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Abstract

his paper critically explores the political economy of China—Africa

relations, focusing on the dual dimensions of economic opportunities

and systemic challenges for sustainable development across the
continent. It interrogates whether China's growing influence in Africa fosters
equitable development or deepens structural dependency. Drawing on
secondary data and an eclectic theoretical lens—incorporating realism,
liberalism, and dependency theory—the study analyses the dynamics of trade,
infrastructure investment, and strategic resource extraction. Findings reveal that
while Chinese engagement has facilitated infrastructural growth, boosted trade
volumes, and offered new financing avenues, the benefits remain
disproportionately tilted in China's favour. Beijing's strategic interest in Africa is
largely driven by access to raw materials and markets for its surplus industrial
output. This asymmetry has contributed to the displacement of local industries,
increasing unemployment, and heightened socio-economic vulnerabilities. The
paper concludes that without robust national policies, regional cooperation, and
continental frameworks such as the African Continental Free Trade Area
(AfCFTA), Africa risks entrenching a neo-colonial economic structure. It
recommends a more coordinated, transparent, and strategically autonomous
approach to China—Africa partnerships to ensure inclusive and sustainable
development.
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Background to the Study

Over the past seven decades, China has transformed from a relatively impoverished agrarian
state into one of the world's foremost industrial and economic powers. This dramatic rise,
especially after the implementation of market reforms in 1978 under Deng Xiaoping, has been
underpinned by rapid industrialisation, aggressive export-led growth, and the global
expansion of Chinese state and private capital (Brautigam, 2009). By the late 20th century,
Beijing had increasingly turned its strategic gaze towards Africa—recognising the continent's
vast resource potential and geopolitical importance. During the 1960s and 1970s, China began
to observe how industrialised Western powers exploited Africa's natural resources with limited
developmental return for the host states, prompting China to present itself as a more equitable
partner under the South—South cooperation framework (Alden, 2007).

Since the 1990s, China's engagement in Africa has expanded dramatically, driven largely by
domestic industrial growth, energy insecurity, and an insatiable demand for raw materials
such as oil, copper, iron ore, and timber to fuel its manufacturing sector (Taylor, 2006). A
significant milestone in this growing relationship was the establishment of the Forum on
China—Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) in 2000, which institutionalised Chinese diplomatic,
economic, and security engagements across the continent (Ampiah & Naidu, 2008). By 2009,
China had surpassed the United States to become Africa's largest trading partner—a position it
continues to hold. As of 2023, China accounts for more than 13% of Africa's total trade, with
bilateral trade volumes exceeding $250 billion annually (UNCTAD, 2023).

China's economic involvement with Africa spans a wide range of sectors: from trade and
foreign direct investment (FDI) to infrastructure development, development loans, and soft
power initiatives. Countries such as Nigeria, South Africa, Angola, Ethiopia, Zambia,
Algeria, and Egypt are among the leading recipients of Chinese investments and trade flows.
Egypt, notably, was the first African country to establish diplomatic relations with China in
1956 (Shinn & Eisenman, 2012). In addition to economic cooperation, China's influence also
manifests through educational scholarships, Confucius Institutes, military training exchanges,
and the promotion of its development model, often referred to as the “Beijing Consensus”
(Ramo, 2004).

While proponents argue that China's engagement offers Africa critical opportunities for
infrastructure growth, job creation, and increased trade, critics raise concerns about the
asymmetry of benefits, environmental degradation, debt dependence, and the erosion of local
industry. These dynamics suggest a complex, and at times contradictory, political-economic
relationship—one that blends opportunity with strategic challenges for Africa's sustainable
development. It is within this context that this study interrogates the implications of China's
growing influence in Africa through a political economy lens, examining both the
developmental gains and systemic risks involved.

Statement of the Problem

Despite the apparent benefits of China's involvement in Africa—such as infrastructure
development, trade expansion, and economic assistance—there is growing concern that these
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engagements primarily serve China's strategic interests. African economies, though recipients
of capital and technical assistance, remain largely dependent on exporting raw materials while
importing Chinese finished goods. This imbalance raises critical questions: Are African states
truly benefiting from this relationship? Or are they entering a new form of dependency that
mirrors colonial economic structures?

Furthermore, the displacement of local industries due to Chinese imports and labour practices
has intensified unemployment and social instability in some African countries. These
dynamics necessitate a deeper examination of the nature, structure, and long-term
implications of China—Africa relations.

Research Questions
1. Whatare the primary drivers of China's increasing economic involvement in Africa?
2. To what extent have African states benefited economically from Sino-African
relations?
What challenges has Chinese economic engagement posed to local African industries?
4. How can African states ensure a more balanced and mutually beneficial relationship
with China?

©

Research Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative research design based on the analysis of secondary data. Data
were sourced from academic journals, policy reports, government documents, and credible
online publications that focus on China—Africa relations. The research relied on content
analysis to extract relevant insights on the economic opportunities and challenges inherent in
China's growing presence in Africa.

The approach is interpretive, allowing for a critical examination of historical patterns, trade
statistics, policy frameworks, and theoretical debates surrounding China—Africa economic
relations. The use of secondary sources enables a comprehensive understanding of both the
macroeconomic trends and the structural dimensions of the relationship. This methodology
also facilitates an interdisciplinary analysis that incorporates political, economic, and
developmental perspectives.

Literature Review

China's growing presence in Africa, especially since the post-Cold War era, has generated
significant academic interest regarding its motives and implications. Scholars such as Van der
Wath (2004) and Muekalia (2004) argue that access to raw materials and expanding market
potential are central to China's foreign policy in Africa. These resources are vital to sustaining
China's industrial expansion and domestic growth targets. According to Alden (2007), China's
strategy in Africa is characterized by pragmatism, emphasizing non-interference and mutual
benefit. However, critics argue that this form of engagement often undermines democratic
governance and perpetuates authoritarian tendencies in African countries (Taylor, 2006).
Furthermore, while Chinese investment in infrastructure and manufacturing has stimulated
GDP growth in some regions, it has also triggered labour displacement and suppressed local
entrepreneurial development (Obiorah, 2007).
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The growing relationship between China and Africa has become a major subject of inquiry in
global political economy and international development studies. Scholars have analysed this
partnership from various perspectives, ranging from cooperation and mutual benefit to
strategic dependency and neo-colonial tendencies. Alden (2007) presents one of the
foundational texts on China's role in Africa, categorising Chinese engagement as that of a
development partner, economic competitor, and strategic actor. He argues that while Beijing's
presence has led to vital infrastructure and trade growth, it also raises concerns about
governance, accountability, and long-term sustainability in African states.

Brautigam (2009), in The Dragon's Gift, offers a nuanced and data-driven assessment of China's
development assistance to Africa. She challenges dominant Western narratives of exploitation
by illustrating how Chinese investments and aid are often demand-driven and negotiated by
African governments themselves. However, she cautions that weak local institutions may
undermine potential benefits. Ampiah and Naidu (2008) provide a collection of case studies
that explore how African states have responded differently to China's outreach. Their work
shows that African agency is not absent but varies significantly depending on domestic
political and economic structures.

Taylor (2006) examines the structural inequalities embedded in the China—Africa relationship.
He argues that China's engagement replicates some of the extractive patterns historically
associated with Western imperialism, particularly through resource-for-infrastructure deals
and the flooding of local markets with cheap Chinese goods. Ramo (2004) introduces the
concept of the Beijing Consensus, an alternative to the Western-led Washington Consensus. He
posits that China's model—focused on state-led capitalism, non-interference, and incremental
reform—appeals to African leaders seeking development without political conditionalities.
However, this model may reinforce authoritarian tendencies and neglect rights-based
governance.

Shinn and Eisenman (2012) provide a detailed historical and diplomatic account of Sino-
African relations, noting that the current economic engagement is part of a broader strategy
that includes soft power, cultural diplomacy, and military cooperation. They argue that
China's ambitions in Africa are long-term and multifaceted. The United Nations Conference
on Trade and Development (UNCTAD, 2023) provides updated statistical data on trade,
investment flows, and development outcomes. It notes that China is Africa's largest trading
partner but warns that the trade balance remains unfavourable to Africa, with primary
commodities dominating exports while manufactured goods dominate imports. Some
analysts (Kaplinsky, 2008; Mohan & Power, 2009) have highlighted the 'resource curse' effect,
noting that Africa's over-reliance on primary commodity exports to China may limit
industrialisation and value-added production. The literature remains divided between those
who see China as a development partner and others who view it as a neo-colonial actor with
extractive interests.
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Theoretical Framework

This study adopts an eclectic theoretical framework that combines realism, liberalism, and
dependency theory to analyse the growing influence of China in Africa. These theories offer
diverse yet complementary perspectives on the motivations, dynamics, and consequences of
Sino-African relations, and collectively help to explain the complex balance of opportunities
and challenges within this evolving partnership. Realism is one of the dominant theories in
international relations, built on the assumption that states operate in an anarchic international
system where the pursuit of power and national interest is paramount (Morgenthau, 1948;
Waltz, 1979). From a realist standpoint, China's engagement with Africa is primarily
strategic—motivated by a desire to secure access to vital resources such as oil, minerals, and
agricultural commodities, while expanding its global geopolitical influence.

Realists argue that China's involvement is not altruistic, but rather a calculated effort to ensure
resource security for its rapidly growing population and industrial sector (Dunne et al., 2013).
The establishment of military bases, such as the one in Djibouti, and China's investment in
critical infrastructure in politically strategic states, reflect a realpolitik approach to foreign
policy. Within this framework, Africa becomes a theatre for the projection of Chinese
economic and political power, with Chinese foreign policy driven by pragmatic considerations
of state interest.

Liberalism offers a contrasting view that highlights cooperation, interdependence, and mutual
benefit as central to international relations (Keohane & Nye, 1977). Liberal theorists argue that
the increasing volume of trade, foreign direct investment, and infrastructure projects between
China and Africa reflects a positive-sum relationship, wherein both parties stand to gain. This
view is supported by China's financing of roads, railways, hospitals, and schools across the
continent under frameworks such as the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) and
the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).

From the liberal perspective, China's role in Africa may contribute to economic growth,
regional integration, and capacity building (Goldstein et al., 2006). By providing alternative
sources of financing and technology transfer, China helps fill the infrastructure and
development gaps left by Western powers. The liberal approach, therefore, interprets Sino-
African relations as fostering interdependence, peace, and global integration, with
development outcomes aligning with Africa's broader economic aspirations.

While realism and liberalism offer valuable insights, dependency theory provides a critical lens
for understanding the structural inequalities inherent in global trade relations. Originating
from the Latin American structuralist tradition (Dos Santos, 1970; Frank, 1966), dependency
theory posits that developing countries are locked into a cycle of underdevelopment due to
exploitative relationships with industrialised nations.

In the context of China—Africa relations, dependency theorists argue that African countries

are reproducing patterns of economic dependence by exporting raw materials to China and
importing finished goods. As Alden and Alves (2009) and Michel & Beuret (2009) observe,
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China's demand for primary commodities such as oil, copper, and cobalt has reinforced
Africa's role as a resource supplier, limiting industrial diversification and value addition on the
continent. Moreover, concerns about debt sustainability, labour practices, and limited local
content in Chinese-funded projects raise questions about long-term developmental impact
(Campbell, 2008; Tull, 2006).

The use of an eclectic theoretical framework is crucial for this study as it provides a holistic
understanding of the drivers and implications of China's expanding role in Africa. Realism
helps to explain China's strategic and security-oriented motives, including access to resources
and influence in global governance structures. Liberalism highlights the potential for win-win
cooperation, technology transfer, and shared development goals. Dependency theory, on the
other hand, cautions against the uncritical acceptance of Chinese investments, pointing out
the structural asymmetries that may entrench Africa's economic vulnerability.

Together, these theories underscore the central research question of this study: Is China's
growing influence in Africa genuinely beneficial to African states, or does it risk reinforcing
neo-colonial patterns of dependency under a new global actor? The framework enables a
nuanced analysis that neither demonises China nor romanticises its presence, but rather seeks
to understand the dynamics and implications of the relationship for Africa's development,
autonomy, and global positioning.

China and Africa Trade Relations

China's economic engagement with Africa has evolved significantly over the past six decades.
Historically, the foundations of China—Africa relations were rooted in ideological solidarity
during the Cold War. However, the trajectory changed substantially following China's
domestic economic reforms and global outreach strategies.

China's Great Leap Forward (1958-early 1960s) and the Great Proletarian Cultural
Revolution (1966-1976) initially limited China's external relations, including those with
African countries. Nevertheless, these internal reforms laid the groundwork for China's later
international re-engagement. The post-Mao period, especially from the late 1970s onward,
marked a shift toward pragmatic foreign policy driven by economic imperatives.

A significant turning point occurred after the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests, which led
China to strengthen ties with developing countries, including African nations, to counter
Western political and economic isolation. This period marked the deepening of China's
economic diplomacy, culminating in strategic partnerships across Africa. The 21st century has
witnessed an unprecedented surge in trade between China and Africa. Bilateral trade grew
exponentially, with China becoming Africa's largest trading partner by 2009. Trade relations
have been largely driven by African exports of raw materials—such as oil, copper, and
cobalt—and Chinese exports of manufactured goods, machinery, and electronics.

IJASEPSM | p.297



China-Africa Trade
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Figure 1 above illustrates China's engagement with Africa from 2002 to 2016, highlighting the
exponential growth in trade volumes, foreign direct investment, and development assistance
across various African regions.

China's Large Infrastructural Projects in Africa

China—Africa trade surpassed the $1 billion mark in 1980 and expanded to over $10 billion by
the year 2000, reflecting a rapid increase in economic engagement. Since the early 1980s,
China has maintained an average annual GDP growth rate of approximately 9%, driving its
outward push for resources, markets, and investment destinations. This period marked
intensified economic interaction between China and Africa. Although some early data were
derived from informal estimates, accurate figures have since confirmed China's
transformation from a minor investor to one of Africa's most influential economic partners
(Berger, 2008).

China's involvement in large-scale infrastructure across the continent is emblematic of its
broader engagement strategy. Notable examples include the Lagos—Kano railway in Nigeria,
which was constructed at a cost of $8.3 billion, employing approximately 11,000 Chinese
workers. Similarly, projects like the Mambilla Plateau 2.6 MW hydroelectric plant illustrate
the scale and ambition of Chinese-funded infrastructure.

These ventures are aligned with Beijing's "Go Global" policy, which encourages Chinese firms

to explore opportunities abroad, particularly in sectors like construction that suffer from
overcapacity at home. The implementation of these projects reflects a mutual benefit
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framework—offering African states capital and infrastructure while creating outlets for
Chinese expertise and materials. Importantly, China's financing of such projects often
bypasses the conservative risk assessments that guide Western lenders. This has prompted a
reevaluation of global risk evaluation standards, especially in Africa's infrastructure sector.

Opportunities and Challenges of Sino-African Relations

China's expanding role in Africa offers significant opportunities, but it also presents serious
challenges. On the positive side, China's investments have created jobs, spurred industrial
output, and driven infrastructural development. The Africa Growth and Opportunity Act
(AGOA), combined with flexible Chinese investment strategies, contributed to the rise of
textile industries, particularly in Southern and Eastern Africa (Tull, 2006).

However, there are growing concerns about the long-term sustainability and equity of these
engagements. For instance, in the Republic of Congo, Chinese contracts have been reported to
cost 30% less than those from Western firms. While this appears advantageous, local workers
have often complained of poor working conditions, low wages, and the precarious nature of
employment. Many are hired on a daily basis and endure long hours without adequate
compensation—conditions reportedly worse than those under Western contractors. Another
concern is the proliferation of counterfeit and substandard Chinese products, particularly
pharmaceuticals, which undermine local industries and public health in African countries that
lack effective regulatory frameworks. Furthermore, the displacement of African
manufacturing industries, especially in South Africa, has been attributed in part to China's
dominance in low-cost goods and manufacturing capacity (HKUST, 2005). This has
exacerbated unemployment and led to socio-economic tensions.

Conclusion

The growing influence of China in Africa is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon. While
Chinese investments, aid, and trade have contributed positively to Africa's
development—particularly in infrastructure and trade—there are significant structural
imbalances that skew benefits towards China. China's strategy is largely driven by its quest for
raw materials, markets for exports, and geopolitical influence. Africa, on the other hand, risks
becoming overly dependent on China, particularly if trade continues to be dominated by the
export of unprocessed natural resources and the import of manufactured goods. For Sino-
African relations to be truly beneficial, African countries must adopt deliberate policies that
enhance local content, protect domestic industries, and promote technology transfer and
employment generation.

Recommendations
1. Market Access for African Goods: African countries should negotiate for
unrestricted access to Chinese markets for their locally produced goods, provided
international quality standards are met.
2. Tax Incentives for African Exports: African governments should lobby for the
removal of excessive taxes and levies that hinder their exports to China, thereby
facilitating fairer trade.
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3. Local Sourcing of Raw Materials: Chinese firms operating in Africa should be
mandated to source a significant portion of their raw materials locally. This will
promote value addition, stimulate local economies, and enhance job creation.

4. Economic Diversification: African states must diversify their economies away from
primary commodity exports towards industrialisation and knowledge-based sectors.
This will reduce dependency on China and buffer them against global commodity
price shocks.

5. Employment Protection Agreements: African countries should sign binding
Memoranda of Understanding (MoUs) with the Chinese government and
corporations to restrict the importation of unskilled Chinese labour. Instead, such jobs
should be reserved for local workers to address unemployment and reduce public
resentment.
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