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The debates on the politics of Chinese engagement with African development have been
infused with increasing concern over Chinese use of aid in exchange for preferential
energy deals. Normative liberal discourse criticizes the Chinese for disbursing ‘rogue aid’
and undermining good governance in the African continent. These criticisms not only
ignore the longer term and more diverse aid relations between China and various African
countries, but the criticism itself is part of an ideological attempt to present western aid in
a more favourable light. This paper aims to develop these debates through an historical
and deconstructive analysis.
First, through a deeper historical analysis of China’s aid to Africa, the continuities and
differences in relation to other donors’ approaches and over time are explored. We
show that China’s recent interests in Africa are built on longer histories of cooperation
which have tended to be couched in terms of solidarity and development rather than aid.
Current ‘aid’ is tied into geopolitical agendas, economic cooperation as well as to
specific resource acquisitions. The governance of this aid is increasingly complex and
diffuse as the Chinese state becomes privatised and fragments into different ministries
and regions, all having some part to play in African interventions. In many senses, given
that all aid is politically and economically motivated, the Chinese are not behaving much
differently from previous industrial powers intent on accessing African resources. Some
authors are sceptical about China’s interest in Africa as a form of ‘south-south
cooperation’, which is more progressive and less selfish, suggesting it might be the more
familiar and hegemonic ‘north-south relationship’. But where they do appear different
from western powers is the types of political relationships they operate through, as well
as envisage for, Africa.
This brings us on to our second major thesis, which is how different ideologies and
practices of governance are used by both the Chinese and the western donors (who are
critical of China) to conceal their own interests. At the heart of the debate is the myth of
‘apolitical’ aid. What is interesting is that the Chinese use a version of aid as ‘apolitical’,
when they see a separation of ‘business’ from ‘politics’, most notably in their past
dealings with Sudan. And now in comparison to the cold war period of ‘ideological’
engagement with the South, China’s self-styled rhetoric is non-ideological engagement.
The key is that in superpower confrontations binaristic ideological discourses are
inevitably deployed, which seek to demonise the other and is so doing legitimize one’s
own approach. At present we see heavy criticisms of Chinese aid. The first flaw in the
critique of Chinese aid, concerns the double standards bound up in recent approaches
by western donors. The second problem with the demonisation of China’s aid is that it is
changing in light of international pressure. In practice China’s presence as an
‘alternative’ to Washington, and demonstrated amply by the Angola case, permits
African leaders to ‘triangulate’ between donors.
We conclude with an agenda for future research around grounded analysis of the
unfolding of politics in African countries affected by Chinese aid. However, as
demonstrated in Sudan, China’s non-interference policy did not bring the expected
positive results, resulting in a shift away from non-interference to a more managed

engagement with domestic politics. The impacts of this shift could be profound, as China
is seemingly willing to undertake a more responsible role in international issues and
negotiations. It is this nascent co-operation that is seen as key to the realisation of
Millennium Development Goal 8 – to develop a global partnership for development.
Such multilateral processes are important but for many it will be the country level in
Africa where the realities of aid ‘coordination’ and effectiveness will be negotiated. The
move towards multi-donor support groups and donor partnerships at the country level
will be testing grounds for China’s willingness to enter the mainstream of donor activity.
Selected bibliography
Brautigam, D. (1998) Chinese Aid and African Development: Exporting Green
Revolution. Basingstoke: Macmillan and New York: St Martin’s.
Centre of Chinese Studies (CCS). (2007) ‘China's Engagement with Africa: Preliminary
scoping of African case studies; United States, CCS report for Rockefeller
Foundation., Sept 2007.
Chan-Fishel, M. and Lawson, R. (2007) ‘Quid Pro Quo? China's Investment-forResource Swaps in Africa’, Development, 50 (3): 63-68.
Duffield, M. (2002) ‘Social Reconstruction and Radicalization of Development; Aid as a
relation to Global liberal governance’, Development and Change, 33 (5):; 10491071.
Eyben, R. (2006) ‘The road not taken: International aid choice of Cophenhagen over
Beijing’, Third World Quarterly, 27 (4): 595-608.
French, H. (2004) ‘China in Africa: All Trade, With No Political Baggage’, New York
Time, 8 August 2004
King, K. (2006) ‘Aid within the Wider China-Africa Partnership: A view from the Beijing
Summit’, http://www.cctr.ust.hk/china-africa/papers/King,Kenneth.pdf (accessed 01
January 2008)
Lancaster, C. (2007) ‘The Chinese Aid System, Centre for Global Development’,
http://www.cgdev.org/content/publications/detail/13953/ (accessed 26 December
2007).
Mohan, G. and Power, M. (2008) ‘New African choices? The politics of Chinese
involvement in Africa and the changing architecture of development’, Review of
African Political Economy, 115 (35): 23-42.
Moss, T. and Rose, S. (2006) ‘China ExIm Bank and Africa: New Lending, New
Challenges’,
Centre
for
Global
Development,
http://www.cgdev.org/content/publications/detail/11116 (accessed 02 September
2007).
Snow, P. (1988) The Star Raft: China’s Encounter with Africa. Ithaca, New York: Cornell
University Press.
Taylor, I. (2006) China oil diplomacy in Africa, International Affairs 82: 5: 937-959.

