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Sino-African Relations in the 1990s 
by Xuetong Yan 

The year 1982 marked the twenty-seventh anniversary of the 
29-nation founding conference of the Nonaligned Movement at Ban
dung, Indonesia-the occasion of the first significant interaction be
tween the People's Republic of China (PRC) and the new nations of 
Africa. The year 1982 also ushered in a stage of significant change in 
three key aspects of China's policy toward the continent. A clear 
understanding of these changes is a prerequisite for any attempt to 
predict the nature of Sino-African relations in the 1990s. 

The 1980s 
The Twelfth Congress of the Communist Party of China (CPC) in 
1982 set in motion significant changes not just for Africa policy, but 
for Chinese foreign policy in general. As a report on the congress by 
then-CPC General Secretary Hu Yaobang phrased it, a new "peaceful 
independent foreign policy" was launched in conjunction with a new 
domestic principle of "opening the door to the outside and stimulating 
dynamism at home." These guidelines had an impact on Africa 
policy, whose reshaped contours can be examined in terms of three 
key dimensions. 

(1) Peace and Independence. The term "independent" employed 
at the 1982 party congress refers to China's intention to uncouple its 
foreign policy from the state of Beijing's relations with the two super
powers. Since the military clash with the Soviet Union at Zhenbao 
Island in 1969, China had regarded Moscow as its primary threat, 
and had moved toward various forms of cooperation with the United 
States. This development circumscribed relations with African coun
tries perceived to have close links with Moscow's "revisionists." 

This source of tension began to fade as the policy of neutrality re
garding the superpowers was phased in. In December 1982, shortly 
after the close of the Twelfth Congress, then-Premier Zhao Ziyang left 
for a visit to 11 African countries of mixed political and ideological 
orientation (Egypt, Algeria, Morocco, Guinea, Gabon, Zaire, Congo, 
Zambia, Zimbabwe, Tanzania, and Kenya). This overture was 
followed by the establishment of diplomatic relations with Angola in 
1983, an increase in economic aid (including 15,000 tons of food, 
75,000 agricultural tools, and 10,000 blankets) to Ethiopia in 1985, 
and a 1986 visit to Beijing by leaders of South Africa's African Na
tional Congress (ANC). The ANC visit was followed by a promise of 
material aid. 
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While these initiatives confirm a desire on the part 
of China to . strengthen its influence in Africa and to 
demonstrate its independent neutral stance relative to 
the superpowers, it is important to understand that 
they do · not mean that Beijing intends to "compete" 
with Moscow in Africa in this decade . China's present . 
focus on domestic development precludes unnecessary 
contests abroad. 

Another implicit component of the peaceful indepen
dent policy is neutrality toward all intra-African con
flicts except those involving South Africa. The term 
"peaceful" reflects a movement away from the theory 
of violent class-based revolution that dominated 
China's foreign policy for the first three decades 
following the founding of the PRC-a theory that 
viewed international issues in terms analogous to the 
domestic class struggle. 

By the mid-1980s, Beijing had gravitated toward a 
view that competition between nations is primarily 
economic and that China's own economic develop
ment would be furthered by a long period of interna
tional peace. The new policy of independency toward 
the superpowers was extended to a wariness of in
volvement in African conflicts with a superpower 
rivalry component. Since 1983, except for the case of 
South Africa, China has condemned no African gov
ernment or political movement and taken sides in no 
African conflict. 

(2) The Four Principles. During his 1982-1983 
visit to Africa, Zhao Ziyang put forward "Four Prin
ciples Governing Sino-African Economic and Tech
nical Cooperation," which amended the "Eight Prin
ciples Governing Chinese Foreign Aid" enunciated by 
then-Premier Zhou Enlai during a 1963-1964 African 
tour (see "Four Principles Governing Sino-African 
Economic and Technical Cooperation" and "Eight 
Principles Governing Chinese Foreign Aid," page 4). 
The two sets of principles differ significantly. The 
"Eight Principles" of the 1960s focused on loans and 
one-way aid flows, while the "Four Principles" of the 
1980s stress economic and technological cooperation. 
And whereas the "Eight Principles" emphasized help
ing recipients to become self-sufficient, the "Four Prin
ciples" are phrased mainly in terms of mutual 
benefits. 

The reformulated foreign aid policy represented an 
attempt to reconcile China's need to acquire capital 
for its own economic development with its desire to 
develop good relations with the nations of Africa. The 
way out of the dilemma was perceived to be increased 
economic cooperation. Although the value of Sino
African trade in 1984 amounted to only 2.3 percent of 
China's world trade, the prospects for increased flows 
are good. Indeed, total Sino-African trade rose from 
RMB¥ 2.374 billion in 1983 to RMB¥ 2.581 billion in 
1985 (RMB¥ 1 = $0.28 as of March 1988). 

In accordance with these guidelines, post-1983 talks 
with visiting African leaders have focused on economic 
cooperation. China has agreed to invest Zaire's 

outstanding debt to Beijing in Sino-Zairian joint proj
ects and to commit more loans to the Chinese-built 
Tazara Railway opened in 1975 to connect landlocked 
Zambia with Tanzania. In 1986 alone, China signed 
$480 million in construction and labor contracts with 
37 African countries. Although statistics for the period 
are incomplete, around 80 bilateral economic agree
ments and protocols were negotiated between 1983 
and 1986, and trade and technology committees have 
been set up with 10 African states (Tunisia, Morocco, 
Mauritius, Gabon, Congo, Zimbabwe, Tanzania, Mauri
tania, Algeria, and Libya) . 

(3) Position in the Third World. In terms of GNP 
per capita, China is still a developing country, but its 
population, geographic size, economic resources, total 
GNP, and military, nuclear, and space technology capa
bilities all combine to place it in the ranks of the ma
jor players in world affairs . Unlike the case in Mao 
Zedong's time, China no longer seeks to be viewed as 
the leader of the Third World, but rather as having a 
special role to play in relation to the Third World 
because it is both a major power and a developing 
country. 

Beijing's position with a foot in two worlds has had 
a significant (and sometimes paradoxical) impact on 
its Africa policy. On the one hand, China now considers 
increased economic aid to Africa a key element in im
proving relations with the continent. Aid rose from 
$50 million in 1982 to $100 million in 1983 and to 
$200-300 million in 1987. Visiting African heads of 
state usually return home with a loan; between Decem
ber 1986 and July 1987, for example, each of nine 
visiting African leaders received a loan in the range of 
$15-30 million. 

On the other hand, Chinese enterprises are encour
aged to increase exports to Africa. This policy em
phasis has resulted in a significant imbalance in Sino-
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African trade in China's favor. The 1985 figure was 
about $350 million (RMB¥ 708.32 million). 

Another element in China's Africa policy is the sub
tlety with which the Chinese model is encouraged. 
The United States is criticized for intervention in 
Africa's internal economic policies via the World 
Bank, and the Soviet Union is criticized for its em
phasis on nonproductive military sales and aid. The 
Chinese model in the 1980s, in contrast to that of the 
1960s, is economic reform-a model newly attractive 
to the many African countries that (like China in the 
1970s) have experienced economic failure. In a con
versation in Beijing in February 1987 with Gabon's 
President Omar Bongo, China's paramount elder states
man Deng Xiaoping expressed the hope that China 
could provide an unprecedented example for Third 
World development-that of how a very backward 
country becomes developed. To differentiate China's 
encouragement of other underdeveloped countries 
from the interventionism of the superpowers, Deng 
said: "We do not require the Third World to take over 
our experience, absolutely not ... , but to make use of 
something useful." 

Africa Policy in Context 
While "Third World" is an inexact term, the Chinese 
leadership generally considers it to include the Middle 
Eastern countries, all of Africa except South Africa, 
some Eastern European socialist countries, Latin 
America, and the Asian and Pacific countries with the 
exception of Japan and Australia. The nations in these 
groupings vary in terms of political systems, economic 
development, international status, and military power. 
Therefore, China's overall Third World policy consists 
only of some general principles-strengthening unity, 
deepening friendship, and improving common develop
ment. Beijing's Africa policy, however, is much more 
concrete and specific. 

The main goal of China's Third World policy has 
been to gain political support to enlarge Beijing's in
fluence and enhance its position in the world at large. 
This goal comes closest to achievement in Africa. By 
1983 China had diplomatic relations with all African · 
countries except Malawi, Swaziland, and South Africa. 
Africa is China's main Third World source of support 
in international forums (e.g., African votes helped it 
gain admission to the United Nations in 1971). Africans 
regularly join with China in UN votes calling for the 
withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan and 
Vietnamese troops from Cambodia. 

The influence of Mao's theory remains strong in 
Africa. A number of African military leaders have 
been intrigued by Mao's ideas about the military, in
cluding Uganda's President Yoweri Museveni, who has 
set rules for his troops resembling those once issued 
by Mao. And during the 1980s Beijing has hosted a 
stream of African heads of state, whose visits usually 
include a briefing on China's approaches to economic 
reform. The list includes Benin's President Mathieu 
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Kerekou, Gabon's President Omar Bongo, Congo's 
President Denis Sassou-Nguesso, Cameroon's Presi
dent Paul Biya, Gambia's President Sir Dawda 
Jawara, Mali's President Moussa Traore, Mauritania's 
President Maawiya Ould Sid'Ahmed Taya, Lesotho's 
King Moshoeshoe II, Ghana's Jerry Rawlings, Niger's 
President Seyni Kountche, Burkina Faso's President 
Thomas Sankara, Equatorial Guinea's President 
Teodoro Obiang Nguema Mbasogo, Mozambique's 
President Samora Machel, Tanzania's President Julius 
Nyerere, Botswana's President Quett Masire, Senegal's 
President Abdou Diouf, Rwanda's President Juvenal 
Habyarimana, Seychelles' President France Albert 
Rene, the Central African Republic's President Andre 
Kolingba, Sao Tome and Principe's President Manuel 
Pinto da Costa, Zimbabwe's President Canaan 
Banana, and Zambia's President Kenneth Kaunda. 

Beijing's posture toward Asia and Latin America is 
much less harmonic and affable than that toward 
Africa. It has no diplomatic presen~e in 14 Latin 
American and 11 Asian nations. Relations with neigh
boring Asian countries are often tense, and security is 
a dominant issue. There have been three serious 
border clashes with neighboring states during the last 
generation-with India in 1962, the Soviet Union in 
1969, and Vietnam in 1979. Some of these problems 
have their roots in centuries-old regional feuds and 
lingering resentment of domination by China's 
emperors. 

China has less interaction with Latin America than 
with any other sector of the Third World. This is partly 
because the United States regards the area as its own 
preserve and partly because Taiwan has diplomatic 
relations with more countries in Latin America than in 
any other region of the world. 

In the case of Africa, the field is more open. Unlike 
the case in East Asia, China never played an imperial 
or colonial role in Africa. On the contrary, both China 
and Africa were victimized by European efforts at domi
nation. Although most Africans knew almost nothing 
about China at the time they achieved independence, 
many were wary of the prospect of Western "neocolo
nialism" and wanted to broaden their options. China's 
distinctively non-Western civilization provided a good 
foundation for future relations. Another favorable fac
tor is that Taiwan's major link on the African conti
nent is with South Africa. 

The 1990s 
There is every indication that the upgrading of Sino
African relations that began in 1982 will continue. The 
specific nature of these relations in the 1990s will de
pend largely on two factors-the reform process in 
China and Sino-superpower relations. 

If CPC General Secretary Zhao Ziyang can consoli
date his position within the Chinese elite before the 
demise of Deng Xiaoping, the reform program is likely 
to progress in the next decade. The results of the 13th 
CPC Congress in late 1987 provide reason for hope on 
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Eight Principles Governing Chinese Foreign Aid 

(1) In the assistance it furnishes to other coun
tries, the Chinese government constantly. ob
serves the principle of equality and mutual bene
fit. It never considers this assistance as a type of 
unilateral charity but rather as mutual aid. 
Thanks to this assistance, the friendly new emerg
ing countries gradually develop their own na
tional economies, free themselves from colonial 
control, and consolidate world anti-imperialist 
forces. This is in itself a tremendous support to 
China. 

(2) In furnishing aid to other countries, the 
Chinese government strictly respects the sover
eignty of the recipient states. It never asks for 
any privilege and never poses conditions. 

(3) The Chinese government furnishes its eco
nomic assistance in the form of loans exempt 
from interest or at a minimum rate of interest 
and provides long periods for their repayment, so 
as to reduce to a minimum the burden carried by 
the recipient countries. 

(4) In furnishing economic aid to foreign coun
tries, the Chinese government does not seek to 
place the recipients in a state of dependence on 
China but rather to aid them to move forward, 
step by step, on the pathway of self-sufficiency. 

(5) Projects that the Chinese government helps 
the recipient countries to realize are, as much as 
possible, those capable of yielding rapid results 
for a minimum investment. This makes it possible 
for the recipient governments to increase their 
revenue and accumulate capital. 

(6) The Chinese government furnishes the best 
material manufactured by its own plants at prices 
prevalent on the international markets. If the 
material proves not to be in conformance with 
the norms and quality desired, it promises to 
replace it. 

(7) To be sure that personnel of the recipient 
country have fully assimilated the necessary 
knowledge to use its technical aid, the Chinese 
government offers them the appropriate technical 
training. 

(8) The experts that the Chinese government 
sends to recipient countries to aid them in their 
tasks of construction have the same standard of 
living as the experts of these countries. Chinese 
experts are forbidden to formulate any special 
demands or to benefit from special advantages. 

-Adapted from a statement by 
then-Premier Zhou Enlai during 
a 1963-1964 visit to 10 African 
states 

Four Principles Governing Sino-African Economic and Technical Cooperation 

(1) In carrying out economic and technological 
cooperation with African countries, China abides 
by the principles of unity and friendship, equality 
and mutual benefit, respects their sovereignty, 
does not interfere in their internal affairs, at
taches no political conditions and asks for no 
privileges whatsoever. 

(2) In China's economic and technological coop
eration with African countries, full play will be 
given to the strong points and potentials of both 
sides on the basis of their actual needs and possi
bilities, and efforts will be made to achieve good 
economic results with less investment, shorter 
construction cycles and quicker retun1s. 

(3) China's economic and technological coop
eration with African countries takes a variety of 
forms suited to the local specific conditions, such 
as offering technical services, training technical 
and management personnel, engaging in scientific 

and technological exchanges, undertaking con
struction projects, and entering into cooperative 
production and joint ventures. With regard to the 
cooperative projects it undertakes, the Chinese 
side will see to it that the signed contracts are 
observed, the quality of work guaranteed and 
stress laid on friendship. The experts and 
technical personnel dispatched by the Chinese 
side do not ask for special treatment. 

(4) The purpose of China's economic and tech
nological cooperation with African countries is to 
contribute to the enhancement of the self-reliant 
capabilities of both sides and promote the 
growth of the respective national economies by 
complementing and helping each other. 

-Adapted from a statement by 
then-Premier Zhao Ziyang during 
his visit to 11 African states in 
1982-1983 



the longevity of the reform effort. 
Since the rise of Gorbachev, the Soviet Union has 

sought to mend its relations with China. Improvement 
has already taken place in economic, cultural, and 
even to some extent political terms. Sino-American 
relations are developing more slowly at present than 
Sino-Soviet relations. The Taiwan issue will continue 
to be an impediment here. 

If the above assumptions about domestic reform 
and the superpower factor prove to be correct, then 
China's Africa policy will not change much in the 
1990s. Zhao's political report on the recent party con
gress devoted only a short passage (less than 450 
Chinese characters) to external relations, but he con
fi rmed that "China will firmly continue the peaceful in
dependent foreign policy." 

Chinese political influence in Africa seems likely to 
increase in the 1990s because of Beijing's improved 
economic situation resulting from the success of the 
domestic reform program, and consequent attractive
ness as a development model. As the economy strength
ens, China will increase its aid to Africa. This enhanced 
position as a role model and aid donor will give China 
more voice in African affairs. Relations with African 
regimes that have developed close ties with the Soviet 
Union will probably become less of a problem as Bei
jing and Moscow resolve some of their differences. 

As long as the government of South Africa main
tains its racist policies, the PRC will not engage in 
contact with it. China has never had any specific eco
nomic or other interests in South Africa and has no 
reason to offend the rest of Africa by getting closer to 
Pretoria, let a lone establishing diplomatic relations. 
Denunciations of South Africa .for its "barbaric racism" 
and its promotion of regional instability are likely to 
continue. 

Diplomatic relations are unlikely to be established 
with Malawi in the near future because of Life Presi
dent H. Kamuzu Banda's strongly-held anti-Communist 
beliefs. Minimal political relations will be maintained 
with such controversial regimes as those of Zaire's 
Mobutu and Libya's Qaddafi, but further economic ties 
may well be developed. 

Given China's and Africa's shared problems of under
development, Sino-African economic cooperation can
not be expected to develop quickly in the next decade. 
One area of current Chinese activity is that of trilateral 
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joint ventures, in which China provides technology, an 
African country supplies resources, and capital is 
sought from a third partner. But finding the third 
partner willing and able to provide the needed capital 
for such enterprises is not easy. 

As scientific progress continues in the industrial 
countries, the technological gap between Africa and 
the developed countries will widen and Africa's ability 
to absorb state-of-the-art techniques will be further 
reduced. In these circumstances, China anticipates 
that the simple, easy-to-use technology it can provide 
will have increasing appeal. Chinese machinery is 
highly appropriate, for example, for the labor
intensive industries that would help African countries 
deal with a growing unemployment problem. Chinese 
arms, which are sold at around one-third the price of 
Western arms, will be attractive to African states 
seeking to conserve their supplies of foreign currency. 

Assuming that China continues to focus on develop
ing its economic potential, exports are likely to in
crease and the trade surplus with Africa to rise. China 
has little choice in this matter, because of its own 
critical need for foreign currency and the hope to maxi
mize Taiwan's economic and political isolation. Beijing 
is aware of African dissatisfaction over the lopsided 
trade figures, and will increase its aid, but only to a 
moderate extent. The Chinese people remain resentful 
of Mao's openhanded foreign aid policy of the 1960s, 
and an excessive rise in aid now could have negative 
domestic ramifications. Moreover, there is simply little 
money to spare for foreign aid. 

On balance, however, China's long-run relationship 
with the nations of Africa is likely to be one of in
creasing but low-key influence and helpfulness. 

Xuetong Yan is a Chinese citizen now completing 
a doctorate in the Department of Political Science at 
the University of California / Berkeley. He received 
a B.A. in 1982 from the Department of English at 
the University of Heilongjiang, and an M.A. in 1986 
from the Institute of International Relations in Bei· 
jing. Since 1983 he has published some 15 papers 
on African affairs. He will be returning to China 
when he completes his studies at Berkeley. 
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