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ABSTRACT

Chinese engagement in Africa brought mixed academic commentaries regarding the aims and
objectives pursued by this country. Whether referred to as a search for China’s empowerment at
the expense of African development or as a reliable partnership to enhance the status of the non-
Western world, China’s immersion in Africa appear unconventional, and innovative compared to
the designs pursued by other major powers in their dealings with the African continent. In China’s
vision, Africa occupies a special place for historic reasons, identity considerations, and a common
destiny, beyond sharing strategic and economic interests. Beijing has become in the last decade,
Africas most important partner in terms of political relationships, direct investments, trade
exchanges and financial assistance. China is trying to adapt to the world’s new underpinnings and
seems to take into consideration the changing priorities of Africa in the context of the looming
East /West cold war, induced mainly, by the Ukraine-Russia war.

Keywords: Africa, China, cooperation, Ukraine-Russia war, world mutations.

Introduction

FROM BEING AN UNDERDEVELOPED
country, only three decades ago, and sharing with
African countries many features related to econo-
mic weakness and social backwardness, China has
rapidly risen to a global status in terms of political
credo, industrial potential, commodity exports,
overseas financial investments, and military mi-
ght.

Indeed, after a long period of State control over

productive means, China started bold economic

reforms in the late 1970s, that have permitted a
speedy transition from a dormant and static ag-
rarian-dominated economy to a highly industria-
lized power and a technological hub with growing
urban spaces, dynamic middle classes, widespread
education, technological expertise, and innovati-
ons.

Such a rapid transformation or “Chinese mi-
racle” as dubbed at that time, emanated from a
voluntary national strategy based on a stable and
coherent leadership, economic pragmatism, and a
less ideological vision of world politics.
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For a long time, China exalted a discourse con-
cerning a foreign policy assumed to reflect five
principles related to “the respect of sovereignty and
territorial integrity of the States, mutual non-agg-
ression, non-interference in the domestic affairs of
other countries, equality and mutual benefits, and
peaceful coexistence.” Such orientations made Chi-
na close to the challenges confronted by African
countries in the light of the long-standing cold war.

Gradually, Chinas ambitions to reach a major
power status increased after obtaining a seat in the
Security Council of the United Nations, and stren-
gthening its economic capabilities and military
might. China has then succeeded in becoming the
most serious rival to the US hegemony over wor-
1d affairs. The Asian power started, then, to call for
multilateralism, which appealed to many countries
in the world, particularly in Africa.

China’s grand design has symbolic foundations
and ancient historical roots, according to the Chi-
nese discourse. It sprung from the belief that Chi-
nese civilization is 5,000 years old, which stresses
the glorious past of this country and outlines a le-
gitimate justification for the rise of China to a wor-
ld-prominent status.

Since coming to power, Xi Jinping has departed
from the low-profile doctrine pursued by Deng Xi-
aoping in the international scene in the early 1990s,
based on “keep a low profile, do something,” or
“tao guang yang hui, you suo zuo wei’(Chen, n.d).
Instead, Xi Jinping went on to impulse a dynamic
diplomacy framed in the great renewal of the Chi-
nese nation, or zhon-ghua minzu weida fuxing that
aimed at restoring China to the role of a great
power (Nantulya, 2019).

Some political scientists considered China’s en-
gagement in the African continent as “a positive
development model”(Sheehy, 2022) and as an at-
tempt to use of Africa as “a pivot in China’s efforts

to construct alternate global architectures”(Nantul-
va, 2023).

China’s encounter with Africa is not new. It dates
back to the period when this country considered it-
self a part of the third world, committed to fighting
colonialism and Western domination.

China provided many liberation movements in
Africa with diplomatic support, financial assistance,
and even arms, as was the case with the Algerian
wartime National Liberation Front.

Later, Beijing found a staunch support from Af-
rican countries, the great bulk of which gained in-
dependence in the 1960s, in the efforts to complete
territorial integrity and the recovery of internatio-
nal credo and prestige.

Gradually, China diversified its cooperation with
African countries, moving from a heavy reliance on
the imports of raw materials (mining and energy)
to participating in huge development projects and
infrastructure, mainly in the sectors of agriculture,
hydrocarbons, chemicals, transport, and housing.
In return, China exported to its African partners,
agrarian products, clothing, spare parts, industrial
equipment, and even technology and know-how th-
rough joint ventures, implemented largely by Chi-
nese loans and financial inducements.

China integrated Africa into its “Belt and Road
Initiative” (BRI), a global development scheme in-
cepted in 2013 which consisted of a well-resourced
programme to increase commercial links with the
developing world.

In its partnerships with African countries, eco-
nomic pragmatism was the driving engine as poli-
tical issues linked to the nature of political systems,
respect for human rights and democracy require-
ments were not among the perquisites for China’s
engagement in the African continent. In this vein,
Many African countries resorted to Chinese coo-

peration to avoid, the somehow harsh conditions
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imposed by the Western world, namely political
overture, transparency in conducting trade deals,
and financial transactions, as well as accountability
and control procedures.

In the last few years, China’s engagement in Af-
rica upgraded to military and security issues. In
addition to selling arms, Beijing sent troops in the
framework of the United Nations peacekeeping
operations in Africa. Most importantly, it started
to mark its military presence in this continent by
installing a military base in Djibouti, alongside US
and French military posts, and participating in joint
operations with some countries of the Horn of Afri-
ca in fighting piracy in the Indian Ocean.

China aptly rejected criticisms from US officials
and academics, which described China’s presence in

Africa as a “disguised imperialism,” or a means to

plunder its resources and a way to fill the gap left
by the United States in the African continent (Irat-

ni, 2018). Other critics of China contented that this
country sought to replace democracy and liberalism
in Africa with authoritarian rule and a kind of “il-
liberalism.”

In its ‘US Africa Strategy’ announced in August
2022, US President Binder stated that China views
Africa as an “important arena to challenge the ru-
les-based international order, advance its own nar-
row commercial and geopolitical interests, under-
mine transparency and openness, and weaken U.S.
relations with African peoples and governments”(S-
heehy, 2022).

Many years ago, Graham Allison an American
prominent political scientist, warned that US-C-
hina rivalry resembled the trap of Thucydides in
which the famous Greek philosopher referred to the
conflict between Athens and Sparta in the 5th cen-
tury BC, due to Athens’s ‘imperialism’ and the fear
of domination felt by its rival Sparta (Allison, 2019).

The construction site of the Nairobi Motorway by Chinese company China Road and Bridge Corporation (CRBC),
Kenya, February 10, 2021 (Photo: CGTN, 2021).
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Not only has China proved a serious contender
to US economic ascendancy, as highlighted by the
fierce clash over trade issues, but has emerged, also,
as a spoiler to the world order forged by Washington
since the Bretton Woods Agreements.

COVID-19 gave China a viable opportunity to be at
the forefront of the battle against the disastrous effects
of this virus through helping many African countries
that lacked hygienic masks, vaccines, drugs, and me-
dical devices. African countries highly praised Chine-
se assistance, through many messages (Xinhua, 2020).
Such a dynamic activism took on a higher significan-
ce in the light of the Ukraine-Russia war. Indeed, this
war provided China with an impetus to fulfill its desi-
re to lead a pole of powerful countries in an attempt to
construct alternate global institutions to challenge the
Western world’s hegemony over the world’s economy.

China tried to show an autonomous stance by
refraining from voting against Russia’s interventi-

on in Ukraine during the United Nations vote in

March 2022 and from taking economic sanctions

on the Euro-Asian power. This posture appealed to
the feeling shared by African public opinion, whi-
ch regarded the Western countries’ response to the
war in Ukraine as a double standard when com-
pared to US intervention in Iraq, and Afghanistan
or to ‘Israel’s aggressions against Palestinians in
Gaza.

A significant turn appeared when President Xi
Jinping visited Moscow in March 2023 and when
China broke an unexpected détente between two
countries regarded by the United States as hostile
(Iran) or becoming less friendly (Saudi Arabia).
Would the Iran-Saudi deal result in a new geost-
rategic configuration of the Asia-Middle East regi-
on? Would Russia join a Chinese-led pole distinct
from the Western axis? Would this new coalition
work for a new financial system, and compensa-
tion mechanisms to replace, if not, compete with
those dominated by the United States? It may be
precocious to answer these questions with perspi-

cacity, but what seems plausible is that a new world

Photo taken on April 26, 2017 shows the China-Russia Tongjiang-Nizhneleninskoye railway bridge under
construction as part of the Belt and Road Initiative (Photo: Xinhua, 2018).




Belkacem Iratni - China's Strategic Involvement in Africa and the New International Mutations: Old Policies, New challenges

balance of power is on the way. From this perspe-
ctive, China’s long-standing working relationship
with Africa would not have been in vain.

This paper attempts to analyze China relations
with Africa through the objectives pursued by the
Asian country to achieve its grand design, which
consists of upgrading to world status, without
however, nourishing hegemonic temptations, as
stated by the Chinese rhetoric. It encompasses th-
ree distinctive but intrinsically linked parts:

-The first part delves into scrutinizing China’s
grand design to become a world power, and alter
the Western-dominated international system th-
rough an ambitious development strategy and ac-
tive multilateral cooperation,

- The second part assesses the nature of the re-
lations China enjoyed with the African continent
through two interconnected parameters: the sear-
ch for raw materials, and foreign market outlets, on
the one hand, and the participation in the security

concerns of Africa to complete its status as a lea-

ding global player, on the other,

- The third part pertains to the efforts displayed
by China to take substantial advantage of the inci-
dences induced by the Ukraine-Russia war, mainly
in Africa, a promising continent that remains Bei-
jing’s privileged partner for historic reasons, moral

commitments, and mutual benefits.

China’s World Vision: Beyond
Conventional Stereotypes

China’s historic evolution stands as unique and
paradoxical as it came from civilized empires in
the past, to a poor country in modern times, and
to a major world power since the beginning of
the new millennium. The sequential process this
country underwent consisted of strengthening its
economic and military capabilities to reach a bet-
ter international system. In this adventure, China

looks towards Africa, with which it shares a many

features.

’
‘
/Gt
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Kenya’s largest infrastructure project since independence, the Chinese-built Mombasa-Nairobi Standard Gauge
Railway opened on May 30, 2017 (Photo: Global Times, 2022).
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Positive empowerment, not bullying
hegemony

Alluding perhaps to the United States, a Chine-
se diplomatic release stated, “A certain big power is
reviving the Cold War mentality and stoking con-
frontation between blocs. It wilfully undermines
international rule of law and stirs up antagonism.
It gets zealous about decoupling and building wal-
Is, and glorifies hegemony and bullying” (Chinese
Embassy in Ethiopia, n.d). From the outset, China’s
involvement in world affairs was meant to stand
utterly different from the United States’ external
behavior by building up a strong momentum for
the rise “of developing countries” and the imple-
mentation of a more balanced world landscape.

—

China considers itself a
developing country by moral
virtue and intrinsic feelings, and
the Chinese leaders believe that
their country remains a part of
the developing world even if it
has evolved into a great world
power.

Before claiming international status and calling
for a new world order, China had gone a long way
to strengthening its economic and military capabi-
lities. Three decades ago,” China’s annual economic
output was about $ 433 billion in current dollar
terms, making its economy roughly the size of the
national outcomes of Austria or South Africa to-
day. It is now comfortably “the second-biggest eco-
nomy in the world, with a gross domestic product
of $ 17.7 trillion and the single biggest contributor
to global GDP growth” (Xinhua, 2024).

After succeeding in achieving bold economic
and social reforms internally, China attempted to
reshape the global order, according to the resolu-
tion of the Chinese Communist Party taken at the
June 2018 Central Foreign Affairs Work Conferen-
ce (Xinhua, 2018a).

According to a political analyst, China’s world
ambitions were justified by the mentality of being
the Middle Kingdom with the natural right to rule
the world (Weismann, 2015). These national be-
liefs sprung from the kind of “exceptionalism” of
the Chinese nation boasted by the Chinese leaders.
President Xi Jinping once asserted that: “several
thousand years ago, the Chinese nation trod a path
that was different from other nations’ culture and
development”(Rolland, 2020).

The grandiloquence of the Chinese rheto-
ric stems from the glorification of the history of
China as a great empire, Confucius’s teachings of
harmony, and the egalitarian values exalted by the
socialist mode of development well mixed with the
social virtues of a market economy.

China considers itself a developing country by
moral virtue and intrinsic feelings, and the Chine-
se leaders believe that their country remains a part
of the developing world even if it has evolved into
a great world power. In the September 2013 mee-
ting of the G-77, Chinese Foreign Minister, Wang
Yi stated that “Even when China becomes stron-
ger and more prosperous, it will remain a staunch
member of the developing world because China
and fellow developing countries have similar pasts,
common development tasks, and ever-expanding
shared strategic interests” (Wang Yi, 2013).

Besides the search for international status, Chi-
nese rhetoric developed a sophisticated diatribe
against the Western-dominated international sys-
tem through the rejection of the universality of

liberal democratic values. In parallel to its asserti-
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The Port of Tianjin, the largest port in North China, is one of the major hubs through which China contributes to
the global economy (Photo: CGTN, 2020).

veness as a world major power, China does not aim
to eradicate the mechanisms of the international
system as forged by the Western world since the
end of World War IL. It attempts, rather, to remodel
them to reach fairer global governance that would
benefit chiefly the developing countries, under its
“guidance and wisdom,” according to Chinese rhe-
toric.

The nature of the international system has not
changed profoundly with regard to global gover-
nance, despite China’s growing power, the rise of
Russia in the international scene, the emergence
of a multitude of medium and high -range income
countries, and the decline of the Western world.
Instead, it has increased inequalities between na-
tions and maintained the great bulk of the world
population in a state of economic backwardness
and dependency. In a speech addressed to Davos
World Economic Forum in 2017, President Xi Jin-
ping observed that: “the global economic landsca-
pe has changed profoundly in the past few deca-

des. However, the global governance system has
not embraced those new changes and is therefore
inadequate in terms of representation and inclusi-
veness,” (US-China Institute, 2017).

Chinese leaders displayed substantial efforts to
dissipate the fears related to the threat their rising
country may represent to world peace and stabi-
lity. Indeed, for a long time, the” yellow peril” has
overshadowed China’s world ascension and brou-
ght doubt to its design to work for alternate wor-
1d structures and mechanisms, as perceived in the
Western world.

To alleviate these distorted views on China’s
world ambitions, President Xi Jinping, declared
during a visit to Washington in 2015 that China is
“a participant, builder, contributor, and beneficiary
of the current international system. Reforming and
improving the current international system does
not mean starting from scratch but rather promo-
ting its development in a more just and reasonable
direction”(MFA/PRC, 2015).
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China has created alternate financial organisms
like the Asian Infrastructure Bank (AIB), and contri-
buted in setting up a new Development Bank (NDB),
seen as the Bank of the BRICS and a competitor for
the International Monetary Fund (IMF), in order to
reinforce its influence on the international scene and
pave the way to a fairer global system.

However, China’s most resounding international
project consisted of the launch of the Belt Road Ini-
tiative (BRI).This policy, duplicating the ancient “silk
road,” aimed at establishing a transport corridor from
the Pacific Ocean to the Baltic Sea, and a “Maritime
Silk Road” from China to India, Africa, and the Me-
diterranean. This gigantic project, incepted in the
pure line of the spirit of past Chinese empires, consti-
tutes the linchpin of Xi Jinping’s foreign policy.

Africa: a pivot in China’s global design

China has entertained African countries with a
long-lasting special relationship that dates back to the
period when many of them were experiencing a dark
and oppressive colonial yoke (Bentebbibel, 2016). From

the late 1950s on, China provided strong support for
the African liberation movements to achieve decolo-
nization. It was among the first countries in the world
to recognize the Algerian Provisional Government in
1960 and the largest provider of arms to Algerian free-
dom fighters (Debeche, 1987).

After the political emancipation of the African con-
tinent in the early 1960s, China moved to cultivate
friendly relations with many African countries and be-
gan to share with them their weals and woes. Such links
never flat line, despite the limited economic capabilities
of China and the vicissitudes of East-West confronta-
tion, in which African countries were entangled. For
the two decades stretching from the mid-1950s to the
mid-1970s, China provided aid to African countries
that amounted to $2.5 billion, sent tens of thousands
of engineers, doctors, and technicians to assist these
countries, and completed huge infrastructure projects
such as the 1860-km long Tanzania-Zambia railway
(China Policy in Focus, n.d).

Chinass relations with Africa waned considerably,

because Beijing became heavily involved in implemen-

ting important reforms in the late 1970s and was dip-

The Dar Es Salaam station of the Tanzania-Zambia Railway in Tanzania on February 14, 2019
(Photo: Xinhua, 2022).
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lomatically isolated because of the Tiananmen Square
protest in 1989.

However, as China emerged as a global power in
the international arena, Africa became highly useful in
Beijing’s modernization ambitions and grand design,
aiming to challenge Western supremacy and support
the economic progress of the developing world. This
interest in Africa became tangible with the visits Presi-
dent Jiang Zemin paid to Ethiopia, Kenya, Egypt, Mali,
Namibia, and Zimbabwe in May 1996. In a keynote
speech entitled “Toward a New Historical Milestone of
Sino-African Friendship,” he presented a 21-point pro-
posal to enhance China-Africa cooperation in the long
term and strengthen friendship, five of which were to
become the pillars of Chinese African policy:

-to foster a sincere friendship between the two sides
and become each other’s reliable “all-weather friends,”

-to treat each other as equals, respect each other’s
sovereignty, and refrain from interfering in each other’s
internal affairs,

-to seek common development based on mutual be-
nefit,

-to enhance consultation and cooperation in inter-

national affairs, and,

-to look into the future and create a more splendid
world (MFA/PRC, 1996)

President Zemin's long-term programme to promo-
te the development of Africa began to evolve with the
setting up of the Forum for China-Africa Cooperati-
on (FOCAC) in Beijing in 2000. Since then, China has
been holding such a forum every three years.

Sino-African trade rose from $10.5 billion at the
start of the new millennium to a record $106.8 billion
in 2008, and China became the second most important
trade partner of Africa (China Policy in Focus, 2024).

The Sino-African honeymoon received a boost
when President Xi Jinping presented his doctrine, or
“China Dream,” based on national rejuvenation, pros-
perity and whose implementation necessitated the re-
course to African peoples. He disclosed the contents
of this dream during a speech in Tanzania in March
2013: “The Chinese people are currently committed
to realizing the Chinese dream of the great rejuvena-
tion of the Chinese nation, while African people are

striving for the African dream of self-development

through unity, and growth.

B

Cooporntion

China's partnership with Africa was highlighted by the 2018 meeting of FOCAC in Beijing and the Extraordinary
China-Africa Summit on solidarity against COVID-19 (Photo: FOCAC, 2018).
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People in China and Africa should strengthen
unity, cooperation, and support and help each other
to make their respective dreams come true. At the
same time, they should also work with the internatio-
nal community to push for the realization of the wor-
1d dream of lasting peace and common prosperity, so
that we can make greater contributions to the peace
and development of mankind.” (Foster, 2009).

—

Amid these feelings of mutual
understanding and sincere
friendship, China moved to

view Africa as an essential
partner to implement a common
development, regarded as the
prerequisite for a better world,
and fulfil its global design.

In practice, President Xi Jing became personally in-
volved in articulating China’s policy toward Africa as
he toured Africa in March 2013, his first official visit
abroad since rising to power. However, his fingerprint
on China’s partnership with Africa appeared with great
emphasis with the convening of the 2018 FOCAC in
Beijing and the Extraordinary China-Africa Summit
on solidarity against COVID 19. During this FOCAC,
he displayed a “five-no-approach” to his country’s rela-
tionship with Africa:

-no interference in African countries’ pursuit of
development paths

-no interference in the internal affairs of African
countries;

-no imposition of our will on African countries;

-no attachment of political strings to assistance to
Africa and;

-no seeking of selfish political gains in investment

and financing cooperation with Africa.

As it appears, China declares its commitment not
to meddle in African domestic affairs, not to attach
conditions to its cooperation with Africa, and not to
expect cupid interests in return (Xinhua, 2018b). This
Chinese approach appealed greatly to African leaders.

President Xi Jinping went on to put forward pro-
posals on building a China-Africa community of a
shared future, marked by sincerity, good faith, shared
interests, joint responsibility, win-win cooperation,
common security, and happiness for all.

Amid these feelings of mutual understanding and
sincere friendship, China moved to view Africa as an
essential partner to implement a common develop-
ment, regarded as the prerequisite for a better world,
and fulfil its global design. Therefore, China set up the
Forum of China-Africa Cooperation Dakar Action
Plan (2022-2024) and forged a privileged and strategic
partnership with South Africa. It succeeded in gaining
African endorsement for its
Initiative (GDI) and Global Security Initiative (GSI),

which include non-interference in internal affairs, op-

Global Development

position to unilateral sanctions, and ‘indivisible secu-
rity; meaning that China’s security cannot be delinked
from the security of its partners (Nantulya, 2023).

China counted on the diplomatic support of the
African countries that hold the largest bloc within the
United Nations General Assembly in its efforts to en-
sure its credibility and redesign global governance and
structures. African countries have subscribed to the
‘One China Policy’ except for Eswatini, which continu-
es to recognize Taiwan, and no African country has ba-
cked the draft statements criticizing Chinese policies
in Xinjiang, Tibet, and Hong Kong during the different
UN debates occurring in 2019-2022. Furthermore, a
project resolution condemning alleged violations of
human rights by China in the Muslim region of Xinji-
ang was defeated thanks to the African vote during UN
High Commission for Refugees debates that took place
in October 2022 (Nantulya, 2023).




Belkacem Iratni - China’s Strategic Involvement in Africa and the New International Mutations: Old Policies, New challenges

Chinese Security-development Nexus in an
African Context

The Chinese leaders emphasized the dialectical
equation between development tasks and security
issues in their arduous search to empower their
country both internally and on the world stage.
They attempted to translate this equation into the
relationship they have established with Africa, a
continent close to their perceptions of the outer

world, with relative success.
A wide and promising economic partnership:

No other country comes near the depth and
breadth of China’s engagement in Africa. It is Afri-
cas largest trading partner, a bilateral creditor, and
a crucial source of infrastructure investment. Chi-
nese firms account for an estimated one-eighth of

the continent’s industrial output (The Economist,
2022).

From the start of the new Millennium, which
saw China embarking upon an ambitious develop-
ment program, trade with the African continent
steadily increased as shown in Figurel.

China’s trade with Africa was limited in the
1990s. It started to increase to around $19 billion
in 2005 (Stein, Uddhammar, 2023), and in 2009,
China overtook the United States as Africa’s lar-
gest bilateral trading partner.

China’s commercial exchanges with Africa was
a little over $185 billion in 2021, as shown in Fi-
gure 1. The volume of trade between the two part-
ners reached a record high of $ 284 in 2022 and
China’s exports to Africa increased by 11.2% to
$164.49 billion, while its imports from this region
reached $108 billion, for the same period (Nyabi-
age, 2023).

Figure 1: China-Africa trade volume
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Chart showing China-Africa trade volume between 2014-2021
(Figure: MFA/PRC, 2021).
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Africa still badly needs direct investments to set
up basic infrastructure, sound utilities, transport
facilities, and transforming industries because
Africa remains a poor continent with less than
3% of the world trade, despite its abundant natu-
ral resources. According to a Chinese diplomatic
statement, China’s total investments in Africa over
2016-2020, reached $200 billion, while direct in-
vestment by Chinese companies in Africa neared
$42.3 billion by the end of 2020, as shown in Figure
2.

China responded favorably to Africa’s expecta-
tions to develop infrastructure and the industrial
sector. From 2000 to 2020, China helped African
countries build more than 13,000 km of roads and
railways and more than 80 large-scale power faci-
lities, and funded over 130 medical facilities, 45

sports venues, and over 170 schools. It also trained

more than 160,000 personnel for Africa and built a
series of flagship projects, including the AU Con-
ference Centre (MFA/PRC, 2021).

The Asian power has completed several ports
in Africa, the latest, a deep-water port expected to
be the largest in Africa is under construction near
Algiers. The initial cost of this project amounted to
around $3 billion. A Chinese loan covered a part of
the expenditures of this project in the framework
of BRI. In addition, the most important projects
China has undertaken in Africa in the domain
of infrastructure and transport since mid-2010s
have been the East-West Highway in Algeria, the
Foundiougne Bridge in Senegal, the Kribi-Lolabe
Highway in Cameroon, the Nairobi Expressway,
the first electric railway in Egypt, and the Momba-
sa-Nairobi Railways, built and operated with Chi-
nese standards, technologies, and equipment.

Figure 2: China’s direct investments in Africa
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Chart showing China's direct investments in Africa between 2003 and 2020
(Figure: MFA/PRC, 2021).
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July 2022, Kribi Lolabe Highway, the fruit of close cooperation between China and Cameroon, built by China
Harbour Engineering Company Ltd (CHEC) in southwest Cameroon (Photo: Xinhua, 2022).

Energy supplies from Africa are not vital to Chi-
nese economy, and China intends to escape the ma-
ritime control of the United States, especially over
the Strait of Malacca. It remains, however, that Afri-
ca is of strategic interest as an international develop-
ment field for Chinese oil companies, which seek to
become global players and compete with the biggest
international oil majors (Enerdata).

China did not refrain from heavily investing in
Africa’s hydrocarbon sector because Africa cons-
titutes the largest region to provide oil and gas to
China after the Middle East with a share amoun-
ting to 25% of China’s total energy imports. Around
two-thirds of Chinese spending in African upstream
went to Nigeria, Angola, Uganda, and Mozambique,
and the Chinese State oil company (CNOOC) has
taken a majority stake in a project to drill for oil off
West Africa’s Guinea Bissau and some shares in the
Rovuma LNG project in Mozambique. Other Chi-

nese oil companies, such as CNCP, are building a
1.980km pipeline from the Agadem oil field in Ni-
ger to the port of Seme in Benin (Africa oil week)
and Sinopec Overseas oil and gas company Limited
has struck a $490 million deal with the Algerian oil
company, Sonatrach in May 2022 to explore in the
Saharan Zarzaitine region (FOCAC).

In the agrarian sector, China invested $1.11 bil-
lion in 35 African countries by the end of 2020, and
7.556 Africans have received agricultural training in
China since 2012 (MFA, 2021).In the medical sec-
tor, China has sent 23.000 medical team technicians
over the past 60 years, while 1.000 Chinese medical
staff were working in 45 African countries (et). Du-
ring the COVID-19 pandemic, China has provided
18 million doses of vaccines to 27 African countries,
and setup with African countries a joint production
of vaccines amounting to 400 million doses annual-
ly (Wang Yi, 2018).
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In the cultural and media sectors, China establis-
hed a China-Africa Institute in Beijing, helped more
than 30 African universities set up Chinese language
departments, and sent a total of 5,500 Chinese lan-
guage teachers and volunteers to 48 African nations
since 2004. Concerning media cooperation, 45 Afri-
can countries signed the framework of BRI, a broad-
casting project that aims to build trade and infrast-
ructure networks connecting Asia with Europe and
Africa (Africa News). In addition, thirty African me-
dia outlets have joined the BRI News Alliance in the
“People-to-People and Cultural Exchanges,” and 42
African countries have participated in the BRI Media
Community Summit Forum (MFA/PRC, 2021).

A cautious military engagement

The second element of the Chinese Security-De-
velopment Nexus translated to African Space con-
sisted of the growing Chinese ambitions to become a
major military power in the world, not only to prote-
ctits territorial integrity but also to participate in en-
suring a safe and stable international environment.
In this context, security issues in Africa became part

of China’s worries, and concerns.

—

Xi Jinping launched the China-
Africa peace and security
initiative and decided to setup a
China-Africa Peace and Security
Fund to increase African capacity
building.

Territorially fragmented for a long-time and lo-
cated in a highly troubled region that encompasses
rival nuclear powers, economic competing giants,
and foreign military bases, China feels as insecure as

the African continent. Therefore, China continued to
expand exchanges and hold dialogues with African
countries in the field of peace and security. At the
FOCAC Beijing Summit in September 2018, Presi-
dent Xi Jinping launched the China-Africa peace and
security initiative and decided to set up a China-Af-
rica Peace and Security Fund to increase African ca-
pacity building. Beijing provided financial aid to the
African Union’s military operations, and to the G5
to fight terrorism in the Sahel-Sahara region, (MFA/
PRC, 2021). China sent over 30,000 Chinese peace-
keepers to Africa in the past, to perform tasks in 17
peacekeeping mission areas, and more than 1,800 pe-
acekeepers are currently performing missions in five
of these areas, a fact indicating that among the per-
manent members of the UN Security Council, China
has sent the largest number of peacekeepers to the
African continent (MFA/PRC, 2021).

China’s growing military stakes in Africa beca-
me more tangible, and decisive with the increasing
efforts to expand and modernize naval capabilities
to better defend the Chinese borders, control naval
routes, facilitate the transport of Chinese goods, and
secure the channelling of energy supplies.

A part of the fulfilment of these objectives rested
on the necessity to acquire naval bases and access
to port facilities not only across countries bordering
the Indian Ocean but also those enjoying maritime
overtures on the Atlantic Ocean. Such a deployment
suitably fits China’s basing ambitions in these two
oceans based on the need to have a military compo-
nent to sustain its BRI grand economic design.

China installed a military base in Djibouti in
2017, its first in Africa. It also intends to build bases
in Kenya, Tanzania, and Mozambique to reinforce
its military presence in the Indian Ocean, and re-
ports indicated that the Asian power planned to bu-
ild naval bases in Africa’s Atlantic Ocean, especially

in Equatorial Guinea, where it has upgraded port
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On August 1, 2017, the opening ceremony of the Chinese military base in Djibouti (Photo: CGTN, 2017).

facilities. The Chinese People’s Navy (PLA) has been
active in fighting maritime terrorism and piracy in
the Pacific Ocean in coordination with countries in
the Horn of Africa. It has employed more than 40
naval task forces in Africa, escorted 7.000 Chinese
and foreign ships, and conducted port calls, joint
military drills, and offshore military education, whi-
ch have led to improvements in its interoperability,
knowledge of foreign forces, surveillance, and in-
telligence skills at a relatively low cost across Africa
(Chaudhry, 2023).

Adapting to Ukraine-Russian war
implications on Africa

China may enhance its international status and
strengthen its bargaining power over world issues,
thanks to the opportunities offered by the war in
Ukraine. Thus, it would be more inclined to benefit
from the new international mutations and temper

‘hot’ rivalries over the spheres of influence in Africa.

A subtle benefit from a changing world
landscape

China has expressed a cautious stance over the
war in Ukraine to preserve its global strategic de-
signs and strengthen its cooperation with Russia.
It neither backed up the sanctions imposed on
Russia by Western countries nor stopped its mul-
tifarious cooperation with Moscow.

If China saw positively a possible fracture
between the Western World and the East repre-
sented by Russia, it has adopted a pragmatic po-
licy towards this country to preserve the image
of a responsible and peaceful major power in the
world. A political scientist argued, “China has
walked a fine line: suspending business when
threats to Chinese interests necessitated it, par-
roting Russian talking points when they aligned
with China’s criticism of the US, and continuing
trade when the environment was conducive “ (Li,
2023).
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President Xi Jinping revealed in February 2023
a peace plan for the Ukraine conflict which called
for respecting the sovereignty of all States, aban-
doning the cold war mentality, ceasing hostilities,
resuming peace-talks, stopping multilateral sanc-
tions and promoting post conflict reconstruction
(MFA/PRC, 2023a).

—
XiJinping stressed that
“developing the China- Russian
Comprehensive Strategic
Partnership of coordination with
ever-lasting good neighbourliness
and mutually beneficial
cooperation is not an expediency,
but a long-term commitment”.

In October 20923, President Putin attended
the third Belt and Road Forum for International
Cooperation and in this occasion, President Xi
Jinping stressed that “developing the China- Rus-
sian Comprehensive Strategic Partnership of co-
ordination with ever-lasting good neighbourliness
and mutually beneficial cooperation is not an ex-
pediency, but a long-term commitment” (MFA/
PRC, 2023D).

China has become the largest importer of Rus-
sian oil with a volume of 38.9 million tons imports
recorded in January-November 2022. It has struck
a new 30-year gas deal with Russia, and President
Putin announced in March 2023, the project to
build a second gas Power Siberia 2 pipeline to Chi-
na, with a 50 billion cm/year capacity, expected to
start in 2024.

Despite increasing its energy imports from
Russia, Beijing has not only diversified its sources

of oil and gas supplies, but also its trade relations,

as commercial exchanges of China in 2022, reac-
hed $190.3 billion with Russia, $681 billion with
the United States, and $673billion with the Euro-
pean Union (OEC, 2023).).

Beyond cyclical options the war in Ukraine
may have offered to China with regard its partner-
ship with Russia, it remains that the two countries
are “outpacing the US and its allies in military te-
chnology,” as an Australian defence official has put
it (BRICS Info, 2024).

Europe may be China’s partner that has more to
lose in the war in Ukraine, but at the same time,
Europe may seek energy sources outside of Ame-
rican and Russian outlets by looking towards Afri-
ca and increasing its partnership with China.

French President Macron’s strategic autonomy
intending to “reduce Europe’s dependency on
the United States and avoid getting dragged into
a confrontation between China and the US over
Taiwan” (Anderlini, 2023), stands as a sign of a
demarcation from an overt alliance with the US
and may consolidate Europe’s neutrality that may
comfort Chinas posture. Alice Akman, a Senior
analyst at the European Union Institute for Secu-
rity, rightly argued that “ Chinese see Europe as
a gray zone because they consider that this con-
tinent cannot truly be trusted, but they also re-
garded Europeans as potentially useful partners,
especially when there exist divergences with the
United States”(Ding, Akman, 2024).

If China has a great world design, it remains,
however, that it bears no hegemonic ambitions or
‘warmonger’s temptations. A political analyst as-
sumed that China’s ultimate goal consists of the
“sinicization” of the institutions inherited from
the Bretton Woods Agreements and imposing its
standards (Lincot, 2019). However, this assertion
seems exaggerated because this country attempts

to construct new global architectures that serve its
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Yanbu Aramco Sinopec Refining Company (YASREF), a joint venture between Saudi Aramco and China
Petrochemical Corporation (Sinopec), is China's largest investment project in Saudi Arabia (Photo: CGTN,2023).

interests and those of the developing world, and
has refrained from targeting a “Pax China” that
would replace the US-led Western hegemony with
Chinese perceptions, norms, and standards.

China has shown a tough line in its relations
with the United States and initiated a policy of
“decoupling” from this country, because of Was-
hington’s declared support to Taiwan, American
protectionist policies, efforts to reduce the trade
deficit with Beijing, and the restrictions for US
companies to invest in China. The outcome that
may result from the disagreements between Bei-
jing and Washington may indicate a further im-
pulse of Chinese-African economic relations in
the future.

Some new initiatives taken outside the Western
bloc and have boosted China’s world power and
influence in some parts of the world as well as in
Africa. For instance, Saudi Arabia seems to be drif-

ting away from US influence since Riyadh eased

its long-standing conflict with Teheran in March
2023, thanks to Chinese brokerage. Saudi Arabia
has also announced its readiness to sell more oil
to Beijing in Chinese currency, and its intention
to join the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, a
rival to the Western economic gatherings.

The Middle East seems to matter a lot for the
interests of China, because this region constitutes
a huge source for its energy supplies, an important
market for its goods and a substantial outlet for its
investments. Unlike the US, China stresses “com-
mon, cooperative, comprehensive, and sustainable
security in the Middle East (Liangxiang, ], 2024).
Rather than stirring up feuds between Saudi Ara-
bia and Iran, China has succeeded in stopping
the confrontation between these two countries in
the troubled region of the Middle East. The next
tremendous challenge for China’s diplomacy may
rest on its capacity to contribute in ending the agg-

ression waged by ‘Israel’ against Gaza.

305



&

306

BRIQ - Volume 5 Issue 3 Summer 2024

Under the impulse of China, the BRICS count-
ries are trying to empower their political align-
ment and economic cooperation as well as chal-
lenging the Western-dominated international
financial system through the policy of de-dollari-
zation in trade exchanges, financial compensation
and settlements, as well as in the denomination of
the currency in which the world’s foreign reser-
ves are held (Iratni, 2023a).

Another indication of the disentanglement from
the Western-dominated financial and monetary
system was the announcement made by the Eco-
nomic Organization of West Africa (ECOWAS) to
consider removing the attachment of its common
currency (CFA) from the French Central Bank

mechanisms.
Coping with Africa’s new challenges

Africas adjustments to the new international
mutations generated by the war in Ukraine may
result in a closer relationship between China and
the African continent (Iratni 2023b). Globally,
African countries prefer to stick to the principles
of non-alignment “to avoid being pigeonholed as
part of a Western position or an Easter position,
says Alex Vines (African Business, 2022).

There is a belief that a multipolar world would
create geopolitical opportunities for Africa, espe-
cially under the impulse of a rising China, on the
one hand, and an insurgent Russia, on the other.

China enjoys a certain credibility in the eyes of
many African leaders who think that, as a fellow
developing country, China bears fewer selfish inte-
rests than many Western partners. Not surprising
was the backing of the African block at the United
Nations debates favoring China’s standpoints as it
rejected the motion related to alleged human righ-
ts abuses in Xinjiang (Bourke, 2022).

Africa remains underdeveloped and plagued
with many ills, such as poverty, illiteracy, pande-
mics, and drought despite its substantial resources
(energy, mining, and fisheries), vibrant youth, and
the high growth rates recorded by some African

countries in the last few years,.

—
If China cannot solve the problems
hindering Africa, it has made,
however, more efforts than any
other major power to develop
basic infrastructure, such as ports,
highways, railway transports, and
farming as well as huge projects
in the African mining and energy
sectors.

If China cannot solve the problems hindering
Africa, it has made, however, more efforts than
any other major power to develop basic infrastru-
cture, such as ports, highways, railway transports,
and farming as well as huge projects in the Afri-
can mining and energy sectors. It has also invested
in high-risk projects or in remote regions of this
continent that are not attractive to Western com-
panies.

Some Western politicians raised criticism
concerning the loans granted by Chinese compa-
nies to complete their projects in some African
countries. They warned of “debt trap diplomacy”
as an instrument used by Beijing to acquire as-
sets in case the borrowing country fails to meet
its reimbursement obligations (Africa News,
2023). China firmly denied these allegations
through a public statement made by its Foreign
Minister Qin Gang on March 7, 2023, in which
he retorted that “China should be the last lending
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Workers at the construction site of a Chinese geothermal power plant in Nakuru, Kenya, May 20223
(Photo: Xinhua/Wang Guansen, 2023).

country to be accused of using the debt trap” (Af-
rica News, 2023). Furthermore, China has exten-
ded debt relief to some African countries, worth
over $ $2 billion, to develop projects under a G20
framework known as the Debt Service Suspension
Initiative (Africa News, 2021).

Africa needs huge foreign investments, joint
ventures, technology transfers, and expertise that
few Western powers are willing to provide. Howe-
ver, China could contribute to the sustainable
development of this continent in the name of so-
lidarity, and a common past. It can help African
businesses adapt to new technologies, invest in
machinery, and secure reliable supplies.

It seems that China is adjusting its policies to
meet Africans’ concerns, and put the Chinese-Af-
rican relationship on a more balanced footing
based on sustainable economic and trade relati-
onships. A new approach developed by China in
its dealings with Africa concerns the emphasis on
culture and people-to-people exchanges, as exal-
ted by the declarations of Chinese officials these
last years. Such a policy seems to respond to the
expectations raised by emerging African societies
beyond official channels, and seems more attrac-
tive to African youth and women associations in
particular, as it concerns the management of issu-
es linked with their daily life.
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African countries need conducive Chinese mi-
litary engagement to confront civil wars and ter-
rorism. The objective is not to replace French mi-
litary interventions that failed to ensure security
in the Sahel-Sahara region, but to provide needed
military assistance as a complement to existing
African continental and regional security mecha-
nisms. In this vein, China seems to respond more
effectively to African demands in the security field
than imposing its own options. Such an attitude
seems to comply with the resentment felt by Af-
rican countries against the meddling of major
powers in their internal affairs.

Probably, the war in Ukraine will boost China’s
Global Security Initiative, which intends, also, to
promote convergent security interests with the
African continent. Such an initiative would” build
an effective and sustainable security architecture,
and create an opening for African countries with
fractured relations with the West, who would li-
kely find a security partnership with China attrac-
tive”(Mboya, 2022).

Conclusion

In this complex and tumultuous world, it may not
be farfetched to underline that China has tried to
forge exemplary relations with Africa, a continent
with which, it shares a common past, the same
concerns and expectations.

Chinese involvement in Africa has been strong,
whether in terms of investments, trade exchanges,
or military assistance. The ‘Belt and Road Initiative’
helps not only to empower China’s ambitions, but
also to strengthen the might of emerging countries
in the search of world’s stability and prosperity.

While China’s engagement has benefited Afri-
can countries largely, Western powers have regar-

ded the Chinese presence in Africa as detrimental

to their own security and economic ascendancy.
Still, China remains a rare case of a great internati-
onal actor with some underdeveloped features, but
a country committed to being the impetus for a fair
multipolar world.

If Africa may remain a scramble for major
powers because of its natural resources and ge-
ostrategic assets, the future of the world seems to
lie in the Asia-Pacific, given the increasing power
rivalry between China and the United States over
the geopolitical and strategic assets of this region.
Such a trend may constitute a prelude for a global
reconfiguration of the present world order in whi-
ch China may have a crucial role to assume. In all
cases, Chinese-African partnership will not fail to

consolidate.
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