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Relationship’? 
 

Between the “China Threat” and “win-win cooperation” among “all-
weather friends”: 

African perspectives on China in Africa and the China model 
  

By Julia Breuer* 
 

Abstract 
China’s engagement in Africa and the “China model” are matters of intense debate. As first and foremost 
Africa is affected by China’s engagement on this continent, the article argues for acknowledging African 
perspectives regarding these issues, i.e. having a dialogue with Africa instead of having a discussion about 
Africa. Such a dialogue has to start with acknowledging the diversity of African countries and of the different 
societal groups within these states, e.g. politicians and civil society. In some prominent African countries 
(such as Ghana, Nigeria, and Kenya), the literature covers public opinion vis-à-vis China quite well, while 
for others (especially in Central Africa) there is barely any data available. What transpires from the 
available sources is that, on average, Africa is the continent with the most positive image of China. The 
article allows for an insight into studies explaining the reasons for such a favorable view towards China 
while also considering critical voices. China’s engagement in general is addressed as are specific issues such 
as (perceived) neocolonialism and different development models. The concepts of the “Washington 
Consensus”, the “Beijing Consensus” and the “New European Consensus on Development” are briefly 
summarized before a variety of African opinions regarding development models is presented. 
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Between the “China Threat” and “win-win cooperation” among “all-

weather friends”: 
African perspectives on China in Africa and the China model 

 
Introduction 
Many Western politicians, scholars and NGOs criticize China’s “no strings attached” engagement 
in Africa, while others suggest drawing lessons from the China Model for developing countries, 
inter alia. African ones. This article argues for consideration of African perspectives in this 
conversation. They might differ from each other, since firstly, different African countries and 
different actors within them might have different needs and different experiences; secondly, 
Chinese engagement is not identical in every African country. While negative African views on 
China’s involvement in Africa exist – as presented below – it is important to note that China is 
seen positively by a majority of the population in some African countries as a study conducted by 
Pew Research Center (2014) shows. Furthermore, “[a]lmost two-thirds (63%) of Africans say 
China’s influence is ‘somewhat’ or ‘very’ positive, while only 15% see it as ‘somewhat/very’ 
negative” (Afrobarometer, 2016: 2). According to the same study the public in eight out of the 
thirty-six African countries surveyed preferred the China model over the US model or other 
Western models (Afrobarometer, 2016: 27-28).1  
                            
First and foremost, this article aims to give an overview of the research so far conducted on African 
perspectives on China’s role in Africa by compiling an overview of the outcomes. Two foci are the 
so-called “China Threat” as well as different development models. The respective concepts 
relevant in this context are briefly introduced first, before introducing African views regarding 
these issues. 
 
The “China Threat” and ODA  
The Chinese like to visit their “all-weather friends” in Africa regularly.2 When doing so, Chinese 
politicians frequently speak of “win-win cooperation,” as Wang Yi did in January 2017 during the 
latest of his annual visits to Africa (Wang, 2017). However, many Western politicians, scholars and 
NGOs criticize China’s “no strings attached” engagement in Africa. The EU for example is very 
concerned by this (Shambaugh, Sandschneider & Zhou, 2008: 311). The “China threat” has 
become a buzzword – not only regarding China’s engagement in Africa. The case of Angola in 
2004 is an example of an African state preferring Chinese financial support over Western Official 

																																																								
1 With the Chinese model having only one percentage point more than the former colonial power, France 
(Afrobarometer, 2016: 27-28). 
2 The term “all-weather friends” (quantianhou pengyou%,�#	）was coined in the light of the Tiananmen 
massacre. It was used by Jiang Zemin (1996). Many African states supported the Chinese government’s 
reaction as to the Tiananmen protests in 1989. While putting the protests down violently was widely 
criticized in the west, many African heads of state and government did quite the contrary. However, today, 
“friendship” is still a very common term in China-Africa relations: The words friendship and friendly (youyi 
:9 and youhao :�) can be found 19 times in China’s African policy (see FMPRC, 2006). 
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Development Aid (ODA)3 since the latter was linked to conditions such as good governance4 and 
transparency (Brautigam, 2011). Many developed countries feel that China poses a “threat” as it is 
a competitor with regard to economic advantages, plus its no-strings-attached development credits 
lead to decreasing influence of traditional development partners demanding good governance etc. 
“China’s expanding ties with resource-rich but politically unstable countries, such as Angola, Sudan 
and Zimbabwe, have led to diplomatic rivalry with the EU and US” (Cottey & Gottwald, 2010: 39) 
and “[… ] they [Europe] regard[s] China‘s economic growth and active diplomacy as threats to 
European interests and the so called ‘European model’" (Song, 2012: 33). 
 
It is hard to tell if Western countries are worried about the well-being of the population of countries 
whose governments do not respect human rights and/or comply with good governance standards, 
or if they are simply competing for influence and economic benefit. I argue that the ultimate aim 
of both the EU and China, as development partners, should be the improvement of local living 
conditions. Economic and strategic considerations aside, we see that they try to reach this aim by 
using different approaches. 
 
Three consensuses, but no consensus 
As to what is the “right” development model, there is no global consensus. In the 1990s, US 
economist John Williamson put forward the “Washington Consensus,” consisting of suggestions 
and guidelines for Latin America’s development (Yip, 2012: 16). The Washington Consensus 
included fiscal policy discipline, tax reforms, market liberalization, deregulation, protection of 
ownership, and privatization of State owned enterprises (SOE). It was thus originally a purely 

																																																								
3 According to the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) Official Development Assistance (ODA) is defined as “those flows 
to countries and territories on the DAC List of ODA Recipients and to multilateral institutions which are:  
i.  provided by official agencies, including state and local governments, or by their executive agencies; and 
ii.  each transaction of which: 
a)  is administered with the promotion of the economic development and welfare of developing 
countries as its main objective; and 
b) is concessional in character and conveys a grant element of at least 25 per cent (calculated at a rate of 
discount of 10 per cent).” (OECD 2017). 
4 According to the World Bank (2017) “Governance consists of the traditions and institutions by which 
authority in a country is exercised. This includes the process by which governments are selected, monitored 
and replaced; the capacity of the government to effectively formulate and implement sound policies; and 
the respect of citizens and the state for the institutions that govern economic and social interactions among 
them” (see also Kaufmann & Kraay, 2002: 5 for this definition). The World Bank’s Worldwide Governance 
Indicators (WGI) initiated by Kaufmann and Kraay make governance measurable by applying certain criteria 
within the following six fields: 1) Voice and Accountability, 2) Political Stability and Absence of Violence, 
3) Government Effectiveness, 4. Regulatory Quality, 5. Rule of Law, 6) Control of Corruption (ibid.). Both, 
Kaufmann and Kraay (2007: 19) as well as Rothstein (2012) come to the conclusion that it is difficult to 
find a general definition of good governance. According to the UN Economic and Social Commission for 
Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP, 2009) good governance is “participatory, consensus oriented, accountable, 
transparent, responsive, effective and efficient, equitable and inclusive and follows the rule of law. It assures 
that corruption is minimized, the views of minorities are taken into account and that the voices of the most 
vulnerable in society are heard in decision-making. It is also responsive to the present and future needs of 
society.” 
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economic concept. Recommendations for concepts of good governance, democracy, transparency, 
rule of law, and human rights were added later on (Zhao, 2014: 46, 58; Yip, 2012: 17). However, 
after 2008, this neo-liberal, Anglo-American model, was discredited by the global financial and 
economic crisis (Cottey & Gottwald, 2010: 40). 
 
The term “Beijing Consensus” was coined by J.C. Ramo, who described the Chinese model of 
economic development in his same-titled book published in 2004 (Ramo, 2004). 5  Key 
characteristics of this model are “greater state involvement in economies” (Cottey & Gottwald, 
2010: 40), and measuring progress by taking economic success as the main criterion (Wissenbach, 
2011: 28). As to development aid, the Beijing Consensus is characterized by an emphasis on 
national sovereignty (Cottey & Gottwald, 2010: 44). Furthermore, its most important feature is 
that Chinese development aid is non-conditional (Jin, 2010).6  This is also the main point of 
criticism from the European side (Jin, 2010). The Chinese approach to supporting developing 
countries focuses on trade, while Western countries tend to prefer Official Development Aid 
(ODA) (see Stahl, 2012: 11).  
 
A key element of the EU’s developmental policy is the “European Consensus on Development”. 
It contains inter alia issues related to good governance – just like the Washington Consensus – and 
is thus different from the Beijing Consensus. “It [the European Consensus] also takes the view that 
the fundamental objective of poverty reduction is closely associated with the complementary 
objectives of promotion of good governance and respect for human rights, these being shared 
values underpinning the EU“ (Council, EP, Commission on the development policy of the EU, 
2006).7  
 
African voices on China’s engagement in Africa 
As pointed out, many Western politicians, scholars and NGOs criticize China’s “no strings 
attached”: engagement in Africa, while others suggest to draw lessons from the China Model for 
developing countries, i.e. African ones.8 Of course China’s development model lifted hundreds of 
millions out of poverty (see Ravallion, 2008: 3), but if this has proven one thing, it is that there is 
more than just one way to achieve economic development. Consequently, there might be three, 
four or even dozens of models. 
 
When it comes to China’s engagement in Africa, hundreds of journalists, researchers and politicians 
from third-party countries, mostly from the so-called West, claim to know what is advisable and 
what is best for Africa. Africa might be a comparatively poor continent on average, but it is not a 

																																																								
5 See also Halper, 2010. 
6 However, Chinese credits may come with other, non-political strings attached (except for the One-China 
principle), e.g. that 50% of the credit has to be spent on Chinese products and services. This practice is 
described in the case of Angola by several researchers, i.e. Bosshard, 05/2007:5; Brautigam, 2008: 201 and 
Davies, 2011: 191. However, the original document that was available on the English website of China’s 
Exim-Bank, is no longer available. 
7 A “new European Consensus on Development” is currently under way (EC, 2016). 
8 Some publications whose authors were drawing such lessons have been discussed in an article by Power 
and Mohan (2010: 2). 
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continent that lacks decision-making capabilities and political maturity.9 One should not deny the 
sagacity of African politicians. As Abu-Bakarr Jalloh, who studied and worked in Sierra Leone 
before he joined Deutsche Welle, puts it “African states are simply trying to forge their own future 
and whoever they choose to do this with should be decided by themselves and not external actors” 
(Jalloh, 2017).  
This article is about Africans’ perceptions, it is thus not aiming to verify or falsify points of criticism 
such as the claims that China was only interested in resources or that Chinese companies located 
in Africa hired predominantly Chinese workers. Instead, this article will highlight the “perceived 
reality” of different African people. While studies on public opinion allow for quantifiable results, 
the views expressed by individuals in this article do not necessarily represent the public opinion in 
the respective country. This is especially valid for statements by political leaders as shown below 
regarding the China model. 
 
There is no such thing as “an African perspective”—there are many African perspectives. Africa 
is not a homogeneous entity. It is a huge continent consisting of over 50 states with about 1.2 
billion inhabitants in total. Of course, these 1.2 billion do not all share the same opinion about 
China’s involvement in Africa. There are not only many different African countries in different 
political and economic situations, but also very heterogeneous societies within each of them (e.g. 
in terms of wealth, business sector, status, sex or religion). Furthermore, China’s engagement is not 
identical in each African country; even within one country there can be, and often are, different 
aspects of Chinese engagement, as embodied in oil-backend loans, infrastructure projects, Chinese 
doctors, or textile imports from China. While the majority of the population may be satisfied with 
one aspect, it might be dissatisfied with another aspect. Thus, regarding African opinions on 
China’s role in Africa, one always needs to distinguish not only between countries but also between 
interest groups. Countries will be indicated by bold letters in this article in order to facilitate 
distinguishing different views. 
 
African perspectives on China in Africa is still an insufficiently studied field. However, there is 
some research, and even some empirical data, on some countries and some sectors of society. The 
following institutions and organizations published some contributions in this field of research: 

																																																								
9 Of course, there are corrupt, autocratic decision makers in some countries, who might not decide with the 
people’s wellbeing in mind, but one should consider that there is also a significant amount of more or less 
democratic states in Africa; namely, Namibia, Mauritius, Botswana are the most advanced democracies of 
the South-Eastern region according to Bertelsmann Foundation’s Democracy Index (2016). In West Africa, 
Senegal and Ghana are two countries with sound democracies. Another 14 African countries reach a “fair” 
level of democracy, among them several ones in which Chinese engagement is quite strong, e.g. Tanzania, 
Kenya, Nigeria and Zambia. Thus, about 50% of African states are not autocratic. 
Furthermore, many African countries definitely feel responsible for their continent's problems which is 
shown by the African Peer Review Mechanism (APRM), an instrument monitoring performance as to 
governance among its 35 Member States (as of Feb 12th 2017, https://www.au.int/web/en/organs/aprm), 
implemented by NEPAD as well as by the very recent example of Gambia, whose former president Yahya 
Jammeh was voted out of office by December 2016, but was not willing to hand his power over to the new 
president-elect, the opposition candidate Adama Barrow. States in the region such as Senegal intervened in 
accordance with the UN in order to support the democratic power transition, which finally succeeded. 
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- publications by Pambazuka Press (Fahamu)10 such as Chinese and African Perspectives on China in 
Africa (edited by Harneit-Sievers et al., 2010) 

- another publication by Pambazuka Press (Fahamu): African Perspectives on China in Africa (edited 
by Manji & Marks, 2007) 

- the website Pambazuka News (Fahamu)11 
- Pew Research Centre (2014): focused on China’s image in Kenya, Tanzania, Senegal, 

Uganda, Nigeria, Ghana and South Africa 
- views of China were polled by the company GlobeScan/PIPA in three African countries: 

Ghana, Kenya & Nigeria. The study was conducted for the BBC in 2014. 
- Afrobarometer (2016) published statistics on public perceptions of China in Africa, providing 

data from – at the time – 36 African countries.12 
- Centre for Chinese Studies, Stellenbosch University, South Africa13 
- An article by Mohan and Lampert on Angola, China and Nigeria, entitled “Negotiating 

China: Reinserting African agency into China–Africa relations” published by African Affairs,  
2012 

- A study on African opinions on China in Africa by Sautman and Yan with about 2000 
respondents (students & university members) from nine countries (100 to 250 per country). 
The countries studied were Botswana, Egypt, Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, South 
Africa, Sudan and Zambia. Published in 2009. 14 

 
Unfortunately, a large share of publications in the field of China’s role in Africa, and especially the 
sub-item of African perspectives, are from the past decade and thus often about seven years old. 
There is thus an urgent need for more contemporary research on this issue. 
 
This article is an attempt to provide a synthesized overview of those publications on African 
perspectives on China in Africa that are available. The countries mentioned are thus not chosen to 
be mentioned by this article’s author based on certain criteria other than the criterion that research 
on the population’s views on China’s engagement in these very countries has been published. 
Research respectively publication on African perspectives on China’s role in Africa has not been 
conducted with the same calibre of research in each of the 55 African countries. China does not 
even have diplomatic relations with some African countries which explains a lack of literature on 
African views regarding China in Africa in these cases. 15  In other cases, there is Chinese 

																																																								
10 Fahamu is a pan-African Social Justice Organization. http://www.fahamu.org/ 
11 http://pambazuka.org  
12 Afrobarometer started this kind of surveys as early as 1999 in some countries. 2016 results can e.g. be 
compared with data from the previous year, i.e. Afrobaromètre, 2015. 
13 http://www.ccs.org.za/  
14 This list is not intended to be exhaustive. Further recommendations are welcome, e.g. comments as to 
the African Affairs journal or Giese & Marfaing, 2016. 
15 i.e. Burkina Faso and Swaziland due to their diplomatic relations with Taiwan (FOCAC n.d. Member 
States; Fabricius 2015). In the Afrobarometer (2016: 3) survey, respondents from Swaziland were asked 
about Taiwan instead of the PRC. The results do thus are not counted as research on views on the PRC’s 
engagement in Swaziland. 
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engagement in certain countries, but still none or only very little literature on the population’s 
perspectives on China in the respective countries can be found.16 Publications on this aspect are 
comparatively abundant regarding East African countries, while very little research results are 
available as to North African countries.17 Both, the Pew Research Centre (2014) study and the 
Afrobarometer (2016) study, which included 36 African countries, comprised many states in the 
East, the South and the West of the continent; whereas North and Central African countries were 
underrepresented. Several recent publications are available on public opinion on China in Ghana, 
Nigeria and Kenya. While research in this field is rather abundant regarding these countries, no 
research on African perspectives on China could be found for other African countries such as 
Libya and Liberia in North Africa. The region with the least research in this regard is Central Africa 
including Chad, Central African Republic, Equatorial Guinea, the Republic of Congo. East African 
countries not covered by research on public opinion towards China’s engagement in Africa include 
Comoros, Eritrea, Rwanda, Seychelles and South Sudan. The same is true for Cote d’Ivoire, 
Gambia, Guinea-Bissau and Mauritania in West Africa. Thanks to the Afrobarometer (2016) 
survey, public opinion on China is available for all five South African nations. 
 
The China model – a development model for African states? 
Views expressed by political elites  
The question whether the People’s Republic of China (PRC) is suitable as a model for other 
processes of development in other countries is a matter of debate. William Gumede, Associate 
Professor at the University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg (South Africa) wrote a very 
detailed article on the suitability of the China model as an example for Africa (Gumede, 2015). A 
few years earlier, in 2007, Professor Calestous Juma, a Kenyan teaching at Harvard University, 
published an article on “Lessons Africa Must Learn from Chinese Expansion.” Juma stated, “China 
is a startling example of how a region can rise from poverty within a generation and become a 
dominant player on the global scene. The West, on the other hand, continues to lecture Africa on 
economic growth but much of it is not backed by contemporary examples” (Juma, 2007). However, 
Juma does not omit “negative lessons,” naming the ecological costs of China’s fast economic 
development as an example (Juma, 2007). 
 
Several high-ranking politicians from African countries made positive statements about China in 
general, and China’s suitability as an economic and developmental model for Africa in particular. 
The competition between China and Europe in Africa is illustrated by a statement by South 
Africa’s president Jacob Zuma: “We certainly are convinced that China’s intention is different to 
that of Europe, which to date continues to attempt to influence African countries for their sole 
benefit” (Zuma, 2012). Apparently, he does not perceive the highlighting of “win-win cooperation” 

																																																								
16 Even though the list of literature presented in this article was compiled to the best of the author’s 
knowledge and belief, no claim to completeness is raised. 
17 To distinguish regions on the African continent, the United Nation’s M49 standard was applied (see 
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/methodology/m49/ for further information). According to the UN there are 
six North African countries, 18 East African ones, nine Central / Middle African countries, five South 
African countries and 16 West African ones. 
However, due to the limited scope of this paper, further research will be needed to examine the scope of 
and the relation between the intensity of China’s engagement in each African country and the 
(corresponding) intensity of research on African views on China’s engagement in these countries. 
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by China (see Wang, 2017) as empty rhetoric. The Angolan politician Filomeno Vieira Lopes also 
expressed very positive views on China in Angola (e.g. ANGOP, 2013) as well and the country’s 
then-president José Eduardo dos Santos, who even called China an “example for our people“ 
(Novo Jornal, 2014).18  
 
Nigeria also has some politicians who see China as a model to emulate. According to Ken 
Nnamani, President of the Nigerian senate in 2006, “China [had] become … a good model for 
Nigeria in its quest for an authentic and stable development ideology” (Obiorah, Kew & Tanko, 
2008: 289).19 Samuel Ortom, the Minister of Industry of the country, expressed a similar view by 
saying,  

“For instance, China with a population of over a billion people is able to contain the issue 
of unemployment to a large extent. We need to learn from the example of China and do 
something that will add value to our state” (Agirigi, 2014).  

 
Zimbabwe’s Deputy Prime Minister, Arthur Mutambara, does not make a concrete statement 
about whether Zimbabwe should follow China’s development model, however, he is quoted saying, 
“China’s model is telling us, you can be successful without following the Western example” 
(Wonacott, 2011).  
 
Senegalese political and economic commentator and former African Development Bank senior 
official Sanou Mbaye states,  

“There is no doubt that China’s emergence onto the African scene is good for the 
continent. As a new actor willing to invest, it also gives Africans an opportunity to chart a 
different path to social and economic development than the unfettered capitalism forced 
upon them by western countries” (2010: 43).  

 
He continues by remarking that, “As the poor state of Africans testifies, the liberal medicine 
dispensed to sub-Saharan Africa for decades under the Bretton Woods institutions (the IMF and 
the World Bank) has demonstrated this” (Mbaye, 2010: 45). However, he does not uncritically say 
so without shedding any light on negative aspects of China in Africa such as arms sales or textile 
imports from the PRC damaging Senegal’s textile industry (45). Isaac of the Open Society for 
Southern Africa, Angola, corroborates Mbaye’s opinion about the IMF and the World Bank by 
stating that IMF and World Bank conditions and prescriptions, according to the ruling elite (in 
Angola), had failed in most parts of Africa (Isaac, 2010: 165). 
 
Makhtar Diop from Senegal, who is vice president for the African region at World Bank, states 
regarding the development model discussion, 
  

																																																								
18 With regard to China, Angola is using a strategy similar to China’s diversification of countries 
it is importing oil from: Angola does not decide to take a completely anti-Western position. 
Angola welcomes Western companies’ economic activities in Angola in order to prevent 
single-sided influence and to reach balance of power (Corkin, 2012: 54). 
19 According to the authors originally quoted in Thisday (2006) Nnamani, “China: A Partner and Example 
in Development and Democracy”, 28 April. 
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“Various models for structural transformation, as offered by different groups of academics, 
will need to be adapted to our unique circumstances and the conditions in subsets of 
African countries. No single approach will be suitable for the entire continent. Often the 
question is asked to which economic model Africa should adopt. I would answer: ‘the 
African model,’ or more precisely, the African models’” (Diop, 2015). 

 
Diop thus seems to share the official Chinese position on the whole discussion about development 
models.  
 
However, interesting to note is that China does not promote its model as a model for other 
countries. Xi Jinping, for example, quoted an ancient Chinese wisdom during a speech in 2015: 
"People don't need to wear the same shoes; they should find what suit their feet. Governments 
don't have to adopt the same model of governance; they should find what benefits their people." 
Xi went on, stating, that there was no one-size-fits-all development model in this world (Xi, 2015). 
African states thus need to implement development strategies that are adapted to their respective 
conditions and needs. 
 
Views expressed in public opinion surveys 
A study recently conducted by Afrobarometer depicts what the public’s opinions on the China 
model are and how they differ depending on the respective country (2016: 2). According to that 
study, the public in twenty out of thirty-six African countries, which is 30% of respondents 
according to the authors of the study, preferred the US model. In five countries, the South African 
model was the preferred one, and in three countries the preferred model was the respective former 
colonial power’s model. In eight countries, the China model was named as the best development 
model by the largest group of the respective country’s respondents (Afrobarometer, 2016: 27f).  
 
China is the most popular development model (being preferred by about one third or more 
respondents) in Sudan, Mozambique, Mali, Tanzania, Niger, Egypt, and Zambia and to an 
even larger extent in Cameroon. However, in Morocco, Mauritius, Burundi and Ghana, only 
10 to 15% preferred the Chinese model (Afrobarometer, 2016: 4f.&27f.). It is also important to 
note that, according to the Afrobarometer, respondents without formal education often favoured 
the respective former colonial power as a model, while respondents with at least a secondary-school 
education favored the US or China (2016: 6). 
 
Interestingly, regarding the China model the public opinion in Nigeria differs from the view of 
the high-ranking politicians from these countries as cited above. Only 25% of the population prefer 
China as a model whereas the largest share of Nigerian respondents (43%) prefer the US model 
(Afrobarometer, 2016: 28).20 And while South African president Zuma expressed a very positive 
view on China, a rather low share of the country’s population shares this opinion compared to 
other African countries surveyed. With only 51% of the respondents from South Africa 
considering China’s economic and political influence (rather) positive, and a comparatively high 
																																																								
20 Angola was not covered by this Afrobarometer survey. Thus a comparison with the Angolan politicians 
cited is not possible. In Zimbabwe, whose was cited above with a less strong statement on the China model, 
the largest share of respondents (27%) preferred South Africa as a model with 25% naming the US and 
20% China (Afrobarometer, 2016: 28). 
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percentage of respondents with somewhat / very negative views, South Africa is below African 
average regarding favourable views on China (Afrobarometer, 2016:15). 
 
Earlier views on this issue can be found in Sautman & Yan’s study: 

“Except in South Africa, majorities in all countries viewed China’s development as a 
positive model. As South Africa has a much higher per capita GDP than China, 26 
respondents there tended not to see China’s development as a model for emulation. 
Ethiopians (86 per cent), Sudanese (85 per cent), Kenyans (84 per cent) and Ghanaians 
(83 per cent) were most positive, with Zambians (75 per cent) and Batswana (56 per cent) 
somewhat less so” (2009: 735f.). 

 
China in Africa: good or bad? And why so? Public opinion in several African countries 
So what to make of the so-called “China Threat”? Well, many developed countries might feel that 
China poses a “threat” to them in economic terms as well as regarding influence on developing 
countries in terms of norms. However, China is definitely not perceived as a threat in general by 
the whole continent of Africa. In Nigeria, for example, two thirds of the population do see China’s 
economic and political influence in Nigeria positively, while only 7% see it negatively (Gondyi et 
al., 2015: 7). Another Afrobarometer study confirms that this is valid for the average of the 36 
African countries examined: about two thirds of the respondents consider China’s influence 
somewhat or very positive, whereas only 15% consider it somewhat/very negative. A large majority 
in Mali (92%), Niger (84%), and Liberia (81%) expressed such positive views, while the public 
opinion towards China in Madagascar, Tunisia, Ghana and Algeria is rather negative 
(Afrobarometer, 2016: 2). 
 
Further supporting this claim, a 2014 BBC study and a study by the Pew Research Institute in 2014 
arrive to the same conclusion: the image of China is nowhere as good as in Africa. 
 
According to the BBC study, views of China were polled in 23 countries, with three being African 
ones (2014: 37f.). In Nigeria, 85% viewed China mainly positive, in Ghana and Kenya it was 
about two thirds. The respondents of the Pew Research Institute (2014) study on the image of 
China, conducted in 43 countries worldwide, were asked whether they perceived China as rather 
“favourable” or rather “unfavourable.” According to the study’s results Nigeria, Tanzania, 
Kenya and Senegal had the highest rates (>=70%) of “favourable,” i.e. China is predominantly 
being seen in a positive light, whereas it reached only 28% among German respondents (Pew 
Research, 2014).  
When asked by Afrobarometer which country had the greatest external influence on their home 
country the respondents from the following countries perceived China’s influence to be highest: 
Zimbabwe (55%), Mozambique (52%), Sudan (47%), Zambia (47%), South Africa (40%), and 
Tanzania (40%), i.e. predominantly Southern African countries (Afrobarometer, 2016: 2, 10). 
 
The factors that contributed most to a positive image of China were China’s infrastructural 
investment and business investment, and the cost of Chinese products. The factor of infrastructure 
investment and business investment is especially seen positively in Central and East Africa, with 
about 70% of Kenyan, Zambian and Gabonese respondents naming investments as the factor 
contributing most to a positive image of China (Afrobarometer, 2016: 20). This might give the 
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West a hint as to the kind of support that many Africans wish for. Investing instead of giving aid 
makes a big difference. Unlike donor and recipient, business partners have at least the chance to 
be regarded as equals, if done correctly. 
 
When asked about the factor that contributed most to a negative image of China, more than one 
third of the Afrobarometer study’s respondents chose the poor quality of Chinese products—
average across all 36 countries surveyed (2016: 22f). This was followed by “taking jobs from locals,” 
a response which was especially popular in North Africa. Resource extraction ranked third with 
only 10% of all respondents on average choosing it as the factor that contributed most to a negative 
image of China. However, there is a different picture in Ghana and Madagascar, where resource 
extraction was named as the number one factor for a negative Chinese image by about 40% of 
respondents (Afrobarometer, 2016: 22). 
 
Diverse views on China in Africa: Emprical findings and individual voices 
In the following, some examples for African individual’s opinions on China’s engagement in Africa 
will be presented. The amount of positive and negative statements as an example of the total 
statements is not intended to lean towards one extreme or to the other. These individual opinions 
are not to be confused with the insight provided by empirical studies (e.g. those done by 
Afrobarometer, 2016 or Sautman and Yan, 2009). Presenting individual opinions cannot mirror a 
country’s overall image of another country. However, these qualitative perspectives can provide us 
further insight into the respective populations’ opinions about China.  
 
Harneit-Sievers, Marks and Naidu sum up the book chapters written by Elias Isaac (affiliation: 
Open Society for Southern Africa, Angola), Claude Kabemba (affiliation: Southern Africa Resource Watch, 
South Africa) and Daniel Ribeiro (affiliation: Justica Ambiental, Mozambique) as follows:  

“However, [the authors] do not hold Chinese companies solely responsible if things go 
wrong. Instead they argue strongly that African governments often fail in their 
responsibility towards their own societies, lacking transparency in their use of public funds 
and failing to enforce the environmental standards they have set themselves. While Chinese 
companies take advantage of such deficiencies, the responsibility to effect improvements 
lies primarily in Africa itself” (Harneit-Sievers, Marks & Naidu, 2010: xiv f.). 

 
Adama Gaye is a Senegalese who has published several pieces on China-Africa relations21 and 
used to work as a group corporate affairs manager of ECOWAS when he expressed a highly critical 
opinion towards China's engagement in Africa. He criticizes the prices of clothes imported from 
China to Senegal “that defy all potential competition” (Gaye, 2008: 131). Another point of criticism 
raised by Gaye is the “massive emigration of a Chinese labour force,” which according to Gaye 
“shows a political will [...] These men and women that one finds in the many corners of the 
continent are, perhaps, the new colonizers of Africa” (132).  
 
When looking into China-Nigeria trade relations, Ikhuoria, head of communications and advocacy 
at the National Association of Nigerian Traders, points out the negative effect of cheap Chinese 
textiles (2010: 132f) – just like Gaye did regarding Senegal. Furthermore, in his article on Nigeria, 

																																																								
21 See Gaye 2006, written in French 
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Ikhuoria criticizes the quality of Chinese products sold in Nigeria, a factor that according to more 
than 30% of the Afrobarometer study’s (2016: 22f) respondents contributed most to a negative 
image of China (average across all 36 countries surveyed) (see above). 
 
According to an earlier study by Sautman and Yan “Kenyans, Sudanese and Ethiopians were 
most consistently positive about China–Africa links, Botswana and Zambians most negative, 
and Nigerians, Ghanaians, Egyptians and South Africans in between […]” (2009: 735f.). The 
study’s sample consisted of students, graduates and faculty members from nine African countries 
(see list above). 
 
“Ethiopian, Sudanese and Kenyan respondents (84 per cent, 83 per cent, 81 per cent) perceived 
that China has most, many or some common interests with Africa. South Africans, Batswana 
and Egyptians were least enthusiastic (31 percent, 43 per cent, 48 per cent). Half of Zambian 
respondents saw most, many or some common interests with China; those who saw few or none 
often cited a fear of China reducing its population by sending migrants to Africa and/or cultural 
differences, mainly a supposed Chinese habit of keeping to themselves […]. Zambia (58 per cent) 
and Sudan (51 per cent) top the list in strongly agreeing or agreeing that China is only interested 
in Africa’s natural resources, followed by Ethiopia (46 per cent) and Botswana (41 per cent). 
Responses from Egypt, Kenya and Nigeria are divided between agree, disagree and neutral/don’t 
know, but only 7.6 per cent of South Africans agree […]. Zambia and Sudan are two countries 
with large investments from China in natural resource industries. There is proportionately little 
Chinese investment in South Africa and little to modest Chinese investment in natural resources 
of the other countries” (Sautman & Yan, 2009: 736). 
 
“With regard to Chinese companies’ projects in their respective countries, more than 50% of the 
respondents from Sudan, Kenya, Ethiopia, Ghana, Nigeria and Egypt felt very satisfied or 
satisfied.” This makes six out of nine countries studied, while for all nine countries the following 
is valid: “In all countries more people feel very satisfied or satisfied than dissatisfied or very 
dissatisfied with Chinese projects” (Sautman & Yan, 2009: 739f). 
 
Publications on China in Angola including publications on Angolan opinions about China were 
especially popular at the end of the past decade when the term “Angola Model” was coined as the 
PRC granted a two billion USD oil-backed credit to the country (see Power and Alves 2012; Corkin 
2012b: 41). Angola was not included in surveys examining African views on China in Africa such 
as the ones conducted by Pew Research Centre (2014) and Afrobarometer (2016). However, 
Quintão and Santos published research on the opinion of Angolan workers in 2012. They 
conducted a study among 325 workers, who are/were working in either Chinese (123 out of 325 
persons) or Western owned companies in the oil- and construction sectors. The respondents’ 
monthly wage and working conditions as well as their preferences and perception as to team work 
between Angolans and Chinese were examined. If the same monthly wage was a given variable, 
almost all Angolan workers of Chinese companies in the studio’s panel would rather work for a 
Western company. Yet that aside, 40% of those working in Chinese companies said, that Angolans 
and Chinese are getting along well at work after all (Quintão & Santos, 2012: 149). 
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Another comparative study on African workers in Chinese companies was conducted by Kamau 
(2010: 122), researcher at the Institute of Development Studies, Nairobi) in Kenya. He concludes 
the results of a survey he conducted in the Kenyan apparel sector stating that the survey „did not 
show significant difference in the way employees were treated between those firms owned by 
Chinese and those owned by people from other countries. Salaries and working hours were more 
or less in the same range to all other exporting firms“ (Kamau 2010: 122). 
 
Just to get back to the idea of the “China Threat” once more: the West does not seem to be the 
only one being worried about the impact of China’s Engagement in Africa with regard to good 
governance. In his article on Angola, Isaac (Open Society for Southern Africa, Angola) writes,  

“The only concern many Angolans, in particular civil society organisations, have is that 
China does not care about systems and mechanisms for transparency and accountability to 
protect the loans. Critics are also concerned about China’s own internal position and 
behavior on human rights and civil and political liberties. Therefore, it is feared that China’s 
current levels of investment in Angola will further entrench and strengthen political 
arrogance and disrespect for human rights” (Isaac, 2010: 169). 

 
China as a neo-colonial power in Africa? 
Some Westerners accuse China of being neo-colonialists (e.g. The Economist, 2008). The 
statements made by Hillary Clinton (cited in Reuters, 2011)22 are a famous example for this attitude. 
Clinton’s opinion was commented on Pambazuka Press by Isaac Odoom, who studied in Ghana 
and Canada: “We need not wait to be warned or lectured by some self-interested actor somewhere 
before we act.“ (Odoom, 2011).  
 
In six out of nine African countries studied by Sautman and Yan more people were of the opinion 
that China did not practise neo-colonialism in Africa (disagreed or strongly disagreed) than less 
people who were of the opinion that China did do so (strongly agreed or agreed) (2009: 746). The 
countries in which the latter opinion is dominant according to this study are Botswana, Egypt 
and Zambia (ibid.). However, in a recent study by Afrobarometer (2016) on public opinion 
regarding China’s economic and political influence in their home countries, over 70% of 
respondents from Botswana and Zambia had had a favourable opinion towards China. Only in 
Egypt, Sautman’s and Yan’s findings from 2009 could be confirmed by Afrobarometer as only 
38% of Egyptians perceived China’s influence in the country positively (ibid.) which makes Egypt 
one of the countries with the least favourable views on the African continent. 
 
Another individual voice on this issue comes from Angola and contradicts the average findings 
across all countries studied (e.g. by Sautman & Yan or Afrobarometer, which did not include 
Angola): According to Isaac, “For the majority of Angolan citizens the Chinese presence is very 
problematic. It is seen as neo-colonialism in which the ruling political elite sold the country to 
Chinese capital without any consideration of the need to protect national interests” (2010: 167). As 
Isaac describes it, unlike the population, the political leaders consider cash paid with raw materials 
like e.g. fish or oil as an opportunity to access financial resources needed to invest into the 
devastated infrastructure (see Isaac, 2010: 165). With regard to the self-interest of foreign actors, 

																																																								
22 For further details see Schüller and Asche, 2007: 1, 4 and Wissenbach, 2012: 151. 
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mentioned by Isaac Odoom in the quotation above, Odoom finds very clear words for both China 
and the West: “I have no love for what the West has done throughout colonialism and after 
independence. Both the West and China’s interests are very clear in Angola – exploitation of its 
natural resources and the impoverishment of its people. China is not doing charity and neither did 
the colonial powers” (Odoom, 2011). 
 
Conclusion 
The studies mentioned exemplify, especially Afrobarometer study from 2016, that large parts of 
the African population have a positive view regarding China and the China model. This means, 
even if Africans wanted development partners to demand good governance from the respective 
African governments, this is not their first priority. China is being seen rather positively, despite 
(or even because of) the fact that its approach is based on a “no strings attached” development 
cooperation. The factors that contributed most to a positive image of China were China’s 
infrastructure investment/business investment and the cost of Chinese products (Afrobarometer, 
2016: 20). This suggests that most of the African respondents considered the improvement of their 
economic situation as the most important feature of a development partner. It does not mean, that 
they do not want good governance. It just shows the priorities: being able to make a living. 
 
Western development partners such as the EU could draw lessons from the shortcomings of the 
Chinese as well as from the perceived advantages of their engagement in Africa as described above. 
However, as this article focuses on African perspectives on China in Africa, the implications 
deriving from the results depicted above need to be discussed in a separate article. However, 
African views definitely need to be taken into consideration. "[The European Consensus] also takes 
the view that the fundamental objective of poverty reduction is closely associated with the 
complementary objectives of promotion of good governance and respect for human rights, these 
being shared values underpinning the EU” (Council, EP, Commission on the development policy 
of the EU, 2006).  
 
As human rights are important to the EU, the importance of the EU Charter’s Art.11 must be 
highlighted: “Everyone has the right to freedom of expression” (EU, 2012). 23The opinion of 
affected local people should be considered before deciding whether a certain project in an African 
country or region should be implemented.  
 
It is a matter of debate whether European countries are in a position to criticize others who are 
allegedly unfairly making economic profit in Africa. Cheap clothing from China might severely 
harm the textile industry in African countries (see e.g. Ikhuoria, 2010: 132f.; Mbaye, 2010: 45), but 
the effects of second-hand textiles from Europe need to be taken into account as well.  Just quite 
recently, in late 2015, EU export subsidies were abandoned after many years of discussions. The 
remaining subsidies on agricultural products from the EU such as chicken meat and milk powder 
still have the effect that many of those EU products can be sold in Africa below market prices. 

																																																								
23 The equivalent in the UN’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights is Art.19: “Everyone has the right to 
freedom of opinion and expression.” (UN, 1948). 
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Plus, from 2018 on, developing countries have to phase out their export subsidies as well.24 When 
regarding the EU’s exports to developing countries in due consideration of the EU subsidies in the 
agricultural sector, it can be questioned whether the EU meets its own standards. Affordable food 
might seem like a good thing at first glance, but it needs to be ensured that – on the long run – 
subsidized groceries from Europe do not cause job loss in the agricultural sector in Africa and thus 
destroy the livelihood of African farmers, i.e. a very large portion of the population. With regard 
to profit-oriented engagement in Africa, normative powers such as the EU need to avoid double 
standards.  
 
As to the competition between China and the West in Africa, no matter whether competing for 
influence, resources or markets, Europe should thus listen to the African voices and evaluate the 
possibilities of support and cooperation based on the locals’ needs. Both politicians, South African 
president Jacob Zuma as well as Nokosazana Dlamini Zuma (chairperson of the Commission of 
the African Union) expressed the same wish at Forum on China–Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) in 
2012. This is also seen in the EU-Africa Summit 2014: joint ventures or partnerships between 
Chinese relating to European and African companies. This sounds very much like a future of joint 
ventures as China requires support from foreign companies aiming to do business in the PRC and 
it could thus be the first sparks of an increasing African agency that might eventually lead to more 
benefits for African partners with regard to agreements with partners such as the EU or China. 
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