (Zweig, and
Bi, 2005; Shinn, 2007; U.S. Energy Information Administration, 2008).

Development of Markets for Chinese Goods and Services. The basic element of
China’s Africa policy is the search for markets for Chinese goods and services. This involves
identifying and creating new markets for a variety of manufactured goods ranging from the
simplest consumer items such as textiles, garments, footwear, household goods, and kitchen-
ware that have high labor content to more sophisticated products such as tools, machinery,
and transportation equipment as well as armaments and military supplies. The policy is
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implemented through sales by government and private vendors as well as the migration of
Chinese peddlers and merchants who come to Africa to sell their goods and ply their trade.
Another facet of this is the trade in services, often related to construction of infrastructure
ranging from roads, railways, municipal buildings, and housing projects to schools, hospi-
tals, water systems, dams, and power plants. The Chinese build all of these things, and can
complete such projects quickly and efficiently, often using imported technicians and labor
gangs from China at very competitive prices.

Related to new markets for Chinese goods and services is the ancillary benefit that both
the Chinese goods and services are primarily composed of Chinese labor content, so that this
strategy seeks to create jobs for China’s citizenry both at home and abroad. Employment is
crucial to maintaining social and political stability in China and to the long-term viability of
China’s ruling Communist Party; the country is so large that it needs to create 7 million new
jobs each year (Suddenly, 2008).

THE RECENT HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF CHINA’S AFRICA POLICY

The PRC, which came to power officially on October 1, 1949, has had an enduring inter-
est in Africa for very practical reasons since the early 1950s. That decade was a time when
the bonds of European colonialism were falling rapidly in Africa, and a new group of African
states was admitted to the United Nations as full members. In the Cold War atmosphere of
that period, China was searching for friends and diplomatic supporters who would advance
its case for membership in the UN and provide geopolitical support in the contested struggle
among communist and non-communist states.

At that time the UN China seat, and permanent membership in the Security Council, was
held by Taiwan and its leader Chiang Kai-shek. The U.S. served as Taiwan’s patron, so that
country was in no immediate danger of losing its seat, but the PRC early sought to cultivate
friendship and diplomatic alliances among the emerging African states. China did not have
much money at the time, but nevertheless used aid and diplomatic solidarity directed against
former colonial powers to curry favor among newly independent African nations. A good
example of an ambitious infrastructure project was the construction of a railroad from
Zambia to Tanzania that would allow the shipping of Zambian copper to world markets.2

While China had limited success in the 1950s and 1960s with its diplomatic and eco-
nomic efforts in Africa, the groundwork was laid for policies and approaches that have per-
sisted and began to yield significant tangible results in the early 1970s. These early policies
have been adjusted to account for new economic realities and imperatives, especially in the
last decade, to the point where other nations have begun to take serious notice of Chinese
activities in Africa. It is this story that is the object of the analysis and explanation that fol-
lows.

The major success of Chinese diplomacy during the Maoist period occurred in 1971 and
1972, when the U.S. and China began to engage diplomatically during the Nixon administra-
tion. At that point the U.S. withdrew its support of Taiwan as the occupant of the China seat
in the UN Security Council, and the PRC, by vote of the UN member states, took over the
China seat. The support of a number of African nations was an important ingredient in
China’s diplomatic success, although breaking the logjam of US support for Taiwan was the
crucial element in determining which China sat in the United Nations Security Council. Once

2This project was completed with much fanfare in the early 1970s (Fairbank, 1992).
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this occurred, however, the PRC quickly placed greater emphasis in dealing with African
states to require that they commit themselves to a One China policy and undertake to vote to
keep Taiwan out of the UN and thus seek to isolate it further from seeking legitimacy as a
sovereign state (ibid., 1992).

The turmoil and associated fiscal and economic uncertainty that accompanied the Great
Leap Forward, (1958–1961) and the Cultural Revolution (1965–1976) constrained China in
efforts to invest in foreign projects. Money was very tight, particularly hard currency that
could be used to finance foreign investments, and this unstable period continued until Mao’s
death in 1976 and the introduction of reforms in 1978. The reforms led to rapid improvement
in China’s rural economy, followed later by advances in manufacturing and growth in the
economies of coastal regions focused on areas such as Hong Kong and Shanghai. Economic
growth gained momentum, and by the early 1990s, China’s market-driven economic advance
began its steep upward trajectory.3

Initially, an export-associated strategy of economic growth was accompanied by enor-
mous demand for new urban and transportation infrastructure and by growing domestic
demand for consumer and capital goods. As the economy expanded and developed, a host of
new demands was set in motion for a variety of raw materials, many of which were not avail-
able (at least in adequate quantity) in China. Economic growth was prodigious in the late
1980s and 1990s, with annual rates of increase of 8 to 9 percent. The imperatives of a huge
and rapidly growing economy with the expectation of considerable future growth based on
improved living standards of the world’s largest population impelled a new urgency in the
search for raw materials to fuel this immense industrial engine (Naughton, 2007).

CHINA’S ECONOMIC GOALS AND STRATEGY IN AFRICA

China’s search for resources and raw materials is worldwide in scope. But nowhere is it
more energetic or focused than in Africa (Fig. 1), where it has cultivated friendships with
dictators and leaders from a variety of countries and where it has employed a soft diplomatic
approach in tandem with an aggressive economic posture as it looks to secure new sources of
raw materials. Recent demand in China thus has added a new and urgent economic and stra-
tegic dimension to the diplomatic focus of China’s earlier Africa policy (Table 1 and Figs. 2–
3).4 Hydrocarbon resources are probably the most urgently needed raw materials, yet China
has entered the market relatively late in most African countries with substantial petroleum
resources, where the international oil companies have been active for many years and have
secured contracts for many of the most promising fields for oil and gas exploration. At the
same time, China has certain advantages and has been quick to exploit its approach of non-
interference in the domestic politics of African states (Traub, 2006).

In countries such as Sudan and Angola, China has been very successful in establishing
important positions in the purchase of oil. It does this in part through loans and working with
the host governments to use the money from its oil purchases to help build or restore dam-
aged infrastructure such as roads, railways, port facilities, pipelines, hospitals, schools,
municipal buildings, housing, water supply systems, and stadiums. The Chinese typically are
able to underbid Western construction companies due to their lower cost of labor (often
brought in directly from China, as noted above) and maintenance expenses. They also

3More recently goals for China’s continued economic growth were elaborated in the country’s Eleventh Five-
Year Plan, adopted by China’s National People’s Congress in early 2006 (see Fan, 2006).

4Figures 2–3 depict data published in British Petroleum (2008) and Broadman (2006).
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routinely work in multiple shifts around the clock and thus are able to complete their projects
rapidly and efficiently when compared to the work of other outside contractors (ibid.). It is
difficult, however, to ascertain whether there are substantial qualitative differences in the
structures erected by Chinese companies as opposed to other outside contractors.

The third leg of China’s Africa’s policy, as noted above, is the search for new markets
for its products and exports. In part driven by the need to help pay for the resources it

Table 1. China’s Major African Trading Partners, 2005–2007 (by value, bill. U.S. dollars)

Year Angola Congo Egypt Equat. 
Guinea Nigeria South 

Africa Sudan Total with 
Africaa

Exports from China

2005 0.37 0.14 1.93 0.02 2.30 3.30 1.29 18.68
2006 0.89 0.24 2.98 0.04 2.85 5.77 1.41 26.69
2007 1.23 0.43 4.43 0.09 3.80 7.43 1.54 37.30

Imports to China

2005 6.58 2.28 0.21 1.44 0.53 3.44 2.61 21.06
2006 10.93 2.79 0.22 2.54 0.28 4.09 1.94 28.77
2007 12.89 2.84 0.24 1.70 0.54 6.62 4.17 36.36

Total

2005 6.95 2.42 2.15 1.46 2.83 7.27 3.91 39.74
2006 11.83 3.03 3.19 2.58 3.13 9.85 3.35 55.46
2007 14.12 3.27 4.67 1.79 4.33 14.05 5.71 73.66

aIncludes trade with other African countries. Totals may not tally exactly owing to rounding.
Sources: Compiled by the author from NBS, 2007; 2008, pp. 717, 718.

Fig. 1. China’s main imports from Africa, 2006 (percentage share of total by value).
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purchases abroad, and especially the oil that China’s rapidly growing economy needs now
and in the future, this is a practical way for the Chinese to finance their other goals in Africa
while sustaining their economy at home. Among the goods that China may seek to sell, in
addition to low-end consumer products, are inter alia heavy and transportation equipment
and military hardware. This form of barter trade has both positive and negative aspects, for
sales of low-end consumer products may conflict with local economies in Africa where
entrepreneurs are working to establish domestic manufacturing for such goods. Typically
Chinese products of equivalent quality are much cheaper, so that Chinese penetration of local
markets may create resentment and backlash.

A related benefit of building African markets for imported Chinese products (see Fig. 4)5

is the creation of jobs—in both China (e.g., factory jobs for export producers) and Africa (e.g.,
through migration of Chinese merchants, vendors, and entrepreneurs to Africa to ply their
trades) (e.g., see Harman, 2007). As noted above, job creation is one of the most significant
challenges for China as its economy develops, and is critical to social and political stability.

5Figure 4 is based on data published in annual issues of the China Statistical Yearbook (NBS, 1991–2007).

Fig. 2. Africa’s major oil-producing countries in 2006 (volume in thous. bbl/day and percentage
change over 2005).
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At the same time, we should recognize that China’s activities are by no means entirely
self-serving; tangible benefits accrue to the various African states that receive Chinese aid
and technical assistance in infrastructure development and improvements in health and edu-
cational facilities. African students are recruited for education in Chinese Confucian Insti-
tutes established in Africa as well as for training and higher education in China. This broad-
gauged effort to establish long-term and closer relations with African elites and to cultivate
enduring and strong political and economic ties is clearly designed to ensure strong relations
with African states in the future.

Fig. 3. Share of African oil exports to China by Angola, Sudan, Congo, East Guinea, and Nigeria,
2000–2005.

Fig. 4. Imports of Chinese goods and services by African states, 1990–2007 (billion current US
dollars). Compiled from NBS (2007, 2008).
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While there have been some problems, especially where China has provided unwavering
support for corrupt and brutal authoritarian regimes such as those in Zimbabwe and Sudan,
China’s policy of non-interference and non-criticism of the domestic policies and activities
of African leaders has yielded substantial diplomatic accomplishments and support in a large
number of African states (Walt, 2006). This form of soft diplomacy varies from the norms
seen as appropriate in the West, which often links aid and assistance to improved pro-market
economic policies and more enlightened political efforts to promote democracy, civil rights,
and better living conditions for all citizens.

China has encountered some resistance in certain countries, for some Africans resent
Chinese labor battalions arriving to provide services that locals might also provide. In some
cases Chinese merchants import large quantities of cheap goods that may contribute to the
destruction of local industries and manufacturers seeking to supply local markets with these
products. Thus China has to balance aid and technical support with a humanistic approach
that counters any image of the Chinese as latter-day colonialists or economic opportunists in
Africa pursuing only self-serving interests.

A look at some specific case studies of how the Chinese behave and operate in various
African countries provides greater insight into the specifics of their operations and their suc-
cesses and challenges. This makes possible a more nuanced view of the substantial variations
that exist in individual African countries, which reflect diverse bio-physical environments as
well as remarkable cultural variations. Four countries—South Africa, Egypt, Sudan, and
Angola—have been selected for closer examination and discussion. Each offers a different
set of circumstances in which China and the Chinese have entered Africa and set about estab-
lishing relationships and goals for political and economic as well as social and cultural pur-
poses. All are large in territory with extensive resource bases, and three have large
populations as well. They are among Africa’s most important countries in political and stra-
tegic terms, and thus afford appropriate examples for probing the manner in which China has
engaged Africa and its people for more than a century, although my emphasis is mainly on
events of recent years.

SOUTH AFRICA

We begin with South Africa because it is a more mature and advanced economic and
political system,6 and it has had a Chinese community that dates back to the 19th century
(Pan, 1999).7 Despite its long historical presence, South Africa’s Chinese community repre-
sents only a tiny fragment of the population, and has been subsumed within a larger commu-
nity of South Asians who have traditionally been a much more important segment of the
country’s Asian minority population.

6Settled by the Dutch in the 17th century, large portions of South Africa came under British rule in 1806. The
British expanded into the interior from the initial Cape colony and fought several wars for control of the country. In
1879, the British attacked Zululand and after near disaster, ultimately brought the Zulu empire under British control.
Two Boer Wars, between 1880 and 1902, were waged with the descendants of Dutch settlers for control of the inte-
rior. In 1910, the colonies of the Cape, Transvaal, Natal, and Orange Free State formed the self-governing Union of
South Africa. Having introduced apartheid in 1941, South Africa became a republic and left the British common-
wealth in 1961 (for background, see Fage, 1995).

7In the other countries analyzed here (Angola, Egypt, and Sudan), the Chinese have only recently emerged as
even a visible minority population.
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The Chinese Minority in South Africa

Before they came to South Africa, the Chinese had first migrated to Southeast Asia. At
one point in the early 20th century, more than 60,000 Chinese contract laborers were
imported to work in South Africa’s mines and on agricultural projects due to a shortage of
local labor. The influx, however, created some animosity and a local backlash, resulting in
the passage of the Cape Chinese Exclusion Law prohibiting immigration of Chinese. Repa-
triation of the Chinese workers followed, and by 1910 virtually all had been returned to
China. The exclusionary law remained in effect until 1933, with virtually no Chinese migra-
tion allowed until the mid-1930s. The repeal of the law led to renewed migration of Chinese,
who began to fill a niche in the commercial economy of South Africa (Yap and Man, 1996).

Following World War II, however, the imposition of racial and apartheid laws created
new problems for the Chinese, as they found themselves classified as “colored,” with many
restrictions on where they could live and work. Consequently, many educated Chinese left
for locations with greater opportunities. Only in 1996, with the repeal of the apartheid laws,
did they gain full rights as South African citizens. Since the mid-1990s, the Chinese popula-
tion has grown rapidly, as many legal and illegal migrants have swelled the ranks of longer-
term residents (Fig. 5; see Chinese, 2006b).

One of the ironies of the recent upsurge in migration has been a fracturing in the Chinese
community. An older group of established professionals and entrepreneurs tends to be con-
servative, and many were supporters of Taiwan and its government. The new South African
government that took power in 1996 moved quickly to terminate its diplomatic recognition
of Taiwan and established diplomatic relations with the PRC. Most of the recent Chinese
migrants have come from the PRC, bringing a very different political and economic perspec-
tive. This has led to a division within the Chinese community and also the increased presence
of illegal migrants who may have connections with Chinese criminal gangs in East Asia and
engage in unsavory and illegal activities.

Fig. 5.  Recent estimated growth in South Africa’s Chinese population.
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The number of Chinese in South Africa can only be estimated, as no official numbers are
released in the census count. Moreover, as noted above, there is some evidence of a large
number of illegal migrants, so a census count would underestimate the real number in any
event. Recent estimates of the Chinese population range from 30,000 to 300,000. The
Chinese Embassy (Chinese, 2006a) has estimated the legal number of Chinese in South
Africa at 80,000, but other Chinese researchers and police sources have put the number of
illegals between 100,000 and 200,000. The South African police blame the steady stream of
illegals entering the country on the assistance received by corrupt officials. The numbers
must be kept in perspective, however, for South Africa is one of Africa’s largest countries
with a population of ca. 48.3 million in mid-2008 (PRB, 2008), and the Chinese represent
only a tiny fraction (less than 0.5 percent) of the total population (Gastrow, 2001; Harris,
2005; BBC, 2008).

The Chinese inhabit many parts of South Africa, but the largest clusters are found in the
major ports and cities such as Cape Town, Durban, Port Elizabeth, East London, and interior
cities associated with key mining areas such as Kimberley and Johannesburg and the capital
Pretoria. They tend to settle where the economic opportunities are greatest, and South
Africa’s large cities are thus logically the locations where one would anticipate the greatest
concentrations.

China and South Africa have moved steadily toward warmer political and diplomatic
relations in the decade since South Africa rescinded its recognition of Taiwan. Some observ-
ers suggest that China’s improved relations with South Africa fit into the broader context of
its grand Africa strategy. For South Africa, as the wealthiest and most advanced country on
the continent, is now seen as a trend-setter for other African states. The country has enor-
mous mineral resources and a well developed transportation system and industrial capacity.
In the United Nations, many other African nations look to South Africa, which has served on
the Security Council in the recent past, for guidance. The country also plays a key role in the
African Union, and has worked to resolve conflicts among African states and to mediate dis-
putes within the continent. In addition, it plays a significant global role as a leading member
among non-aligned states and is generally highly respected among Third World countries.
China consequently views South Africa as a key player among African states, whose support
can be very valuable in international organizations such as the UN and its numerous affili-
ated organizations, as well as for its leadership role among Africa’s 53 sovereign states.
Although China does not presently (2008) have a military attaché in its South African
Embassy, it has initiated contacts and ties between the two military establishments and has
issued pronouncements to promote bilateral relations between the two armed forces.

Economic Ties and Trade

South Africa, owing to the size and diversity of its economy, is China’s second-largest
trading partner in Africa, despite the fact that it is only a minor producer of crude oil. South
Africa does have a significant refining capacity and has agreed to allow China access to a
share of its refined output. As seen in Table 1, China’s total trade turnover with South Africa
in 2007 was over $14 billion US, and the terms of trade were largely in China’s favor. Trade
has grown rapidly since 2001 and is likely to continue to increase despite South Africa’s con-
cerns about imports from China (Song, 2007). Mechanical and electrical equipment account
for roughly one-third of the value of imports, and this sector is growing rapidly. Chinese tex-
tiles and footwear also command a significant share, but imports of textiles have created
problems relating to their competition with local textile mills. A dispute prompted by that
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competition led China to agree to restrict textile imports, which has slowed the growth of
these imports. Minerals constitute the major components of South Africa’s exports to China,
accounting for about two-thirds of its total value of exports to the PRC in 2006 (Beijing Sum-
mit, 2006).8

The two countries also have invested in joint development projects. Most of these
involve the exploitation and processing of minerals such as chromium ore, platinum, cobalt,
and other products needed for China’s growing industrial consumption.

Education and Culture

Related to the supply of qualified labor are China’s serious efforts to offer educational
assistance to South Africa as well as to other African countries. Technical assistance is pro-
vided in the host countries in such areas as agriculture and medicine; in addition, some of the
brightest local students are recruited to study the Chinese language9 and travel to China for
advanced study. China plans to provide scholarships for 4,000 African students to study in
China by the year 2009 (Beijing Summit, 2006). The policy of educating African elites
(including future leaders) to study the Chinese language and culture is also aimed at assisting
African development in key areas (agriculture and the health sciences) that will have desir-
able long-term outcomes in improving the livelihoods and lifestyles of Africans.

Political and Diplomatic Ties

China’s relations with South Africa appear to be on a sound and promising footing that
reflects the overall goals of China’s strategy and policy toward Africa in the 21st century. The
diplomatic relationship has been successfully transformed, from support of Taiwan in the late
1990s to recognition of Beijing and the PRC. This has fostered a growing set of political and
economic linkages that buttress Beijing’s political goals on the international stage with
Africa’s leading country and can only be viewed as successful diplomacy that is likely to
enhance China’s position in the UN and other international organizations (Broadman, 2006).

The improved political and diplomatic ties have led to growing economic and commer-
cial relations built around rapidly increasing bilateral trade as well as increased foreign
investments and joint ventures.  At the same time, some friction has emerged owing to an
imbalance in the terms of trade that heavily favor China (which sells both consumer goods
such as textiles and footwear as well as mechanical and electrical equipment), while South
Africa mainly exports mineral resources to the PRC. South Africa is very sensitive to the
idea that it could become an economic colony of China, and some of the country’s leaders
have directed harsh rhetoric toward China warning against such a trend (e.g., Thanks, China,
2007). Consequently, China’s two other major strategic goals (finding resources for its indus-
trial juggernaut as well as creating new markets for its manufactured products) can be judged
only as a partial success with regard to its South African experience. Overall, its influence in
South Africa is growing, and the two countries appear to agree that the benefits accruing
from their improving relations tend to outweigh the shortcomings.

8China now is South Africa’s leading export destination, accounting for ca. 22 percent of the latter country’s
total exports by value (The Economist, 2008).

9There is also a concerted effort to increase the availability of Chinese language courses for local students.
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EGYPT

Egypt, the first African country with which the PRC established relations in 1956, offers
a different example of China’s strategy and policies in Africa. The two countries have more
than a half-century of warm diplomatic and economic relations. As a country with one of the
world’s longest histories and oldest civilizations,10 it has certain commonalities with China,
as both countries see themselves as possessing distinctive and special cultures based on their
antiquity. Egypt is also one of Africa’s largest countries, with a population of 74.9 million in
mid-2008 (PRB, 2008), and while poor (per capita GDP of $1,210; The Economist, 2008),
nevertheless has a large and diversified economy. Finally, Egypt owns the Suez Canal, a key
strategic shipping point for global commerce and one on which China increasingly depends
as it expands its trade linkages with the Mediterranean region and Europe.

In sum, when one considers the context for China’s relations with Egypt and its activities
in that country, the case for expanded goals beyond the three basic elements of China’s
Africa design (diplomatic support for a One China policy, search for mineral and energy
resources, and expanding markets for Chinese products) seems clear. Indeed, as we examine
and explore the activities and involvements of the Chinese in Egypt, other motives and
imperatives come to the fore (China Seeks, 2007; Golia, 2007).

Social and Political Relations

One of the salient differences between South Africa and Egypt is the small size of the
Chinese community in the latter, perhaps no more than 10,000 (Golia, 2007) and the lack of
evidence of an extant business community of migrants. Only recently have the Chinese
arrived, and most appear to be either diplomats, technical assistance personnel, or commer-
cial functionaries sent to consummate trade and commercial transactions often involving
Chinese investments in Egypt.

China and Egypt have often shared a common political outlook, especially when it
comes to non-interference in domestic affairs of African states. At the same time, Egypt,
owing to its relations with the United States and the aid it has received, must navigate care-
fully between the major powers while attempting to maintain its independent posture as an
Arab state in the Middle East. Both China and Egypt have been the targets of criticism
related to events in Sudan, especially related to Darfur, which has been a sensitive but some-
times common issue for the two countries confronting criticism both globally as well as
regionally.

China has been expanding efforts to teach Chinese language and culture in Egypt
through a Confucius Institute established in Cairo, and has also recruited local students for
language study as well as technical training in China (China, Egypt, 2007). In 2007, China
established its first university on the Aftican continent (ibid.), the Egyptian Chinese Univer-
sity in Cairo—a major achievement of providing advanced education for local students in a
foreign country. Chinese language programs also have been established in several major
Egyptian universities, but it appears that there are insufficient resources to meet the demand.
Egypt views China as an important source of technical knowledge as well as training in agri-
culture, health and medicine, education, and culture.

10In its more recent history, Egypt has been conquered by the Ottoman Empire, invaded by Napoleon I, and
occupied by the British. Nonetheless, it was one of the first African nations to gain independence, and the only one
to do so following World War I (e.g., see Fage, 1995).
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Finally, China has long served as a major source of military hardware for African coun-
tries, and Egypt is no exception. In the 1990s China sold anti-ship missiles to the Egyptian
armed forces, and in 2005 a Chinese company began production of jet aircraft for pilot train-
ing in Egypt. The Chinese also have provided military training and assistance, and there is a
permanent Chinese military attaché assigned to the embassy in Cairo. Reciprocally, Egypt
maintains a permanent defense attaché at its embassy in Beijing (China Awards, 2005).

Commercial and Economic Goals and Trade

While Egypt produces some oil and has deposits of uranium ore, China’s strategic com-
mercial goals for that country appear to focus on investing in production facilities for goods
destined for the European and Middle Eastern markets as well as on developing a broader
Egyptian market for Chinese consumer goods and equipment. These goals appear to be real-
istic, as Egypt offers a strategic location, a large domestic labor force, and adequate infra-
structure. China entered the Egyptian market as an investor relatively late and remains a
comparatively small player. However, it is envisaged that Chinese investments will increase
rapidly, so that Egypt’s Minister of Foreign Trade and Industry expects China to become that
country’s top investor and trade partner within 10 years (Golia, 2007).

Examples of Chinese investment in Egypt include the aircraft factory noted above as
well as a plan to build an aluminum smelter and a major chemical and soda ash manufactur-
ing plant envisaged as joint venture. In 2006, Chery Automotive, China’s major automobile
company, began the production of vehicles in Egypt, and during the course of that year,
Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao signed an agreement to increase Chinese investment in devel-
oping Egyptian energy, textiles, and electronics industries. Egypt agreed to give China pref-
erential trade concessions, build a light industrial zone (6th of October City, Fig. 6) to attract
Chinese investment, and to pursue joint ventures in the production of textiles (ibid.).

While Egypt is one of China’s main trading partners in Africa, total trade in 2007 was
only $4.7 billion USD (Table 1), with the terms clearly in China’s favor. Egypt’s exports pri-
marily consist of raw materials and agricultural products such as cotton, petroleum products,
linen, and marble, while China sells to Egypt such products as tires, generators, and data pro-
cessing and radio equipment. Given the rapid growth in Chinese trade in Africa, where the
volume is projected to reach more than $100 billion USD in 2008, trade with Egypt is
expected to rise at the same or an even greater rate than the overall rate for the continent
(ibid.).

One area of potential growth for Sino–Egyptian trade is in petroleum products, where
the Chinese are now involved in assisting the Egyptian effort to explore for more crude oil
and natural gas. Egypt is believed to have substantial gas resources and well as oil deposits.
The challenge, however, is the fact that international oil companies are well established in
Egypt, while China is a latecomer and thus will not likely be awarded preferential contracts
or treatment of the kind it receives in countries such as Angola (Sino–Egyptian, 2007).

All told, Egypt and China have a long and enduring friendship that appears to be
strengthening in step with China’s growing economic power and international influence. In
part this derives from the foreign investment, technology, and trade benefits Egypt can derive
from a partnership with China. At the same time, China needs Egypt for its strategic location
and its control of the Suez Canal, providing a gateway to the important Europe–
Mediterranean trading region. Consequently, China’s relationship with Egypt extends
beyond the generally recognized three basic elements of its policy for engaging with the
African states.
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However, there are also challenges, such as those likely to grow out of the increasing
commercial and trade links (i.e., the increasing pressure on local manufacturers due to
imports of cheap Chinese commercial goods noted in the case of South Africa). A second
and perhaps more complicated issue is the diplomatic tradeoff for Egypt, whereby it must
negotiate and navigate very carefully among its relationships with China, the United States,
European Union, and perhaps other Arab states and Israel as well (Golia, 2007). China’s rela-
tions with nearby Sudan as well as its role in Darfur create diplomatic issues that must be
assessed and managed very carefully, and the proximity of Egypt to these very issues points
to a set of geopolitical challenges of considerable complexity.

SUDAN

General

Sudan is Africa’s largest country in terms of land area and has a population of 39.4 mil-
lion (PRB, 2008). Owing to its size and strategic location between Egypt and central Africa,
it has long attracted the interest of former colonial powers as well as of Middle Eastern and
South Asian countries.11 The population of Sudan is split almost in half between an arabized

11Sudan was conquered by Egypt in 1820–1822, and was controlled jointly by the British and Egyptians until
its independence in 1956 (Fage, 1995).

Fig. 6. Site of the 6th of October light-industrial zone, Egypt, constructed with Chinese invest-
ment.
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Nilotic and Nubian group in the northern half of the country (that has traditionally had a
closer association with Egypt and holds political power) and a large and diverse number of
black African tribal groupings in the south and southwest that give Sudan one of the most
diverse populations in Africa.  It is this division that has formed the basis for conflict, as the
inhabitants of the south resent the political dominance of the Arabs in the north, leading to a
history of dissention and fighting during much of second half of the 20th century (U.S.
Department of State, 2008b).

The majority of the people are Sunni Muslims, while in the south more than one-quarter
practice various animist faiths. Sudan also has a small Christian community comprising ca. 5
percent of its total population. There are probably no more than 10,000 Chinese in the coun-
try, most very recent arrivals, who are either government functionaries or contract laborers
brought in to provide services for various infrastructure projects that involve Chinese compa-
nies (Fig. 7).

Sudan has been designated in the recent past as a sponsor of international terrorism (U.S.
Department of State, 2007), and its government has been sanctioned by the United Nations,
which has led to it becoming something of a pariah state. This has created serious economic
problems for the country, as many foreign investors have abandoned interest in exploring
Sudan’s natural resources and have curtailed their investments (U.S. Department of State,
2008b). Given its recent urgent search for energy and mineral resources, however, and with
its policy of non-interference in the domestic affairs of sovereign states, China has found in
the withdrawal of potential competitors a conducive atmosphere in which to partner with
Sudan. China’s warm relationship with Sudan, while comparatively recent, is nevertheless
extensive and growing. Sudan sought both diplomatic support (as it was facing increasing
international isolation) and foreign capital and investment. China, in turn, with large foreign

Fig. 7. Concentrations of Chinese construction workers and other functionaries in Sudan.
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exchange reserves accumulated from its period of rapid economic growth during the 1990s,
could provide both while also searching for new resources and new markets for its goods.
Thus, Sudan seemed to offer a good fit for China’s three-pronged African design and policy
despite the political challenges of links to a troubled state confronting a virtual civil war.

China has become Sudan’s major patron in the United Nations and has been active in
preventing the UN from applying more severe sanctions intended to curb the actions of the
Khartoum government in the Darfur conflict. However, the Chinese have begun to receive
serious criticism for facilitating what amounted to virtual genocide, and proceeded to apply
pressure on Khartoum to reduce the military activities of the Janjaweed irregulars and gov-
ernment forces against the local population in Darfur. Chinese diplomats were active in 2006
in helping to negotiate the Addis Ababa Agreement that resulted in a joint UN–African
Union Peacekeeping Force for Darfur, and the country recently has assumed a more respon-
sible position in the conflict (Anderson, 2008).

At the same time, China has moved aggressively into the commercial vacuum left in
Sudan and has become a major investor and leading commercial partner. For example, it is
now Sudan’s largest consumer of oil and foreign investor, providing the funds, technical sup-
port, and labor for key infrastructure projects such as the construction of oil pipelines, an oil
refinery, roads, major dams, power plants, and port facilities for exporting petroleum prod-
ucts (see Fig. 8, based on Harman, 2007).

Chinese companies also are Sudan’s main suppliers of arms and military equipment, a
trend that began much earlier, almost 40 years ago. As revenues from oil sales have risen,
Sudan has increased its purchases of military equipment, especially since the late 1990s.
China has maintained a military relationship with Sudan even in the face of the UN arms
embargo put in place in 2005 to prevent the arming of non-governmental forces such as the
Janjaweed (Anderson, 2008). Arms sales to the central government in Khartoum were not

Fig. 8.  Infrastructure and energy projects financed by Chinese companies in Sudan.
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restricted, but there was an effort in 2006 to expand the arms embargo to the entire country;
Sudan opposed the latter measure and enlisted China’s support to block it in the UN.12

Economic Penetration and Trade

China’s main economic activities in Sudan began in earnest in the late 1990s as the need
for energy and other resources became more urgent. Since then, it has expanded its influence
through massive purchases of Sudan’s oil and other resources, extensive involvement in
infrastructure projects, grants in aid, military sales, and an expanded market for Chinese
manufactured goods. China purchased more than two-thirds of Sudan’s oil exports, a key
sector of the Sudanese economic base, and is Sudan’s largest trading partner. In 2006 it
accounted for 71 percent of the value of Sudan’s exports beyond Africa (and 53 percent of
Sudan’s total exports) while furnishing about 21 percent of its imports originating outside
Africa. In 2006, Sudan was China’s third-largest African trading partner behind Angola and
South Africa (Africa’s Exports, 2006). While Sudanese trade constitutes a very small share
of China’s total, it is a vital component of Sudan’s total trade and GDP (about $27.5 billion in
2007; The Economist, 2008). When coupled with China’s profound role in the construction
of major infrastructure and oil exploration projects, Sudan’s economic relationship with
China can almost be described as dependent, if not quasi-colonial.

Such putative dependence however can create tensions and resentment, and at least one
African commentator (Askouri, 2007) has argued that the Chinese are in Africa and Sudan
mainly to secure resources and do this by developing close ties to autocratic ruling elites with
little or no interest in the welfare of local populations. Resource exploitation, in turn,
despoils the environment and removes local people from their homes while enriching the
elites. This is best seen, he argued, in the Darfur region where the local population was liter-
ally exterminated in a region believed to be the site of substantial oil resources, and the
Chinese not only sold arms and military equipment to facilitate the invasion but also pro-
vided diplomatic cover for the Sudanese in the United Nations. Such a policy, he concluded,
is a form of neo-colonialism that does little or nothing to enhance the national development
of Sudan (ibid.).

Sudan needs China’s support in the diplomatic and economic arenas, while China needs
Sudan’s vote to sustain the One China policy as well as its resources and market for Chinese
goods. However, if the Darfur or internal political conditions in Sudan were to deteriorate to
the point where they become too contentious or unsavory for China, political tensions could
develop between the two countries. Such tensions could then metastasize into the economic
and trade arenas, where China is now the key economic player in Sudan with no significant
competitors or rivals. Other countries such as India and Malaysia may be eyeing Sudan’s
potential petroleum resources as a source for future exploitation, and this also could cause
some difficulty. Finally, China’s efforts to market its low-cost consumer goods may precipi-
tate resentment, like elsewhere in Africa, among local producers who cannot compete against
a flood of cheap Chinese textiles, garments, footware, kitchen and household wares, and
inexpensive tools.

12China has sold Sudan $100 million worth of fighter planes and gunship helicopters. Much of the small arms
weaponry used by all groups in Darfur has been reported to be of Chinese origin, and the Chinese also are reported
to be the source of arms and military equipment used by rebel forces to attack the government of Chad (Eisenman
and Kuriantzick, 2006).
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In sum, China and Sudan appear to be natural partners with complementary needs and
requirements that provide mutual benefits for both sides. The last decade has seen China
emerge as a key patron for Sudan in the international arena and provider of the main impetus
for economic growth, and allowing the country to prosper even in the face of international
sanctions, China also has benefitted greatly, so this mutually advantageous relationship will
only strengthen in the near term (Eisenman and Kuriantzick, 2006).

ANGOLA

Angola presents a somewhat different case study of China’s design and activities in
Africa, but one that illustrates the importance of Africa while also highlighting some of the
challenges in the diplomatic and economic realms. It is a large country, with a land area
about twice the size of Texas, but unlike Egypt and to a lesser extent South Africa and Sudan,
it is only modestly populated, with a 2008 population estimated at about 17 million (PRB,
2008). The population consists of several tribal groups with a very small mestizo and
European minority. While Portuguese is the official language, various Bantu and other
African languages are in common usage. More than half the population is Christian, with
about 40 percent practicing Catholicism (U.S. Department of State, 2008a).

In recent years, a growing number of Chinese have arrived, most associated with com-
mercial and contract work, brought in to assist in a variety of infrastructure projects. For the
most part they are concentrated in Luanda, Angola’s capital and largest city. From there,
many proceed to the sites of infrastructure projects funded and supported by China. In these
locations, the newcomers may reside in compounds where they have little interaction with
the local population, as is common throughout other parts of Africa where the Chinese are
involved in construction. Chinese merchants and commercial functionaries, however, may be
found in the cities, hawking low-cost consumer goods and products (Fig. 9).

The Civil War and Military Ties

The Portuguese first arrived in Angola in the 15th century, attracted by the potential prof-
its generated in the slave trade.13 By the 19th century, Angola became a formal colony of
Portugal, but the shadow of the slave trade has left a legacy of discrimination and resentment
between the local population and the former colonizers. In the 1960s, competition arose
among the various ethnic groups, as political blocs seeking to liberate Angola from
Portuguese colonial control began to emerge and crystallize. Three main rebel movements
formed on the basis of political ideology—the Movimento Popular de Libertação de Angola
(MPLA) supported by the USSR and Cuba, Frente Nacional de Libertação de Angola
(FNLA) supported by the United States, and União Nacional para a Independencia Total de
Angola (UNITA), which sought support from China but eventually turned to South Africa.
After the Portuguese Army withdrew in 1974 a turbulent civil war broke out that raged for
almost half a century. Elections were held in 1992 and peace seemed imminent. However,
when UNITA and its leader Jonas Savimbi lost at the polls, they resumed fighting that did
not end until 2002, with Savimbi’s death. President Jose Eduardo dos Santos has been in
power since 1979, and consolidated his rule after the end of the civil war. This war and

13The region’s main export at the time was slaves. Despite the abolition of slavery in the Portuguese empire in
1875, slaves continued to be exported sporadically until as late as 1960. Angola finally gained independence in
1975, following a military coup in Lisbon.
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fighting, however, devastated the country and left much of its former infrastructure in ruins
(U.S. Department of State, 2008a).

Although China has been active in selling arms and providing military assistance in
many parts of Africa, its role in Angola has been modest. This is due in part to the legacy of
Portuguese support of Angola’s military forces, which continues to be strong, prompting
Angola to sign an agreement for military cooperation and training with Portugal in 2007
(Angola, Portugal, 2007). Nonetheless, a Chinese military delegation visited Angola in 2007
to discuss possible cooperation in military matters and signed an agreement to provide com-
munications equipment to Angola’s armed forces.

Chinese Loans and Commercial Activities

Angola has substantial petroleum reserves, and once the fighting and civil war dimin-
ished these resources attracted a number of foreign investors that included Western oil com-
panies as well as the Chinese. The country’s recent high rate of economic growth has
emanated from the oil sector and the record oil prices of recent years (prior to the decline in
late 2008), coupled with rapidly rising oil production (Angola among, 2007). Initially, Brazil
and Portugal had an advantageous position in Angola’s economic development, owing to the
post-colonial influence and the fact that Portuguese is the lingua franca of Angola. The
Chinese, who established diplomatic relations with Angola in 1983, initially were involved
only modestly in activities in Angola. But once conditions began to improve and as China’s
economy gained momentum, the PRC began to rapidly implement its three-pronged
approach of diplomatic support and economic assistance, search for resources, and creation

Fig. 9. Main concentrations of Chinese merchants and commercial agents in Angola.
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of markets for low-cost Chinese goods. Since the peace accord signed in 2002, China has
established a strong presence in Angola (Zweig and Bi, 2005).

China’s willingness to provide loans and lines of credit based on purchases of petroleum
products and its competitive ability to quickly repair and rebuild infrastructure at low cost
have given it an advantage over Western firms seeking to assist in the rebuilding of Angola.
Of the more than $5 billion in loans that Angola has received from 2002 to 2005, China is
reported to have contributed more than 58 percent (Center, 2005). China has moved in two
main directions in its economic pursuits: (1) acquiring equity stakes in oil concessions and
also investing heavily in the development of Angola’s oil processing and refining facilities;
and (2) investing heavily in infrastructure projects that have proven an essential part of the
rebuilding of Angola following the civil war.

China’s involvement in oil exploration, drilling, and processing has been substantial, as
China’s SINOPEC company has partnered with Angola’s exclusive oil firm Sonangol to
build a major new refinery in Lobito. China also has been awarded several promising off-
shore concessions as well (see Fig. 10), managing to outbid India for one of the sites. China
has become a very substantial partner of Angola (China’s largest trading partner in Africa),
and now purchases a large share of its crude oil production (see Hare, 2006 for background).
The bulk of Angola’s foreign trade consists of oil exports to China, with the terms of trade
being very much in Angola’s favor—an unusual situation for most countries that do business

Fig. 10. Major Chinese oil projects in Angola (estimated by author from Center, 2006; China’s
Sinopec, 2006; Hare, 2006; Angola Signs, 2007). Legend: 1 = Lobito oil refinery; 2 = offshore oil bloc
exploration joint venture with Shell Oil; 3 = Sinopec joint venture offshore oil blocs.
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with China.14 The modest size of the local consumer market limits the amount of goods
China has to sell to Angola’s relatively small population. However, China wins back much of
the currency it pays Angola for oil by providing services for the construction of infrastructure
in the country.

By 2006 China had provided approximately $3 billion in loans for infrastructure devel-
opment,15 as much of the essential transportation and urban infrastructure of the country had
been destroyed or damaged during the protracted civil war. With the loans came technical
assistance as well as skilled labor to rebuild the country after a devastating period of strife
and destruction (Angola Signs, 2007). The infrastructure projects included construction of a
number of road and bridges; rehabilitation of the main railways from coastal to various inte-
rior locations, housing construction, water infrastructure and treatment facilities, and major
municipal buildings. Much of this work is centered in the vicinity of the capital and largest
city, Luanda. As in other African countries, the Chinese companies work around the clock,
employing primarily Chinese technicians and laborers, and charging fees that are highly
competitive, usually 30 percent or more below those charged by comparable international
construction companies from countries such as Brazil or the United States (Center, 2006).

The substantial arrival of Chinese funds and expertise have benefitted the underdevel-
oped Angola, but have raised some questions as well. Will the Chinese train local workers to
provide the necessary skilled labor and technical support for the maintenance of the many
new projects that they have built or repaired? Angola offers an intriguing example of Africa’s

14The rapid upward trajectory of Angola’s overall exports to China is shown in Figure 11.
15Roughly 70 percent of the loan amount must be repaid to the Chinese companies that provided the construc-

tion expertise and labor (Center, 2006).

Fig. 11.  Value of Angola’s exports to China, million current US dollars, 1995–2007. Compiled
from NBS (2007, 2008).
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future based on its valuable resource base, and its recent rapid economic growth. In some
ways, it also provides a plausible test case for China’s new and soft diplomatic approach, and
a chance for the world to assess the extent to which the mutual benefits and value for Africa
that China asserts in its dealings with the continent’s states are validated.

CONCLUSION

As China rushes into the 21st century, it has many aspirations and objectives. Some are
grand and strategic and others more prosaic and practical. First, China and its people and
government wish to see the country regain what they regard as its proper role as a major and
respected world civilization and power. One aspect of this is to reunite and solidify all those
territories of the country that China believes belong to it, and this includes the island of
Taiwan. Second, the political leaders of China and its ruling Communist Party wish to legiti-
mize their role in governing and ruling the country, while also ensuring its continued eco-
nomic growth and development. These goals are intertwined, for economic growth is the key
to maintaining political and social stability, a fundamental tenet of successful governance
within China.

How do these grand and domestic goals relate to what China seeks to do in Africa? The
opening paragraph outlined three main objectives of China’s plans and policies—strengthen
international diplomatic and political support for China and its One China policy; search for
resources, especially energy for the rapidly growing economy; and create new markets for
China’s products to assist in its continued industrial growth while providing jobs for the
country’s enormous population.

China has managed to establish successful political relations with almost all (49) of
Africa’s 53 sovereign nations and convince these to support its policy of One China in the
United Nations.16 It has done this through a thoughtful and well- conceived policy that offers
non-interference in the domestic affairs of other countries and generous aid and loan pack-
ages as well as aggressive commercial activities that tie China to local African economies
where it perceives good opportunities. In cases where poverty and slow growth have inhib-
ited the ability of African states to repay loans or aid, China has been generous in forgiving
loans or making outright grants. Its oft-stated policy in dealing with African states is to stress
the notion of mutual benefits, and it has long promoted itself as a partner in solidarity with
African states in opposition to colonialism and economic dependency.

On the economic and commercial side, China has aggressively searched for mineral and
energy resources and has penetrated several countries aggressively through investments in
various oil exploration and extraction activities as well as mining ventures. Purchases of oil
have been among the most notable, and China has tied itself closely to both Angola and
Sudan, where it has become a key consumer of energy resources from these two countries. A
number of other countries that were not discussed in this paper are also important suppliers
of various resources, and China no doubt will continue its drive to expand African purchases
of metals, minerals, and other goods such as wood and forest products wherever they are
found in abundance and made available for extraction and sale. Africa will be one of several
key areas of the world that China will look to as it continues its vigorous pursuit of materials
to fuel its massive industries and factories.

16Taiwan now has diplomatic relations with only four African states—Burkina Faso, Gambia, Swaziland, and
Sao Tomé. Malawi terminated its recognition of Taiwan in early 2008 (MOFA, 2008).
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In parallel with its search for raw materials and resources, China will expand its ability
to provide efficient, fast, and competitive construction and other services, especially to coun-
tries that require major improvements in infrastructure. Ideally, China will offer these to
countries with which it is engaged in trade and where it is purchasing resources, for these
countries have the financial ability to pay for the services China can provide. These services
have the added benefit of creating jobs and returning payments to China, another key dimen-
sion of the economic strategy for continued rapid economic growth. Nowhere has this tactic
proved more successful than in Angola and Sudan, both countries that are providing China
with petroleum products and for which China in return is playing a major role in constructing
essential transportation, industrial, and urban infrastructure for their use. China is creating
new markets wherever it can throughout Africa. Chinese merchants and vendors are found in
many countries peddling various consumer goods and wares such as textiles, garments,
shoes, household and kitchen wares, tools, and miscellaneous equipment. This helps keep
Chinese factories humming at full capacity, but the downside is that it competes with local
factories and emerging entrepreneurs in Africa and leads to some resentment and backlash
against China and the Chinese people. A more successful approach has been to partner in
joint ventures that involve local Africans and employ local people in manufacturing and
other Chinese-financed and -backed enterprises. In this way greater benefits accrue to the
local population who can reciprocate with more enthusiastic political support.

Finally, China has used its position in various countries to offer educational and techni-
cal aid and services, as it has provided assistance and training in agriculture and public health
and also sought in some countries to extend educational opportunities for the local popula-
tion. In part, it does this by expanding the teaching of the Chinese language and culture
through various mechanisms set up in local universities and colleges or through Confucius
Institutes. In other cases, it has offered opportunities for local individuals to travel to China
for higher education and training, thus increasing the educational and professional levels so
necessary to modern economic and national development. This policy has created stronger
linkages with local people, who may advance in the professional ranks of their countries and
enhance their commitment to China’s objectives.

On balance, China’s activities and plans for Africa appear to be succeeding. The
approach is largely through soft diplomacy, and while China has been criticized at times for
its alliances with autocrats and unsavory leaders in countries such as Zimbabwe and Sudan, it
has been for the most part successful in solidifying its political and diplomatic relations with
various African states who often support the country’s positions in the United Nations and
other international organizations. Moreover, its economic activities appear to be positive in
terms of what they offer African states through purchases of African resources, but often but-
tressed by providing, quickly and efficiently, necessary and significant infrastructure devel-
opment at very competitive rates. Only time will tell if the appropriate maintenance and
follow-up to these projects does in fact contribute to a sustainable economic development for
African states where China is operating, but at this stage China’s approach appears positive
and valuable.

China has also demonstrated a facile pragmatism in countries such as Egypt and South
Africa, where it perceives the importance of good relations for other geopolitical and strate-
gic reasons. Egypt, for example, controls the Suez Canal and is the gateway to the
Mediterranean Basin and the European Union. Strong political and economic linkages with
Egypt have a number of positive attractions, and China is working diligently to strengthen
these. South Africa, at the southern tip of the continent, also occupies a strategic location.
More important, however, is the role it plays as a leader among African and especially
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sub-Saharan states in advancing African positions in international organizations and in medi-
ating disputes among various states.

The main conclusion from examining China’s recent political and economic activities in
Africa is that while there have been serious challenges and issues in some cases, such as in
Zimbabwe and Sudan, overall China has been making remarkable progress in Africa. The
country seems poised to continue these successes in the future with reasonable prospects of
advancing African development while also benefiting the People’s Republic of China, a suc-
cessful denouement of the policy it so often stresses in its deliberations with African states.
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