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“Is China an enemy of the Western-led liberal global order, or will she blend in? Does
China aspire to conquer the world with an own ideology, like the Soviet Union and the
United States? The short answer is: none of the above. China is its own kind of world
power” (Dams, 2019, p. 189), own translation.
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Abstract
Since the foundation of the Peoples Republic of China (PRC), Beijing’s intentions and interests
in Africa have shifted. Among scholars there is agreement about the two main contemporary
Chinese interests in Africa: securing access to strategic resources, and benefitting from Africa’s
growing consumer and labor markets. However, the topic still deserves further exploration and
clarification, as the interests of China in individual African countries are not yet thoroughly
understood. This thesis contributes to the existing knowledge on China’s Africa strategy
through an in-depth analysis of China’s engagement and interests in the Republic of Ethiopia
and the Republic of Rwanda. The two countries were studied because of China’s strong
presence in both countries, their lack of resources and the similarities in their governance
systems. The main research question was what role Ethiopia and Rwanda have in China’s
overall Africa strategy.
To examine this, the thesis used a qualitative research method. Besides a literature study,
eighteen semi-structured expert interviews were conducted. The data from the interviews were
categorized into four sub-themes: China’s general foreign policy character and interests,
China’s foreign policy interests in Africa, and China’s interests in Rwanda and Ethiopia
respectively. China’s main economic interests in Africa are to secure natural resources and to
secure access to African markets for Chinese manufactured goods. China’s main political
interests are to have the multilateral support of African votes, and to increase the legitimacy of
its development model on the continent.
The research has demonstrated that China’s presence in Ethiopia is valuable to China
because of the country’s geopolitical and diplomatic strength, and because of its demographic
and economic development. Since geopolitical interests play an important role for China in
Ethiopia, the country deviates from the general pattern of China’s interests in Africa. China’s
interest in Rwanda resembles China’s overall interests in Africa, as its interests are mainly
economic and political. Rwanda’s attractiveness to China comes from its regional political
strength, its attractive fiscal climate, its well-developed logistics sector and the status of Paul
Kagame.
Finally, this research has shown that both Ethiopia and Rwanda are politically valuable
because China, through its presence there, increases the legitimacy of its international
development model. Through Ethiopia and Rwanda, China can increase its weight in the global
political arena.
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1. Introduction

Since its foundation in 1949, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has taken a more prominent
role on the global stage. China's growing influence comes at a time in which the center of
th

gravity of world politics is changing. In the 20 century, geopolitics and global economics have
mostly been influenced by the United States of America (US) (Westad, 2007). However, it is
widely believed that former ‘emerging economies’ – like India, Brazil and South-Africa – will
be considerably more influential in the 21st century. One country in particular is most often
mentioned as the next superpower: China (Beaudet et al., 2017).
China’s influence is particularly significant in Africa. Since 2009, China is Africa’s
largest trading partner, and Beijing is heavily committed to the continent through billion-dollar
loans and political engagements (Albert, 2017).1 Through diplomatic statements, Beijing
positions itself as the leading developmental partner for Africa. China’s grounds its
engagements in a firm narrative of South-South cooperation, mutual gains (‘win-win
development’). China never fails to emphasize that it provides development assistance and
infrastructural investment on the basis of equal partnerships and without political conditions
(Alden, 2007). Many African leaders are keen to cooperate with the PRC, also because China
does not have a history of colonialism and ostensibly has a stringent respect for domestic
political sovereignty principles of non-interference (Alden & Large, 2019; Brautigam, 2009).
However, many researchers and policy makers emphasize the questionability of China’s
incentives, as Beijing’s engagement tends to lead to poor working conditions, environmental
pollution or other negative consequences for the developing countries it engages with (Beaudet
et al., 2017; Wijk, 2019).
1.1. Problem statement & relevance
Researchers, policy makers, and politicians do not fully understand the drivers of China’s
foreign policy, and what role Beijing pursues for itself in the global arena (Zeng et al., 2015).
Furthermore, it is unclear how China’s expansionist politics and development strategies affect
the states involved. Due to these ambiguities and China’s secretive nature regarding its motives,

1

A good example of such a political, high-profile commitment is the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation
(FOCAC), which takes place every three years since 2000.
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China’s international engagement is therefore often misunderstood or misinterpreted
(Harchaoui et al., 2020).
Despite the growing bulk of literature on Sino-African relations, Beijing’s Africastrategy is still surrounded by ambiguities and uncertainties. There is agreement that China has
two main priorities in Africa: to obtain valuable raw materials, and to tap into new markets for
cheap manufactured goods. However, the specifics of China’s interests are not fully understood,
especially how individual African states play a role in China’s larger Africa strategy (Alden &
Large, 2019; Brautigam, 2009; Tesfaye, 2020). The mutual misunderstanding is not in the least
generated by the politicized debate between Western and Chinese scholars, who accuse each
other of neo-colonialism, historical hypocrisies or anti-Chinese sentiments (for example, see:
Aydın, 2020; Shullman, 2019).
This thesis contributes to the existing knowledge on China’s interests in Africa through
an analysis of China’s engagement and interests in the Republic of Ethiopia and the Republic
of Rwanda. These countries are studied for several reasons. First, China has a relatively strong
presence in both Ethiopia and Rwanda. Diplomatic bonds between China and the two African
countries stretch back to the early 1970’s, and political and cultural ties have generally been
good since then. In fact, Ethiopia's political leaders have been very directly inspired by China's
model of state building, and many traits of China's political demeanor can also be noted in
contemporary Rwandan state governance (Lisimba & Parashar, 2020; Meester, 2021).
Ethiopia and Rwanda share a few imminent characteristics. Both are landlocked in an
unstable region. Also, both are on a relatively successful developmental path which geared
traction after violent internal conflicts ended in the 1990’s (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2018; D.
Shinn, 2014). Both countries have received both praise and cautious condemnation from the
international community for the model behind their economic development.
Ethiopia and Rwanda are both not resource-abundant. This study therefore is an
opportunity to explore what China’s interests are in the absence of raw materials. Also, the
similarity of Ethiopia’s and Rwanda’s governance structure can perhaps shine light on how the
political nature of African states influences China's interests.
There are also many distinct differences between Rwanda and Ethiopia. First, Ethiopia
is relatively large, Rwanda is relatively small. This is true both for the geographic size of the
country, and the size of their population and economy. Geographically, Ethiopia’s strategic
position is of much more significance to international politics since, among other things, the
Gulf of Aden that neighbors the Horn of Africa is a critical naval trade route. These differences
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in size and geopolitical weight could also offer insights into how China aligns its policies with
individual countries.

1.2. Research questions
The main research question is: What role do Ethiopia and Rwanda have in China’s political,
economic and geopolitical Africa strategy? To answer this question, the following subquestions are formulated: What are the priorities of China’s foreign policy, and what role does
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) envision for China on the global stage? What political,
economic and geopolitical interests explain China’s growing assertiveness in Africa? And; what
political, economic and geopolitical interests explain China’s growing assertiveness in Ethiopia
and Rwanda?
1.3. Thesis outline
The rest of this chapter elaborates on the theoretical framework of this thesis and presents the
literature study and hypotheses. The second chapter presents the methodology and the research
methods. The third chapter focuses on China’s foreign policy priorities. Here, a historical
perspective on China’s engagement in foreign politics is presented. The fourth chapter is on
Sino-African relations. Here, the hypotheses on China’s Africa strategy are tested and
examined. This will be examined through a combined analysis of literature analysis, data
analysis and an analysis of the expert interviews. Chapter five will examine the bilateral SinoEthiopian relation. The corresponding hypotheses are tested, by hand of the expert interviews,
literature and data analysis. In chapter six, the same approach is followed to understand China’s
motives and drivers in Rwanda. All analytical chapters are introduced by two illustrative quotes,
one from the literature and one from the interviews. The thesis ends with the conclusion and
discussion.
1.4. Theoretical framework
Rationale
According to the editors of Introduction to International Development Studies, development
scholars aim to “explain both the diversity evident in the world in relation to human well- being
and the common patterns that emerge when comparing people, social groups, nations, economic
and political systems, and regions of the world” (Beaudet et al., 2017, p. 4). As contested as the
term ‘development’ might be, it is always related to inequalities, which stem from complex
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processes of interaction between countries. As it is clear that it covers many areas of research,
it must be examined from a multidisciplinary perspective. As professor Frank Stilwell from
Sydney University states: “The world does not come carved-up according to categories labeled
“economic,” “social,” “political,” “geographical,” and so forth.” (Stilwell, 2019). To
comprehend China’s Africa-strategy, this thesis draws from the disciplines International
Relations (IR) and Global Political Economy (GPE). Specifically, it utilizes the sub-theories
Realism & Economic Nationalism. Although these theories must not be regarded as ready-made
tools to study international relations, but as a “spectrum of ideas…rather than a fixed point of
focus” (Wohlforth, 2008).

1.4.1. Realism
The most prominent theories about the international arena and the behavior of states therein are
Marxism, Liberalism and Realism. For analyzing Sino-African relations, Realism appears to be
the most applicable, for a few reasons. To begin with, Marxist theories, also known as ‘Critical
theories’, emphasize the structural exploitative nature of the capitalist international system.
These theories provide a radical, critical lens to understand global systems. Within this theory,
significant attention is paid to how production systems and value chains operate, and how these
create or justify inequalities. Marxism considers markets and trade relations exploitative by
nature, since capitalist mechanisms perpetuate global inequalities. Marxists seek to change this
by challenging the established forms of capital and labor organization (O’Brien & Williams,
2016).
Although the Sino-African relation is unequal and exploitative in many aspects, the
Marxist perspective is not best-suited to analyze Sino-African relations. Marxists’ argument
that the (international) division of labor and capital leads to inequalities is very well
understandable from the history of imperialism and colonialism. However, China’s foreign
policy is not a continuation of this historic, inherently exploitative system. Contemporary China
is fundamentally different from the powers that through colonization subjugated so many
countries, as China has not built its economic development on such an international division of
labor and capital (Disai, in: Beaudet et al., 2017).
The theory of Liberalism sees the international system essentially as a system that is
cooperative, largely through global interconnectedness and interdependence (O’Brien &
Williams, 2016). A central feature of Liberalism is that all states are bound to domestic and
international circumstances that constrain the actions of states (Moravcsik, 1997). Because of
this interconnectedness, morality – either from pragmatic reasons or from idealistic reasons –
11

is herein a crucial component. This means that shared interests and mutual dependencies serve
as a guarantee of cooperation between states and prevent anarchy (Hovden & Keene, 2002).
Also, Liberalists argue that individuals, rather than states, are the most important political and
economic actors. The state’s role and influence are minimal, as the economy builds on market
mechanisms (O’Brien & Williams, 2016).
Although some Liberalist arguments are well-suited to understand the increasingly
connected global economy, China’s behavior contradicts with several Liberalist principles.
First, China’s political economy is heavily influenced by the state (Dickson, 2007).
Subsequently, international cooperation is often disregarded, as China uses multilateral
institutions (UNSC or WTO) to its own advantage (Okano-Heijmans et al., 2018). Also, China
does not regard principles of morality – like transparency or government accountability – as
important as liberal democracies do (Tayler, in: Beaudet et al., 2017).
As this thesis demonstrates, Realism is best suited to understand China’s engagement
in Africa. Realism is the stream of thought that considers the international arena as anarchic,
and as one in which states are most important power holders that always pursue their own
interests in competition for power with others (Donnelly, 2000). This fundamental idea of
global politics as a zero-sum game is something that has many similarities with China’s
behavior in the international arena. In 1998, Denny Roy argued in China’s foreign relations
that Beijing’s foreign policy was strongly orientated towards maintaining its own power and
serving its own interests (Roy, 1998). David Lampton states in his book Following the Leader
that “realist foreign policy thinking” can be considered a core principle of China’s foreign
policy (Lampton, 2014, p. 109).
Perhaps the most renowned realist scholar is Hans Morgenthau, who argued in 1976 that
the main purpose of states within the international system is the pursuit of their national
interests, which are “defined in terms of power” (Morgenthau, 1976, p. 5). As Stephen Walt
writes for Foreign Policy: “For realists, power is the centerpiece of political life: […] the key
to understanding politics lies in focusing on who has power and what they are doing with it.”
(Walt, 2018). In classical Realism, power equals hard power, which refers to the military
capabilities of a state. Soft power is also an important element, which is “the ability to affect
others and obtain preferred outcomes by attraction and persuasion rather than coercion or
payment” (Nye, 2017).
Scholars of Realism agree that states consider their sovereignty, and the protection of
that sovereignty, as something that “has to be guarded by all possible means” (Orsi et al., 2018,
p. 123). This may reduce the role of "morality" in the international arena. However, this does
12

not exclude multilateral or bilateral cooperation, as states regard these institutions as a “means
of achieving ends” (Cox, 1992, p. 167). Foreign policy, or diplomacy, can be an instrument for
states to increase their power and to pursue a goal without using hard power (Morgenthau,
1976). This can be done by opening valuable trade routes, or securing access to resources or
other valuable assets (Orsi et al., 2018).
These Realist characteristics are very much in line with how China operates in the
international arena. China specifically uses its foreign policy to pursue its own interests
(Harchaoui et al., 2020). The state – or the CCP – exerts far-reaching control over all domestic
and international affairs, including foreign activities of companies (McGregor, 2019). The
protection of its domestic stability and the maintenance of its political and territorial sovereignty
are crucial pillars of China’s foreign policy (Dams, 2019; van der Putten, 2020). Beijing is
known for its pragmatic approach and does not hold human rights crucial. The PRC will engage
with any kind of government or organization, as long as it believes in the advantages that it
brings to itself (Nossel, 2020).
Not all scholars agree with this Realist perspective on China’s foreign policy. Tony Lee
argues that the rise of China does not follow a realist scenario since military power is not an
absolute priority of China and because China is not a “revisionist state” (Lee, 2018).2 Julian
Snelder concludes that China is more calculative than Realist in its foreign policy – but that this
could change when China's power outgrows its calculative strategy (Snelder, 2014).
Recent Chinese foreign policy does justify a Realist theoretical framework. The
government and military officials perceive the global order as a highly competitive arena, in
which China needs to expand its power. An example of this is the ‘Great Rejuvenation’, the
showpiece of Xi Jinping’s ideology on China’s development. Xi’s vision entails that China will
retake its role of global unchallenged power both economically and geopolitically, latest in
2049 when the PRC celebrates its hundredth birthday (The Economist, 2017).
Different scholars show the increasing assertiveness of China’s military. In 2013, a
former colonel of the Peoples Liberation Army (PLA), Liu Mingfu, stated that China needed to
overtake the US as “the world’s greatest military power” (Hudda, 2015). According to Layla
Dawood, China’s military buildup in the South-Chinese illustrates China’s ongoing process of
balancing its powers with the US (Dawood, 2018). China still spends less – in both relative and

2

The term ‘revisionist state’ is used by (structural) Realists to described a state that actively seeks to alter the
balance of power – which is opposed a so called ‘status-quo state’, who aims to maintain the balance of power that
is in place (Orsi et al., 2018).
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absolute figures – on its military than the US, but its growing expenditure and mysterious
budgeting show the importance of military growth (Funaiole & Hart, 2021). The expenses that
China undertakes are largely directed towards the most modern military and security issues,
such as the militarization of space or the development of military cybersecurity personnel and
equipment (Zivitski, 2020).

1.4.2. Economic nationalism
Within GPE, the most dominant theories are Critical Theory, Liberalism and Economic
Nationalism. Critical Theory builds upon a Marxist view of the global economy, whereas the
Liberalist GPE-perspective is very similar to the Liberalist perspective within IR (Nakano,
2004; O’Brien & Williams, 2016). Economic Nationalism is closely related to Realism – some
consider them inseparable (Helleiner, 2002; O’Brien & Williams, 2016). This thesis draws from
Economic Nationalism, as its characteristics best fit China’s (economic) foreign policy
character.
Economic Nationalism involves the pursuit of national interests by economic means.
Sam Pryke defines it as “a set of practices designed to create, bolster and protect national
economies in the context of world markets” (Pryke, 2012, p. 285). Wealth and power have a
reciprocal relationship: economic development leads to political power, and vice versa
(O’Brien & Williams, 2016). Economic Nationalism scholars believe that all activities and
transactions in the international arena are meant to lead to a maximization of a state’s economic
power (Nakano, 2004). The accumulation of wealth, and subsequent power increase, is the
central objective of nationalistic economic policies (Rizopoulos, 2020).
Zheng and Pan argue that nationalist economic policies have played a “significant role
in China’s integration into the world economy” (Zheng & Pan, 2012). Eric Helleiner and
Hongying Wang state that China has long had a nationalistic economy (Helleiner & Wang,
2018; Zhu, 2007). According to Chen Zhimin, professor of IR at Fudan University, the main
priorities of Beijing’s nationalist policies are: economic development, national unity,
independence and international prestige (Zhimin, 2005, p. 52).
Some scholars argue that Economic Nationalism is outdated, because the idea of
constant power-struggles stems from an era of constant competition between nation states.
However, Economic Nationalism does not necessarily mean the installation of old-fashioned
economic protectionism, like mercantilism or colonial protectionism. Rizopoulos argues that
Economic Nationalism still holds truth in the modern, globalized economy, and that China’s
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integration in the institutionalized global economy have “pushed China towards a more
sophisticated form of economic nationalism” (Rizopoulos, 2020, p. 6).
Economic Nationalists, just as Realists do, appoint states as the holders of economic
power and consider domestic economic sovereignty crucial. Economic Nationalist scholars
believe that globalization has expanded the role of non-state actors, but that economics are still
predominantly shaped by states opposing each other (O’Brien & Williams, 2016). Furthermore,
Economic Nationalist scholars consider the cohesion of the nation of utmost importance, as
“economic development forms and enforces the idea and sentiment of the nation, which
increases the political power of the state” (Nakano, 2004, p. 222). This national unity is one of
the core priorities of China’s economic policies (Zhimin, 2005).
Numerous examples of such Economic Nationalist by China exist. For example, China
protects Chinese companies by introducing protectionist measures during their growth, which
gives them an advantage over international companies (Oertel, 2021). Furthermore, China
protects Chinese companies from (hostile) foreign take-overs, while it supports the Chinese
buying spree of European companies of recent years (Rieke, 2020). China has also managed
to set the terms on which powerful multinational tech-companies enter its economy, like Google
and Facebook (Sheehan, 2018). This cultivation of the domestic market in preparation of
international expansion is a classic example of Economic Nationalism.
Another textbook example of how China’s economic affairs illustrate Economic
Nationalism is that China has helped domestic brands to improve their international image, to
gain traction abroad and improve the “Made in China”-image (Gerth, 2012). Two recent
examples of the Chinese telecom company Huawei illustrate how wafer-thin the boundaries are
between the state and the private sector. There was a lot of criticism directed at this company
when it turned out that it had unlimited access to the telephone conversations of Dutch
ministers, and when it turned out that the African Union (AU) headquarters in Addis Ababa
was full of Chinese eavesdropping devices (Dahir, 2018; Modderkolk, 2021)
1.5. Literature review and hypotheses
Since 2000, China’s growing presence abroad, and it particular its increased presence in Africa
has been widely discussed by scholars (Lampton, 2019; Rudolph et al., 2018; Wijk, 2019). This
literature review first provides an overview of literature on China’s general foreign policy and
then discusses developments in Sino-African studies. Subsequently, the academic debate on
Sino-Ethiopian and Sino-Rwandan relations is presented. On the basis of this literature review,
seven hypotheses were formulated that will be tested in this research.
15

1.5.1. China’s foreign policy
China’s foreign policy has been studied in countless contexts. Scholars have tried to answer
questions such as: Will China clash with the dominant global order (Allison, 2020; Arif, 2017;
Zeng et al., 2015; Zhao, 2016)? How does the BRI influence different regions of the world?
(Demiryol, 2019; Liu & Lim, 2019; Mardell, 2019; Zhang et al., 2018)?
The past decades, many scholars have made efforts to describe how China itself sees its
role in international affairs and scholars have increasingly studied Beijing’s foreign politics
from a Chinese point-of-view. Scholars have tried to answer questions such as: What are
China’s core priorities (Lanteigne, 2019; Rudolph et al., 2018; Swaine, 2010)? James Varrall
argues that four guiding, historical narratives provide the basis for China’s foreign policy: The
Century of Humiliation, the idea that China culturally is unchanging; the concept of China’s
history as destiny; and the idea of China as a civilization with strict familial obligations –
leading to a strong cultural pride (Varrall, 2015).
Many scholars have tried to distinguish a set of ‘core interests’ of China, and its foreign
policy.3 In a study by Michael Swaine, three Chinese core interests are distinguished: “1)
preserving China’s basic state system and national security 2) national sovereignty and
territorial integrity; and 3) the continued stable development of China’s economy and society”
(Swaine, 2010, p. 4). These three are confirmed in a paper written by Linda Jakobson for the
Lowy institute (Jakobson, 2013). Mikael Weissman argues that China’s foreign policy is mainly
orientated at achieving these domestic interests. This effectively means that China’s foreign
policy is aimed at minimizing external threats to China’s domestic development, and to secure
its access to strategic resources and goods (Weissmann, 2015). Swaine shows that of China’s
core interests, sovereignty and territorial integrity are mentioned by far most often, and that
incidentally other elements are mentioned by state officials as core interests as well. ‘National
unity’ or ‘independence’ were among these, usually mentioned in connection with the issue
regarding territorial integrity, like Taiwan (Swaine, 2010).
Some further remarks have been made by scholars on China's overall foreign policy.
The Asian-Pacific region has always been, and still is, China’s most important foreign policy
region, but since the current century China has become more assertive in global affairs
(Frankopan et al., 2019; Wijk, 2019). Another thing that scholars observe regarding China’s
foreign policy is the close relationship between the CCP and the private sector. A growing
number of scholarly efforts to understand and map the PRC, the CCP and its leadership have

3

‘Core interests’ is a term that Beijing itself increasingly uses since 2004

16

shed light on the political organization of the country and the Party (For example, see: Dams,
2019; Lampton, 2019; Norris, 2016). Scholars find that China’s political and governance
structure allows for a very centralized approach, and the CCP has the ability to correct the
course of its foreign affairs – more than in most other states (Lanteigne, 2019).
1.5.2. China in Africa
China alternated periods of great interest in Africa with periods of relative neglect (Alden &
Alves, 2008). According to scholars, China’s domestic development has always set the pace for
its Africa-engagement (Adisu et al., 2010). As Chris Alden and Daniel Large state: “the single
most influential underlying factor in China–Africa relations – and efforts to research these –
was Chinese domestic politics” (Alden & Large, 2019, p. 5).
Since Sino-African relations intensified from the 1950’s onwards, so has the
accompanying academic debate. With the improving availability of Chinese and African trade
and development data, the field of Sino-African studies has expanded in recent decades (Albert,
2017; Brautigam, 2009; Broich, 2017, 2017; D. H. Shinn & Eisenman, 2012; Zafar, 2007). The
debate contains many different perspectives on Sino-African relations (Alden & Large, 2019).
According to Degele Ergano and Seshagiri Rao, the scholarly field “is full of contradictory
claims” (Ergano & Rao, 2019, p. 6). Within the field, two broad categorical themes can be
distinguished. The first concentrates on China's interests in Africa. In this regard, a general
understanding of China's (geo)political and economic interests that have guided China's
expansionist policy in Africa since 1949 can be observed (Adisu et al., 2010; Broich, 2017;
Doctor Ben Lampert et al., 2014). The second analyzes the implications of China’s involvement
in Africa, a matter on which opinions are divided.
There is one key remark to be made about the debate on the Sino-African relationship.
The continent of Africa has been gravely affected by the ambitions and interests of external
powers in the last ages. Broich even calls it a “battleground for global competition”, on matters
of security, resources or political influence (Broich, 2017). Foreign actors have purposely used
Africa’s vulnerability, which largely derives from its political and economic fragility. However,
African states have not constantly been weak or powerless and have not stood by while others
decided over them. African states have consciously used power changes or historical events to
enhance their bargaining position and improve its position in the international arena. Especially
after WWII, African states have often used circumstantial possibilities to increase their
bargaining position or make strategic choices in the geopolitical arena (van der Lugt, 2011).
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China’s intentions in Africa
In China in Africa (2007), Chris Alden poses the question: “Is China a partner, an economic
(veracious) competitor or a colonizer?” This question illustrates three interpretations and
streams of literature that examine China’s intentions in Africa. Seifudein Adem calls these
strands of thought: Sino-optimism, Sino-pragmatism or Sino-pessimism (Adem, 2012).
Within the scholarly stream of Sino-optimism, scholars regard China as a development
partner of Africa. These scholars perceive the China-African "South-South" development as a
beneficial, long-term partnership for both sides, unlike the Western "zero-sum" development.
Understandably, this perspective is supported and broadcasted by Chinese officials and
involved African politicians. Scholars of Sino-pragmatism, on the other hand, regard China as
an economic competitor of Africa, and argue that China is primarily interested is African
resources in order to increase its economic prosperity. These scholars argue that China will
therefore not prioritize processes of democratization, good governance or environmental
stewardship. Finally, scholars within the stream of Sino-pessimism depict China as a new
colonizer of Africa. They argue that China is seeking to dismantle the long-standing Western
dominance in Africa, and believe that domination, subjugation and political control are
Beijing’s incentives (Adem, 2012; Alden, 2007; Alden, C., Large, D. and Soares de Oliveira,
R., 2008; Edoho, 2011).
These suspicions and accusations of imperialist or colonialist motives quickly make the
debate hostile, as the US also experienced at the beginning of this century (Carmody & Owusu,
2007; Kagan, 2010; Nexon & Wright, 2007). As tempting as it is to depict China as the “other”
or an “evil empire”, one must objectively analyze the differences between the West and China
to stay away from myths and falsehoods (For examples of such studies, see: Platt, 2018; van
der Lugt, 2020). Heather Streets-Salter and Trevor Gertz (2016) conclude that “most serious
studies” do not consider China to be colonial (Streets-Salter & Getz, 2016, p. 508). Atul Kohli
also concludes that China cannot (yet) be considered an imperialist nation (Kohli, 2020)
China’s interests in Africa
There is more agreement among scholars on the value of Africa to China. Scholars note that
China’s interests in Africa have shifted from more political and ideological interest under Mao
Zedong to more economically-orientated interests since the arrival of Deng Xiaoping (Broich,
2017; Wenping, 2007). The literature suggests that China’s contemporary interests in Africa
are mostly economic and political. The two most mentioned economic interests by scholars are
the search for natural resources and for markets. The most frequently mentioned political
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interest is China’s search for political support in multilateral institutions (Lisimba & Parashar,
2020; I. Taylor, 2009; Thrall, 2015).
The literature notes that Africa’s resources are crucial to China’s economic production
and geopolitical independence. Of almost all resource-rich African countries, China is the
largest importer of their natural resources (Dahir, 2019) As Wenran Jiang argued in 2009: ”The
single most striking character of China-Africa relations in recent years is the fast-growing
Chinese appetite for the continent's energy and natural resources” (Jiang, 2009, p. 590). China
not only needs classical resources like oil, but other African resources just as well. Many of the
resources that drive the modern economy, such as cobalt, lithium tantalum, copper, coltan and
manganese, are indispensable in China’s production process of telecoms, electric vehicles,
aviation production or high-quality infrastructure (Gulley et al., 2019; Shepard, 2019). Based
on this, the first hypothesis about China’s interests in Africa was formulated:
H1: China seeks lasting and stable access to Africa's strategic resources, as these are
indispensable for its economic development and geopolitical stability.
Scholars argue that the second prominent economic interest of China in Africa is less
driven by the continent’s natural characteristics and more by its demographic and economic
developments. Emerging consumer markets and growing labor markets offer China valuable
opportunities to sell its industrial products to Africa, or to relocate value chain activities
(Broich, 2017). Estimations are that in 2050, one in four people on the planet will be from SubSaharan Africa (SSA), and that 50% of the SSA population will be under 25 years (Suzuki,
2019). The literature notes that the continent is rapidly urbanizing and developing, despite being
confronted with massive economic and natural challenges. Some scholars believe Africa could
emulate the growth of China in the last fifty years (Coleman, 2020). These findings lead to the
second hypothesis on China’s interests in Africa:
H2: China wants to benefit from the emerging African consumption and labor markets.
Politically, scholars consider China’s main interest to seek diplomatic support on issues it
considers crucial, first and foremost the “One China Policy” (Broich, 2017; Wenping, 2007).
Scholars argue that China is also pursuing other political interests, such as improving its image
and supporting its economic partners (Thrall, 2015). It is argued that China seeks
institutionalized support through multilateral institutions and also sets political conformity as a
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condition for financial investments in African countries (Okano-Heijmans et al., 2018).
(Okano-Heijmans et al., 2018). Based on this, the third hypothesis was formulated:
H3: China pursues a good and stable relationship with African countries to have their
voting support in multilateral institutions.

1.5.3. China in Ethiopia
There are not many studies on the Sino-Ethiopian relationship and especially not specific
studies on China's interests in Ethiopia. In the literature there is on the Sino-Ethiopian
relationship, it is argued that it “does not confirm the existing narrative on China-Africa
relations which focused on China’s resource interest in Africa” (Chakrabarty, 2016, p. 244).
Most studies emphasize the unequal relationship between China and Ethiopia, and the uncertain
long-term effects for Ethiopia. The recent book China in Ethiopia: the long-term perspective
(2020) of Aaron Tesfaye provides a promising and significant addition to the Sino-Ethiopian
literature. Tesfaye elaborates on the historical bilateral relations, and criticizes the way how
Sino-Ethiopian studies have mostly been analyzed from a Chinese perspective. His work
provides much insights in how Ethiopia’s political leaders strategically built the bilateral
economic and political relations. Sufeidem Adem has reacted to this, stating that that Tesfaye
is perhaps over-optimistic, and that China purposely creates a further dependency of Ethiopia
on China (Adem, 2021).
In the literature there is agreement that China’s interests in Ethiopia are mainly driven
by economic and political reasons. The literature mentions Ethiopia’s geographic position, its
growing population, its regional importance and its political economic system as attractive
factors for China (Adem, 2012; Chakrabarty, 2016; Gamora, 2009). A study from Steve Hess
and Richard Aidoo from 2015 mentions five factors of interes for China in Ethiopia: Access to
Ethiopia’s potential consumer market; an investment opportunity for private sector enterprises;
Ethiopia’s possible function as ‘launching pad’ to Western markets; Ethiopia’s value in
international politics, due to the presence of the United Nations Economic Commission for
Africa (UNECA) and the AU; its geographic location in the Horn of Africa (Hess & Aidoo,
2015).
Different scholars have argued that Ethiopia’s attractiveness to China mainly came from
its strategic position in the Horn of Africa and its political power in the region (Burke et al.,
2007; Gamora, 2009). David Shinn and Joshua Eisenman add to this that the presence of major
African institutions in Ethiopia increases its political value (D. H. Shinn & Eisenman, 2012).
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In 2012, Sufeidem Adem defined China’s engagement in Ethiopia as “infrastructure for
diplomatic support”, as a divergence for the ‘normal’ infrastructure-for natural resources
paradigm, that is often described by scholars (Adem, 2012, p. 143). On the basis of these
findings, the fourth hypothesis was formulated:
H4: China’s pursues close and good relations with Ethiopia because of Ethiopia’s
diplomatic influence in the important but unstable region of the Horn of Africa.
In the literature, the economic value of Ethiopia to China as populous, growing country
with an emerging middle class is frequently mentioned. Especially the future Ethiopian
consumer market could be tremendously lucrative to China’s manufacturing sector (Burke et
al., 2007; Gamora, 2009). In 2010, a survey under thirty Chinese firms in Ethiopia showed that
the driving factor of Chinese FDI was the search for new markets (Geda, 2010). A more specific
element of Ethiopia’s economic value is that functions as a regional hub for goods for the
region, which might enlarge the market possibilities even further (D. H. Shinn & Eisenman,
2012). Christine Hackenesch elaborated on this economic value, by arguing that Ethiopia’s
domestic political situation also provided for a fruitful basis for China, as the country’s strong
bureaucracy and political institutions provide successful business opportunities (Hackenesch,
2013). Based on these findings, the fifth hypothesis was formulated:
H5: China is economically interested in Ethiopia because its emerging consumption and
labor market.

1.5.4. China in Rwanda
Not much in-depth research has been done on Sino-Rwandan relations. Most articles emphasize
that the drivers and effects of China’s increasing assertiveness in Rwanda are not yet fully
captured (See: Byusa, 2010; Kuo, 2016; Lawther, 2017). Similar to studies on Sino-Ethiopian
relations, most scholarly articles that have been written on Sino-Rwandan relations
concentrated on the economic ties (Lisimba & Parashar, 2020), or on the impact of China’s
engagements (Hartmann & Noesselt, 2020). There is consensus among scholars that Rwanda
is an atypical destination for China’s aid and investment programs. Rwanda is considered a
‘curious case’ as it does not possess serious volumes of petroleum or mineral resources and is
both in capita income and development indicators a poor country (Lisimba & Parashar, 2020,
p. 8).
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There is agreement among scholars Rwanda’s openness to foreign investment, its stable
political system and its (possible) value as regional, distributive hub to the larger surrounding
region are important interests for China to engage with Rwanda. Furthermore it is agreed is that
China’s interests as such are not so different from the interest of Western investors and donors
in Rwanda (Hartmann & Noesselt, 2020).
In Quartz Africa, Lily Kuo argues that this economic pull-factor is the most important
incentive for China’s engagement. The tax-exemptions and Special Economic Zones (SEZ)
have allowed Chinese companies to obtain a serious economic hold in the Great Lakes region,
thus increasing its Africa-orientated business development (Kuo, 2016). Jean D’Amour and
Xiang Feng Wu also state that Rwanda’s attractiveness mainly comes from its “mature and
dynamic private sector”, openness to investments and the state control over businesses and
regulatory processes (Jean D’Amour, 2017, p. 70) Istvan Tarrosy and Zoltán Vörös consider
Rwanda’s business-friendly environment to be the largest attractive factor for China. Based on
the premise that Rwanda wants to become the “Singapore of Africa”, the authors mainly
conclude that the pull-factors of Rwanda, similar to the factors mentioned by D’Amour and Wu
hereabove, make Rwanda an attractive location for Chinese investment and aid (Tarrósy &
Vörös, 2019). Sven Grimm and Christine Hackenesch stress that Chinese officials have a strong
preference for Rwanda’s economic stability, its strong institutions and governance systems
(Hartmann & Noesselt, 2020). These findings led to the formulation of the sixth hypothesis:
H6: Rwanda’s stable government and openness to foreign investment make Rwanda an
accessible and attractive location for its foreign investments.
Another attractive aspect of Rwanda, according to the literature, is its geographical
location. Scholars state that China sees Rwanda as a potential strategic gateway to get (indirect)
access to natural resources from the region (Byusa, 2010). More specifically, it is argued that
China can use Rwanda's geographical location primarily as a gateway for strategic resources
from Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) (Hartmann & Noesselt, 2020). Based on these
indicators, the seventh hypothesis was formulated:
H7: Rwanda's geographical location is a valuable opportunity for China to access
resources from the DRC.
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2. Methodology

This chapter elaborates on the nature of this research, its methodology and the research
methods. First, a number of operationalizations are presented. Then, the nature of this research
and the research methods are presented. Finally, the procedures regarding the expert interviews
are discussed, including a motivation for this choice, the ethical considerations and the
limitations.

2.1. Operationalization
-

China/Beijing: refers to the Chinese government, the land and the people of the People’s
Republic of China

-

China’s engagement in Africa: refers to all activities of China in, or in relation to,
Africa. This includes Chinese companies that are active in Africa, particularly due to
the connectedness of the CCP to the private sector

-

Political interests: refers to Sino-African government to government relations,
(concealed) diplomatic support, legislative or regulatory changes, and supportive
statements in multilateral institutions or in the public discourse

-

Economic interests: refers to all possible (future) gains from trade, aid and investment,
both in direct financial returns as in-kind goods

-

Geopolitical interests: refers to issues that are bound to a specific geographical area, as
(future) access to scarce goods or trade routes, or the military protection of assets or
personnel

2.2. Research nature & research method
This thesis is exploratory and descriptive in nature. It is exploratory because it studies the causes
and reasons for China's involvement in Ethiopia and Rwanda, in order to understand why China
structures its foreign policy and its Africa strategy in the way it does. It is also descriptive, as it
describes how Sino-African relations have developed and what different phases can be
distinguished (Neuman, 2014). This thesis adopts a qualitative research approach to study
China’s Africa strategy in Ethiopia and Rwanda, since qualitative research methods are wellsuited to study international relations and the behavior of states, as they provide an in-depth
perspective on the subject (Goertz, 2017; González-Ocantos, 2020).
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2.3. Data collection
To answer the research questions, this thesis first draws on academic literature, semi-academic
magazines, policy papers, and national and international media outlets on China’s foreign
policy objectives, its Africa strategy and Sino-Ethiopian and Sino-Rwandan relations.
Secondly, it incorporates quantitative elements as economic data to illustrate economic
developments. These are collected from the China Africa Research Initiative (CARI), Knoema,
WorldData and the Observatory of Economic Complexity (OEC).4
Third, and foremost, the analytical chapters are built on data from semi-structured expert
interviews. The interviews provide a broad, in-depth insight in the motivations and drivers of
states. Semi-structured interviews are specifically valuable if you want to ask open questions,
probing questions and want to explore how experts perceive the subject. This method can also
ensure anonymity, or be valuable it is a subject that interviewees do not rather discuss in focus
groups or in questionnaires (Adams, 2015).
Expert selection & invitation procedure
The participants for the semi-structured expert interviews have been gathered through a nonprobability voluntary sampling strategy, with and without a snowballing mechanism(Maxwell,
2013).5 For purposes of a diverse perspective on Sino-African relations, experts represented
different backgrounds, occupations and diverse geographic origins, to prevent tunnel vision or
an overrepresentation of a certain strand of thought. Experts were selected on their knowledge
on China’s foreign policy, Sino-African relations, Sino-Ethiopian relations or Sino-Rwandan
relations. Some experts were knowledgeable on multiple of these, whereas others’ expertise is
limited to one of these categorizations.
From March 1st (2021) till March 23rd, forty-three individuals were approached with an
interview request.6 These requests were sent to scholars, journalists, ambassadors, think tank
employees and entrepreneurs. Seven requests were sent to the general editorial office of
Ethiopian, Rwandan and regional East-African newspapers.7 Furthermore, the embassies of the
PRC in Ethiopia and Rwanda were mailed as well with a request.8 Unfortunately, despite
4

CARI collects it data from the World Bank (WB) and the United Nations (UN) Comtrade Database.
Of the eighteen interviews, five became possible through snowballing.
6
For an example of interview request, see appendix A; two interviewees were directly invited through an email
from my supervisor, professor Frankema, of which one positively responded; eight invitations were sent through
Twitter or LinkedIn, in lack of an available email address.
7
From these one responded, despite reminders. Although this one response was positive, the interviewee – despite
regular email contact – did not show up, twice, and stopped communication thereafter.
8
One responded and advised to mail four Chinese think-tanks on international (Africa) relations, but none of those
advised think-tanks responded.
5
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numerous reminders, no official representative of the Chinese government was willing to
cooperate.
Finally, eighteen interviews were conducted via the video-conferencing program
Zoom.9 Valeria Lo Iacono has argued that online interviews function just as well as physical
interviews, and that it therefore can be considered a valid tool for data collection for qualitative
researchers (Lo Iacono et al., 2016). The interviewees received a personal invitation for a
Zoom-meeting and in all interviews (except one, due to internet issues) the interviewer and
interviewee could see each other. All interviews have been recorded with the permission of the
interviewee, to improve the transcription and analysis process.
From March 1st to March 31st, all eighteen interviews were conducted. In table 1, the
expertise and occupation of the interviewees is depicted.10 The interviews lasted from 28
minutes to 59 minutes, which mainly depended on the availability and of the interviewee and
kindness to elaborate. Fourteen were conducted in English, four in Dutch as this was the mother
tongue to both the interviewee and the interviewer.11
Table 1: Expertise and occupation of interviewees
Geographic Expertise
Interviewee
China
China-Africa
China-Ethiopia
China-Rwanda

4
7
8
5

Occupation
interviewee
Academics
Business
Diplomacy
Journalism
Think Tank

14
1
1
1
4

Thematic Expertise
Interviewee
Development
Politics and Governance
Economics
Media
History

9
12
4
1
4

In conducting semi-structured interviews, the questions and interviewers’ behavior are
essential. The questions need to be orientated at answering the research questions and follow
the pattern the researcher had in mind, while the interviewee is comfortable (Adams, 2015;
Leech, 2002). In order to achieve this, the interviews were conducted on the basis of a flexible
interview set-up, which depended on the expertise of the interviewee and the course of the
interview (Appendix B). The interviews were transcribed with transcription software: Otter.ai
(English) and Sonix (Dutch). After a manual error removal, the transcribed interviews were

9

For the rest of this thesis: the interviewees have randomly been appointed with a number ranging from 1 tot 18,
to be able to reference to individual interviews and to categorize the expertise and occupation of the interviewees;
One potential interviewee did not want to meet over Zoom, but (autonomously) decided to answer a number of
questions per email that were sent as example.
10
As some interviewees were specialized in multiple subjects or regions, the total number exceeds eighteen.
11
All quotes from interviews that were conducted in Dutch have been translated to English by the author
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uploaded into Atlas.ti. Such data analysis software enables the researcher to effectively and
successfully move, categorize and compare the qualitative data of the interviews (Laws, 2013).

2.4. Data analysis
In Atlas.ti all interviews were analyzed four times, each with a different emphasis. The first
round of data analysis was rather ‘unstructured’ labeling. Relevant interview statements were
categorized with large, general codes as ‘China-Africa’, ‘China-Ethiopia’, ‘Foreign Policy
China’, ‘Domestic situation Ethiopia’. Also, quotes that could be connected to the theories of
Realism and Economic Nationalism were labeled, and potentially interesting remarks by
interviewees.
Before the second round of data analysis, a general categorization of code-groups was
constructed. These code-groups were: China, China-Africa, China-Ethiopia and ChinaRwanda. The sub-labels of these code-groups are presented in figure 1. Not all labels served
for direct data analysis reasons. The labels on historical relations or current relations were
created to organize and structure the interview answers, and to be able to find back remarks in
general.
Figure 1: Labels interviews analysis round two

For the third round, China’s interests were divided in three categorizations: political
interests, economic interests and geopolitical interests (figure 2). This resulted in much more
codes and labels, as some particular interests of China in Africa (e.g. ‘providing high tech
telecommunication material to governments’) were only mentioned once or twice. The fourth
reading round served to control and check irregularities, merge or separate overlapping labels
or to re-adjust codes.
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Figure 2: Labels expert interviews round 3

Value of statements
A core assumption of this research is that the frequency with which interests are mentioned by
experts, gives weight to this particular interest of China. Some questions were rather open:
‘What are China’s economic interests on the African continent?’ Here, it could be telling if
many interviewees mention the same interest. Other questions were more directive, as to see
whether or not the interviewee considered a hypothesis plausible: ‘Do you think that China’s
interest in the resources from the DRC is one of the drivers behind China’s assertiveness in
Rwanda?’. If interests are not often mentioned, this does not automatically mean that they are
unimportant. For example, if an interviewee has knowledge on a very particular niche-subject,
it is plausible that other interviewees would never highlight this subject. In principal, there is
no hierarchy between the interviewees.
2.5. Ethical considerations & limitations
The most important ethical consideration is that the researcher must not harm, endanger or in
any other way distress the interviewee (Clark, 2020; Flick, 2018; Laws, 2013). the invitation
indicated that the interview would preferably be recorded, and that anonymity would be
guaranteed. At the beginning of the interview, both were formally re-confirmed.
As mentioned earlier, there was no particular eagerness from Rwandese and Ethiopian
journalists or academics to cooperate with my research. Without making hasty assumptions,
this might be an indication that Sino-Rwandan or Sino-Ethiopian relations is not a subject that
newspapers or scholars are keen to discuss with a Dutch student. I myself have also asked the
question how cooperation of Ethiopians and Rwandans could negatively influence somebody’s
position in a country where China has such a strong position, and this is something that I have
kept in mind during the conversation with a Rwandese expert.
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Four apparent limitations to this study exist. The first limitation is that not a single
Chinese ambassador, or other state representative reacted to any interview request. Therefore,
the perspective of Chinese policymakers could not be directly incorporated in the analysis.
Secondly, a similar limitation is that only a few Ethiopian or Rwandan experts responded to the
interview requests. More engagement with experts who have an insider-perspective on China’s
engagement in Ethiopia and Rwanda might have provided interesting remarks on China’s
interests. Thirdly, as I do not speak or read Mandarin, for the analysis of China’s foreign policy
and government sources I depended on secondary literature, translations and interpretations.
Lastly, it was not possible to visit Rwanda or Ethiopia due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Visiting
these countries might have provided interesting insights about China’s interests and a better
understanding of its local engagement.
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3. China’s foreign policy

“The Communist Party of China inherited the national memory of the First Opium War and the
humiliations that followed. And, under the CPC’s rule, China went from a hulking, sclerotic, broken
hell-scape to a strong, reunified country brimming with pride for what its future may hold.” (Shapiro,
2019)
"China is supposed to be a leading and unapproachable country in the world and it is not, because it
is a superpower in a Western-dominated world. And so, another priority is to re-claim that status of
a leading and unapproachable superpower in a world where that is not made easy." – Interviewee 18

3.1. Introduction
The goal of this chapter is to understand how China’s foreign policy originated, how Beijing
regards international affairs, and what interests it pursues in the global arena. From these
objectives follows the main research question: What are the interests of China’s contemporary
foreign policy? To answer this question, three sub-questions are formulated: Where lie the roots
of China’s foreign policy? What role does the CCP envision for China on the global stage?
What are key characteristics and interest of China’s contemporary foreign policy?
Based on the interviews and the historical literature study, this chapter brings forward
three central arguments. First, China’s foreign policy is deeply rooted in its history. Secondly,
China’s general foreign main characteristics are that it has a pragmatic approach to foreign
affairs and that economics and foreign policy are inseparable. Thirdly, domestic matters dictate
China’s foreign policy interests.
3.2. China’s history in the global arena
1839-1949
At the dawn of the 19th century, China’s 430 million inhabitants constituted one third of the
global population, and the Chinese economy represented one third of the global economy (van
der Putten, 2020). China ruled over the majority of Asia, and the Chinese considered their nation
a ‘temple of civilization and harmony’ (Dams, 2019, p. 22). But starting with the Opium War
in 1839, China suffered a series of devastating defeats that would become known as the
‘Century of Humiliation’ (Lovell, 2013; Mao, 2016; Platt, 2019). China’s loss revealed the
growing imbalance between Beijing and European powers (Bicker, 2012; Schiavenza, 2013;
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van der Putten, 2020). From 1839 onwards, China lost control over one third of its territory,
and its imperial system that had lasted for millennia diminished (Kaufman, 2010; Shapiro,
2019). It became clear that China’s perception of the world, and its power therein, had been
fundamentally incorrect, as it had still considered itself the center of the world with the emperor
as rightful ruler (Zeng et al., 2015; Zhao Tingyang, 2009).12 The Century of Humiliation
established the basis for a "deep-seated sense of geopolitical vulnerability" (van der Putten,
2020, p. 261).
Economic globalization and the intensification of global geopolitics caused China’s
defeats. The emerging industrial powers understood both, and ruled the world from the second
half of the 19th century (Bicker, 2012; van der Putten, 2020). Through the arrival of Western
multinationals and the international distribution of Chinese workers, China became more
intertwined in the global economy (Van der Putten, 2020). In this period, there was little room
for comprehensive foreign policy strategies. In the decades after the foreign domination, Chiang
Kai-shek and Mao Zedong battled for power in China until till the CCP outlasted the
Kuomintang in 1949 (Shapiro, 2019; J. Taylor, 2011; van der Putten, 2020).
1949-1989
After Mao Zedong (1893-1976) proclaimed the ‘Peoples Republic of China’ (PRC), China's
foreign policy took shape for the first time. China realized that the Century of Humiliation had
happened because of its disassociation from world politics. Beijing thus acknowledged the
value and necessity of multilateral affiliation through the United Nations (UN). Also, China
adopted a more assertive stance regarding border-issues and disputed territorial claims. The
CCP claimed that all territories over which the Qing-dynasty had ruled, rightfully belonged to
China, including the islands in the South-Chinese sea (van der Putten, 2020).
Under Mao, China based its foreign engagement mainly on political and ideological
arguments. The PRC positioned itself as an anti-imperialist and anti-colonialist developing

12

More precisely, China’s rightful ruler is the legitimate sovereign over ‘Tianxia’, or ‘All-Under-Heaven’. As
Chinese philosopher Tingyang Zhao describes it, this ‘All-Under-Heaven’ has three characteristics. First, it means
the earth, everything that is on it and under its heaven. Second, it means the ‘hearts of all people’ or the ‘will of
the people’. But deriving from this idea, the reigning system can undertake any decision if it is necessary to ‘keep
the world in the order that most people want’ (Zhao, p. 31). The third is the ethical-political meaning, as Tianxia
also represents a universal system of governance or cohabiting, it almost represents a world institution. The
philosophical and political idea of Tianxia contradicts with traditional, Western, empires or polities that are
grounded in military power. In the ‘All-Under-Heaven’-empire, the final state is not a conquered set of nations led
by a nation or state, but ‘a world society’. The ruler over China is, according to its history, naturally a legitimate
ruler. Whoever rules China, therefore also is a rightful ruler over this ‘All-under-Heaven’. Although there is no
clarity about the extent or form in which this Tianxia-rule extends, there is consensus that China regards itself as
a rightful global power.
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country, not as a communist superpower. In 1955, China also introduced the ‘Five Principles
of Peaceful Coexistence’. These were mutual non-aggression, non-interference in each other’s
internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, peaceful coexistence, and mutual respect for
sovereignty and territorial integrity (Brautigam, 2009; Mackie, 2005; Shimazu, 2014). These
principles have an iconic status, as they have continuously been reconfirmed by Chinese
leaders. Development aid is portrayed as a partnership, not as a one-way charitable transfer.
These principles were "born of post-colonial solidarity", but would later prove to be of great
importance to the Chinese political elite because of their strategic flexibility (Panda, 2014). In
this period, China mostly supported revolutionary regimes, anti-imperialist and anti-colonial
struggles with its foreign policy (Alden, 2007; An, 2013).
After Mao’s death in 1976, Deng Xiaoping surged to power. He pursued Chinese
progress primarily through opening up the economy. Under Deng, China welcomed foreign
investments, technology, and stimulated students and companies to go abroad and soak up
modern knowledge (Vogel and Deng, 2013). China accumulated spectacular economic growth
through an intensification of its production economy, and poverty rapidly decreased. Its success
reinforced the CCP’s legitimacy, and enabled it to solidify its political power (Brautigam,
2009). Deng’s foreign policy was not ideologically driven, but explicitly served as an
instrument to reach geopolitical independence through domestic economic growth.
Internationally, Deng’s objective was to stabilize relations with global superpowers. Deng was
convinced that China needed to be patient and grow stronger, to be able to retain its historical
powerful position. This defensive stance became a crucial aspect of China’s foreign and
economic policy. This awaiting stance, embedded in the conviction that China needed more
time, became one of the core foundations of China’s foreign policy (Alden, 2007). As Chinaexpert Ties Dams (2019) describes Deng’s strategy:
“Be steadfast, conceal your powers, and wait: your moment will come, China - history will avenge itself,
after the western hubris will come the collapse and irrevocable resurrection of the empire” (Dams, 2019,
p. 192), own translation.

1989-present
When the Soviet Union collapsed, the idea emerged that the last serious ideological alternative
to (Western) liberal democracy had been eliminated. Western intellectuals and politicians
believed that the vast majority of states would become democracies, with the accompanying
characteristics like fair elections, transparent governance and open economies. This wave of
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thought is most famously presented by Francis Fukuyama’s ‘End of History’ (Fukuyama,
1989). States in the West expected China to become a responsible stakeholder in this new world
order, with the United States as undisputed leader order (Wijk, 2019). However, China and
Russia were left behind ‘disillusioned’ (Turner, 2009, p. 161) and sought to replace this for a
system that suited their interest. Sanne van der Lugt indicates that China’s assertive push for
this multipolar order can be regarded as a sign that China’s inward focus was definitively over
(van der Lugt, 2011).
During the 1990’s, China’s ‘opening up’ strategy was accompanied by a ‘going out’
policy. Beijing stimulated companies to penetrate international markets and pursue global
economic opportunities. China’s economy could thus set the next step and modernize its
production capacity and economy. It is debated when Deng Xiaoping’s ‘bide your time’ was
exchanged for a more assertive international stance. Broich sees China’s acceptance as member
of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001 as an example China’s further inclusion into
world-market (Broich, 2017). Frans-Paul van der Putten declares the Olympics in Beijing in
2008 as the ‘end of the geopolitical pause that started in 1990’ (van der Putten, 2020). Sebastien
Roblin considered the inauguration of China’s first aircraft carrier in 2012 as the ultimate
statement of geopolitical ambitions, even though it was a discarded Soviet Union leftover
(Roblin, 2018).
Unmistakably, under the leadership of Xi Jinping since 2012 as Secretary-General of
the CCP, China has become more assertive. The most important and well-known component of
Xi’s foreign and development policy is the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), launched in 2013.
The BRI is indented to improve trade networks and increase China’s connectivity, particularly
in strategically located development countries (figure 1). China extends large sums of money
to governments of these countries, through (interest-free) loans and the provision of
infrastructural, technical assistance (Beaudet et al., 2017; Brautigam, 2009; Frankopan et al.,
2019; Rolland, 2017). All interviewees agreed that the BRI is not a new form of China’s foreign
policy, it is merely a new phase. According to a China-expert, the main difference is that the
BRI is articulated and disseminated differently, and that China “merely sees it as an exercise in
strategic signaling” to indicate what it is prepared to do with its resources (Interviewee 1).
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Figure 1: Map of BRI Infrastructural network, by Mercator Institute for China Studies

Many unclarities about the BRI have also come from the lack of transparency of the
project. When asked about the project’s intentions, a BRI-expert answered:
“I kind of see the BRI as just a synonym for Chinese economic engagement. It's just everything. [...]. It
doesn't mean anything, if you try and look at the parts of the BRI, if you'd like try and add up the some
of BRI projects or projects that may be associated with BRI, by media, or by the company's doing or
anything, we just get this massive Chinese economic engagement” (Interviewee 7).

However, that the BRI is not a divergence with earlier patterns and priorities does not
mean that China’s foreign policy has remained the same. China’s foreign policy has become
increasingly assertive, and the CCP is more candid about its intentions (Alden & Large, 2019).
This is also confirmed by an interviewee:
“"I think the biggest change is that a kind of hardening has occurred. China has become more assertive in
foreign policy and more honest about its motivations. They really let it be known: these are our interests,
and we are really going for them. If necessary, we are also prepared to put some heads together"
(Interviewee 8).
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3.3. China’s contemporary foreign policy character
From the interviews, ten characteristics of China’s foreign policy were distinguished (table 2).
Table 2: Characteristics China's foreign policy, gathered from expert interviews

Pragmatic foreign policy approach
Close relation state - private sector
Connection foreign policy and economics
Regional orientation
Orientation long-term
Driven by history
Elite relations
Bilateral foreign policy approach
Heavy handedness
Forward media strategy
Own perception human rights
Total

8
7
6
5
5
4
4
3
2
1
1
48

The most-mentioned foreign policy characteristic of China is its pragmatism. China
does not care what ideology or political structure a country has it engages with. It is “a-political
in its engagements” (Interviewee 5). Another interviewee described China’s foreign policy
character as “transactional” and emphasized that this characteristic is very valuable to China.
This approach provides China with ideological and moral value, because political partners feel
as if China respects their sovereignty and autonomy (Interviewee 18). These statements
correspond with the literature, in which China’s pragmatic approach is consequently brought
forward as one of the core characteristics of its foreign policy (Zhao, 2016). China’s
pragmatism is illustrated by interviewee 16:
“They don't care at all one way or the other about the political system. They're happy to work, they'll
happy to put major investments and close diplomatic ties, as you know, with the EU, with the
comprehensive investment agreement that is on the table now. So, they can work in that setting, that can
work in Kazakhstan, a much more closed environment, you know, completely flexible” (Interviewee 16).

Six different interviewees highlight that China’s foreign policy is closely connected to
its economic policies. This is confirmed by Tobias Broich, who states that the idea of the BRI
is “to move the country’s domestic overcapacity and capital towards the establishment of a
comprehensive Eurasian infrastructure network which in turn is aimed at promoting
intraregional trade relations between China and all regions included in the […] initiative.”
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(Broich, 2017, p. 9). This connection of China’s foreign policy to its economy are illustrated
by two interviewees:
“I think that foreign policy and economics, especially in a country like China, are very difficult to
separate. China, like actually most East Asian countries, when it comes to economic interests, they are
somewhat less focused on short-term profit as an objective, and more focused on the actually classical
imperialist model of securing one's markets and securing raw materials, for their own development. That
they can be sure it will remain available. And that's what a lot of the politics seems to be focused on"
(Interviewee 8).
“It’s [the BRI] really an extension of, of Chinese global power, mainly through economics. (….). And if
you can control the economics of the relationship, you often can pretty much dictate the political and the
security side of the relationship” (Interviewee 11).

Six interviewees indicate that the close relation between the state and the private sector
is another key characteristic of China’s foreign policy. This relationship is extensively debated
in the literature, and scholars and journalists agree that China – more than any other country –
has the ability to accelerate or brake individual companies or sectors (Zhong & Stevenson,
2021).13 How the CCP cooperates with the private sector, is illustrated by interviewee 11:
“China is pretty transactional and it has an advantage vis-a-vis the United States in that the link between
its productive sector, its industrial sector, and the government is very, very close. Many of the big
enterprises are state owned. So, the government is working hand in hand, with its productive sector. […]
So, when China goes into a place like Africa, it's going hand in hand with those organizations, either state
owned enterprises, or sometimes even private sector companies that it has a lot of leverage over, because
of Chinese laws, Chinese security laws, that it can even pretty much dictate to the private sector. I'm
exaggerating a little bit, perhaps, but not a lot, what to do and what not to do. And this gives it a huge
advantage” (Interviewee 11).

The interviews furthermore reveal the influence of China’s history on its foreign policy.
Interviewees indicated that China has “felt marginalized throughout its history” (Interviewee
5), and that China feels its needs “to play catch-up as a late comer in global politics”
(Interviewee 1). This characteristic is confirmed by the literature. According to Ties Dams, Xi
Jinping is strongly shaped by his interpretation of historic events. Xi Jinping believes that China
should regain its rightful position in the geopolitical global order and gain vindication for the
13

The recent disappearance of Alibaba CEO Jack Ma is an exemplary episode on how China exerts control over
its private sector, even if the company is so internationally grounded as Alibaba
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humiliations it had suffered (Dams, 2019). The importance of China’s past is also highlighted
by one interviewee:
“China is framing its own rise very much as coming to terms with the humiliation of the past, driven by
Western influence against Chinese will. I think the end point [of China’s geopolitical ambitions] is the
opposite of that. Not necessarily that China becomes a hegemon like America is […] But to be so powerful
that it can no longer be harassed in that way. And I think that, in contrast to how it is perceived in Europe,
it often still has the idea that it is bothered or unwillingly influenced by the West. So, it wants a world in
which it is as intertwined as possible with the rest of the world, but as strong and autonomous that the rest
of the world, and especially the United States, cannot force China to do anything” (Interviewee 18).

Furthermore, China’s bilateral approach is mentioned often in the literature as
characteristic of China’s foreign policy, but five interviewees highlighted that China is
increasingly orientating its foreign policy on regional institutions like ECOWAS or the EAC
(Dams, 2019).
“I have mentioned that China more and more so, of course, has developed an interest […] in regions as
well. But still, obviously, we see that bilateral terms matter the most” (Interviewee 13).

Moreover, four interviewees mentioned China’s tendency to work with local elites, and
China’s unwillingness or incapability to cooperate with civil society. This is in line with the
literature: despite the growing presence of smaller companies and Chinese migrants on the
African, China’s involvement in Africa has been mainly limited to elite-engagement, and
therefore the rapidity and size of the engagements and Chinese involvement sometimes do not
really portray the underlying ties and commitments (Alden, 2007; French, 2014).

3.4. China’s foreign policy interests
The results from the interviews show that most interests of China’s overall foreign policy are
economic, followed by geopolitical and political interests. The following sections elaborate on
these different interests.
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3.4.1. Economic interests
From the interviews, eight economic interests of China’s general foreign policy were
distinguished (table 3).
Table 3: China's general foreign policy economic interests, gathered from the expert interviews

Economic growth
Access Chinese companies to international market
Control global value chains
Access to strategic resources
Externalize economic surpluses
Economic self-determination
Chinese individuals search Profits
Control tax evasion
Total

7
6
6
6
4
2
2
1
32

The interviews indicate that most Chinese foreign policy interests are economic. All
China-experts agree that Beijing needs economic growth to maintain domestic political
stability, its economic growth and technological progress. One interviewee highlights how
China’s its economic interests reflects its shifting development stage:
"Most economies depend on tapping new markets or new capital for growth. In the United States, of
course, you have seen in the past the whole move towards more and more credit to actually stimulate
consumer demand a little bit. China is of course in a completely different development stage, but it has
reached the limits of its previous stages. So now it is entering higher value-added markets and trying to
reinvent itself in the hope that it can continue to deliver growth to its domestic population. There are all
kinds of limits to that" (Interviewee 8).

The most mentioned economic foreign policy interests are the access to foreign markets
and to strategic resources, and to control the global value chain. These all are necessary to
uphold China’s economic growth, and to be able to penetrate international markets and sell its
manufactured goods, as interviewee 2 shows:
“to get yourself on a different trajectory of growth and play the game of superpowers, you'll need that
[resources] inevitably. Because your home resource base is not going to be enough. So, you really have
to see global resource base is yours. And then the global sales market is yours. Only that way you can
play the game” (Interviewee 2).
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The need for constant access to foreign resources and revenues from a trade surplus do,
however, carry the risk of an unhealthy dependence on foreign affairs. One interviewee found
that much of the starting logic of China’s expansionist policies is the “need to sort of externalize
the surplus in the Chinese economy” (Interviewee 1). One interviewee indicated that the biggest
risk for China is if its domestic economic growth would slow down, that its foreign affairs even
would have to compensate more than it does now (Interviewee 13). Ultimately, none of the
interviewees thought that China was dangerously dependent on foreign affairs, right now - all
placed China’s search for resources and markets in a framework of general development. One
interviewee emphasized that China is highly conscious of its dependencies, and is already
working on diminishing them in areas where it deems this dangerous to its autonomy
(interviewee 6).
3.4.2. Political interests
From the interviews, three political interests of China’s general foreign policy were
distinguished (table 4).
Table 4: China general foreign policy political interests, gathered from the expert interviews

Legitimacy development model China
Stability foreign regime
International leadership role
Total

8
7
3
18

The answers from the interviews suggest that there are two principal political foreign
policy interests. First, seven experts indicate that a core political interest of China is that it aims
for stable foreign regimes. This is also emphasized by Mikael Weissman, who states that
China’s principles – originally based on the five principles of peaceful coexistence – lead to a
foreign policy that ‘”focuses on good-neighborly relations, aimed at preventing external
stability to negatively affect internal frictions within China” (Weissmann, 2015, p. 151). How
this stability is organized or guaranteed is not important to Beijing (Interviewee 8). Another
interviewee emphasized that China specifically pursues stable partners, so that it is guaranteed
of stability for its economic and infrastructural projects (Interviewee 15). This is highlighted by
interviewee 16 as well:
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”I think that their concern is really about stability, however it's framed. And stability, can be seen achieved
through democratic processes, rather, or it can be achieved through authoritarian. They're not fussy either
way. And in that sense, they're relatively true to the rhetoric of noninterference” (Interviewee 16).

Second, the experts indicate that China searches legitimacy for its development model.
One interviewee indicated that the ideological attractiveness to foreign states of China’s
development model is not only a welcome byproduct of its foreign activities, but that it really
a central objective (Interviewee 18). The underlying reason is that legitimacy provides
possibilities for the economic interests of China, as is illustrated by a development expert:
"The moment China can project to the outside world that it has an alternative and more successful
development model, the easier it will be for China to forge links with other countries that also have raw
materials to supply" (Interviewee 8).

The third distinguished political interest of China’s foreign policy is that China pursues
a ‘leading role’ in the arena of international politics. This growing desire of China is also
confirmed in the literature. Matt Ferchen argues that China is more and more is reshaping the
perception of aid versus trade, and that China consciously aims for a leading role on this matter
(Ferchen, 2020). This is illustrated by interviewee 1:
“But also, just this idea that Xi Jinping refers to time and time, again, their rejuvenation: returning China
to the top table of global politics, where it deserves to be. Perhaps not as the dominant global power, but
certainly a global power, perhaps the dominant global power. […] China's status and getting the
international respect for China's status in the global arena is certainly a significant component of that now
as well” (Interviewee 1).
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3.4.3. Geopolitical interests
From the interviews, seven geopolitical interests of China’s general foreign policy were
distinguished (table 5).
Table 5: China general foreign policy geopolitical interests, gathered from the expert interviews

Self-determination and security
Military security investment
Regain rightful position as global leader
Secure and stable international environment
‘One China’ policy
Control strategic ports
Exert control over Asia
Total

6
5
4
4
3
2
2
26

The results from the interviews show that China highly values independence. Six
interviewees specifically mention self-determination and security as geopolitical interest. This
does not mean that China wants to be solitary or cut-off on all matters, on the contrary: "China
very much wants to become more intertwined with the rest of the world, but wants to grow in
geo-political autonomy” (Interviewee 18). Six experts stress China aims to regain its rightful
position as global leader – which again indicates the connection between China’s foreign policy
and its history: China sees the world as a hostile environment against which it needs to defend
itself. This is in line with the literature: preserving its national security, sovereignty and
territorial integrity are crucial core interests of China (Swaine, 2010). This pursuit of
independence is reflected in this statement by a China expert:
“I think the overarching aim is to create what I call an autonomous developmental space. And that's not
a geographic space, that is basically the like the policy space for China's leaders to do what the hell they
want to do within their own territory free from let or hindrance from anybody else. […] from Chinese
worldview, China is being very defensive in a hostile global international environment. Providing security
doesn't necessarily mean not being attacked in war, but also providing for economic security, providing
for the security and the autonomy to do what they want to do” (Interviewee 1).

Another frequently mentioned geopolitical interest, is that China needs to protect its
military security investments globally. This it is purely asset-protection, the protection of
military personnel or even the protection of its reputation abroad. This is in line with the
literature, as increasingly scholars argue that the military is becoming more important in
China’s foreign policy (for example: Weissmann, 2015). China’s military expenditure grew
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from $26.5 billion in 2001, to $252.4 billion 2020 (Knoema, 2021a). However, China’s relative
military expenditure has not increased. In 1997 China spent 1.7% of its GDP of military
expenditure, and after a short relative increase between 1997 and 2009 the expenditure rate has
always been between 1.7% and 1.9% (Knoema, 2021b). However, interviews clarify that solely
looking at military expenditure numbers does not give the full story:
“And what you see, for example in many Belt & Road countries, is that China hires American Private
Military Contractors to manage that kind of unrest, to put it very euphemistically, because then it is not
the PLA that invades a country […] So that's a way of keeping the story low, but at the same time
exercising control (Interviewee 18).

Other distinguished geopolitical interests illustrate China’s foreign policy character.
China’s interest in a secure and stable international environment directly reflects its desire for
predictable, stable international relations. The control over strategic ports is something that is
closely connected to economics as well, as a China-expert deemed this as ‘gateways’ to
economic connectedness (Interviewee 19).
Lastly, two China-experts specifically mention that Asia is at the core of China’s
geopolitical foreign policy interests. Not only because of its proximity, but also because it
functions as China’s economic backyard for China’s production capacities and sales market.
One China-expert expressed his doubts on whether China really aspires expansionist policies –
because of the importance of Asia:
“Asia is terribly important. People thinking China tries to go out a lot more, but I don't think so. I think
China, China's agenda really is internally: ASEAN countries, we must control ASEAN countries and their
territories and their resources. So, these will be our, if you like, bread and butter, and then we can do
everything up” (Interviewee 2).

3.5. Conclusion
Lessons from the past still today heavily influence contemporary policies: China’s leaders are
determined that foreign powers will never dominate China’s agenda again. The interviews show
that China has a pragmatic approach to foreign relations, and that another fundamental
characteristic is that economics and foreign politics are inseparable. The close relation between
the state and the private sector is both a reason as an effect of this. China considers its foreign
policy as instrument to pursue its core interests: economic growth, political stability and
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territorial sovereignty. Beijing's foreign policy is intended to create all the framework
conditions to support and ensure this economic growth.
The interviews highlight that China's foreign policy priorities are primarily economic,
followed by geopolitical motives, and then political interests. Economic development stands at
the heart of its core interests, as economic growth is necessary for its domestic stability and its
political sovereignty. Geopolitically, China’s foreign policy interests are to uphold China’s
territorial sovereignty and overall independence. Effectively, this means that its companies find
access to global markets and that China’s economy is ensured of all necessary resources and
value chains to uphold this process. Politically, China’s foreign policy is orientated at
‘obtaining’ legitimacy for its development model and keeping stable regimes.
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4. China in Africa
“The scale and speed of China’s growing engagement in Africa and Africa’s engagement with China
in terms of human and capital flows, and the growing convergence of China’s economic and security
interests in Africa marks a moment of unprecedented global change” (Alden & Large, 2019, p. 15).
”China wants to project its global power through ideology, like it used to be in the Cold War period.
China is supporting this [development] model throughout Africa, but African countries are not
inactive in this process. They're also actively engaging in finding alternative sorts of models,
ideologies, or political economic approaches. So, it's a two-way street.” (Interviewee 14).

4.1. Introduction
The goal of this chapter is to understand how China’s Africa strategy originated, and what
China pursues in Africa today. To test the hypotheses that were presented in chapter one, the
main research question is: What political, economic and geopolitical interests explain China’s
growing assertiveness in Africa? To answer this question, the following sub questions will be
answered: How did the Sino-African relationship originate and develop? What are China’s
economic interests in Africa? What political value does China see in Africa? What role does
Africa have in China’s geopolitical strategy?
The central argument of this chapter, based on the semi-structured expert interviews, is
that China’s interests in Africa are mainly economic and political. The access to African
resources and consumer markets are crucial for China’s economic growth, whereas Africa’s
political value comes from the multilateral voting support and the legitimization of China’s
development model.

4.2. Sino-African relations
Chinese explorers and daring merchants already set foot on African soil long before the
continent’s size was imaginable to those who washed up its shores. The height of historic
China-African relations came under the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644), when the legendary
admiral Zheng He (1405-1433) reached the Eastern coast of Africa (Somalia, Kenya) multiple
times. According to the stories, he only brought Chinaware, silk and technological expertise to
Africa – without enslaving a single African (Alden, 2007; Alden & Alves, 2008).
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This anecdote remains crucial to understand contemporary China-African relations. It
‘proves’ China's trustworthiness in international affairs. The Chinese regime realizes how
valuable this reputation is, and portrays this as a deep-embedded aspect of its foreign policy.
The CCP always refers to this early Sino-African engagement, which portrays China as a
country that has no exploitative intentions and that that China is different from earlier foreign
nations that exploited Africa’s resources and human capital (Alden, 2007; Alden & Alves,
2008; Snow, 1989). Moreover, Beijing always references the shared history of China and Africa
of colonial and imperial foreign domination (Alden, C., Large, D. and Soares de Oliveira, R.,
2008). The value and success of this narrative to many African leaders is still very relevant, as
is also indicated by an interviewee:
“the shared history, that they were occupied, different territories by the Western powers. This is the shared
history, which they can reflect on as: "we are brothers and friends". And the Chinese really mean it. And
the Africans really consider it real. Which, which makes sense from both sides, that this really creates the
pool for this cooperation“ (Interviewee 15).

1949-1976
China’s commitment to Africa has always soared and declined, depending on domestic
upheavals, the course of the Cold War and its relationship to the global superpowers (Alden,
C., Large, D. and Soares de Oliveira, R., 2008). The earliest post-WWII Sino-African relations
between were driven by ideological motives. In the global order that Mao Zedong pursued,
social revolution against the West was a necessary precondition. Mao openly demonstrated
anti-colonial public solidarity and sought to create African communist revolutions through the
support of liberation movements (Larkin, 1973).
In the following decades concrete political interest became more prominent for China.
China realized that the numerical massiveness of African states in the assembly of the UN could
drastically improve China’s geopolitical power and representation (Broich, 2017). Therefore,
the PRC sought footholds in Africa through official development partnerships. Beijing had four
main development instruments in this period: the support of African independence movements;
the public reaffirmation of the shared imperialized past; diplomatic relations based on the
principles of the Bandung Conference, and financial development aid (Schiere, 2011). Not all
support was solely ideological or political: China acquired Egyptian cotton and Tanzanian
Tobacco when Western demand declined, which served to intensify bilateral alliances
(Mawdsley, 2007). Furthermore, China leant, rent-free, four hundred million dollars to Zambia
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and Tanzania for the Tan-Zam railway, that was built in the seventies with Chinese expertise
and Chinese materials and opened in 1976 (Adisu et al., 2010; Brautigam, 2009).
The main political priority of Beijing was to displace the Republic of China (RoC) –
contemporary Taiwan – from the UN. African votes realized this political objective in 1971 –
a new highpoint of China’s multilateral inclusion (Payne & Veney, 1998). The importance of
this ‘battle for the third world’ is described by Odd Arne Westad in The Global Cold War.
Westad even argues that the developments in developing countries were the most important
aspects of the Cold War. African states were eager to cooperate with China and start diplomatic
relations: it provided them with bargaining power and maneuver room (Westad, 2007).
1976-1989
Deng Xiaoping’s economic foreign policy did not intensify relations with developing countries.
The PCR’s ‘opening up’ and ‘welcoming in’ – counterintuitively – led to a degeneration of
Sino-African relations (Broich, 2017; Mawdsley, 2007). China turned inward: its own
modernization became all-important. Especially in the second half of the 1980s, Africa’s role
in China’s foreign policy and development was minimal (I. Taylor, 1998). The development of
Africa – or the failure to open itself to global economies – did not align with China’s economic
development priorities (Oqubay & Lin, 2019). China’s development focus shifted from political
to economic interests (Muekelia, 2004; Wenping, 2010). Simultaneously, since almost all
African states were independent, African elites did not search a strong state that supported
revolutionary actions (van de Looy, 2006).
Unlike in the years under Mao, the PRC had stopped forming Sino-African relations
based solely on ideological, communist commitment (D. H. Shinn & Eisenman, 2012; I. Taylor,
1998). As tensions between Moscow and Washington grew, China tried to come over as neutral,
independent option for developing countries in the Cold War (Oqubay & Lin, 2019; van de
Looy, 2006). The trend of Africa’s increasing importance as economic partner can also be seen
in the trade data. Chinese overall trade with Africa from 1976-1989 increased by 70%, whilst
Maoist ideological support, bilateral propaganda and financial aid flows decreased, just like
state visits and diplomatic delegations (Oqubay & Lin, 2019).
1989-present
Since the 1990’s, Sino-African relations have unmistakably intensified. This developments has
even been described as an “overnight transformation of Beijing into a paean of devotion to
Chinese-African friendship” (Alden, 2007, pp. 2–3). The end of the Cold War and the
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Tiananmen-square massacre in 1989 both intensified Sino-African relations. The end of the
Cold War caused a decline of Western interest in Africa, which gave China and Africa the
opportunity to deepen mutual relations The Tiananmen-square massacre isolated China
internationally due to Western economic sanctions, which led China to seek contact with Africa
on economic and political matters (Ajakaiye & Kaplinsky, 2009; Alden, C., Large, D. and
Soares de Oliveira, R., 2008; I. Taylor, 1998).
The most enduring driver behind the intensifying Sino-African relation was China’s
economic transition. China's needs had grown along with its spectacular economic growth. The
richness of the African continent provided China with the possibility to obtain all sorts of scarce
strategic resources. Chris Alden calls 1996 the start of an ‘acquisition spree for resources’, in
which China’s flooded of the entire continent with infrastructural and investment projects
(Alden, 2007, p. 3). China started using gas, electric power and especially oil instead of low
efficiency fuels, and the country rapidly industrialized and increased its usage of motorized
vehicles (Moyo, 2013). This development forms a key aspect of China’s renewed, more
strategic engagement in Africa that was orientated on securing natural resources (Broich, 2017;
Moyo, 2013). The last stage of China’s economic transition is that it not only searches natural
resources through its ‘welcoming in’ policy, but that this is complemented by a broader ‘going
out’ policy. This means that Chinese firms penetrate foreign markets in search for economic
opportunities, which improves China’s economic position (Broich, 2017).
Africa profited from China’s increased engagement in several ways. China’s resourcedriven economic strategy increased African commodity prices and provided a development
opportunity for resource-rich states like Angola, Sudan, Nigeria, and Gabon (Eisenman &
Kurlantzick, 2006; Mawdsley, 2007). Subsequently, China’s financial capacity provided an
alternative to lending issues that African states were confronted with in Western institutes like
the IMF (van der Lugt, 2011). From 2000 till 2019, Africa received a total of $153 Billion
dollars in loans from China, divided over 1141 loans. Most of these loans has been provided
after 2010, and the most important sectors were transport ($46.6 billion), power ($38.0 billion),
mining ($18.4 billion) and ICT ($12.4 billion). These investments are crucial for African
countries to develop, although the precise effects and influence differed per country (CARI,
2021). Especially through FOCAC, many Sino-African development programs are announced
in which China gives loans to Africa, shares its technological expertise and invests in a wide
array of African projects like infrastructure, agriculture, public health, and education (Adisu et
al., 2010; Alden, 2007; Eshete, 2020; Giannecchini & Taylor, 2018).
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The growing importance of Africa for China is also reflected in state visits and political
conferences, which has raised Africa’s economic and political weight in global affairs (Gazibo
& Olivier, 2012). African leaders understand how China’s presence improves their bargaining
position, and provides African leaders with maneuver room to ‘deconstruct’ its relationship
with the West (Edoho, 2011; van der Lugt, 2011).

4.3. China’s interests in Africa
To distinguish China’s priorities in Africa, a few general observations from the interviews are
made. First, all experts emphasized that one cannot assume that China has a grand, coherent
Africa strategy. Seven interviewees, scattered over the different expertise’s, stressed the
multifariousness of China’s Africa-strategy. This is in line with numerous scholarly works on
Sino-African relations (Alden, 2007; Brautigam, 2009; D. H. Shinn & Eisenman, 2012). As one
interviewee stated:
“I don't think China ever had this, like grand Africa strategy. So it has also made mistakes, and it's kind
probably nuanced its approach over the years. But I would say roughly speaking, there have always been
some African countries that have been more important, where their party has just been to keep a stable,
friendly leadership in place in order to ensure access to resources, like Angola, for example, the DRC,
Sudan. And then there have been places where there haven't been so many natural resources and where
the motivation has been more political. Has been more about sort of 'show the world that African countries
can develop like China, did” (Interviewee 3).

Furthermore, five interviewees emphasized Africa’s agency in the Sino-African
relation. Since many interviewees African interests, interviewees mostly mentioned
(infrastructural) investments, increased political maneuverability, and recognition in the
international arena (two) as African interests. This quote of interviewee 5 illustrates this:
”I think that that people underestimate or maybe even don't know about how much China's assertive
nature was kind of pushed for by African counterparts. […] Africa had been arguing for so many of these
things for so long, but it fell on deaf ears. So the right to developments, structural changes, investments
on structural issues for African developments, regional integration, infrastructure development, Africa
had been banging on closed doors” (Interviewee 5).

4.3.1. Economic interests
From the interviews, ten different economic interests were distinguished (Table 6).
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Table 6: China's economic interests in Africa, gathered from the expert interviews

African consumer market
13
African resources
12
African labor market
7
Provide infrastructure
3
Chinese individuals search Profits
2
Outsourcing value chain activities
2
Accessibility trade Routes
2
Agricultural sector
1
Africa-EU trade agreements
1
High tech & telecommunication market 1
Total
44
Although the African consumer market has been brought up by most interviewees, there
was disagreement on its value to China. This doubt is reflected by interviewee 9:
"You certainly see initiatives by companies around the world to increasingly enter the African market.
And I think the Chinese are leading the way in that. But before it really becomes a huge market, there are
still a number of steps to be taken. So, what you see at the moment is that they [China, e.g.] are preparing
to enter that market. They are developing products that are more specifically aimed at the African market.
And then you have to think of low-tech products, for example, cheap smartphones that have fewer
functions, but can do all the essential things. Because you often hear from African consumers. What use
is 5G to me if I don't have 2G in the country at all? So China enters the consumer market in that way"
(Interviewee 9).

In absolute figures, Sino-African trade has increased tremendously. It has grown from
less than $10 billion in 2000, to $120 billion in 2010, and $190 billion in 2019. Despite China’s
resource extraction, China has had a trade surplus with Africa in all but five years since 2000 –
in which the difference never exceeded $1 billion. Since 2014, China’s trade surplus has always
over $25 billion, with a maximum of $108.17 billion in 2015 (CARI, 2021). Africa is fully
incorporated within China’s strategy of ‘opening up’ and ‘going out’. Not only for resources,
but also to open up markets (Broich, 2017; van der Lugt, 2011).
The value of different African states to China varies: some states possess scarce natural
resources, others can be an export location for Chinese manufactured goods (Ajakaiye &
Kaplinsky, 2009). For example, a resource rich country like Angola exported $25 and $23
billion in 2018 and 2019, and imported for just over $2 billion in those years. South Africa, on
the contrary, imported for over $16 billion in those years, against an export of $8.5 and $9.5
billion (CARI, 2021). The profitability for China of the Sino-African relationship comes from
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its access to resources and from its direct profits from trade with African countries (Eisenman,
2012).
The economic interest of China that most interviewees agreed on, is that Africa offers
strategic resources to China. One China-expert connected China’s search for raw resources to
its desire to be independent and self-autonomous:
"I think, as boring as it is, most people are right when they say raw materials. I think it's partly about
commodities as such, but it's also about creating a certain independence in value chains. Having multiple
sources of important or private raw materials, or in different countries. So that if America wants to start
harassing those countries, they can always switch to another one" (Interviewee 18).

Sino-African loan-data also confirm the importance of resources. From 2000 till 2019,
the three largest sectors that received loans, were: transportation ($46.6 billion), energy ($38.0
billion) and mining ($18.4 billion). This shows that China is heavily invested in the fields that
are involved in the extraction of resources: oil and minerals. Whether some transportation
investments are designed to open up valuable resource trade routes from the inlands of Africa
to ports, like the roads from the DRC or the inlands of Angola, might be a possibility but is not
clear (CARI, 2021).
Oil used to be the main natural resource that China extracted from Africa, but its
relatively share in China’s oil-imports has decreased. Increasingly, China imports African
resources that are required in the production of modern manufactured goods, like mobile
phones, electric cars and batteries (Xu & Aizhu, 2021). One interviewee stated that the latter
are the most important African resources. Among these minerals are lithium, cobalt, tantalum,
chromium and other esoteric minerals (Interviewee 11).
Furthermore, seven interviewees emphasized the value of the emerging, cheap African
labor in developing countries. One interviewee emphasized that China is therefore focusing on
countries in which it expects demographic growth (Interviewee 8). However, this idea was not
shared by all experts. One BRI-expert expressed his doubts whether China really sought cheap
labor, as many BRI-projects are substantially built by Chinese migrants – who often stay and
work permanently in the countries (Interviewee 18).
Although the interviews indicate that Africa’s value to China is mostly economic, not
all interviewees agreed on this. One interviewee argued that China’s economic interest in
Africa’s is declining, due to the disappointing return on China’s investments:
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“I don't think also that China has really been very successful with its FDI in Africa. I could be wrong,
but I don't feel that a lot of countries have really given China any returns on its investments. I think now
it's becoming probably more important politically. And I would also suspect, that it's becoming less
important to Africa, China in general. I would say that over the last over the last five years, I would guess
that Africa has become less important to China.” (Interviewee 3).

Another interviewee however stated that Africa’s economic value to China would only
increase in the coming decades:
”Africa will be the, if you like, the you know, in the next 50 years, China will see Africa as the extension
of South Asia. […] Africa offers minerals. Africa offers cheap labor. Cheaper than China. And to some
extent, Africa offers sales market, for example, iPhone, computers, cheap cars, so it's kind of very oldfashioned colonial approach, really” (Interviewee 2).

4.3.2. Political interests
From the interviews, four political interests were distinguished (table 7).
Table 7: China's political interests in Africa, gathered from the expert interviews

Building influence in Africa
11
African support in multilateral institutions
9
Acquiring legitimacy development model China 9
Building cultural influence on Africa
6
Total
35
The first interest, ‘building influence’, means that Beijing’s interests are wellunderstood by African countries, and that these interests will always be regarded. Building
influence can be done through all sorts of engagements or political instruments. One
interviewee highlighted that the current distribution of Covid-19-vaccinations is one of these
instruments, “pure propaganda”, through which China seeks to increase its goodwill and
influence in African countries (Interviewee 7). Its committed efforts to increase its political
representation and influence can also be seen from the number of embassies: in 2013, China
had had official diplomatic representatives in almost all African countries, more than any other
country (The Economist, 2019). What building influence can bring China, is illustrated by
interviewee 11:
”So there are just so many advantages that China has in making these arrangements, and it's also more
willing to be very heavy handed. To go into a government and very quietly behind the scenes say, look,
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if you want to have a good relationship with us, and if you want to get loans from us, these are things
that you can't do. And, for example, you shall not criticize our policy in Xinjiang. You shall not criticize
our policy in Hong Kong, Tibet, human rights, the South China Sea on and on and on. And they don't do
it. They won't touch this stuff” (Interviewee 11).

The second most mentioned political interest is that China seeks to acquire the support
of African votes in multilateral institutions. Considering Africa has over fifty countries,
numerous interviewees highlight their numerical strength in institutions like the UN and the
World Health Organization (WHO) (Interviewee 6). One interviewee, a businessman from
Rwanda, believed that Africa’s diplomatic influence was China’s main interest on the continent:
“I think from the point of view of China, Africa’s importance is more diplomatic than economic. I think
that the diplomatic weight is much higher than economic weight. I’m not dismissing the trade investment,
resources, etc., between China and Africa, whether importing or export. But Africa with 55 nations
presents the biggest voting bloc in the UN. And it is because of Africa, that China got to join the UN, in
73’ if I remember correctly. I think for China, Africa represents a big asset diplomatically more than
anything.” (Interviewee 4).

The third political interests, is that – through Africa – China obtains legitimacy for its
foreign development model. This is illustrated by two interviewees:
” I guess that's true for the whole full continent, that China believes that through Africa, it can define
itself. Through the developing countries, I would say, it's not just about Africa. But through these
developing countries, it can create that that global position. And the image they are working on, this
image of China they're working on, they believe that they can create that responsible power image
through these countries” (Interviewee 15).

“And then there have been places where there haven't been so many natural resources and where the
motivation has been more political. Has been more about sort of 'show the world that African countries
can develop like China, did'. China always claim not to want to export the China model, but it's not really
true, because they always at the same time, were very encouraging when African governments reached
out when they wanted to run the China model” (Interviewee 3).

Another interviewee emphasized that Sino-African cooperation was ‘like a feedback
loop’, because it gives legitimacy to both China and Africa (Interviewee 5). Mamadou Gazibo
and Mbabia Olivier confirm this reciprocal relationship: the interests of China and Africa go
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beyond mere material needs, as both obtain legitimacy through development cooperation as
well (Gazibo & Olivier, 2012).
The fourth Chinese political interest in Africa is to expand is cultural influence on the
continent, which can be done in various manners. One way is mentioned by an interviewee:
“China is increasingly present as well in the cultural sphere, trying to work with African companies and
countries through Star Times, and village TV” (Interviewee 4).

China also has used “cultural diplomacy” very often in its history with Africa (Liu,
2008). Cultural diplomacy is “that aspect of diplomacy that involves a government’s efforts to
transmit its national culture to foreign publics with the goal of bringing about an understanding
for national ideals and institutions as part of a larger attempt to build support for political and
economic goals” (Maack, 2001, p. 3). Education and training activities are crucial elements in
China’s expanding cultural influence. In 2014, China overtook the US and the United Kingdom
(UK) as the most visited destination for African exchange students, and since then this number
has only grown (Tobenkin, 2019). In China’s Aid and Soft Power in Africa: The Case of
Education and Training, Kenneth King describes how these educational practices benefit
China. African students are generally happy and well-educated, and these cultural exchanges
can form the basis of future political and economic relations and in any case positively influence
African’s opinions on China and Chinese migrants (King, 2013). This point is also stressed by
interviewee 15:
“And that [interest of China] is the education cooperation. How China is offering more and more
scholarships for African students. And they are trying to tackle brain drain as well in a way that these
contracts they signed with the students, they force the students to go back to the African countries as well
[…] Chinese always consider it important to have not just the economy cooperation, but these friendly
ties as well” (Interviewee 15).

Another example of China’s growing cultural influence, is the increase and
dissemination of Confucius Institutes around the world. Ari Rickman writes: “Much like the
competition, the teaching of Chinese through Confucius Institutes is serious business, part of a
decade-and-a-half long effort by China to build the kind of soft power that America and other
Western countries have long enjoyed” (Rickman, 2020). In 2004, China had zero Confucius
institutes in Africa, in 2018 it had already founded forty-eight (Lijadu, 2018).
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4.3.3. Geopolitical interests
From the interviews, five different geopolitical interests were distinguished (table 8).
Table 8: China's geopolitical interests in Africa, gathered from the expert interviews

Africa as China’s ‘backyard’
Secure access Peoples Liberation Army
Stability Africa
Counterterrorism & counter-piracy
Creation debt-trap
Total

3
2
2
1
1
9

Based on the interviewees, geopolitical interests are not the most prominent reason for
China’s increased assertiveness on the African continent. Three interviewees indicate that
China aims to have Africa as its ‘backyard’. This idea implies that powerful nations need a
basis on which it can build its economy, most notably by importing resources and exporting
cheap manufactured products (Morris-Jung & ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute, 2018). Interviewee
1 highlights this idea:
“In the past 40 years, China has seen Asia as it's real backyard. Yeah, it's almost like how the Americans
see Latin America as their backyard […]. in the next 50 years, China will see Africa as the extension of
South Asia” (Interviewee 1).

Two interviewees indicated that China increasingly grounds its Africa policy on a more
regional basis, which deviates from its usual foreign policy that is heavily orientated on bilateral
relationships. This is illustrated by interviewee 5:
”And what we see more is that China also engages on a regional basis in Africa. So in some of the
regional economic communities, such as SODAC, or the EAC or ECOWAS. China is starting to play a
much more visible role in those regional configurations” (Interviewee 5).

Although many international commentators believe that China seeks some form of
international domination or hegemony, the interviewees did not consider this as a serious
geopolitical interest of Africa. However, China does seek to secure its own economic
development through its foreign policy in Africa. Two interviewees illustrate this:
“Many commentators believe that China views Africa as a means to gain international hegemony or
power. From my research, and from my knowledge, in terms of being in the China Africa space, I think

53

it's very, it's a leap to assume that. It may be a byproduct of China's engagement in Africa. But whether it
is an explicit priority, I would be very hesitant to say that. So in that regard, China's engagement is very
economically driven, and very much driven by its domestic visions for its own growth” (Interviewee 5).
“China, in my view, has become a dominant global power. So, from our history, we know that these
kinds of power politics play out mostly in Africa, because most of these countries are weak in terms of
politics and economy. So, they're easy to persuade, easy to influence. I would say, in that regard, China
is (...) in terms of its own national, economic desires, it has purpose to gain economic interests from these
countries. But also, it wants to assert its global political dominance by influencing these countries and
becoming a major global power” (Interviewee 14).

4.4. Conclusion
The results from the expert interviews confirm that economic and political interests are the
primary interests of China in Africa, and that geopolitical interests are less prominent. The first
hypothesis, that China seeks a continued and stable access to strategic resources, can be
considered true. Twelve experts indicated that China is interested in resources from the African
continent, and the experts agreed on the importance of resources for China’s economy. Trade
and loan data have confirmed that China heavily invests in the relationship with resource-rich
countries, and that it provides loans to sectors that are involved in the extraction or
transportation of resources.
The second hypothesis, that China wants to profit from the emerging African labor and
consumption markets, can also be validated. Thirteen interviewees mentioned that the consumer
market is an economic interest of China, and seven mentioned the labor market. However, the
interviewees are less unified on the current value of these markets for China at the moment.
Different interviewees indicate that the value of Africa’s markets should not be overestimated,
as the trade numbers still are relatively marginal. There was consensus, however, that the value
of African markets is very likely to increase significantly.
The third hypothesis, that China pursues good political ties with Africa for its support
in multilateral institutions, is largely true but it is less a central political objective as it was in
the early days of Sino-African relations. The interviews and literature do show that African
votes in multilateral institutions have been a crucial element of Beijing to achieve very specific
policy goals, like the exclusion of Taiwan or its own acceptance into the UN. African political
support still assists China on certain controversial issues that are crucial to China, like the One
China policy or the Uygur-situation. In general, however, China's political interests in Africa
seem to be outweighed by its economic interests.
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The interviews revealed two other, un-hypothesized, political interests of China in
Africa. Nine interviewees emphasized the importance for China to accrue legitimacy for its
development model in, or through, Africa. They argued that China wants to show the world that
its development model is a valuable and realistic option. Secondly, six interviewees mentioned
that China aspires to expand its cultural influence on Africa through media relations or
educational cooperative projects. Both are valuable additions to the understanding of China’s
interests in Africa.
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5. China in Ethiopia
“Ethiopia is landlocked, relatively resource poor, but it's the second largest country by population,
it's the fourth largest in Sub Saharan Africa by GDP, seventh by seventh on the continent, overall,
tremendous amount of geopolitical power concentrated just within the African Union” (Interviewee
11).
“To the west, Ethiopia typically conjures up images of drought and starving children; we want to
save Ethiopia. To the Chinese, Ethiopia, with a fast-growing economy and 90 million consumers,
looks like good business” (Brautigam, 2011).

5.1. Introduction
The goal of this chapter is to analyze how China’s engagement in Ethiopia contributes to its
political and economic priorities in Africa, and to test the hypotheses that were presented in
chapter one. To test the hypotheses, the main research question of this chapter is: what political,
economic and geopolitical interests explain China’s growing assertiveness in Ethiopia? To
answer this question, the following sub-questions will be addressed: how has the political and
economic relation between China and Ethiopia emerged and developed? What is the nature of
China’s aid and investment in Ethiopia? What political and geopolitical value does Ethiopia
have to China?
The main argument, based on the results from the interviews, is that Ethiopia diverts
from China’s overall interests in Africa as China’s geopolitical interests are equally often
mentioned as China’s economic and political goals. The explanation for this is that Ethiopia is
a powerful, stable country in a crucial geopolitical area for China.

5.2. Sino-Ethiopian relations
Ethiopia – neighbored by Eritrea, Djibouti, Sudan, South-Sudan and Kenya – is located in the
Horn of Africa, one of the most instable regions of the world. With approximately 100 million
inhabitants, it is the most populous land-locked country of the world. Due to its size, its
geographic location and its status as central location of the AU, Ethiopia is a crucial country in
African diplomatic affairs and has always received much attention from all major geopolitical
powers (Alemu & Scoones, 2013; Chakrabarty, 2016).
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Ethiopia and China share a long history of political and commercial relations, and are
bound by ideological similarities and mutual affinity – which is stressed by all interviewees. In
1970, the countries established official diplomatic relations. Ethiopian leaders have been
inspired by the Chinese development model – which suited China’s foreign policy, which was
then largely based on ideological factors (Adem, 2012; D. Shinn, 2014). The Ethiopian prime
minister Meles Zanawi (1955-2012) considered China as an example of how a state should be
structured: as a ‘developmental state’. China regarded Zanawi as an advocate of China (Adem,
2012). A sign of their good mutual relation is that Zanawi instantly visited China after his win
in 1995, and that Chinese President Jiang Zemin visited Ethiopia six months later. Furthermore,
the first Africa-located edition of FOCAC was organized in Addis Ababa, in 2003 (Matseke,
z.d). Since the start of the 21st century Sino-Ethiopian relations have further intensified,
especially economically (Adem, 2012).
Today, Ethiopia is still highly dependent on foreign investments and import, since it is
in many aspects a poor, underdeveloped country (Chakrabarty, 2016). China is happy to provide
Ethiopia’s needs, and is Ethiopia’s largest aid donor: in 2019 it provided 60% of Ethiopia’s aid
(UNCTAD, 2020). Since 2000, Ethiopia has been the second largest receiver of Chinese loans:
it received $13.7 billion. The most important sectors for these loans were transport ($4.8 bln),
power ($3.3 bln), ICT ($3.1 bln) and industry ($2.1 bln) (CARI, 2021). Aleymahy Geda from
the Addis Ababa University showed through an analysis of China's FDI, how various Ethiopian
sectors have benefited from China's economic engagement (Geda, 2008). The Addis AbabaDjibouti railway is the most prominent example: the railway connects the inlands of Ethiopia
with the port of Djibouti, and thus provides the necessary connection with the busy waterways
at the Eastern coast of Africa (Tarrosy & Vörös, 2018b).
Furthermore, good relations with China increases Ethiopia’s political maneuverability.
Historically, Ethiopia has been successful in playing the diplomatic and political game: it has
never been colonized, and is an important diplomatic player in the African political community
(Maru, 2017). The interviews also illustrate how Ethiopia profits from China’s engagement,
with infrastructural development, political maneuverability and recognition in the international
arena:
”It [Sino-Ethiopian cooperation…] was about economic development, but it was also really about non
alignment and solidarity. I do see that still as well. I think the Ethiopian government really wanted to have
this visible flagship project in the capital that could really show: we've arrived, we are not the poor African
country from your television broadcasts, we are in a modern African metropolis” (Interviewee 6).
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One interviewee also illustrated how Ethiopia is supported by China in multilateral
institutions:
“Last week there was a United Nations Security Council meeting to adopt a resolution on the matter [the
conflict in Tigray], where two countries that opposed this resolution were China and Russia. In the end,
the basic rationality provided was: this is an internal affair, the conflict is an internal affair and Western
countries or international organizations should not interfere in the internal affairs of these countries”
(Interviewee 14).

In addition, one interviewee mentioned that Ethiopia's migration policy had also
contributed to the stable relationship:
“One of the ways Ethiopia has maintained a pretty positive relationship with China, is they've managed
migration. So, they haven't made it easy for Chinese entrepreneurs, small businesses, retail traders, to
spill into the country and take up positions. That means that the population as a whole has not seen this
kind of head to head competition that you experience in many other African countries or for that matter,
other countries around” (Interviewee 16).

However, all Ethiopia-experts indicated that recently the Sino-Ethiopian relation has
been under pressure. Newly elected prime minister Abiy Ahmed is more liberal-minded and
orientated on the West, as opposed to his predecessor Hailemariam Desalegn. However,
Ethiopia’s liberalization-developments did not cause an abrupt break with China. Interviewee
13 emphasized that China still is important to Ethiopia because of the financial support for
infrastructure projects all around the country, but that Ahmed has indicated that Ethiopia
“would like to diversify its foreign policy and foreign relations” (Interviewee 13). As
interviewee 11 illustrates, concern has risen in China on where Ethiopia’s new focus will lead
to:
”So I think they're [China] really kind of concerned at the moment as to where this relationship is headed.
They have been unusually quiet in terms of the relationship with Ethiopia, they're saying almost nothing
except a few generalities about that they want a peaceful end of things. Totally non-controversial
statements. But to the best of my knowledge, they have not criticized the Abiy Ahmed government on
anything they've done in Tigray, they've not supported the TPLF in any way, shape or fashion. They
basically have just remained silent. I think they're watching and waiting, trying to figure out where all of
this is headed. So, they have perhaps a dilemma in front of them in Ethiopia. And they're just hoping that
it all comes out for the better and that they're able to re-establish their position in the country” (Interviewee
11).
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5.3. China’s interests in Ethiopia
The results from the interviews show that China has approximately equal economic, political
and geopolitical interests in Ethiopia. At first glance, this suggests that Ethiopia has a special
role in China's overall Africa strategy, as geopolitical interests play a less prominent role in it.
The following sections elaborate on these different interests.

5.3.1. Economic interests
From the interviews, eight economic interests were distinguished (Table 9).
Table 9: China's economic interests in Ethiopia, gathered from the expert interviews

Provide Infrastructure Ethiopia
Ethiopian consumer Market
Access Chinese companies Ethiopia
Outsourcing value chain Ethiopia
Ethiopian labor market
Provide telecommunication to Ethiopia
Special Economic Zones Ethiopia
Tax exemptions Ethiopia
Total

6
5
4
3
3
3
2
1
27

The most mentioned interest is that China aims to provide Ethiopian infrastructure. As
stated before, this serves two purposes. One, it generates business for Chinese firms. Two, it
helps China to export its excess steel and labor. One interviewee emphasized that such
infrastructural projects also require a strong commitment from the host government, which
enhances the chances of a stable bilateral relation (Interviewee 9). This search is highlighted by
interviewee 15:
“They were looking at Ethiopia, through the market or infrastructure investment opportunities. So tons
of Chinese companies were there in the country, because everything was there to be constructed:
railways, highways, roads, the airport of Addis Ababa they are upgrading, and the new terminal they
were building and they are still building there. So that was one of those economies of Africa, which had
that growth in the past, which created that future possibility for China to have greater investments in the
country” (Interviewee 15).

Five interviewees mentioned China’s interest in Ethiopia’s consumer market. Trade
between China and Ethiopia has grown from $81 million in 2000 to $1.4 billion in 2010, and
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$2.6 billion in 2019. In all years, China has had a trade surplus. From 1993 till 2019, the share
of Sino-Ethiopian trade as percentage of Sino-African trade has differed between 1.11% and
3.49%. Exports to seventeen other African countries exceeded $2.0 billion dollars in 2018 and
2019 (CARI, 2021). From the interviews, a mixed picture of Ethiopia’s economic value to
China emerged, but all interviewees were adamant that China believes in the future economic
value of Ethiopia. Doubts about Ethiopia’s economic value are highlighted by interviewee 9:
“I don't really see that much of it [economic value Ethiopia to China...] there are certainly advantages for
China, but it's not a business case where you think: "We really need to be in Ethiopia. That's the perfect
place for this or that” (Interviewee 9).

The third most frequently mentioned interest is that Beijing seeks access for Chinese
companies. This is also officially initiated by the government: in 2015, Beijing propelled a
policy that encouraged the private sector to start business in Ethiopia (Chakrabarty, 2016). One
interviewee mentioned the successful entry of Chinese telecom-company ZTE on the Ethiopian
market, and argued that its entrance on the market gave the company the long-awaited start on
the international market (Interviewee 6). In the book China-Africa Relations, Yejoo Kim also
argues that China also aims to use Ethiopia as a possible gateway to further investments and
market opportunities in the region (Zhejiang, 2013).
Three interviews emphasize China’s search for cheap Ethiopian labor, and three
interviewees indicate that China is looking to move parts of its value chain there. These interests
are driven the fact that Ethiopia’s growing population is expected to provide cheap labor.
Ethiopia also stimulates this process, as it installs SEZ’s and provides China with fiscal
advantages like (temporary) tax exemptions (Tarrosy & Vörös, 2018a). These interests are
highlighted by two interviewees:
“Definitely China was always more important to Ethiopia than the other way around. But what China, I
suppose wanted to get out, I think it was interesting to have a testing ground to see: can Chinese
companies invest in African manufacturing? Because wages are rising in China, and it was difficult to
keep prices low for Chinese companies, and keep manufacturing in China. So it was interesting kind of
experiment and offshoring and outsourcing of labor and moving Chinese value chains.” (Interviewee 3).
“China is no longer a low-cost manufacturing country. China is a little bit higher up in the value chain,
so they're also now very much in the process of offshoring all their low-cost manufacturing activities, to
other countries by, for example, setting up industrial parks and so forth and then shipping the semifinished products from that back to China to go back into the rest of the industry. And then ultimately
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doing the biggest value additivities in China and the low-cost Activities in Africa for example. What I
see in Ethiopia for example is that they're pushing more and more the sewing of clothes and so on towards
Ethiopia, and some other things as well, but that if you look a step further down the value chain that that
activity is still just taking place in China” (Interviewee 9).

5.3.2. Political interests
From the interviews, seven political interests were distinguished (Table 10).
Table 30: China’s political interests in Ethiopia, gathered from the expert interviews

Regional importance Ethiopia
Legitimacy Chinese development model
Presence African Union
Building influence in Ethiopia
Stability Ethiopian Regime
Support Ethiopia multilateral institutions
Cultural Influence China on Ethiopia
Total

10
6
6
3
3
2
1
30

The results of the interviews indicate that Ethiopia’s regional importance is the most
important political interest for China. Ethiopia’s strength is closely connected to the overall
importance of the Horn of Africa. The influence of the state of the region is described by
interviewee 13:
“Ethiopia, although landlocked, is the number one country in that very conflict-ridden region […] So, I
think for the Horn of Africa region, Ethiopia is key to anybody. Ethiopia is key to the regional macro
regional stability” (Interviewee 13).

Ethiopia’s political value is also high because of the presence of the AU in Addis
Ababa. The presence of the AU is mentioned by six interviewees as political interest of China.
This is illustrated by interviewee 13 and 15:
“I am pretty much sure about the fact that for China, politically, Ethiopia is really important because of
the headquarters of the African Union. So, it's important to be there. Because through Ethiopia, in a
diplomatic way, with the diplomatic bodies, it's quite relevant to have that approach towards Africa”
(Interviewee 15).
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“And why is Ethiopia one of the strongest investment places for China in Africa? […] I think it is because
of the strategic role that Ethiopia has there in the region, the Horn of Africa. And then secondly, I think
it is because of the strategic role it plays as the host of the African Union.” (Interviewee 12).

Six experts mentioned that it is a particular political interest of China to seek legitimacy
for its development model through its presence in Ethiopia. The interviewees illustrated that
Ethiopia is op particular value in this regard, because of its regional and continental status.
Successful Sino-Ethiopian projects show African leaders and the rest of the world that China is
a reliable development partner. This is illustrated by two interviewees:
"Every African leader who is in Ethiopia once or twice a year thinks: wow, looks different from last year.
He sees a Chinese flag on everything. It's also a bit of an advertising opportunity for Chinese development
aid" (Interviewee 8).

“In a country like Ethiopia, there is another point that is perhaps more fundamental in the long term. That
is actually China showing that it is an alternative development model. And that is more in ideological or
in cognitive angle: that there is no longer one development economy [the US]” (Interviewee 9).

Interestingly, only two interviewees highlighted that it was a political interest of China
to obtain the support of Ethiopia in multilateral institutions. This is not in line with earlier
findings, as Sufeidem Adem argued in 2012: “If China's relations with many African countries
could be described as one of "infrastructure for natural resources," the Sino-Ethiopian
relationship can be described "infrastructure for diplomatic support” (Adem, 2012). Christine
Hackenesch also underscored Ethiopia’s importance as vocal, supportive partner of China
(Hackenesch, 2013). However, recently there have been episodes in which Ethiopia very
directly supported China’s policy: Ethiopia protected China’s human rights record with a vote
in the UNHRC, and Ethiopia has also very explicitly supported China on the growing
international discussion on China’s treatment of Uyghurs (Interviewee 9). Interviewee 10
showed how far political loyalty can go, in such institutions:
“Ethiopia came out bizarrely with a statement saying, we believe that Hong Kong is a matter of China's
own territorial integrity. It's kind of like coming out with a statement saying, I will not draw attention to
the fact that this person has food in their teeth. If you think it's a matter of territorial integrity, you don't
have to be on the record about it. But these countries that have closer and closer relationships, feel this
almost reflexive need to support China in any way they can” (Interviewee 10).
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5.3.3. Geopolitical interests
From the interviews, eight geopolitical interests were distinguished (Table 11).
Table 11: China’s geopolitical interests in Ethiopia, gathered from the expert interviews

Regional importance Ethiopia
Horn of Africa importance stability
Asset security Ethiopia
Gain intelligence
Military cooperation Ethiopia
Peacekeeping missions Ethiopia
Security Chinese individuals in Ethiopia
Counterterrorism in Somalia
Total

10
8
4
1
1
1
1
1
27

Two interests of China are most often mentioned by the interviewees: the regional
importance of Ethiopia, and the importance of stability in the Horn of Africa. The presence of
Djibouti as growing security foothold in the region, the erupting conflicts and emerging foodand water issues make the Horn a crucial region to global geopolitics (Kłosowicz, 2015). Not
all respondents agreed that China sought stability in the Horn of Africa: one respondent
indicated that it would be in China’s interest to ‘make the West fight more fires at the same
time’, because an unstable Horn of Africa would benefit China more than the West (Interviewee
3). The issue of Ethiopia’s stability was highlighted by interviewee 15:
”Ethiopia was the stable point, because if we look: all the neighboring countries around Ethiopia, starting
from Eritrea, and then Djibouti and in Somalia, and so on, all around Ethiopia... That was a region which
was important for China, but was not easy to arrive these countries and these regions. And Ethiopia
offered that stable point from where they can reach out to all of these countries” (Interviewee 15).

Another geopolitical interest is that China needs to protectt its assets and citizens.
Unstable asset security leads to insecurity for Chinese companies and investors. Incidents have
occurred with Chinese workers: in the eastern desert, nine Chinese workers were killed, and
seven were kidnapped in 2007 (Matseke, z.d). This does not necessarily mean that the Peoples
Liberation Army (PLA) directly patrols in Ethiopia, but China’s increasing geopolitical
interests do lead to an increased presence of (private) Chinese security actors, as is described
by illustrated by one interviewee:
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“China has a couple billion dollars in invested assets, whatever that may be, whether that's an oil rig, or
a mine or anything like this. […]. And it must, as any state must, as any company must, protect these
interests. So what we've seen develop around that, in some places, is private security. And if you're,
coming from the standpoint of the Western government, you won't necessarily distinguish between the
Chinese private security actor and a Chinese military actor for somewhat clear reasons. But in other places
like South Sudan, we actually have the presence of Chinese peacekeeping forces. And Chinese
peacekeeping forces are now appearing in more places off the coast of Djibouti in the Gulf of Aden in the
Red Sea, you have a Chinese military presence, of course, in Djibouti, but you have more Chinese security
awareness broadly, because of the exposure, the vulnerability of Chinese assets” (Interviewee 10).

5.4. Conclusion
China’s interests in Ethiopia divert from its general interests in Africa, as they are relatively
well divided over the political, economic and geopolitical category. The large number of
geopolitical interests in Ethiopia is particularly striking. Also, none of the interviewees has
mentioned ‘resources’ as economic interests in Ethiopia, which deviates from China’s primary
interests on the African continent, overall.
The first hypothesis, that Ethiopia’s growing labor and consumption market are drivers
of China’s engagement in Ethiopia, was confirmed through the expert interviews. Despite
reservations about the current value of the economic relation, all experts agreed that Ethiopia
represents a promising market for China. The amount of Sino-Ethiopian loans can be
understood as an indication of the (future) value that China attributes to Ethiopia.
The second hypothesis, that China wants to be on friendly terms with Ethiopia because
of its diplomatic influence in the important but unstable region of the Horn of Africa, can be
confirmed as well. Ethiopia’s value in the region comes from numerous aspects. First, it is a
relatively strong country with much influence over its (unstable) neighboring countries in a
region that lies very close to a strategically and economically important water way. But it is
also valuable in a political sense, as Ethiopia is home to the AU and therefore has an important
role in almost all African diplomatic affairs. Finally, another important political driver that was
mentioned by six experts is that China hopes or aims to legitimize its development model
through a successful relation with Ethiopia. It seems to indicate that this is a significant driver
for China’s engagement.

64

6. China in Rwanda

“Rwanda doesn’t fit the usual narrative of China’s interest in Africa—namely that China is only
interested in Africa for its mineral wealth, expanses of arable land, and potential as a dumping ground
for Chinese-made goods. Small, landlocked Rwanda has few natural resources, and with a population
about half that of Beijing’s, it offers a negligible new market for Chinese products” (Kuo, 2016).
“The Chinese see Kagame as being a very important political leader. And he is. He's obviously one
of the more progressive leaders in terms of economic policy. And a lot of his policies seem to work
hand in hand with where China is headed. And as small as the market is, and as uninteresting as
Rwanda may be as a country to China, I think China sees Rwanda as a country where it can work
very easily, and very cooperative” (Interviewee 11).

6.1. Introduction
The goal of this chapter is to analyze how China’s engagement in Rwanda contributes to its
political and economic priorities in Africa, and to test the hypotheses that were presented in
chapter one. To test the hypotheses, the main question of this chapter is: what political,
economic and geopolitical interests explain China’s growing assertiveness in Rwanda? To
answer this question, the following sub-questions will be answered: how has the current
political and economic relation between China and Rwanda emerged and developed? What is
the nature of China’s aid and investment in Rwanda? What political and geopolitical value does
Rwanda have to China?
The central argument of this chapter is that Rwanda’s value to China mainly comes from
its attractive fiscal climate, Rwanda’s stable, strong regime and Paul Kagame’s status as senior
statesman in Africa.
6.2. Sino-Rwandan relations
Rwanda is a small, landlocked country with approximately 12.5 million inhabitants. It is
neighbored by Burundi, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Uganda and Tanzania. Rwanda is
perhaps most well-know because of the infamous violence outburst in 1994, when one of the
most ruthless genocides in recent histories occurred (Gettleman, 2013). Largely because of this
painful history, studies into Rwanda’s political state are, according to Grimm and Hackenesch,
‘quite polarized’ (Hartmann & Noesselt, 2020, p. 165). Despite its dramatic recent history of
violence and internal division, “Rwanda has shown extraordinary tenacity and has registered
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remarkable improvements in all the socio-economic development parameters” (Tarrósy &
Vörös, 2019, p. 41). In Rwanda’s rise, current president Paul Kagame (1957) has played a
critical role after he assumed office in 2000. Kagame and his top aides believe that the creation
of a strong society demands firm leadership. Therefore, the Rwandan government sets firm
fiscal and regulatory boundaries on the market and civil society (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2018).
Initially, Rwanda’s repressive political system was not questioned, partly due to ‘guilt’
of the international community after the Rwandan genocide; the prevention of further violence
was the main interest (Interviewee 10). Increasingly, scholars and policy makers criticize the
closedness of Rwanda’s political system: Kagame’s authoritarian style, the unfree elections,
unfree press and other forms of (un)democratic oppression (Reyntjens, 2013). However,
Kagame’s efforts to transform Rwanda into a competitive and attractive business hub are also
often praised (Booth et al., 2014). Hackeness and Grimm state that these undemocratic aspects
and the successful development path are ‘part of the same coin; they are specific features of
Rwanda’s authoritarian regime’. Both perspectives are necessary to understand Sino-Rwandan
relations (Hartmann & Noesselt, 2020, p. 165).
China and Rwanda established diplomatic relations in 1971, but the history of the
relation is not extensively documented or studied. However, most articles focus on the
developments, at least, after Kagame toon office and China’s involvement in Africa increased
at the same time. Almost all scholarly articles find that China’s increasing assertiveness in
Rwanda is not yet fully captured – especially not regarding the impact of China’s loans (Byusa,
2010; Kuo, 2016; Lawther, 2017).
The expert interviews illustrate that Rwanda has numerous interests in the SinoRwandan relation. Rwanda still heavily depends on foreign aid and international investments
(Lisimba & Parashar, 2020). Especially since 2006, China has erupted as one of the main
sources of FDI (Hartmann & Noesselt, 2020). Another Rwandese interest is the development
of its tourism sector. Kagame aims to make Rwanda a connectivity and logistics hub, not only
for goods but also for events and conferences. Tourism also fits within this strategy, and is a
sector that quickly develops. The sector accounted with $4 million for 0.31% of the GDP in
1995, but in 2019 the sector accounted for 6.1% of the GDP with a total revenue of $635.9
million US dollars (WorldData, 2020). The orientation on sectors as had a positive effect on
Rwanda’s economic performance and development (Nielsen & Spenceley, 2010, p. 26). The
interviewees also emphasize that Rwanda aims to increase its political maneuverability as well.
This is also mentioned by the authors Lisimba and Parashar: “Though China is not the major
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donor to Rwanda, it provides Rwanda with an alternative to withstand the pressures and
conditionalities of the traditional (Western) donors” (Lisimba & Parashar, 2020).
Although the relationship generally is stable, Sven Grimm and Christine Hackenesch
emphasize that this could quickly change if China’s pragmatism leads it to believe another
engagement strategy would suit its interests better (Hartmann & Noesselt, 2020). Asked about
the current relation, a Rwandese businessman said:
I would say it's very good. I think both countries are on very friendly terms diplomatically, economically
as well. I think Rwanda is punching a bit above its weight when it comes to China, […] But of course,
Rwanda being a small country, compared to China, Rwanda is not as important to China, maybe as
Ethiopia would, for example, but we have a very good relationship. And the fact that President Xi visited
Rwanda. This year we're celebrating 50 years anniversary of diplomatic relations between the two
countries” (Interviewee 4).

Just as with Ethiopia, one interviewee indicated that successfully regulating migration
enables Rwanda to maintain a positive relation with China and social stability under the local
population and Chinese workers:
“[…] in countries where the Chinese are allowed to come in as individuals and set up and do whatever
they want, there's a massive resentment against Chinese people. I would say that because Rwanda is
strict, organized, Chinese can come here, and stay three months without even requesting for a visa, I
think up to six months, but after that, if they don't have an occupation, if they haven't registered the
company, they cannot stay in Rwanda. And that diminishes this kind of issue” (Interviewee 4).

6.3. China’s interest in Rwanda
The results from the interviews show that China’s interests in Rwanda are mainly economic
and political. This indicates that China’s interests in Rwanda are relatively similar to China’s
interests in Africa, overall. The following sections elaborate on these different interests.
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6.3.1. Economic interests
From the interviews, ten economic interests were distinguished (Table 12).
Table 12: China’s economic interests in Rwanda, gathered from the expert interviews

Access Chinese companies Rwanda
Logistics hub Rwanda
Provide infrastructure Rwanda
Investment Climate Rwanda
Rwanda Resources
Rwandan Consumer Market
Special Economic Zones Rwanda
Tech & Telecommunication Rwanda
Debt-trap Rwanda
Import Rwanda Chinese Weapons
Total

5
4
4
3
2
2
2
2
1
1
26

The most mentioned interest is that China seeks access to the Rwandan market for its
companies. Four experts indicate that China seeks to provide infrastructure to Rwanda. China’s
outward-driven economy and its need for foreign infrastructural investment have already been
elaborated upon before, but in Rwanda these again are prominent interests, as interviewee 14
states:
“it's also a way to get Chinese companies to have a track record in those countries. For example, I think
that one of the first projects in Rwanda that the Chinese did was the National Stadium, in the early 80s.
And the company that built that is still in Rwanda today operating as the oldest Chinese company in the
country. So it was really an opening for them to come in and get other projects. […] So one way of getting
a newly created or registered or reformed company to be recognized internationally to give them one of
these big projects. So it serves a role, a diplomatic role, but also an economic role in setting up Chinese
companies in African countries. And of course, they can always point out that we are capable of doing
these, it shows the capacity of the Chinese companies in those countries” (Interviewee 4).

A remark of interviewee 10 shows again how a successful entry into the Rwandan
market helps companies with international ambition:
“ The success of Chinese firms in Rwanda will teach Chinese firms how to be more successful elsewhere.
China has never been afraid of going back to the Deng line, cross the river by feeling the stones. China
has always been about this experimentalism in terms of its development strategy, both at home and
abroad. And I mean, it's quite laudable, I would say that, unlike other countries, which you would
presume in their foreign policies, they'll never say like, we'll see if it works, you know? Well, you know,
we'll learn. China's actually quite good with saying we'll learn, we'll see if it works” (Interviewee 10).
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Trade between China and Rwanda has grown from $6 million in 2000 to 88 million in
2010, and $299 million in 2019. Unlike with Sino-Ethiopian trade, China has not always had a
trade surplus with Rwanda: in six years between 1992 and 2019, Rwanda has exported more to
China than it imported – lastly in 2011. In 2019, Rwanda imported the most from China, but
exported more to 11 countries than to China. From 2000 till 2019, Sino-Rwandan trade as
percentage of Sino-African has varied from 0.07% till 0.23% (CARI, 2021).
Only two interviewees emphasize resources as an economic interest of China in
Rwanda, but they are relatively important in the Sino-Rwandan trade relation. China mainly
imports (strategic) natural resources from Rwanda; mostly minerals, which accrue for
approximately 75% of all imports, and it imports natural products like essential oils (9,58%)
(OEC, 2021).14
Three different Rwandese pull-factors are mentioned as interests for China: Rwanda’s
status as logistics hub, its investment climate and the SEZ’s for Chinese companies. The
importance of Rwanda as logistics hub is also reflected in the loan data of the CARI. Rwanda
is not a major African receiver of Chinese loans: since 2000, Rwanda has received $415 million.
However, the largest part ($346 mln) was lent to the Rwandese transport sector (CARI, 2021).
The attractive fiscal climate is also the main argument of Lily Kyo, who wrote that Rwanda’s
position as financial hub is a conscious strategy to attract foreign investment (Kuo, 2016). This
is also emphasized by interviewee 10:
“Rwanda has done quite a bit to make itself a good investment climate. And that's a strong pull factor.
[…] I think that Rwanda has done a tremendous job in making itself ripe for investment with so little to
offer” (Interviewee 10).

Other economic interests of China in Rwanda were rather specific, more related to the
expertise of the expert. A journalist who was more security-orientated, pointed out that Rwanda
imports a significant number of Chinese weapons (interviewee 17); a media-expert laid specific
emphasis on the importance of China to sell high-tech telecommunication materials to Rwanda,
also to be able to control or overlook the central networks (Interviewee 12).

14

The data from the CARI and the data from the sectoral division of trade of the EOC do not align. According to
the Observatory of Economic Complexity (OEC), China’s export to Rwanda in 2019 was $481 million, and its
imports accrued to $19 million.
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6.3.2. Political interests
From the interviews, eight different political interests were distinguished (Table 13).
Table 13: China’s political interests in Rwanda, gathered from the expert interviews

Kagame's strength and influence
Regional importance Rwanda
Legitimacy Chinese development model
Elite relations Rwanda
Stability Rwandan regime
Support Rwanda multilateral institutions
Building influence in Rwanda
Anti-Western sentiment Rwanda
Total

6
4
3
3
3
3
3
1
26

Based on the results of the interviews, the most prominent political interest of China in
Rwanda is Paul Kagame’s strength and influence. Despite the criticism on Kagame’s dealing
with the cultural heritage of the division between Hutu’s and Tutsi’s, he is a much respected
statesman in Africa (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2018). Kagame’s ascension as rotating chairman of
the AU in 2018 confirmed this status as African statemen. Beijing knows that Kagame is a
source of stability, and moreover he often praises China and its development politics (For
example, see: AfricaNews, 2018). This is reflected in the statements of interviewee 10 and 13:
”Kagame has come out many times and talked about China and his respect for China and the China
development model […] But once Kagame passes, we're dealing with a very small number of reasons
[why China has an interest in Rwanda]” (Interviewee 10).
“When we were there, we had the chance to talk with President Kagame for two hours, it was just
unbelievable. And, you know, when we exited, you know, our discussion, we finished and exited, I met
some of the aids the very young age of the President. And I saw a kind of line of African leaders waiting
for entry to the President, and I asked why, why is that? The aids told me, because they want to learn how
we do it” (Interviewee 13).

It is furthermore beneficial that Kagame’s leadership and government style can be
compared to China’s idea on economic and political state-structure. As one interviewee states:
‘Rwanda’s policies seem to work hand in hand with where China is headed” (Interviewee 11).
As shown in chapter 3, China’s foreign policy is often heavily based on contacts with foreign
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elites, in contrast to civil society, so Rwanda’s strictly governed system can very well be a
system in which China comfortably operates.
The second most mentioned interest is Rwanda’s regional importance and political and
economic stability. This is very much in line with China’s foreign policy characteristic of
seeking foreign stability. In 2015, the German ambassador to Rwanda stated in an interview
that Rwanda played an important role in bringing peace and security in the region, also because
of its contributions to UN missions. He specifically mentioned that Rwanda successfully
stabilized the Great Lakes region (The New Times, 2015). Jean D’Amour also argues that
China sees Rwanda as an influential, leading country in the region, but adds to this that China
sees it as a potential strategic gateway between the middle and eastern region of the Eastern
Africa Community (EAC), (Jean D’Amour, 2017, p. 70). This point of Rwanda’s strength in
combination of China’s increasing on regions is illustrated by two interviewees:
“Coming from the fact that Rwanda is within East Africa, probably, politically the most relevant country,
when it's about knowing what they are looking for, compared to all the other countries and the East
African Community. So, what I could see is that they are fully aware of the situation, they have their plan,
they have the vision, that Singapore model which they had, which is you know, as a landlocked country,
it's not easy to pursue” (Interviewee 15).
”Because now China also has a much more regional kind of approach to engaging, it's not only bilateral
relations, it's not only, you know, engaging with Rwanda, it's via Rwanda, engaging with a macro region,
and that is the East African Community” (Interviewee 13).

Furthermore, three experts emphasize that China’s engagement in Rwanda also provides
it with legitimacy for its international development model. Success in Rwanda contributes to
the possibilities of China in other places, and the status of Rwanda as stable, steadfast African
country increases this chance, as interviewee 13 shows:
“So I talk with companies, Chinese companies and Chinese migrants, individual migrants in larger and
larger quantities, saying that if they finish our job in Rwanda, a project in Rwanda, they will have a
fantastic reference to peers into other markets. Yeah. Because everybody knows that Rwanda is a kind of
miraculous kind of developing country of Africa” (Interviewee 13).

Three experts indicated that a China seeks Rwanda’s political support in multilateral
institutions. The subject of African states backing China is often connected to China’s
increasing outstanding debt figures in Africa in the literature (For example, see: Olewe, 2021;
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Veldkamp, 2020). This issue is also mentioned by a Rwanda-expert, indicated that China does
hold some pressure on Rwanda’s voting possibilities:
In terms of investment China has built literally all the roads that are in Rwanda, all the government
buildings. Literally, like 80% of the government buildings are built and donated to Rwanda without a
single fee that must be paid back. Right now as we speak, the Prime Minister's office was built entirely
by the Chinese. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs building was built by Chinese. The Ministry of Defense
building, all those influential buildings were donated, not to be paid back. Not as alone, just as donations
as gifts to the Rwandan government. In that way, Rwanda doesn't have a single way it can vote against
China on the UN Security Council. They have no way they can oppose China in any way. If there is
something that China is doing that maybe the whole world is condemning, Rwanda would never dare to
condemn China” (Interviewee 17).

6.3.3. Geopolitical interests
From the interviews, five geopolitical interests were distinguished (Table 14).
Table 14: China’s geopolitical interests in Rwanda, gathered from the expert interviews

Proximity of the DRC
Regional importance Rwanda
Peacekeeping missions Rwanda
Security Chinese individuals in Rwanda
Import Rwanda Chinese Weapons
Total

6
4
3
1
1
15

In total, geopolitical interests are the least mentioned interests for China’s engagement
in Rwanda. However, six interviewees indicate that the proximity of the DRC an interest to be
engaged in Rwanda. As one Rwanda-expert states:
“Rwanda doesn't have minerals, but it is a gateway of minerals coming from the Democratic Republic
of Congo, which has a vast amount of minerals and Rwanda doesn't have so many, we have probably
like three types of minerals. That's tin, coltan and wolfram. So those are the three principal minerals that
Rwanda has, and yet DRC has plenty of those on top of a lot of gold, silver and probably diamonds and
copper and all that stuff that the Chinese badly want. […] I think China, Europe and the USA look at
Rwanda as a possible route through which minerals can be smuggled from DRC to their countries”
(Interviewee 17).

In the book Heineken in Afrika, Olivier van Beemen writes that it is a “public secret”
that Rwanda aims to maintain the instability of the DRC (Beemen, 2016, p. 244). Despite the
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fact that such claims are uneasy to prove, earlier episodes in the relation between Rwanda and
the DRC do show that Rwanda interferes with the DRC for its resources. For example, when
Rwanda supported the rebel movement M23 in the Eastern part of the DRC, this was largely to
maintain the inflow of strategic resources (Beemen, 2016; Nangini et al., 2014).
Another interviewee was convinced that China was heavily interested in the DRC, and
he found it very possible that this was one of the reasons to be involved in Rwanda, but found
his expertise on Rwanda and the DRC was not strong enough to estimate whether China would
have better options – in other countries – to pursue resources from the DRC (Interviewee 15).
Not all interviewees are convinced that it is a really important interest, however. When asked
about the importance of the DRC’s presence for China, (interviewee 17) answered:
“I don't think that plays a big role. Of course, there must be something there but I don't think it's an
important issue. First of all, China does not have major interests in the immediate vicinity of Rwanda. So
Goma, Bukavu in the north, and south Chivu, China is mostly present in Katanga, in the Congo in the
other areas that are not very close to Rwanda. So I don't think that that plays an important role. But I think
that China has changed its attitude towards Africa in a way. They used to rely on resource rich countries
mostly. But I think it has realized that, that comes with the risks, especially the experience in Libya has
started to try and develop more relations with smaller nations, more influential nations, instead of just
focusing on the big ones and betting everything there” (Interviewee 17).

In the literature and media, China’s interest in the DRC is strongly confirmed. China is
heavily invested with infrastructural projects and investments in the DRC, always under the
umbrella of win-win development and even the ‘deal of the century’ (Carl-Johan, 2019).
However, there is no confirmation or proof about a possible Sino-Rwandan collaboration in the
extraction of resources. Rwanda – with other neighbors of the DRC – has been condemned by
the UN for illegal exploitation of the DRC, but in the verdict, there is no mention of China’s
role. Mark Schneider from the Crisis Group also has given a testimony on how Rwanda was
heavily involved in unrests in the DRC (Schneider, 2012).
Rwanda’s regional importance is also considered a geopolitical interest for China.
Rwanda has deployed troops to five different UN peacekeeping missions, in which over 6500
military or other staff personnel was involved. Being one of the smallest African countries, it
is one of the largest contributors to peacekeeping missions from the continent (UN, 2018). This
aspect is mentioned by three interviews as well. The military cooperation between China and
Rwanda also is bound to more aspects: Rwanda buys Chinese weaponry, and its military has
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also been trained by the Chinese army (Zhen, 2018). This interest of China in Rwanda is
mentioned by interviewee 4:
“When you look at Sudan, Central Africa, and things like that, where Rwanda has a strong peacekeeping
presence, I think that is of big interest to China. I'm not sure how the relationship works in that regard,
but when you look at Rwanda, as well, has been importing more and more advanced armaments. And
we've had a partnership in training our senior officers for many years […] most of the higher-ranking
generals have been to China for one training or short or long term or something like that. So I think
Rwanda is actually quite important in security for China. But it's not a very well-known issue”
(Interviewee 4).

6.4. Conclusion
The results from the interviews highlight that Chinese engagement in Rwanda is similar to
China’s overall interests in African. China’s interests in Rwanda are mostly based on economic
and political interests. From the two hypotheses on China’s interests in Rwanda, the first
concerned the organization and attractiveness of Rwanda's political and fiscal environment.
Based on the results from the expert interviews and the secondary literature research, this
hypothesis can be considered true. Rwanda’s fiscal climate and stable government suit China’s
foreign policy character very well. The experts brought forward different attractive economic
aspects of Rwanda that are interesting for China. Among others, Rwanda’s fiscal climate, the
SEZ’s and Rwanda’s capacity as logistical hub for the region all provide a beneficial ‘enabling
environment’ for Chinese firms and investments.
The second hypothesis, Rwanda’s proximity to the DRC is an important motivation for
China to be actively engaged in Rwanda, cannot be considered true without as true without a
guiding comment. Without a doubt, China is heavily interested in the natural treasures of the
DRC. Also, undoubtedly, the DRC is confronted with active involvement and conscious
destabilization from foreign actors within its territory, also on the matter of resource issues.
And Rwanda’s logistical capacity as regional hub does provide a profitable environment for the
eventual opening up of DRC-resources to China. There is no 'smoking gun', but it can be
assumed that the riches of the DRC are in any case so valuable to China that it takes them into
account and maintains for that particular reason intensive relations with Rwanda.
The experts also brought forward interests for China in Rwanda that had not been
hypothesized. The three most important results from the interviews that were not hypothesized
are: China’s interest in Rwanda is driven by the importance of Kagame as statesmen, China
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seeks legitimacy for its development model through success in Rwanda, and Rwanda’s regional
importance gives China a better chance at the desired stability in the Great Lakes region.
In conclusion, Rwanda’s economic value to China does not come from the trade
volumes. The sectoral division of trade does show that China – in line with its broader Africa
strategy – mainly seeks resources, but the results of the interview portray an image of much
less clear-cut economic interests of China in Rwanda. The importance of Rwanda, its attractive
fiscal status and its grounding in the region and Africa through its stability and Kagame’s
leadership provide China with a stable partner. The question whether Rwanda is a benevolent
partner in opening up the resources of the DRC cannot be answered definitely, but seems
plausible.
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7. Conclusion and discussion

This thesis has contributed to the existing knowledge on China’s Africa strategy through an indepth analysis of China’s engagement and interests in the Republic of Ethiopia and the Republic
of Rwanda. These two countries were selected because of the strong presence of China in both
countries, the similarities in their governance systems and because of the absence of large
amounts of resources in both countries. This thesis has built upon a historical study of China’s
foreign policy interests in Africa. In addition, the data on China’s interests in Ethiopia and
Rwanda, and their role in China’s Africa strategy, were collected through eighteen semistructured interviews with experts from different fields on China’s relations with Africa,
Ethiopia and Rwanda.
The historical analysis and the interviews all emphasize how much China’s foreign
policy is influenced by its history: Beijing is determined that foreign powers will never again
decide China’s fate. The CCP is first and foremost orientated towards maintaining domestic
development and stability. Beijing’s core interests are economic growth, political stability and
the protection of China’s autonomy and sovereignty. The emphasis on domestic interests
ensures that foreign policy is a tool for achieving these objectives and that it cannot be seen
separated from economics.
This research has clarified that China does not have one clear, preconceived Africa
strategy. China’s engagement in Africa has moved from a foreign policy driven by ideology to
its contemporary foreign policy that is primarily based on economic interests – a change that
was made possible by China's pragmatism and long-term perspective. The results from the
interviews emphasize that African nations have an active role in attracting Chinese aid and
investments, as it brings them much-needed infrastructural progress and increases their political
maneuverability.
The results of the interviews on China’s overall interests in Africa were in line with the
literature. Its interests are mainly economic, followed by political. It is shown that the African
continent is crucial for the continuation of China’s economic growth, for two reasons. First,
Africa serves as a resource base for China to maintain its domestic production capacity.
Secondly, Africa’s demographic and economic development enable China to export
manufactured goods and relocate value chain activities. The interviews highlighted that China's
political interests are to build and expand its influence in Africa, and to seek political support
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for votes in multilateral institutions. As another crucial interest for China in Africa, the
interviews revealed that China seeks to gain more legitimacy for its development model, as this
confirms China's status as a political heavyweight of the 21st century and increases its influence
elsewhere.
In Ethiopia, the interviews clarified that China’s interests are divided between
economic, political and geopolitical interests. This makes Ethiopia different from China's
foreign policy in Africa in general. Ethiopia is geopolitically of particular importance because
of its location in the Horn of Africa and its regional strength. Its political value mainly comes
from its status as host of the AU and its diplomatic strength within numerous African
institutions. The interviews have highlighted that much of China's economic interest in Ethiopia
stems from the anticipated demographic and economic development that is yet to come. The
results from the interviews are mainly in line with the literature on China’s interests in Ethiopia.
However, in the literature there is much more emphasis on China’s political interests in
Ethiopia, whereas the results from the interview show that political interests are equally
important as economic and geopolitical interests.
The interviews indicated that China’s interests in Rwanda are in line with its interests
on the continent in general: it mainly has economic and political interests in Rwanda. Rwanda
is an attractive and accessible location for Chinese companies, as Rwanda is developing rapidly
as a regional logistics hub and is well-connected in the Great Lakes region. Good mutual
relations provide China with a good enabling environment in Rwanda itself, but also improve
its relations with other African countries. All Rwanda experts suspected that the proximity of
the DRC was a crucial geopolitical interest of China in Rwanda, because good Sino-Rwandan
relations would make it easier for China to extract raw materials from the DRC. However, this
has not yet been proven. The results from this thesis add to the literature on Sino-Rwandan
relations by highlighting that the position and strength of Paul Kagame is a key political interest
of China.
From the data collected for this study, several similarities between China’s interests in
Rwanda and Ethiopia became apparent. The results from the interviews indicate that access for
Chinese companies and infrastructural investment opportunities are crucial economic interests
for China in both countries. This fits within China’s expansionist economy and the accelerating
search of companies for foreign markets, and its overall Africa strategy.
Furthermore, Ethiopia and Rwanda are both examples of how economic value comes
from other features than just infrastructural projects or resource extraction. Rwanda is
economically interesting for China because of its strong organizational and governmental
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capacity, whereas Ethiopia has economic potential because of its demographic foresights and
growing middle class. The role of Rwanda in this process is rather remarkable: the country has
transformed itself into an attractive location for foreign aid and investment. Ethiopia’s
attractiveness comes much more from its geographic location than its own policy strategy, as
the Horn of Africa and the naval trade routes are crucial to all major geopolitical powers. The
interviews suggest that the Sino-Ethiopian relationship is more sustainable than the SinoRwandan relationship. Ethiopia and China share ideological foundations, whereas China’s
optimistic stance towards Rwanda is heavily dependent on the status of Paul Kagame.
Politically, Rwanda and Ethiopia are examples of China’s search for partners with stable
regimes. It does not matter what governance form or leadership is in place, as long as China
knows what it can expect. Its current stance towards the Ethiopian conflict is a telling example
of this. However, what this thesis adds to the literature, is that the interviews have clarified how
important Ethiopia and Rwanda are for China’s legitimacy in Africa. Legitimacy in Africa is a
means to strengthen China’s international status. All experts emphasized that China wants to
be seen as a player of stature. It wants to reclaim the position in the international arena to which
it believes it is entitled, and legitimacy for its development model is a crucial part of that quest.
Rwanda and Ethiopia both have an important political role for China, as they are strong,
respected countries in Africa.
Lastly, different interviewees emphasized that Rwanda and Ethiopia have a role as
countries in which China can ‘experiment’ with certain development policies. One example is
that different interviewees emphasized the increasing focus of China on regions instead of
bilateral ties. This could show Beijing the benefits of such an approach, which it can then use
in other places.
Reflection & Limitations
The research method of (digital) semi-structured expert interviews entailed a number of
advantages and disadvantages for this study. One advantage of semi-structured interviews is
that it leaves room for interviewees to cite their own examples, which often led to interesting
anecdotes and unfamiliar perspectives. The interviews especially proved their value by the
depth to which interviewees were able to explain how complex China’s state organization is,
and what it is that China pursues according to them. However, this method also made it difficult
to quantify and interpret the results in a very structured way. The interviews over Zoom enabled
me to interview experts from many different places, but perhaps also complicated the interview
as digital conversations are more difficult to steer or digest interviewer.
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Most experts are specialized in Africa, Ethiopia or Rwanda. This means that the results
of chapter 3 are very likely to be skewed to Sino-African examples. Furthermore, the division
between ‘economic’, ‘political’ and ‘geopolitical’ interests might be subject to debate, as the
categorizations overlap or fit in multiple code-categories. Originally, the intention was to
separate the results also by the expertise of the interviewees, but this did not bring about a
significant improvement. Nevertheless, these interviews are replicable and this research could
be scaled up if deemed valuable.
Some limitations of this thesis became apparent during the research. First, this research
fits within a pattern of ‘judging China from outside’. Although my understanding of China has
increased tremendously and I do believe that the expert interviews are a scientific method to
distinguish China’s interests in Africa, I cannot ignore the fact that this study was produced
without the cooperation of Chinese officials or without visiting Ethiopia and Rwanda. The
COVID-19 pandemic meant that it was not possible to carry out the fieldwork on the ground,
but did enable me indirectly to interview experts from many different countries. I do not believe
that these limitations jeopardize the results, but I do think that my understanding of China's
engagement in Ethiopia and Rwanda would have been greatly enhanced by fieldwork.
Furthermore, the results of the interviews show that Ethiopia and Rwanda’s status as
resource-poor country does not mean they have the same position within China’s Africa
strategy. This indicates that the results are not necessarily replicable to countries beyond
Ethiopia and Rwanda. In addition, another limitation of this research is the fact that Ethiopia
currently finds itself in unstable political times. Different interviewees also indicated that
China’s interest in the country could rapidly change, depending on the outcome of the conflict
in Tigray and whether Abiy Ahmed continues the process of liberalizing Ethiopia’s economy.
Further Research
The conclusions and limitations raise several questions that would be interesting to explore
further. Although this thesis has shown that Rwanda and Ethiopia both have economic value to
China beyond its usual interest in resources, a more in-depth analysis of China’s economic
activity in Ethiopia and Rwanda would improve the understanding of China’s interests there. It
would be interesting to conduct an in-depth study of the development of one particular sector,
such as the allocation of garment production from China to Ethiopia or the weaponry sales and
army training from China to Rwanda.
The interviews clearly indicated the importance of Paul Kagame for China, but have not
revealed in detail how he influences the Sino-Rwandan relationship. A study on his influence
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and the effects of his political decisions might reveal interesting aspects about how China
operates, and whether China’s presence in Rwanda can be considered fragile, or dangerously
dependent on its relation with Paul Kagame.
Moreover, three experts independently mentioned that migration restrictions of Ethiopia
and Rwanda had created relatively stable relations between local people and Chinese workers
or entrepreneurs. It would be interesting to study how their migration policies influence China’s
engagement in the countries, or whether China tries to influence their migration policy.
Furthermore, three experts mentioned that China’s regular preference for bilateral
foreign policies might be changing towards a foreign policy that is orientated on regional
affairs. This topic might be interesting for further research, as it could indicate that China could
also change its behavior towards multilateral institutions and towards geographic and economic
regions in general.
Finally, this thesis has not been able to confirm the hypothesis that China is interested
obtaining the resources of the DRC through connections with Rwanda. It would be incredibly
interesting to research this topic by conducting fieldwork, and interview employees of local
logistics companies that may be involved in some way in the (hidden) exodus of Congolese raw
materials through Rwanda to China.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Interview invitation
Dear [title and name],
My name is Vincent Hoffmans, I’m currently writing my thesis for the MSc International Development
Studies at Wageningen University and Research. I am working under the supervision of Professor Ewout
Frankema. Your works [title], [title] and [title] have been crucial in the development of my interest and
passion for understanding China. I would like to ask you whether I could conduct an interview with you,
about your expertise on China-Africa relations and specifically China's economic and political priorities
therein.
To explain a bit where I stand in my thesis research: I am collecting data for my MSc-thesis on China’s
Africa-strategy. I aim to research this subject through the qualitative research method of semi-structured
interviews. My main research question is: what role do Ethiopia and Rwanda have in China’s economic
and geopolitical Africa-strategy? I hope to connect my findings to existing theories and academic
concepts of Sino-African studies.
I would be very happy if you would be able to make some time for me, I think that fifteen to twenty
minutes would be enough to ask the most relevant questions. I will use the results of the interviews
anonymously.
I sincerely hope this invitation has sparked your interest and that you would be so kind to help me with
my Master’s thesis. The date and time of the interview can be catered to your availability. Of course I
would be happy to send you any questions in advance, or to elaborate more on my research.
In case of any questions, I'll do my utmost best to answer them.
Kind regards,

Appendix B: Exemplary interview set-up
[Introduction]
Currently, I am collecting data for my thesis which is on China’s Africa-strategy. I am working under
the supervision of Professor Ewout Frankema and it is in my interest to explore the drivers and interests
of China in Ethiopia and Rwanda, and what role China’s investments, infrastructural activities and other
activities there have in China’s overall Africa-strategy. My aim is to find out what China aspires or seeks
with its political and economic activities in Rwanda and Ethiopia, and connect these to theories and
academic concepts of Sino-African studies. My main research question is: what role do Ethiopia and
Rwanda have in China’s economic and geopolitical Africa strategy?
China-Africa
1. What are China’s primary interests on the African continent?
- Economic, Geopolitical, Military?
2. Considering China’s need for economic growth, for a continued economic growth and
domestic political stability, would you say that China is dependent on its foreign policy and
Africa specifically?
3. What role do infrastructural investments have within China’s Africa Policy?
4. Do you think that China sees legitimacy for its development model as a relevant issue?
5. How much is China concerned about the governance system of any country it engages with?
6. How close does the Chinese regime monitor or control Chinese activities that are active
abroad?
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7. What kind of differences exist in China’s approach and policies between resource-rich African
states, and countries who do not necessarily have an abundance of resources?
8. Would you say that the Belt and Road Initiative, or the One Belt One Road project, can be
considered as a new phase in Sino-African relations?
9. What do you think of the theories that China consciously creates a so-called ‘debt-trap’ for
African countries?
China – Ethiopia/Rwanda
1. How would you describe the nature of the relation between China and Ethiopia/Rwanda?
2. What do you think are the most important factors behind China’s growing assertiveness in
Ethiopia?
3. What kind of geopolitical, military or security interest does China have in Ethiopia/Rwanda?
4. What role do resources play for China’s interest in Rwanda/Ethiopia?
5. What is the positioning of the Ethiopian/Rwandan government with regard to the increased
assertiveness of China?
6. How does the political nature of Ethiopia and Rwanda as repressive, authoritarian system
influence the relation with China?
Ethiopia:
1. How important is Ethiopia geographic position in the Horn of Africa for China?
2. What do you think are the effects of the largest Chinese investments (Dam, Addis Railway,
African Union HQ, Addis-Djibouti railway) on the Sino-Ethiopian relation?
Rwanda
1. To what extent you think that Rwanda’s attractive fiscal and investment climate influences
China’s presence in Rwanda?
2. Are there any economic interests for China in Rwanda’s ambition to become a regional logistic
hub?
3. If possible, could you share how you interpret the stance of China to Rwanda’s history of
conflict and disparities with the Democratic Republic of Congo?
4. Do you think that China’s interest in the DRC is one of the drivers behind China’s assertiveness
in Rwanda?
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