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Shaping the Future of Power 

China’s rise to power has become one of the most discussed questions both 
in International Relations theory (IRT) and foreign policy circles. Although 
power has been a core concept of IRT for a long time, the faces and mecha-
nisms of power as it relates to Chinese foreign policy making have reinvigo-
rated and changed the contours of the debate. With the rise of China and 
other powers across the global political arena comes a new visibility for dif-
ferent kinds of encounters between states, particularly between China and 
other Global South states. These encounters are made more visible to IR 
scholars now because of the increasing infuence and impact that rising 
powers are making in the international system. This book shows that foreign 
policy encounters between rising powers and Global South states do not nec-
essarily exhibit the same logics, behaviors, or investment strategies of Euro-
American hegemons. Instead, they have distinctive features that require new 
theoretical frameworks for their analysis. Shaping the Future of Power probes 
the type of power mechanisms that build, difuse, and project China’s power 
in Africa. It is necessary to take into account the processes of knowledge pro-
duction, social capital formation, and skills transfers in Chinese foreign pol-
icy toward African states to fully understand China’s power-building mecha-
nisms. These elements are crucial for the relational power framework to 
capture both the material aspects and ideational people-centered aspects to 
power. By examining China’s investments in human resource development 
programs for Africa, the book examines a vital, yet undertheorized, aspect of 
China’s foreign policy making. 

Lina Benabdallah is Assistant Professor of Politics and International Afairs 
at Wake Forest University. 
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chaPter one 

Introduction 

In 19 8, the Percentage of China’s population living under extreme 
poverty was 90. By 2014, that number had been reduced to less than 1 per-
cent.1 By any measure, China is an economic development success story—if 
not a miracle. Any developing country would look to China’s example and 
envy the fact that China lifted hundreds of millions of people out of ex-
treme poverty in such record time. Even more, while doing so, China be-
came the world’s second largest economy, and now has the world’s largest 
middle class. The list of superlatives could go on, but the point is that this 
unprecedented success inspires many leaders and political elites in devel-
oping countries to view the Chinese experience as a more attractive model 
for their own development than the often-failing prescriptions from the 
International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. Political elites in sev-
eral countries, particularly African countries, are interested in learning 
from China’s state-led, centralized development model. This is especially 
true for African countries that have existing afnities with China’s gover-
nance system, social values, and economic structures. Many African lead-
ers’ skepticism toward capitalism, neoliberal conditionality structures, and 
democratic governance puts them in a position to look for alternative 
models to learn from and adopt. 

Ethiopia is an example of a country that has expressed a strong prefer-
ence for modeling its development path after China’s. The Ethiopian gov-
ernment has openly discussed its strategy of learning about China’s develop-
ment model from Chinese politicians, economists, development experts, 
and party strategists. As many policy experts have noted, Ethiopia has been 
one of the most eager countries to adopt and adapt China’s development 
model.2 It is not surprising, then, that members of Ethiopia’s ruling party, 
the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF), welcome 

1 
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Chinese government-sponsored professionalization trainings. Delegation 
after delegation, members of the EPRDF are hosted by the Central Party 
School of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) for seminars sharing the 
CCP’s poverty alleviation techniques, social media management, party or-
ganizational structure, and cadre education. For example, in April 201 , at 
the invitation of the CCP, a study group of the EPRDF visited China for ten 
days (China International Department 201 ). Two months later, another 
delegation led by the EPRDF’s minister of rural politics, Tefera Deribew, vis-
ited China for another period of ten days.3 The training seminars for party 
elites represent a space where the appeal of China’s development and gover-
nance model is intertwined with the networking and connections between 
political elites on either side.4 

Ethiopia’s EDPRF is nowhere near the only example of a ruling party in 
Africa with close ties to the CCP. Several others across the continent either 
have strong ties to the CCP going back to the 1950s or have been cultivating 
them more recently (Eisenmen 2018a, 2018b). South Africa’s ruling party, 
the African National Congress (ANC), has a very close relationship with the 
CCP. Immediately before the 2019 South African elections, the ANC en-
hanced its party-to-party interactions with the CCP by seeking to learn les-
sons on how to manage the public relations and messaging side of the elec-
tions. To this efect, in the summer of 2018, upon returning from a top-party 
level visit to China, ANC secretary-general Ace Magashule announced that 
the CCP will train three hundred cadres over the next fve years (Kgosana 
2018). The CCP’s networks with South Africa’s party elites can also be ob-
served in its support for the development of the ANC’s own party school in 
the outskirts of Johannesburg (Findlay 2014). Ofcials stated that the school 
would be modeled after the CCP’s Central Party School in Shanghai, where 
“party members and foreign guests attend classes on ‘revolutionary tradi-
tions,’ learning everything from Marxist theory to media management” 
(Findlay 2014). In addition to China’s development model, which is attrac-
tive to many leaders in the Global South, China’s governance model (includ-
ing the party school system) is also a source of attraction. 

A similar pattern can also be found in Kenya. Since the recent launch of 
the Jubilee Party of Kenya, China’s CCP has been providing party member 
trainings to several delegations (Wanga 2016). Given how new the party is, 
there is obviously a lot of capacity-building work that needs to be done for 
the party to get stronger and gain political traction. The CCP has been host-
ing delegations of no less than ffty members to provide seminars on party 
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3 Introduction 

management, cadre formation, and organizational structure. During a train-
ing debriefng meeting attended by several top CCP party members to share 
strategies with the Jubilee Party, a top party ofcial emphasized the CCP’s 
people-centered development approach as a key to its successful diplomacy 
in Africa. The ofcer also highlighted poverty elimination as a big area of 
overlap with the majority of African countries. According to his remarks, the 
CCP’s goal is to eradicate poverty in China by 2020. This emphasis on pov-
erty elimination and the creation of economic growth opportunities for ru-
ral areas is of great interest to Kenya’s Jubilee Party members. Attending the 
seminars allows the party elite to learn directly from their Chinese counter-
parts on how they approach poverty eradication. The party’s secretary gen-
eral, Raphael Tuju, observed that “in 1961, Kenya’s GDP per capita was four 
times higher compared to China’s. Today, the GDP per capita in Kenya is 
$1,450 while in China it is $8,8 5. China’s GDP has gone up more than 50 
times, while in Kenya, it has gone up only three times. We should fnd out 
the focus that China took in the last 40 years” (Mutethya 2018). Tuju’s re-
marks show how China’s development success story is attractive to several 
party leaders and political elites. Professionalization trainings in fghting 
corruption and better public-resource management were of particular inter-
est to Tuju. 

For China, its development model, and its governance practices and 
norms, become more legitimated when they are adopted, mimicked, or at 
least received positively by the international community. China is posi-
tioned in a way that allows it to make choices about if and how it interacts 
with states interested in emulating its development or governance model. 
Especially in cases where Beijing promotes the China model as an alternative 
for other states, the Chinese government sponsors a variety of elite trainings 
and interweaves social relations with business investments. China’s com-
petitive advantage in a race for infuence and attractiveness is built around 
expanding social capital, professional networks, and relational power with 
African elites. This book is about how and why social capital and network-
building matter for shaping the future of power in global politics. 

In particular, this book explores the interwoven roles of social relations, 
knowledge production, and power in China’s foreign relations. It revolves 
around a central yet complex question: Do all major powers project their in-
fuence and power in the same way? Or does China project its power and in-
fuence diferently than other major powers? I argue—in contrast with con-
ventional approaches to International Relations theory (IRT)—that social 
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networks and people-centered relations are a core factor for the (successful) 
conduct of Chinese foreign policy even in the areas where traditional IRT 
would expect materialism to dominate. Whereas it is more feasible to geo-
code China’s port investments in Africa, for instance, or count how many 
stadiums and highways were built by Chinese frms, it is equally important 
to understand the social fabric and network-building even if they are not as 
readily visible. Social capital and social networks here are meant in the sense 
that webs of personal and professional relations and social networks are 
what enable actors to be powerful. Accounting for the role of relations both 
empirically and theoretically is indispensable for understanding how China 
is becoming such a major power and to understanding China’s shaping of 
the future of power. 

On September 3, 2018, Beijing rolled out red carpets for over ffty African 
state leaders and ofcials hosting the seventh Forum on China-Africa Coop-
eration (FOCAC). For days after the Forum, pictures of African presidents 
shaking hands with Chinese president Xi Jinping at the glamorous Great 
Hall of the People decorated with African nations’ fags fooded Chinese and 
international news outlets. This FOCAC meeting, like its predecessors, is a 
space for cultivating social capital, forging people-to-people bonds, and 
building strong personal connections between African delegations and their 
Chinese counterparts. FOCAC meetings are not just about the one or two-
day overmediatized summits, they include a variety of functions from busi-
ness summits to press conferences, from private meetings among heads of 
states to dinner banquets. 

China became the continent of Africa’s largest trading partner in 2009, 
overtaking European and Western powers, which have long been the most 
infuential outsiders in African economies.5 China has also become the des-
tination of the largest number of African students seeking university degrees 
outside of the continent. Over the course of the last two decades, China 
matched and even eclipsed European powers’ infuence in Africa without 
fghting wars, wielding military power, or using what are traditionally un-
derstood as aggressive tools of “great power” diplomacy. China’s foreign 
policy toward African states is very diverse in scope with a variety of means 
deployed. One way that China’s foreign policy toward Africa is conducted is 
forum diplomacy, through FOCAC, which is organized to chart multilateral 
relations between China and African states. The Forum—which takes place 
every three years—outlines the agenda and scope for the upcoming three 
years. Given the numerous and high-profle actors involved, organizing FO-
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5 Introduction 

CAC is very complicated logistically. By the time government representa-
tives arrived in Beijing in September 2018, most aspects of the agenda were 
already negotiated and ironed out. The meeting itself was not the place for 
negotiating the agenda or scope of China-Africa relations. Rather, it was an 
opportunity for the Chinese government to exercise the art of social rela-
tions under the spotlight of major international media outlets. The media 
attention was an opportunity to project to the world a brand of China-Africa 
relations focused around presidential handshakes, embraces, agreements, 
and solidarity. Yet China’s summit-diplomacy through FOCAC or other plat-
forms is about more than media optics: China’s art of diplomacy by social 
relationships goes beyond camera lenses and extends beyond Africa. 

Relations and relationality are central to China’s foreign policy and dip-
lomatic conduct generally and in Africa specifcally. The China-Africa Forum 
cements and institutionalizes the practice of cultivating social relationships, 
but it is neither its beginning nor its end. The forum is a place where dis-
course meets practice about the centrality of relationality and exchanges of 
favors, support, and, in the words of Mayfair Yang, it is a place for the “culti-
vation of personal relationships and networks of mutual dependence; and 
the manufacturing of obligation and indebtedness” (Yang 1994, 6). Building 
social relations and manufacturing obligation in China-Africa relations is 
most evident in FOCAC, which concludes with the release of action plans 
that outline the multilateral pledges made. In the latest action plan (follow-
ing the 2018 FOCAC meeting), of eight major initiatives announced as part 
of China-Africa relations between 2018 and 2021, people-to-people ex-
changes is one.6 The word “exchange” itself appeared eighty-fve times in the 
text, most of which is put in the context of high-level ofcials’ visits, expert 
trainings, and academic and cultural exchanges. 

In order to fully understand China’s foreign policy toward African states 
and its importance in global politics, one certainly needs to look at the f-
nancial fgures, foreign aid levels, and foreign direct investments. But those 
material factors and the capabilities that they refect are not the whole story. 
It is as crucial to examine the investments made in people-to-people rela-
tions and human resource development in China-Africa relations. Especially 
when investment in human capital is not only becoming a hallmark of Chi-
na’s foreign policy in Africa but also with developing countries more broadly. 
To be sure, human resource development programs are—at the very base— 
about social relationships, exchanges, and increasing network and social 
power between Chinese hosts and participating parties. They are also about 
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difusing technical knowledge, norms, and ways of thinking about gover-
nance, development, and security, among other things, based on China’s 
experiences. During FOCAC 2018, Chinese loans and grants to Africa de-
clined compared to the sixth FOCAC in 2015. Yet, despite this decline in 
loans, the amounts of people-to-people exchange programs and profession-
alization trainings pledged signifcantly increased from the previous Forum 
announcements (Brautigam 2018). The word “training” appeared forty-three 
times in the action plan in the contexts of security, culture, development, 
and media. Some could see China’s focus on people-centered diplomacy as a 
trivial detail, but that would be a misinterpretation of the contours of Chi-
nese foreign policy-making. 

human caPital investments in chinese foreign 
Policy maKing 

Chinese president Xi Jinping, speaking at the sixth Forum on China-Africa 
Cooperation in Johannesburg in December 2015, announced China’s ten in-
vestment plans in Africa for the upcoming three years (2015–18). These plans 
laid out Beijing’s continued “support of Chinese enterprises’ active role in 
Africa’s infrastructural development, particularly in sectors such as railways, 
roads, regional aviation, ports, electricity and telecommunications.” He also 
announced fnancial investments to the tune of “US$5 billion in grant and 
zero-interest loans; US$35 billion in loans of concessional nature on more 
favorable terms and export credit line; and an increase of US$5 billion to the 
China-Africa Development Fund” (Xi 2015b). Yet another set of investments 
featured in Xi’s speech pertained to “training 20,000 technical personnel, 
providing 40,000 training opportunities for African personnel in China, of-
fering African students 2,000 education opportunities with degrees or diplo-
mas, and 30,000 government scholarships” (Ministry of Foreign Afairs 
2015a). Likewise, the summit’s action plan announced that for each of the 
three years, China will sponsor “200 African scholars to visit China and 500 
African youths to study in China and train 1,000 media professionals from 
Africa” (Ministry of Foreign Afairs 2015c). Three years later and at the sev-
enth FOCAC, President Xi’s speech laid out similar patterns for China-Africa 
cooperation for the period between 2018 and 2021. If closely examined one 
can see for example that although Chinese state loans and investments in 
Africa dropped by US$10 billion, opportunities for government-sponsored 
scholarships increased from 30,000 to 50,000. FOCAC 2018 announced an-
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  Introduction 

other 50,000 scholarship opportunities, technical skill trainings through 
the China-based Lu Ban workshops, trainings for peacekeeping and police 
units, training of a hundred anticorruption ofcials, inviting 2,000 ex-
change students over the period of three years, and training health experts, 
agriculture specialists, and media staf. While investments in natural re-
sources and infrastructure projects have declined, investments in human 
capital and people-to-people exchange programs have spiked since 2015. 
How can scholars of international relations and foreign policy explain this? 

A substantial body of research on China’s foreign policy suggests that 
China’s power should be viewed through the lenses of economic prowess, 
natural resource extractions, and material capabilities. If that indeed were 
the case, how are we to make sense of China’s increasing investments in hu-
man resource development for African states? Building on and going beyond 
extant literature on China’s foreign policy in Africa, this book seeks to ad-
dress this puzzle by examining how China is deploying social capital and 
relational productive power in Africa through knowledge production via hu-
man resource development and professionalization training programs. This 
book’s central proposition is that by understanding power as relational and 
social, it is possible to see that China’s investments in human resource devel-
opment programs are central to China-Africa power relations for two main 
reasons. First, they expand China’s network of connections with military of-
fcers, civil servants, journalists, and regular citizens. Second, they act as 
spaces for expert knowledge production, norm difusion, and the interpella-
tion of trainees. To elaborate on this argument, the book develops and then 
deploys a new theoretical framework to analyze and explicate the implica-
tions of knowledge production and skills transfers in foreign policy. The next 
section introduces the tools used in the framework. 

Power and Knowledge Production 
in chinese foreign Policy 

There is a rich and diverse plethora of studies on China’s investments in nat-
ural resources, infrastructure construction, and mega-transportation proj-
ects in Africa. However, not much work has been done on China’s invest-
ments in human resource development programs and on their impacts on 
African participants as processes of knowledge production and skills trans-
fers. This is not surprising since China’s rise has by and large been examined 
from the perspective of mainstream IR approaches. Frameworks based on 
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neorealism, neoliberalism, and rationalist theories broadly defned often in-
terpret power as being material, compulsory, and military. Such approaches 
do not have room to analyze knowledge production and people-centered di-
plomacy as power. Many nonmainstream IR scholars, including critical theo-
rists, poststructuralists, and development studies specialists, have recognized 
the limitations of mainstream perspectives on power and worked to reveal 
the role of knowledge production in governance practices. Still, emerging 
work on the power-knowledge nexus largely focuses its attention on North-
South relations. In this work, Global North actors are taken as hegemonic 
generators of rules, norms, and producers of expert knowledge on develop-
ment, governance, security, and so forth. These norms, rules, and knowledge 
are then understood to be internalized and normalized by Global South oth-
ers who are viewed as consumers and not as producers of norms. Scholarship 
problematizing hegemonic confgurations of Global North actors as experts 
and Global South actors as learners is urgent and important but still limited. 
It does not problematize the knowledge-power nexus in contexts beyond 
North-South relations, and therefore falls short in providing a satisfactory 
understanding of the case of China’s foreign policy in the Global South and 
with African states as an example. 

The above-addressed limitations open up opportunities to enrich the 
study of global politics and call for more studies to theorize power-knowledge 
in the Global South. This book is an answer to that call. It deploys a framework 
based on the concept of relational productive power to think of China’s hu-
man development investments as spaces for the production of Chinese expert 
knowledge (e.g., on journalism, development, and security) and as felds for 
the difusion of Chinese values (e.g., on journalism, development, and secu-
rity) to African participants. In this pursuit, the book draws on Foucauldian 
conceptualizations of knowledge as power and power as productive of subjec-
tivities and regimes of truths, and on relational network approaches to power 
building. I enrich this framework by deploying Qin Yaqin’s treatment of the 
concept of guanxi in international relations and his relational theory. 

relationality in international relations 

A key argument of this book is that relationality is one of the most important 
aspects of China’s foreign policy. By relationality, I mean the focus on 
people-to-people connections as the core concept and unit of analysis 
(whether one is considering foreign or domestic types of relations). This is in 
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9 Introduction 

line with a great number of IR scholars who pay attention to relationality 
and view actors’ identities and the roles they perform as determined in rela-
tion to other actors.7 

In the specifc context of China’s foreign policy, scholars have linked re-
lationality to the norm of guanxi (关系 ), which is a core Confucian concept 
that translates (reductively) as “connections” (Fang Yang 2011, 163). Guanxi 
implies a type of special network or a circle of relations through which the 
exchange of favors is expected in business, social, and political relations. Al-
though the importance of personal connections and networks in business is 
not exclusive to China and is well known in European and Anglo-Saxon con-
texts and elsewhere, guanxi is a deeply ingrained cultural trait and part of 
China’s business standard operating procedures (Shih and Huang 2015, 8). 
Cultivating a network of relations is important for the success of a business, 
for instance, because actors draw on their networks for support and for fa-
vors. Guanxi is equally as important domestically as it is to China’s foreign 
relations in that it defnes China’s conduct with its neighbors and other 
states (Kavalski 2013; Shih and Huang 2015). Maintaining dependable rela-
tions and cultivating strong friendships are essential for the success of 
China’s foreign policy. Chinese foreign policy makers pay a great deal of at-
tention to nurturing people-to-people relations, whether this means elite 
exchanges, presidential ofcial visits, or people-level exchanges, summit di-
plomacy, and so forth. Professional networks are valued, nurtured, and taken 
as assets for successful and prosperous foreign relations and reputation. 

A thorough analysis of China’s foreign policy in the Global South 
through the Belt and Road Initiative or with African states has to take into 
account the power of guanxi and China’s investments in constructing net-
works of guanxi. Taking relations and relationality as a core characteristic of 
Chinese foreign policy conduct clearly shows that China’s investments in 
capacity-building programs, trainings for military ofcials, media experts, 
and so on are endeavors that strengthen China’s guanxi in the African con-
tinent. Investments in human resource development programs, as I explain 
in the next section, are just as important (if not more important) in the long 
term than material aspects of power. 

Power and relationality in chinese foreign Policy 

Most scholarship on China’s foreign policy and its infuence in Africa fo-
cuses on investigating investments in natural resource extraction, trade 
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agreements, and infrastructure projects. The impact of investments in hu-
man resource development through professionalization training programs 
is an understudied aspect of these relations, and hence the overriding goal of 
this research is to shed light on them. Since the early 2000s, Chinese foreign 
policy makers have emphasized Africans’ call for more programs that facili-
tate the trainings of skilled labor and promote opportunities for transfers of 
technology from Chinese experts to African recipients. For African elites, 
what has long been missing in Africa’s relations to traditional powers is this 
very aspect of transferring skills. In their view, without training a strong 
workforce, Africa and Africans would continue being dependent on Euro-
pean elites and their expertise. The problem with this is that turning Africa 
into a huge market for European goods and technology comes at the cost of 
creating necessary conditions for local enterprises and companies to acquire 
skilled labor and trainings and operate independently of European exper-
tise. For this reason, one of the ways that China markets its investments in 
Africa as diferent from the European powers is to emphasize vocational 
training programs. Yet, by the same token, one cannot take at face value that 
these trainings are necessarily going to lead to autonomy and independence 
for tech companies and high skill jobs on the African side. 

To be sure, there is a high demand from African leaders and ofcials for 
more transfers of technology and transfers of skills to African workers. There 
is merit to transfers of technology and skills insofar as they have the poten-
tial to enable the host countries to have the resources to model themselves 
after the big frms and gradually work toward promoting local production. 
However, recognizing the importance of technology transfers in promoting 
industrialization and development should not overshadow the question of 
whose technology is being transferred and for what in return. In other words, 
can technology, expertise, and knowledge be neutral? Can technology, 
skills, and knowledge transfers be free of power dynamics? In this book, I 
start from the assumption that the answer to these questions is “no.” The 
Chinese government ofers routine training opportunities to civil servants, 
doctors, police forces, military ofcials, scientists, farmers, and university 
professors, among other occupations. Professionalization trainings also tar-
get, increasingly, media specialists since they are viewed as the painters of 
China’s image in Africa. Media scholarships are given both to professional 
journalists who are interested in short-term training and to students of me-
dia and communications who are getting higher education degrees. As noted 
above, despite a decline in the overall volumes of Chinese investment pack-
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11 Introduction 

ages in Africa in the seventh FOCAC meeting (2018), the numbers of voca-
tional trainings and people-to-people exchange opportunities have gone up. 
This signals the importance of focusing our analysis and attention on this 
big portion of China’s foreign policy conduct in Africa. 

data and methods 

Why is China increasingly investing in human capital development pro-
grams in Africa even when it limits its loans and fnancial grants to African 
governments? To what extent do skills transfers and professionalization 
training programs promote China’s development and governance model as 
a viable alternative to the liberal order? How is China’s power manifested in 
its relations to postcolonial Global South states? 

When I set out to examine these questions, I did not plan on “discover-
ing” what China’s power in Africa looked like. During my frst research feld 
trip to Beijing (in the summer of 2014), I initially meant to research FOCAC, 
explore China’s foreign policy through the institutional prism of FOCAC, 
and ask about the organizational structure and negotiating power within 
FOCAC. During this feldwork trip, I noticed a proliferation of professional-
ization training workshops hosted in Beijing for delegations of African po-
litical elites, civil servants, and occasionally cohorts dressed in military uni-
forms. I was able to attend some of them. As I did so, I remember feeling 
overwhelmed by how many of these events there were all over Beijing. In 
June 2014, while I was still in Beijing, the Chinese government hosted the 
second China-Africa media forum (under the umbrella of FOCAC), which I 
attended. Seeing dozens of government ofcials, ministers of telecommuni-
cation, journalists, and media staf from Africa in the audience of their 
Chinese counterparts sharing expert knowledge on journalism values, prin-
ciples, and digital technology left me deeply curious about the workshops. 
During that trip, and thanks to several colleagues who granted me access to 
attend many of these workshops, I was able to talk to many African diplo-
mats about the workshops and their impressions of them. I got very positive 
impressions from African invitees about China’s development model, Chi-
nese megacities, high technology, rapid trains, and so forth. There was a 
sense of admiration for and awe toward China’s development model. As one 
diplomat from Rwanda said to me, “Whether we like it or not, the [Chinese] 
system works.”8 
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I then started to refocus my research questions to learn more about Chi-
nese government-sponsored training seminars, the impressions African par-
ticipants had, and the goals/objectives from the Chinese side. In this pursuit, 
I conducted semistructured interviews with several agencies and actors in 
China. I had interviews with senior ofcials at China’s Ministry of Foreign 
Afairs (MOFA), with African afairs specialists, with think tank analysts, for-
mer diplomats, and academics.9 I also talked to several African journalists 
who were attending the Communication University of China on all-expense-
paid scholarships ofered to them by the Chinese government. In addition, 
several times I observed—without participating—groups of African trainees 
discuss how they should navigate journalism ethics, integrity, and being fully 
sponsored by the Chinese government. On a second feldwork trip, I decided 
to speak with African diplomats in Addis Ababa, the home of the African 
Union headquarters (which, symbolically, China built for Africans). I was in 
Addis Ababa in February 2015 and got to speak to several diplomats at the 
Union about their experiences with Chinese-funded professionalization 
seminars and paid-for trips to China. Most of my interviews were conducted 
in English but a few were in French and some in Arabic.10 The impressions on 
China’s knowledge-sharing programs with Africans were overwhelmingly 
positive. In a conversation over dinner with a Nigerian diplomat who had 
participated in two delegation visits to China, he emphasized that the most 
important part about the trips for him was how African delegations were 
treated as equals, with respect and care, by their Chinese hosts.11 

During my interviews at the African Union headquarters, I was told re-
peatedly that Africa is the youngest continent and that training the youth, 
preparing them for jobs, and teaching them Mandarin to get jobs with Chi-
nese companies were all welcome developments from an economic perspec-
tive. Chinese know-how and professional skills were viewed as having a 
positive efect on employment rates. One diplomat expressed his intention 
to enroll in a “Mandarin for Business” course he saw advertised by the Con-
fucius Institute at Addis Ababa University. This led me to visit the Confucius 
Institute—China’s culture and language center—located at Addis Ababa 
University. I interviewed the director, several Ethiopian students who were 
enrolled in Chinese language classes, and the volunteers who were working 
there. I also visited the French and German cultural institutes just to get a 
sense of how they compared to China’s Confucius Institute. In addition to 
these conversations in Addis Ababa, I also traveled to Kenya in March 2015 
and conducted interviews with news anchors and staf at the Africa ofce of 
the China Global Television Network, formerly known as CCTV Africa. 

http:hosts.11
http:Arabic.10
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13 Introduction 

I supplemented the data I collected from all the interviews with ofcial 
documents, discourses such as China’s Africa policy papers, action plans 
from the seven FOCAC forums, speeches by presidents and high-ranking dip-
lomats, and other ofcial China-Africa documents. I also relied on news me-
dia coverage both in Chinese news outlets and also prominent African and 
several international outlets. Additionally, I gained insights from several trips 
I took to China after my feldwork period. During a trip in May 2018 I visited 
the Chinese peacekeeping training base on the outskirts of Beijing in Lafang 
and spoke, informally, to several trainers at the base. I was also able to tour 
Djibouti on an ofcial delegation visit in August 2018 thanks to a workshop 
organized by the Carter Center. During the tour we saw the Chinese-built 
multipurpose port that is adjacent to China’s military base, the special eco-
nomic zone, Djibouti’s data center, the Chinese-built Ethiopia-Djibouti Stan-
dard Gauge Railway, and so forth. Over the past six years of researching this 
topic, high profle and pedestrian, formal and informal, academic or policy-
focused interactions have provided important insights for my analysis of 
China’s foreign policy in Africa and African responses to China’s infuence. 

This book looks to make sense of these very rich feldwork observations 
both theoretically and empirically. Throughout my analysis of ofcial docu-
ments and feldwork observations, I have come to realize that the social bonds, 
connections, and networking opportunities were recurrent emphases of the 
people with whom I interacted. The trips I took, observations, and ofcial docu-
ments led me to probe the links between foreign policy making, network build-
ing, knowledge production, and power projection. Beijing-sponsored profes-
sionalization trainings for Africans seemed to serve two main functions. First, 
they enhance people-to-people connections, expanding networks of relations 
among elites, public servants, foreign policy makers, and youth groups on both 
sides. Second, they serve as spaces for the difusion of expert knowledge, skills, 
and norms about development, security, diplomacy, internet governance, and 
so on from trainers to trainees. The remainder of this book explores themes, 
theories, and fndings of this research with an eye toward how they shed light 
on shaping the future of power in global politics. It is organized as follows. 

the structure of shaPing the future of Power 
in gloBal Politics 

In chapter 2, “Network-Building in China-Africa Relations: Past and Pres-
ent,” I lay out the context of China-Africa relations by examining important 
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patterns in Chinese foreign policy making and by tracing China’s invest-
ments in professionalization training programs for Africans historically. 
Putting into a historical perspective China’s professionalization training 
programs for Africans helps show that although these investments are not 
new and have been part of China’s foreign policy making since the era of 
Chairman Mao Zedong, they have increased both in size and scope in to-
day’s context. The chapter also provides background information that is 
necessary to understand the analysis developed in subsequent chapters. 
Chinese foreign policy, for instance, is characterized by avoiding confronta-
tion and by rhetorically insisting on China’s peaceful rise and friendly in-
tentions. Chinese foreign policy is also characterized by playing a dual role, 
identifying as a developing country while at the same time measuring up to 
great power status. Explaining these aspects of China’s policy is important 
to my discussion of the theoretical frameworks for analyzing power rela-
tions in the Global South. 

Chapter 3, “Relationality, Social Capital, and the Future of Power,” devel-
ops the conceptual and analytical frameworks that I deploy in analyzing the 
case studies of the book. The chapter develops step by step the core theoreti-
cal framework, which consists of three important concepts: relationality (via 
guanxi), knowledge production, and norm difusion. Of the diferent con-
ceptualizations of power in IR literature, I argue for a productive relational 
face of power. By drawing on Qin Yaqin’s relational power, Michel Foucault’s 
insights on the power-knowledge nexus, and literature on institutions as 
norms difusers and socializers, I introduce a framework that enables us to 
understand the role of social networks and relational capital in the foreign 
policy making of emerging (super)powers. Understanding power from a rela-
tional perspective means that actors are as powerful as their social networks. 
Measuring power or infuence from this perspective is not done through 
measuring material capabilities (military or economic). Rather, power and 
infuence are viewed from a social capital standpoint and social relations are 
taken to precede power relations. When personal networks and social capital 
become formal and institutionalized, they in turn become spaces for the 
production of knowledge and the difusion of norms, values, and ways of 
doing things. Expanding networks of connections and promoting people-
to-people exchanges are central to China’s strategy, and an appropriate 
framework to analyze China’s power building mechanisms has to account 
for relationality. Therefore, this framework aims at explaining a big portion 
of China’s foreign policy practices, but it does not seek to argue that material 
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15 Introduction 

power conceptualizations are irrelevant to understanding emerging powers. 
It complements our understanding of power in global politics. 

Chapters 4 through 6 are the case studies through which I explore the 
theoretical framework, relational productive power, the book presents. To-
gether they examine three cases of Chinese government-sponsored profes-
sionalization trainings and people-to-people exchange programs. Each one 
of these chapters is organized into two main sections, one that looks at FO-
CAC discourses announcing the professionalization training programs 
across FOCAC’s seven meetings, and another that examines the content of 
the trainings and their role in expanding China’s social network in Africa. In 
chapter 4, “Guanxi in Military Diplomacy and Security Trainings,” I analyze 
Beijing-sponsored trainings for high-ranking military ofcers, peacekeeping 
troops, and private security agents. The chapter begins by examining the ar-
ticulation of discourses around China’s security strategy in Africa and fol-
lows this by investigating the various security practices implemented 
through peacekeeping troops’ trainings, private security trainings, and high-
level military ofcers’ meetings and exchanges. The chapter argues that 
security-related exchanges and trainings are opportunities for Chinese mili-
tary ofcials to expand their connections and build strong personal rela-
tions with their African counterparts. Yet equally important is that military 
joint drills and trainings are platforms that serve to expand alliance-like ties 
between China and high-ranking African military ofcers. 

Chapter 5, “Guanxi in Public Diplomacy and Trainings for Journalists,” 
discusses Beijing-sponsored training programs and scholarships for journal-
ists (professionals and academics) to experience living and studying in 
China. The recipients of long-term scholarships typically to get all expenses 
paid (airfare, tuition waiver, health insurance, accommodation, and a 
monthly allowance) and are enrolled in Chinese institutions to complete 
graduate degrees in journalism. Many China-trained journalists return to 
their respective countries and resume their reporting jobs. By examining a 
sample curriculum, I fnd that topics such as government-media relations, 
censorship, and social media’s “red lines” are emphasized in seminars orga-
nized for African participants. In my interviews with some of the partici-
pants, I found that their impressions of China have positively changed since 
traveling and living in the country. Even when some journalists are not al-
ways impressed with China’s restrictive journalism model, which includes 
many limitations when it comes to freedom of speech and reporting criti-
cally on the government, overall their experiences of China were positive. 
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Chapter 6, “Guanxi in Cultural Diplomacy and Confucius Institutes,” ex-
amines the role of and the infuence that Chinese cultural centers play in 
promoting China’s self-image and shaping a brand around shared interests 
between the people of China and their African counterparts. The chapter 
examines these cultural diplomacy institutes as spaces for interpellation 
through knowledge production and the difusion of norms about China’s 
attractive development model. China’s Confucius Institutes in African 
countries have as an audience both college students who study Mandarin 
and the community outside of the college, which is invited to participate in 
cultural events. Confucius Institutes also serve as network hubs and liaison 
between Chinese companies looking to hire local labor in Africa and African 
students who are studying Mandarin. Being a student of Mandarin, there-
fore, is branded as a path that leads to concrete jobs and better life prospects. 

Finally, the conclusion, “Relational Power beyond China-Africa Rela-
tions,” refects on the research questions asked in this study and brings back 
the bigger picture of Chinese foreign policy conduct in Africa and the Global 
South. The chapter also suggests three lines of future research that this 
book’s fndings open up: broadening the conceptualization of power in IR to 
include post-Western interpretations and actors beyond the West; contextu-
alizing China’s conduct in Africa in the broader context of other rising pow-
ers’ strategies in Africa; and contextualizing Africa in the broader context of 
China’s foreign policy making toward other Global South states. These three 
approaches would help us further understand Chinese conceptualizations 
of power, order, and hegemony and how they difer (or not) from Global 
North or Western perspectives. Along these lines of research, the chapter 
concludes by ofering a critique of poststructuralist IR scholarship, which as-
sumes that power and domination in foreign relations are a result of “other-
ing” where a superior “self” dominates an inferior “other.” From my analysis 
of China’s foreign policy in Africa, power seems to circulate and operate suc-
cessfully precisely because there is no hierarchical othering. China portrays 
itself as another developing country, as African states’ equal, and this—in 
my analysis—makes power relations less visible/confrontational and there-
fore more successful. 
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chaPter two 

Network-Building in China-Africa Relations 

Past and Present 

During the seventy-third United Nations General Assembly high-level 
meeting held in September 2018, twenty-seven African leaders made the trip 
to New York to participate. Earlier that same month, ffty-one African leaders 
showed up in Beijing to attend the seventh edition of the Forum on China-
Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) (Dahir 2018). That twice as many African lead-
ers were interested in attending FOCAC than the UN General Assembly can 
be due to several variables, but it certainly shows that the relations between 
the Chinese government and its African counterparts is such that to date, 
FOCAC 2018 holds the record for participation from African leaders in any 
multilateral platform.1 At the 2018 FOCAC meeting, China pledged a fnan-
cial package of $60 billion for investments, loans, and grants to be spent over 
a period of three years on the continent. By 2018, China was Africa’s largest 
trading partner for the ninth consecutive year with trade volumes surpass-
ing $100 billion by the end of the year. Robust fnancial ties and diplomatic 
relations between China and African countries are not a new phenomenon— 
they have been cultivated for several decades. 

Soon after the establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 
1949, the Chinese government formulated a foreign policy strategy with fve 
pillars known as the Principles of Coexistence that would guide its conduct 
with other states. The principles include mutual respect for sovereignty and 
territorial integrity, mutual nonaggression, noninterference in each other’s 
internal afairs, equality and mutual beneft, and peaceful coexistence.2 As a 
national strategy, these principles were to work together toward the com-
mon goal of preserving China’s independence, sovereignty, and territorial 
integrity. Between China and other states, these principles helped create a 

1  
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favorable environment for China’s reform and opening up to the external 
world.3 The principle of nonaggression and antihegemony is central to the 
overall conduct of Chinese foreign policy in the Global South. Despite China 
surpassing most developing countries economically, militarily, and in tech-
nological innovation, the Chinese government insists upon qualifying its 
foreign policy in terms of antihegemonism. 

Within these principles, the core focus of Chinese foreign policy priori-
ties can be divided into three main areas of interest: China’s relations with 
major powers (particularly the United States), China’s relations with its 
neighbors (e.g., Japan), and China’s relations with developing countries (in-
cluding other Asian states as well as African and South American states).4 Na-
than and Scobell (2012) explain that China’s current priority is its relations 
with the US because it and China are the world’s largest economies, and be-
cause resolving many global issues will hinge upon coordination between the 
two powers. Nathan and Scobell (2012) call this the frst ring, which also in-
cludes Taiwan. In the second ring, the authors include Japan as well as Chi-
na’s other immediate neighbors and other Asian countries. The last ring in-
cludes no less than three-quarters of the world’s countries, with the majority 
being developing countries. Yet despite the large group of countries included 
in this third ring, Chinese foreign policy had not systematically engaged this 
last ring until the beginning of the 1990s. This was partly because of its Mao-
ist isolationist policy and partly due to ancient Sino-centric views that per-
ceive China as the center of the universe and consider countries that are far 
away from the center to be barbarians and uninteresting.5 

Understanding China’s global strategy through the three rings is impor-
tant for this book in two ways. China’s evolving involvement in African af-
fairs is rather recent when compared against the experiences of traditional 
(or colonial) powers. First, it still is in the making and much of China’s re-
cent strategy in Africa has followed an approach of “testing the water by feel-
ing the stones.” Second, examining Chinese foreign policy in Africa as a case 
of China’s foreign policy in the third ring may allow us to deductively ex-
plain the main characteristics of China’s foreign policy toward about three-
quarters of the world. Although Africa is of a third-level priority for China’s 
foreign policy, it does not make it less important for understanding China’s 
rise to power. On the contrary, countries within the third-level circle reveal a 
lot more about China’s power practices than do China’s relations with the 
US or European powers. 

In order to shed light on the history and trajectory of Chinese invest-
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ments in human capital in Africa, this chapter is organized into three main 
sections. The frst section provides an essential background to the main 
characteristics of Chinese foreign policy conduct since Mao’s rule. Examples 
of such characteristics examined include China’s dual identity both as a de-
veloping country and a superpower, and China’s noninterference principle. 
The second section traces the origins and history of Chinese-sponsored pro-
fessionalization training programs for Africans. Putting professionalization 
trainings in a historical background shows how they have always been a 
foundational aspect of China-Africa relations. The last section gives a brief 
overview of the current status of Chinese government-sponsored profession-
alization training programs. By surveying thousands of training programs 
provided by China for Africans, the section analyzes some trends on what 
the most recurrent topics/areas of trainings are and which countries are the 
top recipients of the trainings. The section gives a necessary primer on the 
current programs that are funded by the Chinese government to train Afri-
cans as a preparation for the empirical analysis. 

Mao’s China and Leading the “Third World” 

Despite the late development of relations between China and other parts of 
the developing world, Global South countries quickly became an important 
part of Chinese foreign policy for three main reasons. Maintaining good re-
lations with developing countries is necessary for increasing China’s diplo-
matic support, market extension, and image building (Taylor 2006,  ). First, 
China was in need of diplomatic support in order to curtail Taiwan’s inde-
pendence claims. When the Chinese civil war ended in 1949, the PRC was 
ruled by Mao’s communist regime whereas the Republic of China (ROC) or 
Taiwan was ruled by Kuomintang’s Nationalist Party. Both governments 
claimed to be the “ofcial China” yet Taiwan was the one that received of-
cial recognition from the international community (including the UN). 
However, that did not last long, as the PRC moved to take back the United 
Nations Security Council seat from Taiwan and began an international dip-
lomatic campaign to delegitimize Taiwan as the ofcial China (Cohen 2011, 
56). In 19 1, when the PRC successfully replaced the ROC as a permanent 
member of the Security Council, support and votes from the Group of    
(G  ) countries were crucial. Chinese government ofcials reiterate their rec-
ognition of the G   support and have since then represented the voice and 
concerns of developing countries in a wide variety of contexts. 
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Second, developing countries represent a huge market potential for the 
sale of Chinese goods and products as well as a signifcant source of crude oil 
and other natural resources. China’s trade volume with Africa reached $233 
billion in 2014 whereas the trade volume was less than $1 billion in the 19 0s. 
Maintaining strong relations with Global South countries increases trade in-
terdependence and opens markets for Chinese goods, investments, and con-
tractors. Third, China’s engagement in implementing development projects 
that generate economic growth in developing countries promotes a positive 
image of China and its development model. Starting in the 1980s, Chinese 
foreign policy makers have framed China’s interest in collaborating with the 
Global South under the South-South Cooperation platform.6 

The South-South Cooperation guidelines formulated by the United Na-
tions Development Programme are already deeply enmeshed with Chinese 
foreign policy mechanisms. Some of the principles include respect for na-
tional sovereignty, noninterference in domestic afairs, nonconditionality, 
mutual beneft, and equal partnership (United Nations Ofce of South-
South Cooperation 201  ). UN agencies and many developing countries have 
promoted South-to-South Cooperation vigorously, and China is increas-
ingly becoming an innovator in terms of South-South Cooperation models 
and platforms. The BRICS countries7 and the group of eleven countries ex-
pected to reach middle-income status by 20308 have expanded and revived 
South-South Cooperation through cooperation mechanisms such as trian-
gular projects between two developing countries and a UN agency. For a 
number of years now, the majority of developing countries’ partners have 
efectively been other developing countries. Foreign direct investment from 
and to countries in the Global South has been increasing, and high levels of 
economic and fnancial interdependence have drawn these countries closer 
to one another. Many scholars have questioned the merit of the popularized 
narrative on “Africa’s rise” by assessing the impact of Brazil, India, and China 
on Africa’s economies. A closer look suggests that while African economies 
have successfully grown out of their formal colonial ties and dependencies 
on developed countries, they have not really become independent. Instead, 
according to Taylor (2014), several African economies are diversifying their 
dependency, switching from relying on developed countries to becoming 
increasingly dependent on developing countries. 

This is related to a central question I pose in this book: How do Chinese 
government-funded pledges like 200,000 professionalization training op-
portunities for Africans ft in the “Africa rising” narrative? Do they suggest 
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further dependence with new actors to replace old colonial powers? In addi-
tion, what are the power dynamics and impacts of establishing Confucius 
Institutes to teach Chinese language and culture in African university and 
high school classrooms? In sum, is South-South Cooperation as horizontal 
in practice as it is in rhetoric, or what kind of hierarchies and power dynam-
ics permeate South-South cooperation? 

China’s Dual Performative Role 

Another unique characteristic of Chinese foreign policy making is that it 
plays a dual role, as a developing country and as a major power. Because rela-
tions shape actors’ roles and performance as much as they are shaped by 
them, the role that the PRC assumes in diferent contexts varies from a role 
of an emerging power, to great power relations, to a leader of the developing 
world. The fexibility in China’s roles and brands leads me to discuss another 
unique characteristic of China’s foreign policy: that of being able to simulta-
neously assume a role as a global power and as a developing country (see 
Tang 2018). Beijing can exercise infuence on developing states when trying 
to difuse its own norms and values because it can play the role of a leading 
developing country to its advantage.9 Chinese ofcials emphasize China’s 
role as a fellow developing country when they express dissatisfaction with 
the West-dominated neoliberal order and call on reforming aspects of the 
international system that do not accommodate the Global South. To be sure, 
China is uniquely positioned to brand its position in the world as, in the 
words of Xi Jinping, “the world’s largest developing country.”10 This is be-
cause China is still undergoing poverty eradication projects and develop-
ment plans for the thirty million of its citizens who continue to live under 
the poverty line. Rural areas in China still sufer from considerable levels of 
poverty, air pollution, and health issues that need serious government atten-
tion. Branding China as a developing country that is still fguring out its de-
velopment path makes it a compelling example for developing nations to 
model themselves after and aspire to. 

Based on this dual role, Chinese foreign policy is following two strategies 
simultaneously. One is to actively support the international order to gain 
experience and legitimacy as a responsible power.11 The other is to proac-
tively design Chinese-made initiatives and promote them primarily in de-
veloping countries as programs that are intended to bring prosperity and 
growth to all participants (Benabdallah 2019; Bloomfeld 2016; Clark 2012; 
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Fung 2016; Sohn 2012). These two parallel strategies echo China’s dual role: 
both a developing country and a major power at once. Hence, the Chinese 
government is pragmatically situating itself in a central position by provid-
ing global goods through supporting various organs of the United Nations 
system, while also producing alternative platforms outside of the UN for de-
veloping nations to learn from China’s expertise.12 Therefore, the ebb and 
fow of China’s rapprochement, so to speak, with developing countries in 
Africa and elsewhere is oftentimes issue-based depending on what role Chi-
nese foreign policy is playing. Along these lines, experts project that as 
“China regains it former global status it is increasingly a conficted rising 
power possessing a series of competing international identities that try to 
satisfy a variety of international constituencies.” (Shambaugh and Ren Xiao 
2012, 36–3 ). The diverse, fexible role-playing of China’s foreign policy has a 
considerable efect on China-Africa relations. To some extent, no matter 
how strongly China defnes itself as a developing country, it also remains a 
great power and it exercises, cultivates, and uses that power in nonconfron-
tational ways guided by the fve principles of coexistence. At the same time, 
no matter how powerful China becomes, the history of camaraderie and 
solidarity that links the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) to revolutionary 
leaders in Africa still resonates with many people. 

China’s Noninterference Principle: Use and Limitations 

The noninterference principle has long been an important part of Chinese 
foreign policy discourse toward its neighboring countries as well as toward 
countries with which it has business ties. Ever since Prime Minister Zhou 
Enlai outlined the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence in 1954, noninter-
ference has been a cornerstone of the CCP’s narrative of China’s commit-
ment to a foreign policy conduct that respects states’ sovereignties, resulting 
from having endured a century of foreign aggression.13 Chinese foreign pol-
icy ofcially articulated noninterference as a pillar in China’s relations to 
African countries during the Bandung Conference (1955).14 Starting from 
this principle, as far as Beijing is concerned, the question of secessionist 
movements in Tibet and Xinjiang, cross-strait relations with Taiwan, and 
more recently election frictions in Hong Kong and Uyghur human rights is-
sues are all internal afairs that fall within the prerogatives of the Chinese 
government to handle. Not surprisingly, the principle of noninterference is 
always reiterated in the Chinese ofcial discourse toward African states. For 
example, China’s frst Africa strategy paper states that the CCP 
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develops exchanges of various forms with friendly political parties and orga-

nizations of African countries on the basis of the principles of independence, 

equality, mutual respect and non-interference in each other’s internal afairs. 

The purpose of such exchanges is to increase understanding and friendship 

and seek trust and cooperation. (China’s MOFA 2006) 

The principle of noninterference is always evoked in China-Africa coop-
eration forums and ofcials’ discourses about the relationship between China 
and African countries. Yet it is paradoxical that China has intervened in Afri-
can domestic afairs on more than one occasion and continues to do so today. 
The rhetorical reference to the principle of noninterference, coupled with 
foreign policy practices that do interfere with the domestic afairs of other 
states, is another defning characteristic of China’s foreign policy brand. 

Since the early years of the People’s Republic of China, China’s interfer-
ence in the internal afairs of African countries has been well documented. 
China’s People’s Liberation Army helped train armies in Zanzibar, thereby 
helping the island in its secessionist movement from mainland Tanganyika. 
In the 1990s, Chinese navy patrols were vital in countering piracy of the 
Somali coast. The patrols, which were very frequent and efcient, are techni-
cally an interference in Somali maritime territory. More recently, despite the 
noninterference discourse, Chinese arms supply played an important role in 
Sudan’s confict against South Sudan. Even more complex, Chinese-
manufactured weapons “sold to Sudan have been funneled to rebels in South 
Sudan” (Ferrie 2016). The Chinese government was put in a more embarrass-
ing spot when a deal for multiyear arms supplies between South Sudan and 
the China North Industries Corporation was made public (Tiezzi 2015). Chi-
na’s arms supply to South Sudan’s government is in direct confict with its 
noninterference principle. The principle has many practical limitations, but 
its rhetorical purchase continues to withstand the test of time. The cases of 
Sudan and Libya are both a testimony to China’s ability to adapt its nonin-
terference principle. 

China’s noninterference principle was put to the test multiple times in 
Africa (Large 2008b; Barber 2018). During many years of the Darfur confict, 
Chinese foreign policy makers kept ignoring African as well as US and major 
EU states’ calls to use China’s economic and political leverage to stop the 
confict while arms sales between Beijing and Khartoum were ongoing. Afri-
can governments condemned China’s silence and nonengagement in the 
Darfur crisis while China conducted business as usual with Sudanese presi-
dent Omar Hassan Ahmad Al-Bashir and reiterated the noninterference 
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principle.15 When the confict in Sudan began to spill over to Chad, Chad’s 
Ministry of Foreign Afairs appealed directly to Beijing’s diplomacy to urge 
the Sudanese government to stop the violence, but to no avail. Beijing’s non-
action had in fact provoked several international human rights and advo-
cacy groups to call for a boycott of the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing unless 
China took a stand on Darfur.16 Such a diplomatic dilemma ended with the 
Chinese government putting pressure on Sudan to allow humanitarian in-
tervention in South Sudan. China, after much reticence to interfere, became 
one of the frst countries to recognize the establishment of the state of South 
Sudan with Juba as its capital and business as usual was carried on in secur-
ing oil exports to China (Junbo 2012, 8). However, in late 2013, violent fght-
ing broke out between rival factions within South Sudan, and this time 
about 400 Chinese oil workers had to be evacuated and oil exports to China 
decreased. The Chinese Ministry of Foreign Afairs did not invoke the nonin-
terference principle when it issued statements calling for an immediate 
cease-fre and asked South Sudan’s government to protect Chinese nationals 
in the country.17 The Chinese Ministry of Foreign Afairs (MOFA) played a 
proactive role in mediating negotiations between the warring factions in 
Addis Ababa in 2014 and by May 2014 China had contributed to the UN Mis-
sion in South Sudan with 314 troops (Tiezzi 2014). 

Sudan is not the only place where China’s principle of noninterference 
has shown practical limitations. In Libya, China had to improvise emer-
gency evacuations of over 35,000 Chinese workers at the start of the civil 
confict. By early spring 2011, several countries were calling for implement-
ing the responsibility to protect norm with regards to Muammar Gaddaf’s 
indiscriminate use of force in Benghazi. Despite China’s rhetorical celebra-
tions of the noninterference principle, it voted yes to UNSC Resolution 19 0, 
which referred Gaddaf to the International Criminal Court.18 By March 
2011, the Security Council passed Resolution 19 3, which called on member 
states to deploy all necessary means to protect civilians in Libya. This time 
China abstained from the vote on grounds that diplomatic solutions were 
not completely exhausted (Fung 2015). Since China did not use its veto 
power on Resolution 19 3, the consequence was the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization’s irresponsible interpretation of the responsibility to protect 
in Libya. NATO’s abuse of its mandate was a blow to China’s solidarity rheto-
ric and a stain on its noninterference principle. During interviews I had with 
several policy makers and academics in Beijing in the summer of 2014, Reso-
lution 19 3 was clearly a thorn in China’s reputation and Global South soli-
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25 Network-Building in China-Africa Relations 

darity brand. The experts I spoke to all made two-pronged explanations of 
China’s position. One is that Beijing had delicately cleared the voting deci-
sion with the Arab League and regional organizations before the vote. The 
other is that China was taken by surprise at how aggressive and beyond man-
date NATO’s intervention was. 

Yet interference does not have to be as apparent as was the case with the 
UN Security Council approval of Resolution 19 3, which led to a devastating 
humanitarian action in Libya. More recently, controversial loan terms from 
China to Zambia, Kenya, and Sierra Leone have raised skepticism around fs-
cal sustainability and the fnancial autonomy of African states as concerns 
their relationships to Chinese banks and loaners. Similarly, China’s foreign 
aid to Africa (or foreign aid in general) has the potential to infuence the po-
litical landscape and to impact regime durability and regime change. Typi-
cally branded as conditionality-free, China’s foreign aid to Africa was esti-
mated at about $15 billion in 2018. Essentially, China’s aid is perceived by 
recipients to be swifter and more efcient when compared to traditional for-
eign aid because it “lacks socioeconomic and environmental safeguards re-
quired by traditional donors” (Swedlund 201 a, 128). 

To illustrate the impact of foreign aid and investments on the political 
landscape, one can take the example of Zimbabwe.19 President Robert 
Mugabe was controversial in his statements after concluding a $240 million 
deal in 2006 for military equipment and trainings from China and how 
those were intended to be used to put down any domestic opposition to his 
regime. Mugabe reportedly warned the opposition that “those who might 
harbor any plans of turning against the government: be warned, we have 
armed men and women who can pull the trigger. . . . The defense forces have 
benefted from the government’s Look East policy [in reference to the close 
ties between his government and China] through which they have not only 
acquired new equipment, but also learned new military strategies” (Reuters 
2006). Noninterference should not just be understood in the confnes of 
military and security realms. It should expand to economic and cultural 
spheres. Infuencing states’ behavior to accept new norms and procedures 
still counts as interference whether the infuence is carried out at gunpoint 
or in cultural institutes. 

From the beginning of PRC-Africa relations, the discourse around the 
noninterference principle was never fully applied in practice and, in my 
view, it has had a performative function strictly. The principle is brought up 
in almost every ofcial text between the Chinese government and its African 
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counterparts in order to brand China’s rise as nonthreatening, and to dis-
tance China-Africa relations from the colonial legacies of European powers. 
It is hard, indeed, to imagine that Africa’s largest trading partner does not 
interfere in African internal afairs. Chapter 4, “Guanxi in Military Diplo-
macy,” provides another test area for the noninterference principle espe-
cially with regard to Chinese private security trainings of African security 
agents. Before I discuss in what ways China’s power is manifested and culti-
vated in its investments in Africa, I provide a brief overview of the disconti-
nuities and changes in China’s prioritization of its relations to African states. 
I divide China’s contemporary diplomacy in the continent into three main 
periods: the anticolonial period, the 19 0s developmental period, and post-
2000 (frst China-Africa Forum) period. These periods highlight China’s for-
eign policy toward African states in terms of investments in human resource 
development and how they have fared over time. While China’s interest in 
sponsoring professionalization training programs for Africans did not spark 
all of a sudden in the last decade, the magnitude and scope of these pro-
grams have increased signifcantly since 2000. In addition, while Chinese 
government-sponsored trainings in the frst period (1950s) were very much 
grounded in ideological anticapitalist motives, the surge in capacity-building 
programs since the early 2000s has little to do with showing support to anti-
colonial revolutionaries. Instead, it has more to do with strengthening rela-
tionality between China’s African counterparts and deepening the nodes of 
the network. In what comes I explore these claims in more detail. 

tracing china-sPonsored Professionalization training 
Programs for africans 

China-African relations have a long history of trade, exchanges, and cultural 
encounters. Indeed, pre-Westphalian China (then known as Ming China) 
was a trade, culture, and science hub. Ming was the central power of trade 
routes along the ancient Silk Road, which reached Europe and Africa. Arche-
ologists trace the earliest interactions between China and Africa back to the 
fourteenth century due to an excavation of coins from the Sung dynasty 
(960–12 9) found in Zanzibar and some coins found as far south as what to-
day is Zimbabwe (Taylor 2011, 2). The coins are attributed to the explorations 
by Chinese admiral Zheng He who became a symbol of China’s ancient 
peaceful outreach expeditions to other continents for cultural and trade ex-
changes (Prashad 2001, 6). 



Revised Pages

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   

2  Network-Building in China-Africa Relations 

Zheng He’s seven expedition voyages between 1416 and 1423 are often 
evoked in ofcial speeches by Chinese government ofcials as China-Africa 
scholarship to manufacture a rhetorical/discursive narrative of China’s en-
counter with Africa as one of an economic and cultural nature rather than 
aggression and colonialism (Musgrave and Nexon 2018). Chinese ofcials 
are adamant about using Zheng He to claim that China is far from a late-
comer to Africa but that it difers from the traditional powers in that it did 
not make colonies out of African states (Taylor 2006, 16).20 For example, the 
Chinese ambassador in Ghana expressed the following about Zheng He at an 
event in May 2016: 

Mr. Zheng He, the greatest navigator in Chinese history led a colossal feet 

composed of over 200 vessels and more than 2 ,000 crew members and car-

ried out seven maritime expeditions to the Western Seas. He reached four 

times the eastern coast of Africa, where current Tanzania, Kenya and Somalia 

are located. Zheng He and his feet introduced tea, porcelain, silk and ad-

vanced technology to the visited regions. What Zheng He took away from 

Africa was only a girafe. China has been one of the most powerful countries 

throughout most of the history, but it has never snatched a piece of colony. 

Aggression and invasion have never found their seats in mainstream Chinese 

culture. There is indeed no gene for invasion in Chinese people’s blood. (Chi-

na’s MOFA 2016) 

The ambassador insisted on narrating China-Africa ties with linguistic ele-
ments that suggest that China’s history is similar to that of Africa. After all, 
he said, both were the cradle of very early and important civilizations, and 
China, like most of Africa, sufered the injustices and stigmas of colonialism. 
Today, a traveler on the Kenyan Nairobi-Mombasa train is greeted by a bust of 
Zheng He in the Mombasa terminal. The brand-new bust, funded by the 
Chinese government, serves as a “reminder” of the timeless friendly rela-
tions between China and Kenya.21 

In reality, General Zheng He’s encounter with Africa’s East Coast is a very 
small episode in a rather long history of disengagement between China and 
the rest of the world. Emphasis on his expeditions are not about the past but 
about the future. Branding a historically peaceful China through the story 
and bust of Zheng He is meant to reinforce Chinese government arguments 
that, given its past conduct, China should be expected to continue its legacy 
of peaceful rise and friendly encounters. To be sure, as the Ming dynasty 
waned and the Qing dynasty (1644–1911) ascended to power, a closed-door 
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policy was implemented, leading to the suspension of all expeditions and re-
lations to the outside world. This part is, conveniently, left out of China-
Africa ofcial discourses by the current government. As the Qing dynasty 
ascended to power, China’s interactions with Africa were signifcantly re-
duced. The weakness of the last emperor of the Qing dynasty had caused Chi-
na’s defeat in the Opium Wars, leading China to become semicolonialized 
after it had been an imperial power. During this time, China turned inward 
and most of its relations with the outside world were retracted. The neglect of 
Africa (and other regions outside of China’s immediate vicinity) persisted un-
til after the inception of the PRC in 1949. Yet, even in the period between the 
1950s and 1990s, relations between China and Africa fuctuated signifcantly 
and frequently between close partnership and total estrangement. 

Professionalization Programs in the Anticolonial Solidarity Period, 1950–1960s 

China’s contemporary interaction with the African continent goes back to 
the preindependence era when many African revolutionary leaders were 
receiving assistance from Chairman Mao and the PRC to fght European co-
lonialism. The solidarity expressed by Mao’s regime stemmed from his ideo-
logical stance against the US-led capitalist world, and from his vision for 
China as a leader of the Global South’s fght against colonialism. One of the 
ways Mao’s solidarity with Africans took shape in the late 1950s was through 
sending Chinese agriculture training staf (Li Anshan 2012, 2) and medical 
teams to train hospital staf in seven countries: Algeria, Congo Brazzaville, 
Guinea, Mali, Mauritania, Tanzania, and Somalia (Li Anshan 2012, 65). Mao 
also funded scholarships for outstanding graduate students from diferent 
African countries to study in China. Being a fervent supporter of the Band-
ung Conference, Mao went all-in with his support of the South-South revo-
lutionary spirit. 

The Bandung Conference was a milestone for the encounter between Af-
rican and Asian leaders and a decisive opportunity for China-Africa rela-
tions. The initiative for the conference started in 1953 with the “Colombo 
Powers”22 and then extended the invitation to twenty-nine developing na-
tions to meet in Bandung, Indonesia in 1955. Six of the twenty-nine coun-
tries invited were African nations: Egypt, Ethiopia, Ghana, Liberia, Libya, 
and the Sudan. Egypt was the only independent African nation that sent its 
state leader to the conference, Gamal Abdel Nasser. Chinese premier Zhou 
Enlai (1949– 5) had close talks with the Egyptian delegation and signed 
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trade agreements with the Egyptian president (Larkin 19 1, 1 ). A few months 
later, Egypt became the frst African country to have ofcial diplomatic rela-
tions with Beijing. The Bandung Conference opened the door for Chinese 
ofcials to voice their views on common anticolonial struggles and shared 
goals of development. Following the conference, Beijing became more in-
volved and interested in supporting revolutionary wars across the continent 
from Algeria to Mozambique, among others. 

During the late 1950s and early 1960s, China sent medical teams, arma-
ments, and equipment to support the Algerian national liberation fghters 
(Strauss 2009,   8). It also trained, as mentioned above, Zanzibar’s army, 
which was aiming to overthrow the Arab regime before unifcation with Tang-
anyika (Li 2009; Taylor 2011, 11). The Chinese government has a track record 
of always being among the frst governments to recognize newly independent 
nations in Africa. The PRC even established ofcial diplomatic relations with 
Algeria four years before Algeria’s independence from France in 1962. Shortly 
afterward, Algeria became the destination of the world’s largest team of Chi-
nese medical trainers (Li 2012, 65). Additionally, the Chinese government sent 
ten delegations to visit diferent African nations in 1959. This number in-
creased to over ffty delegations by 1962. The PRC simultaneously invited Afri-
can delegations to visit China. Between 1960 and 1965, Beijing established of-
fcial diplomatic relations with fourteen African nations (Larkin 19 1, 165). 

However, during the late 1960s and with the start of Chinese Cultural 
Revolution period, relations between China and Africa retracted and several 
Chinese embassy representatives were recalled.23 The atmosphere of mis-
trust that characterized Chinese domestic politics during the Cultural Revo-
lution (1966–69), coupled with the Sino-Soviet confict, had a jarring impact 
on China-Africa relations. Mao’s rigid, ideology-driven foreign policy cost 
the PRC a lot of diplomatic advantages with African countries. Often, Mao 
traded foreign relations experts for radical party ofcers who were loyal to 
him even at the expense of meaningful diplomacy with the countries where 
they were posted (Bing 201 ; Eisenman 2018a). As a consequence, several Af-
rican nations broke of their diplomatic relations with Beijing,24 while at the 
same time Africa was not high on the list of priorities for Chinese policy 
makers.25 Instead, Mao’s China was mostly concerned with stabilizing its 
borders, consolidating authority over Xinjiang and Tibet, and outmaneuver-
ing US backing of Taiwan’s independence. This setback in China’s engage-
ment with African countries was, however, bound to change in the next two 
decades due to events I account for in the next section. 
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Professionalization Programs during China’s Developmental Period, 1970–1980s 

During the early 19 0s, the Chinese government used its foreign policy to 
reconstruct its position among developing countries as well as to redefne 
normal diplomatic conduct between China and other countries. The set-
back experienced during the Cultural Revolution period harmed China’s 
image abroad and broke trust with several key allies in Africa. One of the 
ways the PRC implemented its repair strategy was through pouring in devel-
opment aid money and increasing people-to-people exchanges and scholar-
ships for African elites.26 In the 19 0s, Chinese medical training teams were 
dispatched to twenty-two African countries, which was a threefold increase 
from the previous period (Yu 2009). The majority of China’s foreign aid to 
Global South states between 19 0 and 19 6 was directed toward African na-
tions. As a result, China was able to restore relations with several African 
countries, replacing the Soviet Union as the main source of development 
aid. China also quickly overtook Great Britain as Tanzania’s main source of 
foreign loans. During this period, Chinese leadership was mostly focused on 
its domestic development. Accordingly, the government kept a low profle 
with regard to international afairs. Nonetheless, cooperation with African 
countries amped up in the form of Beijing-sponsored infrastructure projects 
even during a time when internally it was facing many development chal-
lenges. Chief among the staple projects of China’s interactions with Africa in 
the 19 0s was the TAZARA Railway, which connects Dar es Salaam on Tanza-
nia’s coast with the Copper Belt region of Zambia. The single-track railway 
stretching over a thousand miles was started in 19 0 and completed in 19 5, 
with the largest share of the total cost (over $350 million) supported by Chi-
nese funds and executed by teams of Chinese labor.27 

China’s proactive Africa policy in the 19 0s was not only aimed at regain-
ing trust and friendly relations for the sake of restoring China’s positive im-
age. Given the waves of independence from colonialism, African countries 
formed a new power bloc in the international system through organizations 
such as the United Nations. Beijing, cleverly, treated the G   not as a group 
of underdeveloped countries but as group with potential for building social 
capital. At the time, Beijing needed all the votes it could get in order to re-
place Taiwan and make the PRC and not the ROC the ofcial government of 
China in the eyes of international law. In 19 1, a resolution for the admission 
of China to the UN was passed with seventy-six votes to thirty-fve opposed, 
with seventeen abstentions (Taylor 2011, 16). African state leaders’ support 

http:labor.27
http:elites.26


Revised Pages

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

 
  

 
 

 

 

 

31 Network-Building in China-Africa Relations 

was crucial for the UN Security Council seat to be returned from the ROC to 
the PRC. It was also a way to return the favor and sympathy that Beijing had 
shown during Africa’s waves of independence. Africa’s solidarity with China 
during the UN vote is often brought up in ofcials’ speeches as a reminder of 
the interdependent relations between Global South states and a testimony 
to the friendly relations between China and African counterparts. 

After the death of Mao in 19 6, Deng Xiaoping assumed the reins of gov-
ernance of the PRC with an agenda of deploying massive economic reforms 
and rapprochement with the United States to maximize technical skills trans-
fers and modernization of the industrial sector (Cohen 2010; Schaller 2015). 
Chinese policy makers had realized the potential benefts for China’s econ-
omy if it were to normalize relations with advanced industrial countries in 
the Global North. Normalization of relations with the United States, begin-
ning with Secretary of State Henry Kissinger’s secret trip to China in 19 1 fol-
lowed by President Richard Nixon’s ofcial visit to China the next year all the 
way to the establishment of ofcial diplomatic relations between the two na-
tions in 19 9, consumed most of Beijing’s attention abroad. Consequently, 
China’s stand for South-South Cooperation was put on hold during the years 
that Deng Xiaoping decided to focus on domestic development. Indeed, the 
ideology-driven support of the developing world was much less important to 
Deng Xiaoping than to his predecessor (Bing 201 ; Yu 2009). During the years 
of Deng Xiaoping’s rule, Chinese-sponsored professionalization training pro-
grams for Africans declined and the relations between China and its African 
counterparts experienced a setback until the early 1990s. 

Professionalization Programs Post-1990s and the Steps Leading to FOCAC 

Deng Xiaoping’s detachment from South-South Cooperation did not last 
beyond the late 1980s. The protests around Tiananmen Square in June 1989 
earned China much bad press and criticism from the West on the basis of 
human rights abuses and repression of democracy. As a consequence, several 
governments recalled their diplomatic missions from Beijing and pressed for 
sanctions against the Chinese government. These events, which tainted Chi-
na’s reputation abroad, led Chinese foreign policy makers to focus on culti-
vating strong relations with developing countries, mainly in Africa. Chinese 
foreign policy makers realized the value of scoring good public relations 
points with these countries and this marked another milestone in China’s 
interactions with African nations. Beijing also quickly realized that most Af-
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rican leaders did not take part in the criticism of Beijing’s handling of the 
protests. It goes without saying that the Chinese government welcomed this 
nonreaction, which coined the term “All weather friend” to describe its rela-
tions with African states (Strauss 2009, 91). 

Much like in the 19 0s, the 1990s were also an era when China proac-
tively worked on improving relations with Africa on two main fronts: in-
creasing people-to-people exchanges and fnancing development projects. 
During trips by Chinese ministers and premiers, the rhetoric of South-South 
cooperation was revived mostly through invoking solidarity between China 
and African nations to counter Western hegemonism and neocolonialism. It 
became evident that despite a clear ebb and fow and rise and fall of Africa in 
China’s foreign policy priorities, “the PRC continues to trumpet its past 50-
odd years of involvement in Africa as positive, progressive and grounded in 
the eternal and principled truths of non-interference, mutual beneft, un-
conditionality, and special friendship and understanding towards Africa” 
(Strauss 2009,   8). Ultimately, at the turn of the new century with Chinese 
policy makers’ interest in further opening up to the outside world, relations 
between China and African counterparts were rebooted and China initiated 
a new phase of strategic partnerships. 

As part of this new phase of strategic partnerships, the Chinese govern-
ment had its eye on investing in netting close ties not only to Africa’s leaders 
of the time but also to the next generation of African elites. Through a mix of 
professionalization trainings in the CCP’s party school in Beijing and educa-
tion scholarship for hundreds of African students, Chinese and African party 
ofcials’ relations were strengthened. The examples are far too many to sum-
marize in this paragraph, but a few illustrations are in order. Since 2011, after 
the declaration of South Sudan as an independent nation, China has ofered 
at least four thousand scholarships and short-term trainings (Kuo 2016). 
Many of the short-term trainings were ofered to delegations of party mem-
bers to attend the CCP’s party school for seminars on party organizational 
structure, cadre management, party national-local civil servant relations, 
tax collection trainings, and media relations. Since 200 , China’s Ningbo 
Polytechnic’s campus (located in Zhejiang Province) has hosted more than a 
thousand trainees from forty-eight African countries. African elite capture 
by China “can translate into a willingness to work with China and view Chi-
na’s internal policies favorably in the future” (Nakkazi 2018). Similarly, 
China’s ambassador to Uganda said that every year about 500 Ugandans are 
ofered professionalization trainings in China (Xinhua, 2018). In brief, there 
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have been close to ffty ofcial visits and study group exchanges between the 
CCP and various African political parties. See table 1 for more details on 
which political parties visited more frequently and for how long. 

Overall, between the second meeting of FOCAC in 2003 and end of the 
sixth FOCAC in 2015, no less than 63,000 African professionals received pro-
fessionalizing trainings in China. Most of the trainings were provided in the 
form of multilateral short-term programs drawing participants from across 
the continent. By 2013, China ranked among the four largest professional-
ization training program providers in the world next to India, Germany, and 
Japan (King 2013, 49), but it has since then overtaken them all. The latest 
FOCAC meeting announced thousands more scholarships for Africa’s top 
students, more training for teachers, journalists, engineers, military ofcers, 
and civil servants. 

the scoPe of chinese Professionalization 
training Programs 

For a start, a branch in China’s Ministry of Commerce called the Academy 
for International Business Ofcials gives public access to aggregated data on 
all the training programs that Beijing sponsors for African ofcials.28 Survey-
ing this workshop database allowed me to see whether there was a correla-
tion between the countries that receive most of the training program oppor-
tunities and the countries possessing natural resources or having other 
geopolitical assets of importance to China. There are over forty workshop 
categories ranging from diplomacy to health, sports, agriculture, infrastruc-
ture, public administration, education, and art, among other topics. The 
trainings appear to come in three diferent categories depending on who the 
targeted participants are. Some training courses are for ministerial cabinet 
level ofcials, others are for senior civil servants, and the last category is for 
unofcial ofcials. By the end of 2013, the Academy for International Busi-
ness Ofcials has organized 603 training workshops (of varying durations) 
divided among forty-three ministerial-level workshops, receiving 14,545 of-
fcials including 483 ministerial ofcials and one vice premier from 152 
countries and regions around the world. Over a third of the total workshops 
targeted African ofcials. In September 2018, at the Forum on China-Africa 
Cooperation, Chinese president Xi Jinping made pledges for training 1,000 
Africans, hosting 50,000 workshops (in areas as diverse as party politics, 
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TABLE 1. Party-to-party exchange activities between CCP and African 
counterparts (sample data from 2016 to 2018) 

Number Country/Party Activity Date and Location 

1 Patriotic Front of Zambia 

2 Rassemblement des 
Republicains (RDR) of 
Ivory Coast, Partido 
Democratico de 
Guinea Ecuatorial 

3 The Ethiopian People’s 
Revolutionary 
Democratic Front 
(EPRDF) 

4 Political parties of 
Guinea-Bissau 

5 Workshop for African 
young leaders of 
political parties 

6 Alliance pour la 
Republique of Senegal 

7 Chama Cha Mapinduzi 
(CCM) of Tanzania 

Delegation led by the 
general secretary of the 
Patriotic Front, Davies 
Chama 

Wang Jiarui, vice-
president of Chinese 
People’s Political 
Consultative 
Conference. 

Delegation led by 
Muferihat Kamil, 
EDRPF’s head of 
organizations 

Study group led by 
Augusto Antonio Da 
Silva, member of the 
Political Bureau of the 
Partido Africano da 
Independência da 
Guiné e Cabo Verde 

African National 
Congress of South 
Africa, South African 
Communist Party, 
Zimbabwe African 
National Union– 
Patriotic Front, SWAPO 
Party of Namibia, 
Democratic Progressive 
Party of Malawi, 
Patriotic Front of 
Zambia, Lesotho 
Congress Party, 
Botswana Democratic 
Party 

Delegation led by Benoit 
Joseph George 
Sambou, ministerial 
adviser 

Delegation led by 
chairman of CCM and 
former president, 
Jakaya Mrisho Kikwete 

January 17–21, 2016 in 
China 

Visit to Ivory Coast, 
Equatorial Guinea, and 
Sierra Leone from 
January 17 to January 
25, 2016 

February 23 to March 3, 
2016 in China 

February 29 to March 9, 
2016 in China 

March 3 to 11, 2016 in 
China 

March 24 to April 1, 2016 
in China 

April 17 to 23, 2016 in 
China 



TABLE 1.—Continued 

Number Country/Party Activity Date and Location 

8 SWAPO Party of Namibia 

9 Rassemblement des 
Republicains (RDR) of 
Ivory Coast 

10 Partido Frelimo of 
Mozambique 

11 National Democratic 
Congress (NDC) of 
Ghana 

12 Parti du Peuple pour la 
Reconstruction et la 
Democratie (PPRD) of 
the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo 

13 Chama Cha Mapinduzi 
of Tanzania 

14 South African 
Communist Party 

15 New Patriotic Party of 
Ghana 

16 Union pour la 
Republique (UNIR) of 
Togo 

17 Rwandan Patriotic Front 
(RPF) 

18 Ruling coalition of 
Senegal 

Delegation of Central 
Committee members 
led by Secretary 
General Nangolo 
Mbumba 

Delegation led by RDR 
deputy secretary 
Doumbia Brahima 

Study group led by 
Frelimo’s Management 
and Financial Secretary 
Esperanca Laurinda 
Bias 

Delegation led by party 
president Kofi 
Portuphy 

Study group led by 
Lusuna Nsenga Jean, 
staffer of the Secretary 
General’s Office of the 
PPRD 

Study group led by party 
member Pindi Chana 

Study group led by 
national treasurer and 
member of the 
Politburo, Joyce Moloi 
Moropa 

Delegation led by deputy 
flag bearer, vice 
presidential candidate 
for 2016 elections, 
Mahamudu Bawumia 

Study group led by led by 
Kwadjo Fiatuwo 
Sessenou 

Delegation led by 
Francois Ngarambe 

Study group led by 
president’s political 
adviser El Hadji Malick 
Sarr 

April 8 to 16, 2016 in 
China 

April 19 to 29, 2016 in 
China 

April 20 to 29, 2016 in 
China 

May 8 to 13, 2016 in 
China 

May 9 to 19, 2016 in 
China 

June 20 to 29 in China 

June 13 to 22, 2016 in 
China 

June 12 to 17, 2016 in 
China 

July 12 to 21, 2016 in 
China 

July 6 to 11, 2016 in China 

August 30 to September 9, 
2016 in China 



 

TABLE 1.—Continued 

Number Country/Party Activity Date and Location 

19 Militant Socialist 
Movement (MSM) of 
Mauritius 

20 President of South Africa, 
the Ethiopian 
government, and 
Djibouti People’s Rally 
for Progress 

21 Parti Nigérien pour la 
Démocratie et le 
Socialisme (PNDS) 

22 Ethiopian People’s 
Revolutionary 
Democratic Front 
(EPRDF) 

23 Forces for the Defense of 
Democracy in Burundi, 
the Cameroon People’s 
Democratic 
Movement, the Rally of 
the Guinean People, 
the Rally for Mali, the 
Patriotic Salvation 
Movement of Chad, 
and the Union for the 
Republic of Togo 

24 Nigerien Party for 
Democracy and 
Socialism (NPDS) 

25 Ethiopian People’s 
Revolutionary 
Democratic Front 
(EPRDF) 

26 Gabonese Democratic 
Party (GDP) 

Study group led by 
MSM’s vice president, 
Leela Devi Dookun-
Luchoomun 

Visit by Li Yuanchao, 
member of the Political 
Bureau of the CPC 
Central Committee 
and vice president 

Delegation led by the 
president of PNDS, 
Mohamed Bazoum 

Delegation headed by 
EPRDF member 
Fetlework Gebregziaber 

Young leaders training 
class 

Delegation led by Sani 
Iro, NPDS 
communications 
director and first 
deputy speaker of 
National Assembly 

Cadre study group led by 
minister of rural 
politics and the 
organization 
department, Tefera 
Deribew 

Study group led by Dodo 
Bounguendza Eric 
Charles, director of 
Political Research 
Center 

November 1 to 10, 2016 in 
China 

November 15 to 24, 2016 
in South Africa, 
Ethiopia, and Djibouti 

April 10 to 15, 2017 in 
China 

April 19 to 29, 2017 in 
China 

May 3 to 12, 2017 in 
China 

June 8 to 13, 2017 in 
China 

June 9 to 19, 2017 in 
China 

June 22 to July 1, 2017 in 
China 
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Number Country/Party Activity Date and Location 

mber 9, 27 Defense of Democracy 
(CNDD-FDD) of 
Burundi 

Cadre study group led by 
Déo Guide Rurema, 
minister of Agriculture 
and Livestock 

August 30 to Septe
2017 

28 People’s Rally for Progress 
(PRP) of Djibouti, the 
People’s Movement for 
Progress (MPP) of 
Burkina Faso 

CPC delegation led by 
Guo Yezhou, vice-
minister of the 
International 
Department of the 
CPC Central 

March 3 to 9, 2018 in 
Djibouti and Burkina 
Faso 

Committee 
29 Patriotic Salvation 

Movement of Chad, 
CPC delegation led by 

Chen Min’er, member 
June 24 to July 2, 2018 in 

Egyptian government, 
and Tunisian 

of the Political Bureau 
of the CPC Central 

30 
government 

People’s Party of 
Seychelles and 
Revolutionary Party of 
Tanzania 

Committee 
CPC delegation led by 

Song Tao, minister of 
the International 
Department of the 
CPC Central 

July 12 to 19, 2018 in 

Committee 
31 Chama Cha Mapinduzi 

(CCM) of Tanzania, the 
New Patriotic Party of 
Ghana, and the 
Botswana Democratic 

CPC delegation led by Xu 
Lyuping, vice-minister 
of the International 
Department of the 
CPC Central 

July 14 to 24, 2018 in 
Tanzania, Ghana, and 
Botswana 

32 
Party 

Forces for the Defense of 
Democracy (FDD) of 
Burundi 

Committee 
Cadre study group 

headed by Evariste 
Ndayishimiye, 
secretary general of the 
FDD. 

September 2018 in China 

33 African Independence 
Party of Guinea and 
Cape Verde 

Delegation headed by 
Domingos Simões 
Pereira, former prime 
minister of Guinea-

September 2018 in China 

Bissau, and president 
of African 
Independence Party of 
Guinea and Cape 
Verde. 

34 SWAPO Party of Namibia Delegation headed by 
Deputy Secretary 
General Marco 

September 2018 in China 

Hausiku. 

Chad, Egypt, and Tunisia 

Seychelles and Tanzania 
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Number Country/Party Activity Date and Location 

35 Kenya’s Jubilee Party 

36 Free Egyptians Party 

37 

38 

People’s Movement for 
Progress (MPP) of 
Burkina Faso 

Chama Cha Mapinduzi 
(CCM) of Tanzania 

39 People’s Liberation 
Movement of Angola 
(MPLA) 

40 African National 
Congress (ANC) of 
South Africa 

41 National Congress Party 
of Sudan 

42 Sierra Leone People’s 
Party (SLPP) 

43 Niamey, Niger 

CCP delegation visit. 

CCP delegation led by 
Wu Yuliang, deputy 
minister of the 
Organization 
Department of the 
CPC Central 
Committee. 

Delegation headed by 
MPP’s acting president 
Simon Compaoré. 

Seminar attended by a 
delegation headed by 
Tanzania’s ruling 
party’s secretary 
general Bashiru Ally. 

Senior cadre study group 
of the MPLA headed by 
Pedro de Morais Neto, 
member of the Political 
Bureau of the Central 
Committee of the 
MPLA. 

Study group of the ANC 
led by Ronald Lamola, 
member of the ANC 
National Executive 
Committee. 

The fifth high-level 
dialogue meeting 
between the ruling 
parties of China and 
Sudan. 

Cadre study group 
headed of SLPP’s 
secretary-general 
Umaru Koroma. 

CPC delegation headed 
by Ding Yexian, 
executive deputy 
secretary of the CPC 
Committee of Xi Zang 
Autonomous Region. 

September 19 to 21, 2018 
in Kenya 

September 22 to 25, 2018 
in Egypt 

October 2018 in China 

October 2018 in China 

October 2018 in China 

November 2018 in China 

November 20, 2018 in 
China 

November 2018 in China 

December 2018, Niger 
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46 

47 

48 

Network-Building in China-Africa Relations 

TABLE 1.—Continued 

Number Country/Party Activity Date and Location 

44 Sudan People’s 
Liberation Movement 
(SPLM) of South Sudan 

45 Six Parties Delegation of 
Southern Africa 

Rally of the Republicans 
(RDR) of Cote d’Ivoire 

South African 
Communist Party 
(SACP) 

Ethiopian People’s 
Revolutionary 
Democratic Front 
(EPRDF) 

Cadre study group led by 
SPLM member Jacob 
Aligo Lolado. 

Party exchanges between 
the CCP and a Six 
Parties Delegation led 
by Humphrey 
Polepole. 

Cadre study group 
headed by RDR’s 
deputy secretary 
general, David Soro. 

Senior workshop for a 
delegation headed by 
SACP’s first deputy 
secretary general, Solly 
Mapaila. 

Cadre study group of 
EPRDF led by Melese 
Alemu Hirboro. 

December 2018, China 

December 2018, China 

December 2018, China 

December 2018, China 

December 2018, China 

Source: Data collected by the author from the webpage of the Communist Party of China (CPC)’s 
International Department, http://www.idcpc.org.cn/english/events/index.html 

sports medicine, and agriculture), awarding 50,000 government scholar-
ships—a big increase from 30,000 in 2015—and sponsoring 2,000 student 
exchanges. 

China’s professionalization trainings target diverse countries, but Anglo-
phone countries seem to beneft more from these programs than Franco-
phone ones because it is easier for Chinese trainers who are more profcient 
in English than in other languages. It also was visible after ranking countries 
by numbers of short-term seminars and training programs each of them re-
ceived that Ghana, Ethiopia, Tanzania, Kenya, and Mauritius ranked at the 
top of the list of countries targeted by these trainings. It is not possible to 
conclude that natural resources are the main driver here given that Ethiopia 
is one of the top fve countries while it is a country that does not export nat-
ural resources. Likewise, it was difcult to single out one defning character-
istic or pattern in the audience these trainings were targeting other than the 
aforementioned Anglophone vs. Francophone dynamics. Rather, the survey 

http://www.idcpc.org.cn/english/events/index.html
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fndings suggest an interest on the part of Chinese foreign policy to expand 
its circle of relations and interact with as many country representatives as 
possible. As explained in the manual put together by China’s Ministry of 
Commerce, these trainings “complement China’s comprehensive foreign 
policy needs, help train the human capital of developing countries, and 
drive forward friendly relations and trade cooperation with developing coun-
tries.”29 The manual briefy explains that the trainings contain “an advanced 
quality: Course content should refect China’s broad development achieve-
ments and strengths in relevant felds or disciplines, and point out that Chi-
na’s economic development achieved substantial success principally after 
the reform and opening period.” 

China’s professionalization trainings for Africans are not limited to the 
political elite or to one profession. They target a wide range of groups from 
diplomats to entrepreneurs, teachers, and agriculture experts, to name just a 
few. Of the diferent sectors, this book is concerned with three case studies: 
military and defense, media staf and journalists, and professionalization 
trainings through Confucius Institutes. 

Although the question of what China wants in/from Africa is important 
and helps in excavating and understanding China’s motives in the continent 
both in terms of positive and negative implications, it is not enough. A ques-
tion that China-Africa scholarship has not explored is what are the conse-
quences of China’s investments—not in natural resources—but in human 
resources in Africa on Africans’ perceptions of China and China’s image? This 
question is also related to the question of how China conducts its foreign 
policy toward the Global South. As discussed in the section on China’s dual 
image, China is a powerful actor and there is a power asymmetry in its rela-
tions with most countries within the South-South cooperation framework. 
Another question that this book is concerned with is related to intangible 
investments in China-Africa relations and accounting for them in examining 
the faces and mechanisms of China’s power. Whereas research tends to asso-
ciate China’s interest in Africa with material gains such as energy resources 
and infrastructure contracts, I am more interested in exploring the nonmate-
rial gains that Chinese investments are targeting through professionalization 
training programs and capacity-building projects. In the next chapter I 
develop a theoretical framework that allows for examining nontangible 
investments such as network-building and social capital investments. 
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chaPter three 

Relationality, Social Capital,  
and the Future of Power 

The case of Cui Chun, an examiner in the ninth century C.E., illustrates 
the operation of personal networks in the [Chinese] imperial 
bureaucracy. One day Cui’s wife suggested that he buy some land to 
bequeath to his descendants. With a smile, he replied, “I have thirty 
excellent manor houses with rich felds spreading all over the empire. 
Why should you worry about real estate?” When his wife asked him 
what he meant, he answered, “You remember the year before last I 
served as examiner and passed thirty candidates. Are they not excellent 
estates?” 

—mayfair yang, gifts, favors, and Banquets 

[Chinese] practices had been biased conspicuously toward human 
relationality, having invented much more nuanced terms for people of 
diferential relationships in their language while borrowing only in 
recent times directly from abroad terminologies in the natural sciences. 

—qin yaqing, a relational theory of world Politics 

Power is a central concePt across many approaches to the study of 
global politics. Scholars analyze hard and soft power, smart power, nuclear 
capabilities, and the power of international norms and international agree-
ments, to name a few. This chapter develops an approach to power that fore-
grounds the “relating” part of International Relations—the mechanisms 
that link relationality, power, and foreign policy. The approach accounts for 
the power of relation-building by unpacking the mechanisms of difusion 
and projection of power through social and political relations. It theorizes 
power in relational terms through the case of China’s foreign policy in Africa 
in which people-to-people exchanges and social capital building are both 
policy goals and means to strategic ends. 

41 
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China is quickly rising to the status of superpower. Some scholars already 
treat it as a great power.1 Regardless of where in the process of (re)transition-
ing to a global power China is, a few factors stand out. China is a non-
Western, nondemocratic state with a very diferent history and background 
than the traditional great powers that are often the reference point for main-
stream IR theorizing. This book does not argue that traditional or main-
stream IR theorizing is useless in accounting for China’s power relations 
with developing states merely because China is a diferent type of state. It 
also does not argue that, by the mere fact of being a non-Western power, 
China is an automatically diferent case that requires totally diferent frame-
works to analyze. Yet, at the same time, culture shapes social relations and 
foreign policy making in signifcant ways (Barnett and Finnemore 1999; 
Johnston 1996; Katzenstein 1996; Narlikar 2011; Weldes 1999). Thus, assum-
ing that what applies to theorizing traditional great power politics travels 
and applies to the case of China (a non-Western and nondemocratic state) 
could be hit or miss. 

Conventional approaches to theorizing power are not enough to under-
stand a big portion of the question of how emerging powers build and proj-
ect their infuence. Much of China’s foreign policy making and international 
infuence is centered around the capacity to expand social networks, build 
strong people-to-people relations, and enlarge circles of relationships. As a 
result, theories of power that are limited to measuring military capabilities 
or economic prowess lack the breadth to account for the role of social capital 
in Chinese foreign policy. When looking at how China’s rise is happening 
and how its foreign relations work, mainstream approaches to the analysis of 
power need to be supplemented to explain a rising non-Western, non– 
Global North superpower. The argument of this book is that social capital 
and relational networks matter in power-building and power difusion and 
should be taken as complementary to rather than competing with tradi-
tional accounts of state power in global politics. 

The relational framework I propose draws from Qin Yaqing’s work on re-
lationality, Foucault’s understanding of the power-knowledge nexus, and a 
variety of research on the role of institutions as socializers, teachers, and 
conveyors of norms and values. Fusing these three elements allows me to 
make three interlinked arguments. First, networks among high-level govern-
ment ofcials, joint military exercises, and other people-to-people exchanges 
are diplomatic practices that enhance relational networks and expand infu-
ence through them. These structures and events are both a practice of power 
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43 Relationality, Social Capital, and the Future of Power 

and a measure of power. As illustrated in the epigraph story, examiner Cui 
counts his relationship to his successful mentees as his real estate. Second, 
network-building activities and various people-to-people exchanges are 
spaces that start as informal but through repetition and routinization can 
become institutionalized. Indeed, foreign policy making that takes seriously 
people-to-people relations and investments in human capital eventually will 
formalize these informal practices. Third, institutions are important to for-
eign policy conduct because they allow for the formation of epistemic com-
munities that—as a result of intensive exchanges between diplomats within 
and across institutions—produce expert knowledge, values, and norms on 
topics related to governance, development, and security. They also serve as 
conveyor belts for the difusion of the expert knowledge produced, as well as 
the values and norms that result from frequent exchanges and epistemic 
communities. In the case of Global South rising (super)powers, norms, val-
ues, and expert knowledge produced in these settings are relevant to the 
study of interstate relations because they are about putting forward alterna-
tive (or non-Western) models and values of governance, development, and 
security. The framework I develop over the course of this chapter and use 
throughout the book captures the power of social capital and relational net-
works in creating spaces for the production and difusion of new norms, val-
ues, and models that promote China’s development model as an alternative 
to the dominant Western-led liberal order. 

Traditional IR approaches that understand power exclusively in terms of 
coercive mechanisms, repressive measures, and focus on war/nuclear capa-
bilities as measures of the rise of major powers in the international system 
are incomplete. Such approaches to power cannot capture some vital mecha-
nisms and aspects of emerging powers’ foreign policy conduct. The risk of 
exclusively focusing on military and economic capital, I contend, is that it 
may blindside IR research on rising powers by neglecting or misunderstand-
ing the power of networking and cultivating social capital. Power, as I show 
through this book, is relational. It circulates, magnifes, and retreats through 
relations. A relational approach to power understands actors to be as power-
ful as their networks make them. Actors activate, build, and project power 
through their relations. Relationships impact power, and the type and qual-
ity of a state’s relationships with other states can strengthen or weaken it. 
Actors share, enlarge, and strengthen their networks and relationships by 
investing more social capital in them and by intensifying the overlaps with 
others’ circles of relations. From this perspective, (China’s) foreign policy 
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making should be viewed as a dense network of relations that both produce 
power and are in turn produced by it. Indeed, in this theoretical lens, rela-
tions are prior to power. Relations are necessary to activate power, but power 
also produces and strengthens relations by multiplying the social capital 
through network density (or by reducing it). 

A relational account of power measures it not only by material assets 
(such as military bases or natural resources) but also (and more importantly) 
by nontangible/nonmaterial assets (such as connections within networks 
and human capital). When theorizing power in international relations, it is 
vital to take into account China’s investments, not just in natural resources, 
but more importantly in human resource development and people-to-
people exchanges. China has emerged as the single largest contributor of 
professionalization training programs for Africa, for example. While some 
might see this fact as tangential to understanding power, I argue that it is 
actually central to a comprehensive theory of power for twenty-frst-century 
rising (super)powers. This professionalization is both a manifestation of and 
a building block of power. China’s emphasis on expanding networks, solidi-
fying ties among military ofcers, and enhancing people-to-people social 
capital is central to its foreign policy and toward African states specifcally, as 
this book demonstrates. 

This chapter lays out the book’s approach to power. It begins by contextu-
alizing the utility of current understandings of power in IR, utilizing Lukes’s 
(19 4) “faces of power” in conjunction with IR research that thinks about 
global politics relationally. In the second section, I argue that social relations 
generate power and are in turn made stronger through power dynamics and 
that relationality (more specifcally, through guanxi) is key to power status 
and projection. A third section applies this framework of relational produc-
tive power to people-to-people relationships and knowledge exchanges. It 
argues that intensifying people-to-people exchanges and human resource in-
vestments facilitate the difusion of norms, values, and expert knowledge. 
People-to-people exchanges and investments in human resource develop-
ment, I argue, present the opportunity to simultaneously invest in trust-
building and network expansions as well as the opportunity for the produc-
tion and difusion of expert knowledge about development, security, 
governance, and so on. People-to-people exchanges present an opportunity 
for the creation of epistemic communities, which in turn socialize state lead-
ers and other important actors to accept new norms and values. The chapter 
concludes by contending that this approach to power can account for these 
missing elements in theorizing contemporary great power politics in IR. 
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45 Relationality, Social Capital, and the Future of Power 

Power in international relations theory 

As is the case for any complex concept, there are a number of diferent ways 
to discuss the idea of power in the study of IR. Here, I use the “faces of power” 
approach (Lukes 19 4) as a starting point with which I frame the develop-
ment of my argument. Steven Lukes used the term “faces of power” to de-
scribe the diferent aspects of power that he saw as related and interdepen-
dent. An advantage of Lukes’s approach when applied to this empirical 
situation is that it highlights relations between actors and analyzes the con-
cept of power relationally. Using such an approach to examine existing 
scholarship, then, seems ftting. Still, as I explain in this chapter, Lukes’s un-
derstanding of power is a starting point, as I reinterpret the productive power 
dimension and focus on relationality. 

The faces of power approach has been used by a significant number 
of scholars, most of whom focus either on the first face (the power to 
coerce behavior) to study instances when foreign policy decision-
makers in a country seek to influence decision-making processes in an-
other country (for example, see Baldwin 1985, 1989, 2013) or on the 
third face (the power to change actors’ preferences and wants) to de-
velop a Gramscian perspective on international political economy (for 
illustrations, see Baldwin 2013 and Gill and Law 1988, 1989). These stud-
ies do not characterize the faces of power as separable or mutually exclu-
sive. Rather, they accept but add to each face new elements on theoriz-
ing power to improve our understanding of how power works (see 
Barnett and Duval 2005; Abrahamsen 2004, 2016; Leander 2005). I take 
a similar approach. As I discuss the different faces of power, I show both 
their strengths and limitations in explaining power in the context of 
emerging (super)powers’ foreign policy conduct. 

The frst “face” is a coercive type of power manifested in the power of 
decision-making. It builds on Robert Dahl’s defnition of power, which is the 
capability of actors who possess power to prevent other actors (who are with-
out power) from doing what the latter would prefer to do. In brief, Dahl ana-
lyzes the compulsory face of power by focusing on situations of coercion 
where an actor A gets an actor B to do what B would not otherwise want to do 
(Dahl 195 , 201). When used by scholars of global politics, this approach is 
applied to understanding how one state coerces another state to do things 
that the latter would not otherwise do. This dimension of power is too nar-
row because it only applies to contexts of making decisions on issues over 
which there is an observable confict of interest (Lukes 2005, 19). Indeed, the 
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frst face of power fails to reveal the less visible ways in which power is exer-
cised. What about the second one? 

The second “face,” agenda-setting, aims at remedying the shortcoming 
of Dahl’s conceptualization of power in not taking into consideration the 
ability of actors to control the process of decision-making. Bachrach and 
Baratz (1962), who are interested in public policy decision-making, critique 
Dahl’s view of power on the grounds that it only considers the power of 
decision-making processes in a given institution. In their view, this neglects 
strategies of mobilizing bias to prevent discussion of certain issues and thus 
to determine what issues are important to the negotiations table and which 
are silenced prior to agenda-setting.2 Bachrach and Baratz specifcally argue 
that Dahl’s view of power does not take into account the fact that power is 
often deployed to confne the scope of decision-making to relatively “safe” 
issues.3 For them, it is important that a conceptualization of power be suited 
to answer questions relevant to what defnes safe issues, what type of agenda 
items are relevant for the issues and actors at stake, and, perhaps more im-
portantly, what type of agenda items do not make the cut and why (Bachrach 
and Baratz 1962, 94 ). Scholars of global politics have asked questions about 
this second “face” of power, including how transnational agendas are set 
and how states manipulate both other states and organizations to limit op-
tions. Yet Bachrach and Baratz’s analysis is limited to examining individual 
decisions made to preclude certain demands from becoming politically 
threatening. A deeper analysis of power should also concern itself with “all 
the complex and subtle ways” in which factors such as the sheer weight of 
institutions inhibit certain societal groups from participating in political 
decision-making (Lukes 2005, 40). 

That leads to the third face of power, ideological power. This face goes 
beyond analyzing apparent conficts of interest and pays attention to observ-
able as well as concealed conficts. Dahl’s coercive notion of power and Ba-
chrach and Baratz’s power to control the agenda are shortsighted in assum-
ing that confict is necessary to power and that there needs to be a confict of 
interest for power to be exercised. As Lukes (2005, 2 ) points out, this as-
sumption fails to consider the crucial point that oftentimes a more efective 
face of power is to tacitly prevent such conficts of interest from appearing in 
the frst place. Lukes’s value-added therefore lies in highlighting a type of 
power that does not appear to be overtly confictual or coercive but is rather 
exercised through interaction.4 Yet power in his framework is instrumental 
and is viewed as a capability that one actor possesses over another. 
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4  Relationality, Social Capital, and the Future of Power 

This is where my approach difers from the three faces developed in 
Lukes’s framework. His examination is concerned with exploring the instru-
mental and causal relations between actors A and B. What B is coerced to do 
(in the case of the frst face) is caused by A’s infuence on B and can only be 
examined when the relations between A and B are investigated. This concep-
tualization of power in Lukes’s framework understands power as a capability 
or a possession, in that actor A is capable of changing the behavior of B 
whether it is through direct coercion (frst face), through implicitly shaping 
the agenda (second face), or by tacitly shaping actor B’s desires and interests 
to match actor A’s (third face and closest to soft power). Power in this ap-
proach is about A’s capacity to achieve its interest by overpowering actor B 
either explicitly or implicitly. Power in this approach is an object that either 
belongs with actor A or B. 

While Lukes’s approach remains focused on cause and efect, my ap-
proach sees power as a process rather than a possession and takes relational 
power as constitutive and productive of meanings, actors, other relations, 
and of power. This view of relational networks as the locus of power is com-
patible with Foucault’s conceptualization of power as 

exercised through networks, and individuals do not simply circulate in those 

networks; they are in a position to both submit to and exercise this power. 

They are never the inert or consenting targets of power; they are always its 

relays. In other words, power passes through individuals. It is not applied to 

them . . . the individual is a relay: power passes through the individuals it has 

constituted. (Foucault 2003, 29–30) 

Power, from a Foucauldian perspective, is not something that states, 
elites, or other actors have or possess. Rather, there are nodes/ties that 
connect individuals in the networks of power that they influence and are 
influenced by. These nodes are relations, connections that help us view 
power not as an instrument but as a set of relations and processes. To view 
power as a process means to think beyond what actor A can make actor B 
do with or without the consent/knowledge/consciousness of actor B. 
Power as a process takes actors in a power relationship as agents with a 
feedback loop of exchanges of favors, gifts, and debts that connects all 
the actors. One actor becomes powerful not in an absolute but in a rela-
tive way to other actors when its relationships with other actors are strong 
and multiple. 
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relational Power and relationality in ir 

Relational power and relationality in IR have been examined by several 
scholars who were interested in moving beyond the conceptualization of 
power in terms of instruments or as material possession by actors in IR (Ag-
athangelou and Ling 2003; Baldwin 2013; Guzzini 2013). Relationality has, 
for example, been a central concept to a robust body of feminist and postco-
lonial IR scholarship.5 For both postcolonial and feminist scholars who fol-
low a relational approach, power is generally understood as a relationship of 
inequality—be this a gender-based inequality or unequal relations permeat-
ing imperial encounters.6 Postcolonial scholar Sanjay Seth explains that “re-
lational ontology” is at the heart of postcolonial theory, and highlights that 
relationality is important for postcolonial approaches to power, war, and se-
curity because relational ontology insists “that the modern world was 
formed in and through imperial encounters and thus that the colonizer and 
colonized each shaped the other” (Seth 2013,  ). Relationality is also signif-
cant for postcolonial works that examine actors’ identities (race, class, (im) 
migration status, among others) as they are framed in relation to other ac-
tors’ identities. Identity is “relational and all relations have a necessary char-
acter” (Laclau and Moufe 1985, 106). 

Furthermore, Randolph Persaud argues that it is not sufcient for iden-
tity scholars to work with the simple fxed binaries of we/they, us/them, and 
so on. Instead, identities are complex, multidimensional, and are activated 
diferently in diferent relations to other actors. He argues that “the control of 
borders” along racial lines has been “critical in the production and consoli-
dation of a US national identity that privileges whiteness” (Persaud 2002, 
64–65). Therefore, identities are better examined relationally in order to cap-
ture the processes that constitute power relations. However, one limitation 
of some postcolonial and feminist perspectives on relational power is that 
they equate power with domination by the colonizer over the colonized, by 
one class over another, or one (super)structure over agents. Yet other critical 
approaches in postcolonial theory analyze the agency of the oppressed by 
studying the ways in which oppressed or colonized peoples can exercise 
agency and power over the seemingly dominant power (see Agathangelou 
201 ; Grovogui 2013). In much of this scholarship, power is still viewed as a 
possession of one actor that is used to infuence other actors and form rela-
tionships of domination. 

By contrast, the notion of relationality adopted in this book is one that 
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understands power to be located and difused in the interactions between 
diferent actors and understands power in terms of social and human capital. 
I expand on it in greater detail in the next section but here I give a brief over-
view. For Chinese IR scholar Qin Yaqing, the most signifcant diference be-
tween mainstream IR and a relational perspective on IR is that the former is 
steeped in a rule-based normative order, whereas the episteme of Relational 
IR appears to be grounded in relational governance (Qin 2011, 2012, 2014; 
Kavalski 2013). 

Power is relational. The denser the network nodes/relations are, the more 
powerful actors are. In this approach, relational power is “similar to both 
hard and soft power in that it is the ability to change the attitude, motiva-
tion, or behavior of others and thus make them conform to one’s will during 
the process of social interaction” (Hwang 198 , 94 ). Yet it departs from those 
traditional faces of power because it does not view power as “a possession” of 
a particular actor. Indeed, as Guzzini (2011, 564) notes, “such relational con-
cepts of power are opposed to views that see power in terms of its resources or 
instruments: power exists in and through a relation.” Relationality also in-
volves a process of managing one’s relational circles and manipulating them 
to one’s advantage. Accordingly, political actors are considered more power-
ful when they belong to “larger relational circles, more intimate and impor-
tant others in these circles, and more social prestige because of these circles” 
(Qin 2016, 41). Relational power, therefore, “focuses on the governing of re-
lations among actors rather than of actors per se” (Qin 2016, 41). 

If this relational power is not something actors have or possess, how do we 
understand actors’ relation to it? Foucault (1980, 119) dismissed the idea that 
power should be viewed only as repressive, insisting that “if power were any-
thing but repressive, if it never did anything but say no, do you really think 
one would be brought to obey it?” For him, the apparent faces of power, such 
as sovereign power and juridico-discursive power, focus much on interdic-
tion, domination, war, and inficting death while they fail to reveal the con-
cealed operations of power.7 Barnett and Duvall (2005, 4) build on this ap-
proach to argue in favor of conceptualizing power in a way that “detaches 
discussions of power from the limitations of realism” and encourages schol-
ars to seek power’s multiple forms. For them, and other social constructiv-
ists, power is produced socially and shapes actors’ ability to determine their 
own fate. 

Barnett and Duvall suggest the utility of four categories of power: com-
pulsory, institutional, structural, and productive. Compulsory power is in 
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many ways the direct equivalent of Lukes’s frst dimension and Dahl’s coer-
cive power: it concerns the direct control over another actor’s actions. How-
ever, for Barnett and Duvall, “compulsory power is not limited to material 
resources and also includes symbolic and normative resources” (2005, 13). 
Institutional power is about actors’ control over socially distant others. Here, 
the authors are concerned with “the formal and informal institutions that 
mediate between A and B, as A, working through the rules and procedures 
that defne those institutions, guides, steers, and constraints the actions” 
(Barnett and Duvall 2005, 15). Structural power is about the mutual constitu-
tion of the capacities of actors, and as its name suggests, it’s about structure. 
Barnett and Duvall explain that structural power “shapes the fates and con-
ditions of existence of actors in two critical ways. One, structural positions 
do not generate equal social privileges; instead structures allocate diferen-
tial capacities, and typically diferential advantages, to diferent posi-
tions.  .  .  . Two, the social structure not only constitutes actors and their 
capacities; it also shapes their self-understanding and subjective interests” 
(Barnett and Duvall 2005, 18). The fourth category of power, which is the 
one of interest to this section, is about the production of subjects through 
difuse social relations. The key diference between productive and structural 
types of power is that the latter works through direct structural relations (for-
mal or informal institutions) whereas the former entails subtler and difuse 
social processes. Unfortunately, in examining productive power, the two au-
thors do not provide an illustration or application of how to put the frame-
work to work and use it as an analytical tool. 

Understanding and Using Relational Power 

This book takes Michael Barnett and Raymond Duvall’s analysis of power 
further. It develops a theoretical framework of relational productive power 
for the global politics of today and tomorrow, engaging it as complex and 
intersubjective, with reference to and application of the making of Chinese 
foreign policy. It does so in three steps. First, it defnes power from a social/ 
human capital perspective using a guanxi approach to global politics. Sec-
ond, it argues that routinized practices of relational power building (via 
people-to-people exchanges, for example) lead to institutionalizing the 
practices and that doing so provides the space for norm-making and expert 
knowledge production. Third, drawing on scholarship on the role of institu-
tions in norm difusion and common sense making, it examines the mecha-
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nisms through which guanxi relations and expert knowledge production, in 
the context of emerging (super)powers, are spaces for the difusion of an al-
ternative set of values, norms, and models of development and governance, 
among other things. 

Guanxi 

Guanxi simply put means “connections” or “relations” in Mandarin Chi-
nese. Guanxixue is the study of relations and connections, and the term for 
“International Relations” in Mandarin consequently translates as interna-
tional connections/relations. Several scholars have dedicated much of their 
careers looking at the dynamics of guanxi in society, business culture, and 
politics. Anthropologist Mayfair Yang is one very prominent scholar who 
wrote a seminal study on “Gift, Favors, and Banquets: On the Art of Social 
Relationships in China.” For Yang (1994, 8), the art of guanxi “places an em-
phasis on the binding power and emotional and ethical qualities of the per-
sonal relationships.” Favors, gift, and banquets (or, as usually referred to, 
wining and dining) are practices that establish personal connections, bind 
guests to hosts with favors, and establish an emotional and ethical bond be-
tween them. Yet “what distinguishes banqueting in the art of guanxi from 
other kinds of banqueting is its role as a medium of not only social, but espe-
cially economic and politics exchange and its stronger binding power on the 
guest to repay” (Yang 1994, 139). Banqueting in Chinese culture, as Yang ex-
plains, “is not merely a tactic in the art of guanxi, but also an important ritual 
in the social sphere.” Banquets “bring much social prestige to the hosts” 
(Yang 1994, 13 ). 

Even though the art and examples of banqueting mentioned are often of 
Maoist China, guanxi continues to be relevant in China today, decades after 
the opening of market reforms conducted by Deng Xiaoping. Many scholars, 
such as sociologist Yanjie Bian, study the evolution of the concept of guanxi 
in Chinese society and ask whether guanxi is still relevant today. Bian (2018) 
looks at the hypothesis that, in moving toward a market-driven system (cap-
italism), merit-based rather than relational recruitment and infuence will 
become more relevant in China. The claim is that market logic and the ratio-
nalism of institutions/legal-based systems will create fewer incentives to be 
socially connected to powerful links in companies, which are now private 
rather than state owned. This means that guanxi is not fxed or static but is 
resilient. Its signifcance goes up signifcantly with the combination of high 
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market competition and high uncertainty levels. With privatization, guanxi 
increases rather than decreases (uncertainty) but the inclusion of more 
merit-based recruiting systems tends to decrease the signifcance of guanxi 
(without eliminating its relevance). 

Understanding the workings of guanxi in light of China’s rising power is 
a topic of controversy among contemporary theorists. On the one hand, so-
ciologist Doug Guthrie (1998) argues that China’s entry into the global eco-
nomic market decreases the importance of guanxi. Guthrie’s claim is based 
on research interviews he conducted with a handful of large state-owned 
frms in Shanghai where top ofcials stated that they recruited based on 
merit not guanxi. Guthrie views guanxi “as favoritism-laden relations” and 
believes that “guanxi practice and guanxi infuence will be reduced to a min-
imum when markets and legal systems develop to maturity.” Yang (1994) dis-
agrees, advocating for taking guanxi as a cultural repertoire instead. Yang 
argues that Guthrie’s sample was too small and limited in that he only talked 
to high-ranked ofcers in those frms and took their word at face value. 
Much of guanxi is conducted outside of ofce hours, outside of work prem-
ises. She argues that Guthrie portrays guanxi as more static than it actually 
is. By contrast, guanxi is a resilient and evolving practice. It takes many forms 
and moves between tangible to nontangible depending on the institutional 
context in place. Whereas guanxi in the 1960s and 19 0s was more focused 
on tangible resources such as food products and other limited supply prod-
ucts, guanxi today may take diferent forms but will not just disappear 
because it is a cultural trait. 

To get how guanxi works, it is important to understand that both tie-
strength and multiplexity are involved in guanxi relationship-building. 
Tie-strength is the level of intensity of a social relationship. In guanxi, tie-
strength is not just about individually powerful relationships but about “the 
totality of several dimensions of social interactions between ego and his/her 
alters: frequency of interactions, degree of intimacy, degree of emotional at-
tachment and extent of resource exchanges” (Bian 2018, 605). Multiplexity 
is the “overlap of roles, exchanges, afliations in social relationships” (Bian 
2018, 605). It “operates according to the relational logic of asymmetrical ex-
changes.” What is interesting to note about the logic of these exchanges of 
gifts and favors is that it shows how fexible guanxi is. It is fexible both in 
terms of the type of payback that can be given and the time when it’s paid 
back. Favors don’t have to be reciprocated or returned immediately or di-
rectly. There is also a lot of fexibility with the form of social capital that is 
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generated through guanxi relations, which can be a mix of tangible and in-
tangible sources of power and infuence. Diplomatic banquets illustrate the 
importance of producing “friendly feeling which personalizes the social pro-
cess, infuses it with a sense of obligations ‘to give, to receive, and to repay’” 
(Kavalski 2018, 8). 

Guanxi and Relationality in International Relations 

The concept of guanxi is widely used in academic scholarship from a variety 
of felds including marketing, fnance, and organizational behavior. This 
kind of scholarship often aims at identifying for non-Chinese business frms 
seeking to operate in China reliable ways of understanding the importance 
of guanxi in the conduct of business in China and identifying the more/ 
most important nodes of any organizational network. Unlike in anthropol-
ogy, business studies, and organizational structure research, the concept re-
mains less used in the study of international relations and foreign policy 
scholarship, despite increasing attention to China’s place in global politics 
and its relations with other states. 

The concept of networking/guanxi is receiving increasing attention in IR 
theory, especially in literature looking at non-Western approaches. Several 
IR scholars have led the work of introducing relationality to IR debates (Ka-
valski 2018; Nordin 2016; Pan 2018; Qin 2018; Shih and Huang 2016), but the 
concept remains theoretically underdeveloped and empirically underused. 
These pioneering scholars have focused on the question of what power is in 
this perspective, and answered it by examining Confucianism, Chinese cul-
tural traits, and so forth. While this is a useful start, the burgeoning literature 
has not looked at the question of how power works from this relational per-
spective. That is to say, analyses of the mechanisms of power building from a 
relational perspective are missing from the scholarship. In Shaping the Future 
of Power, knowledge production and norm difusion facilitated by relational 
people-to-people programs are central to understanding mechanisms of 
power building and power projection. Developing the concept of guanxi can 
enrich understandings of power in global politics both theoretically and em-
pirically. In this context, guanxi is a manifestation of the power of relations 
with the goal of increasing one’s social capital through the medium of 
network-building, bonding, and renqing (人情 ), or “human feeling.”8 This is a 
core idea of a relational approach to power. 

Relational power takes as a basic, central unit “relation” and takes the 



54 shaPing the future of Power 

Revised Pages

 

world in general and world politics in particular as composed of “dynamic 
relations.” It “focuses on human relations and holds that relationality is the 
key to understanding social phenomena and meaningful human actions” 
(Qin 2018, 20 ). The logic of relationality means that an actor takes into ac-
count social relations when making judgments and decisions. Accounting 
for social relations means both thinking about the immediate specifc others 
involved in a given decision and how that fts in the totality of one’s rela-
tional circle. This also implies that based on this relational logic, an actor’s 
desires, calculations, interests, and preferences are not fxed but can change, 
evolve, and vary across contexts (Qin 2018, 208). 

In more traditional mainstream IR theories, the two logics that are most 
recurrently used to discuss the diference between realist and constructivist 
theories are the logic of consequences and the logic of appropriateness 
(March and Olsen 1984). The logic of consequences follows instrumentalist 
rationality and the logic of appropriateness follows normative rationality. In 
IR, structural realism and neoliberal institutionalism are typically associated 
with the logic of consequences because crucial to both of these theories is 
how actors calculate behavior to maximize individual interests. Constructiv-
ism, on the other hand, if often classifed as part of the logic of appropriate-
ness because individuals’ behaviors consider social norms and values (Send-
ing 2002). Actors act based on what is considered the right thing to do. 
However, the binary of these two logics handicaps any analysis that seeks to 
explain or understand overlapping areas between ideational and material as-
pects of international politics. A relational logic more successfully captures 
the overlap areas that neither the logic of appropriateness nor the logic of 
consequence captures. Relational logic allows us to analyze the ideational as 
material, which is an important feature of international politics in the 
Global South. 

The logic of relationality necessitates accepting a set of crucial concepts. 
First, social actors are “relators” who are defned by their capacity to have 
relationships with others. They are agents that shape their relations and the 
outcomes of these relations rather than passive observers of a relational 
structure that dictates their actions. Second, social actors have relational 
circles. Actors see themselves as the center of multilayered concentric rela-
tional circles. Third, relations have context. Actors’ relational webs overlap 
and afect one another. These relational circles “compose a multidimen-
sional and multilayered relational complexity” (Qin 2018, 210). This com-
plexity is what constitutes the relational context, and more overlap between 
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diferent relational circles can contribute to increasing actors’ infuence.9 

Therefore, in this framework, relations are not a substitute for material pos-
sessions in traditional approaches. Power is not defned in terms of how 
many relations states/actors have (simply paralleling the way traditional ap-
proaches count tanks and missiles as power). Relations in themselves do not 
equal power. It is the process of reciprocation, manipulation, favors ex-
change, and indebtedness that amount to how power is conceptualized in 
this approach. 

On explaining the role of agents (relators) and their interests, Qin (2018, 
223) contends that “like the rational choice theory, the logic of relationality 
assumes that relators pursue their self-interests and seek tangible and mate-
rial gains through the relational circles by asking for and exchanging favors.” 
The diference is that the actors’ interests, in the logic of relationality, “are 
located often in relations and their pursuit of interests tends to be through 
managing, manipulating, and expanding their relational circles” (2018, 
223). Relational actors manipulate, grow, and manage their social capital 
and relational networks to maximize their gains and secure a wide variety of 
interests. An example of this can be seen in Chinese foreign policy’s rankings 
of potential and current partner countries. For instance, a comprehensive 
strategic partnership is the highest form of diplomatic relationality (the 
most intimate circle), comprehensive partnership and strategic partnerships 
are next in rank and prestige, and then there is “partnership” (which is the 
least intimate). Countries that enjoy the highest rank of diplomatic relations 
with China are probably countries that also have the most overlap in terms 
of relational circles. 

Thinking about the Future of Power in Global Politics 

Power from a relational approach is located, activated, and expanded in so-
cial relations. Relations precede power and shape it yet at the same time the 
power generated by relations can in turn reinforce and expand social net-
works. This understanding of power is built both on previous work on rela-
tional power and my exploration of the links between guanxi relations, 
expert knowledge production, and norm difusion. Rather than answering 
the question what is power, I look to show the mechanisms through which 
social capital, people-to-people connections, translates to power (especially 
within the context of foreign policy making). These mechanisms are the in-
tricate interplay between developing and expanding infuence via social 



56 shaPing the future of Power 

Revised Pages

 

 

 

 

   

  

 

capital, through the exchanges of favors, gifts, and banquets. To give a brief 
illustration, an important (and expanding) area of China’s foreign policy 
with Belt and Road states revolves around people-centered diplomacy and 
investments in human capital programs. In these programs the Chinese gov-
ernment sponsors seminars, trainings, and exchanges between Chinese state 
ofcials, high-ranking military ofcers, media staf, and so forth, and their 
counterparts from Belt and Road participating states. From a relational pro-
ductive power perspective, regarding the question of what the source of 
power is in the illustration above, the answer lies within the networks of per-
sonal and professional relations and exchanges of gifts and favors that make 
China a powerful state with a development model that other governments 
are attracted to and seek to mimic. In addition to answering what power looks 
like in that example, another necessary question is to examine how these re-
lations between Chinese and counterpart ofcials translate to power dynam-
ics. The mechanisms include knowledge production and norm difusion as 
they occur during the routine exchanges and professionalization trainings. 

From a relational productive power approach, power is not formed prior 
to relationships. It emanates from them. Power resides with the relations. It 
is relationships that move power and increase it. They are reinforced discur-
sively and practiced through people-to-people diplomacy, cultural 
exchanges, and investments in human development programs. From this 
perspective, a relational approach to power prioritizes normative, nonmate-
rial, and cultural aspects over material or tangible elements. In this approach, 
being powerful does not equate to having the biggest military presence or 
the most money. Instead, being powerful is understood as a function of hav-
ing strong social capital, expanded networks, and solid people-to-people ex-
changes. Power lies within the multiplicity of these relations, and securing 
interests is done by manipulating these relations, exchanging favors, and 
reciprocating behaviors. Furthermore, a necessary follow-up step is to look 
at social capital as a space that both allows exchanges of favors, gifts, and 
personal bonding among the people involved but also allows for knowledge 
production, exchange of ideas, and norm making. 

relations, Knowledge, networKs, and institutions 

So far, the IR scholarship that has engaged a relational approach to power 
and to international politics has neglected some of the mechanisms through 
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which relations lead to power and how agents manipulate that relational 
power to pursue their interests. To rectify this, I both demonstrate how tak-
ing a relational approach to power is necessary to understanding current de-
velopments within the international order with the rise of China and other 
Global South powers, and explore the knowledge-power nexus to analyze 
the mechanisms of power projection in a relational approach to IR. Indeed, 
relational power that is generated in the context of social networks and rela-
tionships is also a space for expert knowledge production, norm making, 
and norm difusing. In order to develop these mechanisms, it is necessary to 
revisit IR scholarship that probes how state interests are shaped and how in-
ternational norms are created and difused via international institutions. 

State interests are not “out there waiting to be discovered,” as Martha 
Finnemore says. Instead, they are “constructed through social interaction” 
(Finnemore 1996, 2). Finnemore also recognizes that internationally held 
norms and values change, and when they do, they generate coordinated 
shifts in state interests. She explains that “states are embedded in dense net-
works of transnational and international social relations that shape their 
perceptions of the world and their role in that world” (ibid.). One of the 
most interesting contributions about this is that it urges IR scholars to look 
at international organizations not as bits of furniture that states interact 
with, but as dynamic players with the power to change and shape the prefer-
ences of states. In this context, Finnemore pays attention to the importance 
of international organizations in teaching “good norms” to international 
actors. It is this teaching/socialization that gets international actors to learn 
to behave appropriately (according to the logic of appropriateness). The 
United Nations Educational, Scientifc and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 
for her played the teacher’s role in shaping the identity, interests, and behav-
ior of the states concerned. 

Scholarship on the importance of norms and values in complementing 
material conceptions of power in international politics is well established. 
Building on research by Finnemore (1996), scholars have explored how insti-
tutions shape states’ interests (Abbott and Snidal 1998; Pouliot 2016) and 
how international legitimacy relates to institutions (Legro 199 ); they have 
expanded the scope of norm entrepreneurship to norm challengers and 
norm antipreneurs (Bloomfeld 2016). However, these perspectives have 
looked mostly at Western-led institutions and how such institutions defne 
and constitute states’ interests (such as the case of the International Com-
mittee of the Red Cross for Finnemore), or how developing states get social-
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ized into the international order by joining international institutions (such 
as the case of China’s socialization via the World Trade Organization for 
Johnston 2008). Up to this point, the international organizations analyzed 
in IR scholarship on norms were for the most part institutions that more or 
less ft in the international liberal order (e.g., the UN, UNESCO, the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, the World Trade Organization, and the Geneva Con-
ventions). The assumption was that such Western-led institutions socialize 
the Global South and other states into the Western-led Westphalian liberal 
order. Global South states and developing states are viewed as consumers, 
recipients, or at best resistors/challengers of these international norms. 

A decade after Finnemore’s groundbreaking work, another group of 
scholars expanded on its scope and problematized existing norm scholar-
ship for being Eurocentric and inadequate in capturing non-Western ideas, 
norms, and institutions. For example, in Against International Norms, Char-
lotte Epstein and others (201 ) refect on postcolonial perspectives to inter-
national norms. From a postcolonial perspective, socializing developing 
countries into accepting and mimicking international norms infantilizes 
them and takes away their agency (Epstein 201 ). Similarly, another group of 
scholars explore non-Western actors not only as norm challengers but also 
examine Global South institutions such as BRICS and norms such as Tianxia 
(all under heaven).10 This book contributes to enriching the existing scholar-
ship that deals with the infuence of emerging powers and their initiatives in 
establishing institutions that not only challenge the existing order but make 
norms and socialize states into accepting them as their preference over the 
status quo (the international liberal order). This book examines the inter-
play between social capital, relational networks, expert knowledge produc-
tion, and norm-making in Chinese-led institutions. Indeed, since interna-
tional organizations are the conveyor belts of international norms and since 
the Forum of China-Africa Cooperation is an institution, FOCAC can and 
should also be viewed as a conveyor belt of international norms. Yet it 
remains to be seen what/whose norms FOCAC and other China-led institu-
tions will difuse, and through what mechanisms these norms will be pro-
duced and spread. 

Fields of Knowledge and Relations of Power 

In foreign policy making, social relations and networks that are enhanced 
through routine people-to-people exchanges can transition from being infor-
mal relational networks to becoming formally institutionalized. Concretely, 
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with frequency and consistency, exchanges and professionalization trainings 
allow for expert knowledge sharing from trainers to trainees in a more institu-
tionalized manner. In the case of China’s foreign policy, the trainings pledged 
by the Chinese government during the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation 
have become institutionalized with specifc agencies and institutions in 
China that fund, host, and organize the trainings. These institutions do not 
lose their identity as relational networks when putting on a bureaucratic hat 
while sharing technical expertise and skills with the trainees. Instead, their 
function as knowledge producers solidifes the social capital and relational 
bonds. Formal institutions solidify the social bonds formed within networks 
and allow for the routine exchanges of ideas, joint discussions of problems, 
and joint thinking through solutions to existing problems. 

How, then, is expert knowledge produced and internalized/normalized 
by international actors and legitimized by international institutions? Exist-
ing research on epistemic communities sheds some light on these processes 
by looking into epistemic communities. Simply put, an epistemic commu-
nity “is a network of professionals with recognized expertise and compe-
tence in a particular domain and an authoritative claim to policy-relevant 
knowledge” (Haas 1992, 3). Epistemic communities help identify the self-
interests of a state and can play a signifcant role in turning knowledge and 
ideas into policies. This can be done through a variety of difusion mecha-
nisms. One such mechanism is institutional learning where actors and 
agents learn and assimilate the knowledge produced and shared by experts. 
Institutional learning occurs “directly, through interpersonal persuasion, 
communication, exchange and refection.” In this process, leaders are social-
ized to accept the new ideas, values, and views. 

In the next three chapters, I further explore socialization processes and 
normalization when examining the impacts of Chinese-backed profession-
alization trainings in private security (in chapter 4), in media and journal-
ism (chapter 5), in cultural and education exchanges (chapter 6) and refect 
back on socialization mechanisms from the perspective of a rising power in 
the concluding chapter. For now, it is important to note that socialization 
literature has been subject to substantial critiques from Global South per-
spectives on grounds that it is patronizing and infantilizing of the actors-to-
be-socialized, which often are developing countries (Chowdhury 201 ; 
Epstein 2012; Zarakol 2014). In China’s foreign policy conduct in Africa, es-
pecially through professionalization trainings, knowledge and expertise are 
passed on from Chinese to African under a narrative of relating where Chi-
nese trainers relate to their African counterparts through shared history, 
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developing countries’ identity, and Global South solidarity. In the context of 
Chinese foreign policy making, the narrative of international relating difers, 
at least in theory, from the hierarchical, Eurocentric socialization mecha-
nisms in that it relies on consensual knowledge production facilitated by 
strong social capital and guanxi networks. This opens the opportunity to ex-
plore the case of China’s foreign policy relating with Africans for its potential 
implications for socialization scholarship. 

Knowledge/Power Nexus as a Framework for Analyzing Emerging Powers 

The knowledge/power nexus refers to understanding power as being based 
on knowledge and viewing knowledge production as an exercise of power. 
For example, in the relationship between a doctor and a patient, the doctor’s 
scientifc/medical knowledge produces the patient who is only a patient in 
that relationship to the doctor. The patient submits willingly to the doctor’s 
knowledge and expertise by undergoing examinations and taking prescrip-
tions. It is not physical or economic power that defnes this relationship, it is 
expert knowledge that dictates how the two interact. When translated to 
global politics, knowledge and the power of expertise is often described as 
“soft” and as being a stark contrast to coercive power. However, I don’t think 
that this is necessarily the case as knowledge and expertise can be just as vio-
lent as coercive power. Yet they are packaged diferently than coercive exer-
cises of power. The invisibility of their coercion and the appearance of soft-
ness are what makes knowledge-power work. 

Emerging powers and Global South states, such as China, acknowledge 
and relate in ofcial discourses to the legacies of colonialism and histories of 
exploitation by foreign powers of third world countries. In this way, emerg-
ing powers are not only more cautious about the negative perceptions of co-
ercive power, they denounce colonial practices to both distance their rising 
power from traditional European powers and to relate, bond, and identify 
with developing countries that are potential consumers of their technolo-
gies, ideas, norms, and values. Developing strong social networks and 
strengthening people-to-people bonds is a very crucial part of this relating. 

Relational networks serve to enhance trust-building between the rising 
superpower and other developing states. They introduce state elites and gov-
ernment ofcials to new sets of values and norms when professionalization 
trainings are organized. Understanding the centrality of relationality and 
the processes of expert knowledge production through people-to-people ex-
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changes and social network-building programs are key to unpacking China 
as a rising superpower. These relations are manifested in the case of Chinese 
foreign policy in steadily increasing quotas for scholarships to international 
students, people-to-people exchange programs under the Belt and Road Ini-
tiative, and joint workshops and professionalization training programs of-
fered to elites, civil servants, military ofcers, and citizens of various devel-
oping countries. Chinese government-sponsored professionalization 
trainings serve diferent specialty areas, but they all result in producing ex-
pert knowledge whether through seminars, workshops, or joint-navy drills. 

Viewed from a productive relational perspective, Chinese government-
sponsored professionalization trainings and people-to-people exchanges are 
not some kind of neutral skills transfer activities. They build connections 
among high-ranking ofcers and, even more interestingly, they provide op-
portunities to align ways of thinking and reacting to real security, gover-
nance, or development issues. Taking a relational notion of power helps us 
make sense of Chinese investments in human development in the develop-
ing world broadly and in Africa more specifcally. In my analysis, I accept and 
operate under the assumption that “power and knowledge directly imply 
one another . . . [in that] there is no power relation without the correlative 
constitution of a feld of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not pre-
suppose and constitute at the same time power relations” (Foucault, cited in 
Digeser 1992, 986). I take people-to-people exchanges and professionaliza-
tion training programs and investments in human resource development to 
be spaces that facilitate the constitution of a feld of knowledge, on the one 
hand, and the widening of the relational networks, on the other. 

This book empirically substantiates this relational productive power ap-
proach by examining Chinese professionalization trainings for Africans in 
three areas: military and security relations, for journalists, and people-to-
people relations through Confucius Institutes. In the analysis, I start by 
looking at ofcial discourses of Chinese foreign policy on professionaliza-
tion training programs in Africa. Analyzing these discourses is central to the 
methodology of this study because discourse is taken as the vehicle that 
shapes not only the nature of China-Africa relations but also as the vehicle 
through which knowledge and norms are disseminated. As I explained in 
the introductory chapter, rhetoric and discourse are important tools of Chi-
na’s foreign policy making. In each of the empirical chapters, I start the anal-
ysis by looking at the articulation of discourses in the Forum on China-Africa 
Cooperation and other foreign policy documents. 
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Application and Analysis 

Guanxi’s centeredness on the power of building and nurturing personal re-
lationships for the success of business deals is not restricted to domestic con-
texts. IR theory is well served by examining the role that guanxi and social 
capital occupies in foreign policy conduct in the context of the Global South. 
With a specifc look at China’s sponsorship of professionalization training 
programs for African diplomats, military ofcers, civilians, journalists, and 
the like, this study aims at analyzing Beijing’s investments in human re-
source development programs across Africa. In doing so, I do not claim to 
uncover Chinese foreign policy’s motivations or intentions toward African 
recipients as a plan to have the trainees be socialized into Chinese norms, or 
have their knowledge shaped in favor of China’s image. Rather, I am con-
cerned with examining the consequences of said investments and not the 
motivations or rationale behind these training programs. 

After conducting extensive interviews at the ofce of the deputy for Afri-
can afairs inside the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Afairs, along with dozens 
of other interviews with civil servants and think tank specialists, a number 
of issues became clear to me. First, Chinese foreign policy making is highly 
decentralized. There is not a single bureau in charge of crafting China’s Af-
rica strategy. Rather, the ofcials working at the Ministry of Foreign Afairs 
are one link in a long chain of command. The Ministry of Education, the 
Ministry of Commerce, the China Export/Import Bank, Chinese ambassa-
dors to African countries, and ofcials at the Ministry of Defense are all key 
players when it comes to drafting China’s Africa strategy. Second, invest-
ments in human development resources are an important part of the holistic 
approach of engagement that Chinese foreign policy follows in Africa. By 
holistic I mean that the Chinese government engages on almost all levels of 
cooperation at diferent paces and in diversifed areas. It is multifaceted and 
does not focus exclusively on security cooperation or natural resource ex-
traction. This is also refected in the sheer diversity of topics for which the 
government holds professionalization trainings. I limit my analysis to a few 
cases that I see both as most salient to China’s foreign policy in Africa and 
that are also present in China’s foreign policy toward states other than in the 
African context. 

As discussed in chapter 2, both discourse and practice are key to the con-
duct of China’s foreign policy. Consequently, there is a need to treat dis-
course and practices not only as the medium within which Chinese-African’s 
interactions are expressed but also as productive of these interactions. To il-
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lustrate briefy, in almost all Chinese ofcial speeches about Africa, phrases 
such as “mutual beneft,” “win-win relations,” and “equal partners” are re-
peated over and over to become a normalized part of the discourse on China-
Africa relations. They are almost always used as a heuristic association or a 
conventional wisdom on China-Africa relations. It matters to take discourses 
as sites for producing meanings and ensuing verbal and nonverbal prac-
tices.11 The discourses stemming from China-Africa summits, Chinese strat-
egy papers, government ofcials’ statements, media representation, and aca-
demic exchanges and symposia on China-Africa are productive of how 
Sino-African relations are understood, rationalized, and practiced. Further-
more, discourses are an ongoing process of producing and reproducing as 
well as transforming meanings rather than just stabilizing or fxing them. 
Consequently, in order to examine professionalization trainings and 
capacity-building programs in China-Africa relations, two steps need to be 
taken. The frst step is analyzing Chinese foreign policy ofcial discourses on 
investments in human resource development as stated through the Forum 
of China-Africa Cooperation action plans and ofcial speeches by the Chi-
nese president as well as by African counterparts. The second step is examin-
ing the professionalization training practices on the ground by looking at 
the diferent mechanisms and programs put in place through workshops, 
scholarship programs, language classrooms at Confucius Institutes, military 
trainings, and so forth. Together, these steps examine professionalization 
trainings as asymmetrical places of interaction between expert Chinese 
trainers and African trainees to how creating social capital produces power 
and how people-to-people exchanges facilitate knowledge production and 
norm difusion. 

To illustrate, applying a relational productive power framework to Chi-
na’s military diplomacy and security practices in Africa highlights the prolif-
eration of professionalization trainings ofered by the Chinese government 
to bring African military ofcers to China for training in its party school. 
These trainings open up opportunities for introducing African military of-
cials to Chinese defense strategic thinking, military facilities, and safety 
practices. These aspects of China’s military diplomacy in Africa, for instance, 
do not come up if one is limited to examining the capacity of China’s mili-
tary base in Djibouti. In the next chapter I analyze, in depth, the nature and 
impact of Chinese-funded professionalization trainings for African military 
ofcers, private security staf, and peacekeepers. 

http:tices.11
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chaPter four 

Guanxi in Military Diplomacy  
and Security Trainings 

On March 3, 2018 US Congressman Bradley Byrne wrote a letter to US Sec-
retary of Defense James Mattis warning that “reports that Djibouti plans to 
gift a major port to the Chinese government could negatively impact the 
ability of U.S. military and intelligence ofcials to conduct critical counter-
terrorism operations” (Byrne 2018). The Djiboutian port in question, Do-
raleh Port, was the subject of another letter of concern sent by US Senators 
Chris Coons and Marco Rubio to US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo and 
Secretary of Defense Mattis on November  , 2018. The senators warned that 
much of Djibouti’s debt is owed to the Export-Import Bank of China (China 
Exim), and that they “believe these developments provide major strategic 
benefts to China and risk undermining the balance of power in East Africa 
and around the Bab al-Mandeb strait.” For the senators, “China’s control of 
Doraleh could allow it to impede U.S. military operations in the Horn of 
Africa, as well as those of the U.S. allies like Italy, Japan, and France, which 
maintain military bases in the region” (Coons and Rubio 2018). The letters 
of concern show how China’s newly established naval base in Djibouti and 
Djibouti’s fnancial reliance on China are ringing the alarm bells for US for-
eign policy makers. China’s expansion in Djibouti’s security scene is 
viewed from a zero-sum perspective to be a risk that could “provide major 
strategic benefts to China,” allow China to undercut US military power, 
and that this would risk upsetting “the balance of power” in the region. 
What these letters have in common is that they view the threat coming 
from China in the form of military interest (counterterrorism explicitly 
listed), and fnancial (debt trap). What the letters fail to understand is that 
the bulk of China’s military ties to African states run through an elaborate 

65 
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network of military-to-military exchanges, defense forums, and trainings 
of African security personnel. 

To this efect, the seventh Forum on China-Africa Cooperation agenda 
pledged “expanding defense and military personnel training,” and that 
“China will continue to step up training for African service personnel, 
. . . deepen academic exchanges and cooperation among military academies 
and research institutes and enhance cooperation on military medical sci-
ence.” The meeting’s announcements came shortly after China had hosted 
its frst ever Defense and Security Forum with Africa in July 2018. During the 
forum, which lasted fourteen days, high-ranking ofcers and military atta-
chés from over ffty African countries attended seminars, talks, and tours of 
Chinese military facilities. Just two months later, the seventh China-Africa 
meeting pledged to host more of these collaboration workshops and meet-
ings between Chinese and African military cadres. As an implementation of 
FOCAC 2018 pledges, in July 2019 China’s military hosted 100 army chiefs 
and defense ministry ofcers from ffty African countries in Beijing. The 
army chiefs were in Beijing for a week to participate in the China-Africa De-
fense and Security Forum.1 

Given the importance of military-focused personnel trainings as part of 
China’s overall diplomacy of human capital investments, this chapter takes 
a closer look at China’s security policy in Africa from a relational approach. 

The Chinese government released its frst Africa white paper, an ofcial 
document that outlined China’s foreign policy strategy toward Africa, in 
tandem with the frst Forum on China-Africa Cooperation that was held at 
the summit level in 2006.2 The white paper was updated into a second edi-
tion in 2015 around the time that the second China-Africa summit was held 
in South Africa. A quick content analysis of both papers reveals that the 
word “security” (in the sense of stability) was mentioned fve times in the 
frst paper (2006) while the word “terrorism” was mentioned only once in 
passing in the same paper. Approximately a decade later, the word “secu-
rity” was mentioned ffteen times in the new Africa white paper (in the con-
text of peace and stability), whereas the word “terrorism” was mentioned 
fve times. The focus on peace and security cooperation in China-Africa re-
lations is indeed a recent development but one that is gaining a lot of atten-
tion very quickly.3 

The growing interest in security is also refected in a burgeoning body of 
Africa-China scholarship addressing security cooperation from diferent 
angles. Extant literature has examined the contribution of China to peace-
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building eforts and how that refects on norm-making and norm following 
(Alden 2014; Alden and Large 2015), China’s role in confict resolution in 
South Sudan (Large 2008b, 2009, 2012), debates regarding China’s adher-
ence to the noninterference principle in Africa (Aidoo and Hess 2015; Wang 
2012), debates over Beijing’s response to the crisis in Libya and the principle 
of responsibility to protect (Garwood-Gowers 2012; Fung 2015), the contro-
versial Chinese arms exports to sub-Saharan Africa (Benabdallah 2018; Shinn 
and Eisenman 2012; Lynch 2012; Hanauer and Morris 2014; Shinn 2014), 
the development-security nexus in China’s approach to security (Benabdal-
lah 2016; Benabdallah and Large 2018; Carrozza 2019), and Beijing’s multi-
lateral cooperation with the African Union (AU) on peace and security issues 
(Van Hoeymissen 2010; Benabdallah 2015). 

Yet, missing from these analyses is an account of the people-centered and 
relationship building in China-Africa security relations. China’s invest-
ments in professionalization training programs for military ofcers, peace-
keeping forces, and private security personnel are a vital aspect of China-
Africa security relations. Though China has been expanding its peace and 
security cooperation with African states, Chinese presence in Africa (so far) 
does not reach the level of the US Africa Command (AFRICOM) initiative, 
which, paired with drone operations, puts the US presence on the continent 
at about 1,500 ofcers and thirty-four military outposts.4 In fact, French mil-
itary operations in the Sahel and even India’s advanced maritime surveil-
lance cooperation with African island states remain on a larger scale than 
Chinese involvement. Still, the combination of the rapid growth of the Chi-
nese presence and the diferent form it takes means that there is a need to 
probe the potential implications of building strong social networks and per-
sonal connections between high-ranking Chinese military ofcials, China’s 
navy, and Chinese private security frms and their African counterparts. 
These strong people-to-people ties between Chinese and African military of-
fcials are manifested in high-level visits, technical training programs, 
military-to-military diplomacy, and trainings provided by Chinese private 
security frms in Africa. 

In chapter 3, I outlined a conceptual framework that consists of three 
main elements: social networks, norm difusion, and knowledge produc-
tion. In this framework, power is understood not as a possession but as a pro-
cess. That is to say, power is not measured by material possessions, economic 
prowess, or even the number of relations and social networks. Instead, power 
is viewed as a process of cultivating social relations and networks and engag-
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ing in social exchanges and investments in relations to expand social capital. 
It follows that relations and relationality shape power and powerful actors 
are those who manipulate their social networks. In the realm of military and 
defense relations within the China-Africa context, this involves intensifed 
exchanges between high-ranking military ofcers, joint navy drills, and 
hosting multilateral defense forums. I will apply the framework to three 
cases of Chinese-sponsored training opportunities for African military and 
security personnel. 

To analyze security-focused trainings, this chapter is organized in three 
main sections. First, it gives a general overview of China’s gradually increas-
ing involvement in Africa’s security. Second, it analyzes the professionaliza-
tion trainings funded by Beijing for African security and military personnel, 
specifcally trainings for high-ranking military ofcers, for peacekeepers, 
and for private security staf. The fnal section applies the relational power 
framework and analyzes the impact of these trainings in terms of guanxi net-
works, knowledge production about security theories, and threat-response 
operating procedures. The chapter ends by probing the efectiveness of Chi-
na’s human capital investments in military diplomacy in Africa. 

if might maKes right, what maKes might? 

Between 2013 and 201 , China sold weapons to forty-eight countries, mak-
ing it the ffth largest exporting country of major weapons (Stockholm Inter-
national Peace Research Institute 2018). Only Germany, France, Russia, and 
the United States exported more weapons. Topping the ranking is the US 
with a share of 36% of the total global arms exports between 2014 and 2018. 
Comparatively, China’s total exports came in ffth position with 5.2% of the 
world arm exports in the same period of time. China also is among the top 
fve importers of arms, a list that neither the US, France, Germany, or Russia 
made, although Russia and France were China’s top suppliers (SIPRI 2018, 6). 
To many analysts, this shows that China is still very much a consumer of top-
tier military technology rather than a producer. Many scholars argue that 
China is a marginal power in terms of military infuence in Africa because 
there are fewer Chinese troops in Africa. When counting boots on the 
ground or arms supplies, for example, European and US armies have a stron-
ger presence in the continent (see, for example, Shinn 2014, 4). David Shinn 
looked at the joint military and naval exercises and found that China has not 
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yet had a major joint exercise in the way the US and France have in Djibouti’s 
Camp Lemonier (see Shinn 2014). Likewise, Holslag (2009a, 29, 32) argues 
that China’s security engagements in Africa are “negligible” because “China 
has no bases in Africa as does the U.S. and France,” and that China’s military 
diplomacy in Africa “remains limited when compared with defense initia-
tives in other regions.” While I agree that China’s security practices in Africa 
difer qualitatively and quantitatively from those of other major players in-
cluding France and the US, I fnd that this argument stems from taking a 
material and somewhat realist assessment of China’s security practices. That 
is to say that China’s military presence in Africa looks marginal only when 
presence is measured as material/military power. Such realist approaches of-
fer limited analytical value for the analysis of nontangible aspects of China’s 
military and security policy for Africa, such as creating strong networks be-
tween high-ranking military ofcers from China and African armies, the 
production of expert knowledge around understanding threats and respond-
ing to them, and the opportunities for norm difusion during personnel pro-
fessionalization trainings and joint drills. A realist approach to power misses 
out on these elements, which are important in themselves but can also have 
implications for understanding China’s material and tangible military prac-
tices in Africa. 

A material-power approach might argue that holding training work-
shops and routine exchanges between high-ranking military ofcers can be 
interpreted from a national interest maximization and utilitarian perspec-
tive. However, such an approach falls short of explaining why there is an in-
crease in the Chinese government’s investments in human capital in Africa 
at the same time that there is a reverse trend of decreasing fnancial disburse-
ments by the Chinese government in infrastructure and other commercial 
ventures in Africa. By expanding the concept of power and adopting a rela-
tional productive approach, it becomes possible to account for Chinese 
state-funded professionalization trainings for African security/military per-
sonnel, which are a necessary element in China’s foreign policy in Africa. 
Building strong personal networks with political elites and high-ranking 
military ofcers can also viewed as going beyond expanding the relational 
networks and manipulating them for material gains. 

When considering China’s security strategy in Africa from the limited 
perspective of military capabilities and arms sales, one may be compelled to 
conclude that China’s security interests are economically driven and limited 
to protecting China’s energy supplies and commercial interests. However, 



 0 shaPing the future of Power 

Revised Pages

 

  

 

 

 

 

this would result in neglecting a big portion of China’s foreign policy in Af-
rica, which dedicates a lot of attention to nurturing social networks and 
people-to-people connections via professionalization training programs 
and ofcials’ visits. The main goal of this chapter is to address this aspect of 
China’s foreign policy in Africa with a specifc look into military/security 
relations. In so doing, I deploy the relational productive power framework I 
developed in the previous chapter and examine its three essential elements: 
guanxi relations in informal settings, knowledge production in professional-
ization trainings, and norm difusion through institutionalized networks. 

Professionalization training programs that are sponsored by the Chinese 
government for the beneft of African military/security ofcials can be 
grouped in three categories. The frst consists of bilateral training programs 
involving invitations for African military delegations to visit China for work-
shops, summits, and trainings. The second concerns training programs 
through multilateral platforms involving training by Chinese peacekeepers 
on the ground in diferent African countries. The third category looks into 
private security frms’ trainings and this involves Chinese (state-owned pri-
vate companies) training their African counterparts. Taking a relational pro-
ductive power approach unpacks the mechanisms of defense and security 
knowledge production and norm difusion enabled by the proliferation of 
professionalization training programs between Chinese and African armies. 
The processes of China’s power building in Africa go beyond the scope of 
what material and realist approaches to power can account for. Yet, despite 
the limitation of this book not being a longitudinal analysis of the efects of 
training programs on their recipients, it does show that nonmaterial invest-
ments and expert knowledge production are central to China’s infuence in 
Africa. 

China’s Evolving Role in Africa’s Security: A Discourse Analysis 

A relational productive approach to power can help us unpack Beijing’s in-
creasing investment in security/defense forums, visits and exchanges be-
tween high-ranking ofcers, peacekeeping trainings, and joint navy drills 
with African counterparts despite shrinking fnancial disbursements. To be 
sure, not many Chinese ofcial documents provide details on China-Africa 
defense and military cooperation, but going back to FOCAC documents is 
helpful. 

China-Africa’s third FOCAC meeting (held in 2006) resulted in an action 
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plan that sketched multilateral cooperation plans for the upcoming three 
years. The document does not contain the words “security,” “military,” or 
“peacekeeping” —not even one time. This might lead one to believe that 
there would not be military cooperation. However, China’s frst Africa strat-
egy paper, which was also released in 2006, states that 

China will promote high-level military exchanges between the two sides and 

actively carry out military-related technological exchanges and cooperation. 

It will continue to help train African military personnel and support defense 

and army building of African countries for their own security. (Ministry of 

Foreign Afairs 2006) 

There are two noteworthy elements in this passage. The frst is the em-
phasis on visits, trainings, and people-to-people exchanges and the second is 
the emphasis on Africa’s ownership of its security cooperation with China. 
The discourse in this passage connotes China’s security strategy in Africa 
with a commitment to encourage Africans to build defense for their own 
ecurity. This discourse feeds into China’s broad foreign policy goals of por-
traying China as a foreign power that does not seek to build, shape, or infu-
ence Africans’ security for them. Across Chinese ofcial discourse on 
security-related cooperation, there is a dogmatic repetition of the principle 
of noninterference. Interfering in ongoing African conficts is portrayed by 
Beijing as a practice that characterizes European imperialist motivations on 
the continent, unlike China’s decolonialist aims. Chapter 2 addressed this in 
more detail, but here it helps to observe how Beijing endeavors to construct 
a narrative about China’s security practices in Africa being centered around 
the noninterference principle and respect for sovereignty. This framing 
strives to position Beijing’s policies in Africa as drastically diferent and dis-
tant from European colonial/imperial behavior. 

Invoking the noninterference principle—even when not always adher-
ing to it in practice—is part of a discursive move by Chinese policy makers 
to construct a conventional wisdom-like discourse that China is a diferent 
kind of power from the traditional European/Western powers and that it 
has no hegemonic or imperial motives in Africa. Training personnel and 
maintaining active exchange visits between military staf are framed in a 
rhetoric that insists on supporting African countries in building “their 
own security.” This point is recurrent and common to discourses from FO-
CAC 2009 and 2012. 
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The Chinese Government appreciates the concept and practice of “Solving 

African Problems by Africans.” It will continue to support the eforts of the 

AU, other regional organizations and countries concerned to solve regional 

conficts and will intensify cooperation with African countries in peacekeep-

ing theory research, peacekeeping training and exchanges and in supporting 

the building of peacekeeping capacity in Africa. (FOCAC 2009) 

When it comes to confict resolution, Chinese policy makers reiterate 
their support of “African solutions to African problems.” To be sure, the sup-
port for those African solutions ofered by the Chinese side comes in difer-
ent forms: equipment donations, personnel trainings, logistical help (Chi-
nese antipiracy patrols in the Gulf of Aden), and peacekeeping missions. Yet 
the rhetoric repeatedly associates China’s strategy with a linguistic emphasis 
on nonintervention and sovereignty to create connotations about China be-
ing a peaceful rising power—one that wants to work with other countries 
rather than bully, shape, or control them. Furthermore, during the FOCAC 
meeting of 2015 (held in Johannesburg), the following policy commitments 
were announced: 

1. The two sides will maintain the momentum of mutual visits by  
defense and military leaders, continue to deepen exchanges on tech-
nologies and expand personnel training and joint trainings and  
exercises. 

2. The Chinese side continues to support the African Union, . . . that 
play a leading role in coordinating and solving issues of peace and se-
curity in Africa and further continues to support and advocate for Af-
rican solutions to African challenges without interference from out-
side the continent. 

3. The two sides will strengthen information and intelligence exchanges 
and experience sharing on security and will share this information 
timeously [in a timely manner] to support mutual eforts in the pre-
vention and fght against terrorism, in particular its symptoms and 
underlying causes. 

4. The African side appreciates China’s counter-piracy eforts in the Gulf 
of Aden, the Gulf of Guinea and in waters of the coast of Somalia in 
accordance with the relevant resolutions of the UN Security Council. 
The two sides will strengthen cooperation on safeguarding the secu-
rity of shipping routes in the waters concerned and peace and stabil-
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ity in the region. In this regard, the two sides agree that emphasis 
should also be placed by the international community on addressing 
the root causes of piracy, namely poverty, underdevelopment and il-
legal fshing. 

Security cooperation between China and African states is far more com-
prehensive and sophisticated in FOCAC 2015 than its previous predecessors. 
It also deepens China’s rhetorical commitment to noninterference in Afri-
can security afairs despite the extended scope of security/military coopera-
tion. For example, the part about China’s support of “African solutions to 
African problems without interference from outside the continent” sounds 
quite oxymoronic since it suggests that China, which is a power outside of 
the African continent, is proactively taking measures to make sure there is 
no outsider interference in African security issues. The paradox indicates 
that China is interested in simultaneously gaining power and trust and 
branding its engagement as benevolent. Beijing endeavors to construct a 
narrative about its security practices in Africa as being diferent from inter-
ventionist policies of many Western countries while reassuring African part-
ners that China is ready to cooperate on all fronts, including security. An-
other highlight from the FOCAC 2015 agenda is that the connection between 
development, reducing poverty, creating better living conditions, and the 
promotion of peace and stability is clear. As explained in chapter 2, Chinese 
policy makers believe that poverty and underdevelopment are the root cause 
of confict and that is now part of the FOCAC rhetoric on how to reduce con-
fict in Africa. The development-security nexus shows in China’s security 
policy in Africa. 

Examining China’s ofcial discourse on security/military cooperation 
with African states reveals the following important points. First, the dis-
course shows that Beijing ofcials insist on branding China as promoting 
African solutions to African problems rather than China imposing Chinese 
solutions to African problems. This suggests that Chinese policy makers are 
interested in showing that China’s security presence in Africa is and will re-
main diferent than African countries’ experiences with European and US 
militaries. Second, and relatedly, Chinese ofcial discourse emphasizes— 
routinely—China’s belief in the noninterference principle and in respecting 
African states’ sovereignty. Emphasis on noninterference creates an associa-
tion of China as a peaceful and nonaggressive kind of great power. Third, the 
agendas show that Chinese military diplomacy in Africa focuses heavily on 
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providing training for peacekeepers and high-ranking army ofcials, as well 
as maintaining a momentum of ofcial exchanges and visits between Chi-
nese navy/army ofcials and African counterparts. These training categories 
are the basis of my analysis. 

Guanxi in Military Diplomacy: Training Programs for African Army Staf 

African leaders repeatedly lauded China for ofering professionalization and 
technical trainings for African personnel during China Africa FOCAC meet-
ings. In 2015, South Africa’s president Jacob Zuma requested that Beijing pro-
vide even more of these training programs in his opening address.5 From the 
supply side, the Chinese leadership has usually been responsive to these calls 
primarily because they pose a fairly low-risk, low-cost investments with high 
potential for expanding relational power. In September 2018, President Xi 
announced FOCAC 2018’s goal of training 1,000 Africans, hosting 50,000 
workshops, awarding 50,000 government scholarships—a big increase from 
30,000 in 2015—and sponsoring 2,000 student exchanges. The 2015 FOCAC 
action plan promised professionalization trainings for 30,000 government 
scholarships, training no less than 1,000 media specialists, providing 40,000 
professional training opportunities in China, sending thirty teams of senior 
agriculture experts to train African farmers, and establishing more agricul-
ture demonstration centers.6 Premier Li Keqiang vowed to “expand bilateral 
cooperation in personnel training, intelligence sharing and joint exercises 
and training, and assist Africa to enhance its capacity building in peacekeep-
ing, counter-terrorism and counter-piracy” (Li 2014). Beijing’s interest in 
“training” Africans spans many felds of specialization and in security these 
trainings mainly revolve around (a) ofcial visits and joint drills, (b) train-
ings for peacekeepers, and (c) trainings of private security personnel. 

Military Training Programs and Army Chief Visits 

There are more than twenty academies and training institutes in China that 
host military trainings for foreign ofcers. Back in the 1950s, the University 
of National Defense of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) set up a 
department that specialized in foreign training. The department trained 
thousands of foreign ofcers from over 100 countries.7 In 2004, the depart-
ment was rebooted and launched as a new institute called the Defense Afairs 
Institute.8 In the same year, the institute’s frst training course on interna-
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tional issues was attended by more than 9 0 senior army ofcers from more 
than forty nations. China’s University of National Defense ofers frequent 
training courses for African military ofcials, and according to a recent re-
port, “every African army has at least one colonel or brigadier general who 
graduated from this university” (Thrall 2015, 56). The fact that every African 
army has at least one high-ranking ofcer who graduated from China’s Na-
tional Defense programs is signifcant in at least two main ways. First, this 
signals strong connections and guanxi networks between Chinese army of-
fcials and their African counterparts. Second, African army ofcers who par-
ticipate in these trainings are familiarized with the modes of operation, 
military philosophy, and ways of understanding and responding to threats 
from the Chinese military perspective. 

Beijing-sponsored military training programs for African military of-
cers can be grouped in two categories. The frst one consists of inviting mili-
tary personnel from several African countries to China for training, and the 
second is delegations of Chinese military ofcers taking the trainings to Af-
rican countries and hosting them in diferent places (Wang 2012,  8). An 
example of the frst kind is provided by Wang Xuejun where “in May 2010, 
ffteen high-level ofcers from ffteen African countries attended a twelve-
day training course in China jointly undertaken by the Academy of Military 
Sciences and Chinese National Defense University” (Wang 2012,  8). An-
other example is China’s Ministry of National Defense hosting the frst ever 
China-Africa Forum on Defense and Security Cooperation, which was men-
tioned earlier in this chapter. In this multilateral relation-building platform, 
military ofcers from over ffty African countries were invited to China for a 
two-week forum. Just the sheer number of African countries that sent de-
fense attachés to China is a signal of the strong military-to-military relations 
that China’s army ofcials enjoy with their African counterparts. However, 
what is most notable about the frst defense forum was the two-week dura-
tion. There is little doubt that seminars and formal presentations were on 
the agenda of the forum, but they did not take up all the time set aside for 
the workshop. Instead, the allocation of two weeks created a space for a lot of 
focused and extended conversations and relations that would not be possi-
ble in circumstances where the meetings would be held over a short period 
of time. The forum is a space that allows for investments in relational capital 
and guanxi networks between Chinese and African militaries and also 
among African militaries. Spending two weeks touring Chinese military fa-
cilities, admiring China’s military technology and intelligence, and discuss-
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ing multilateral security and defense interest allowed plenty of time to build 
and nurture personal as well as professional connections between army of-
cials. As explained by Chinese senior colonel Wu Qian: “Through these exer-
cises, Chinese and foreign militaries build friendship and trust and improve 
military build-up and training” (China Military 2018a). The senior colonel 
emphasized the network-building benefts of these programs in his year-in-
review remarks. He observed that “in the past year, we have expanded our 
network of friends and built a new pattern of international military coopera-
tion that is all-dimensional, wide-ranging and multi-tiered. In the past year, 
we have conducted more realistic joint training exercises with foreign mili-
taries, which made more contributions to the growth of combat capabilities 
of our troops” (China Military 2018a). In this way, and especially through 
repeated and consistent contact, a long-term efect of these military ex-
changes could show in terms of trust-building among Chinese and African 
military ofcials. 

Additionally, some of the military training programs that take place in 
China are maintained on a routine basis. For instance, Angola dispatches 
thirty military staf every year to receive military training in China (see Hol-
slag 2009b; Saferworld 2008; Wang 2012). The Malian defense ministry also 
requested that the Chinese military enhance military-to-military relations 
with the Malian army and support its training capacities (Ministry of Na-
tional Defense 2016b). Botswana is another example of a government that 
sends annual delegations of military ofcers to China. Delegations of around 
eighteen Botswana Defense Force ofcials attend annual training courses in 
China (All Africa 2015). 

The military training courses vary in their content depending on the 
rank of the targeted trainees. When delegations are more high-ranking of-
cers, the courses are more about showcasing Chinese equipment, tactics, 
and strategies. For example, a delegation of high-ranking ofcers was in Bei-
jing in May 2016 where they visited the PLA General Hospital and attended 
presentations on Chinese military’s assistance to Africa in the fght against 
the Ebola epidemic.9 For lower-ranking ofcials, the training programs in-
clude courses on Chinese Confucian values and how they shape civil-
military relations. The Chinese Special Police Academy even hosts martial 
arts training courses for African Union–afliated military ofcials to expose 
them to Chinese values and the Chinese concept of civil-military relations 
(Zhao 2015). Zhao Lei’s report for the China Daily explains that the training 
consists of two parts: reading the Chinese classic Art of War by Sun Tzu and 
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learning tactical trainings in the academy. An Algerian military ofcer who 
took part in the training reported to Zhao that “even though the tactics in it 
were thought out thousands of years ago, some of them can be applied to 
today’s military afairs” (Zhao 2015). In the same report, a police colonel 
from the Sudan commented on the short course on counterkidnapping tac-
tics, saying that the course “provided a clear picture of the strategies, greatly 
enhancing our knowledge base” (Zhao 2015). These training programs equip 
African participants with both conceptual knowledge on war strategies (as 
read in Sun Tzu’s work) and also practical skills such as the one mentioned by 
the Sudanese participant. African trainees are exposed not only to Chinese 
material/military hardware but also to Chinese ways of thinking about war, 
security, strategy, and terrorism. 

Yet it is important to note that there is another vital aspect of the train-
ings that happens outside of seminar rooms. Taking African defense attachés 
on tours of China to show them just how modernized, developed, and 
mighty China became within a relatively short period of time adds an im-
portant value to the experience. Touring Chinese megacities, military facili-
ties, and other development highlights adds to China’s image as a viable 
model for development and success and puts China in a place that others 
aspire to achieve. Additionally, African high-ranking military ofcers who 
graduated from one of China’s host universities, or those who have been in-
volved in intensive exchanges with Chinese counterparts create and expand 
opportunities for close relationship between their governments (or military 
apparatuses) and China. Professionalization training programs for African 
military attachés widen the network of relations and expand military-to-
military guanxi between Chinese and African armies. Understanding this 
relational aspect is key to understanding how power relations are formed in 
China’s foreign policy in Africa. 

Military-to-military exchanges seek to invite “a variety of African special-
ists (party and government cadres, middle and high-ranking military ofcers 
and professional technical personnel) to visit China for opportunities to 
learn both professional and technical skills” (He 2009, 115). One of China’s 
target outcomes is to increase opportunities for expanding close professional 
relations and military guanxi through frequent exchanges between African 
cadres and Chinese military ofcials. These connections, which ofer spaces 
for expert knowledge production, widen China’s web of relations and create 
opportunities for African military cadres to learn technical skills provided by 
their Chinese counterparts and be indebted for these trainings. 
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Another aspect of these military-to-military exchanges lies in routine 
port calls and repeated joint drills between Chinese and African navies. 
Navies that train together establish a shared working mode of operation, 
including how to react to crises. The Chinese coordination of joint naval 
trainings is an exercise in relational power building and network expansion. 
I have collected a list of all the exchanges and trainings sponsored by China 
for African military ofcials for ffteen months between 201  and 2018 (see 
table 2) to show how extensive these exchanges are and their various subject 
matter. Indeed, beyond arms sales and military equipment deals, joint drills 
and military forums help to shape African military practices and increase 
Chinese-African webs of (military) relations (hence power). Still, defense 
and military training programs remain unidirectional. Chinese military 
staf does not go to African countries to learn technical or professional skills 
there, and African militaries do not host high-level defense workshops for 
Chinese counterparts. China’s defense ministry and other relevant Chinese 
organs fund, plan, and lead the training programs and workshops for Afri-
cans. 

Guanxi Power in Peacekeepers’ Training Programs 

A second type of military-related professionalization training programs 
that is sponsored by the Chinese government for African security forces is 
through United Nations peacekeeping operations (PKOs). Chinese peace-
keeping missions engage in providing trainings for local security forces as 
well as for peacekeeping forces that are part of African Union–led missions. 
While participating in the United Nations Multidimensional Integrated 
Stabilization Mission in Mali and the United Nations Mission in South Su-
dan, Chinese peacekeepers were part of noncombat regiments for the most 
part. In Mali, China sent a force protection unit of 1 0 troops, an engineer-
ing unit of 155 troops, and a medical unit of seventy troops. More specif-
cally, the engineering unit was tasked with road building and repairs and 
the installation of 66  prefabricated houses. The force protection unit con-
ducted 2, 10 armed patrols and security tasks, while the medical unit 
treated 8,120 patients.10 Because of this wholistic approach to diferent as-
pects of economic, health, and social development, Chinese peacekeepers 
in Mali are not known for their combat skills as much as they are for the 
developmental approach they take. According to a former Malian prime 
minister, 
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Chinese peacekeepers are not only a force of peace; they are also a force of 

development. They understand that maintaining peace not only means 

weaponry and sending troops, but also means improving the livelihoods of 

locals. Chinese peacekeepers have won the hearts of the Malian people.11 

Prime Minister Moussa Mara’s statement indicates that Chinese peace-
keepers play an important role in shaping China’s image abroad and work 
diligently to convey the role of China in Africa as peaceful and nonaggres-
sive. There are diferent formulations for peacekeepers’ trainings; some 
involve short and long training courses on the ground while others are pre-
deployment ofcial PKO training. The long training courses usually involve 
Chinese PKO troops and security experts leading trainings while they are on 
missions in African countries. For an example of the short course trainings, 
the Chinese Ministry of National Defense invited a group of peacekeeping 
trainees to China for a weeklong training for the frst time in June 2016 (Min-
istry of National Defense 2016d). The training covered twenty-three subjects 
including the peacekeeping legal framework, civilian protection, and logisti-
cal support. In August 2016, the Chinese government ofered a second train-
ing program for seventeen senior ofcers from Angola, Djibouti, Kenya, 
Liberia, Namibia, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia, and Zimbabwe.12 The training 
courses are of crucial importance for a number of reasons. They are attrac-
tive. They have implications for China’s image being portrayed as a respon-
sible power that cares about global peace and takes proactive measures to 
transfer technical skills to African peacekeepers. More than either, they al-
low opportunities for basic network building, guanxi expansion, and knowl-
edge production. 

Though China came late to participation in peacekeeping missions be-
cause of its skepticism about the sovereignty implications of multilateral col-
lective action mechanisms, it has come around to become a vital support for 
peacekeeping missions in Africa and elsewhere (Alden 2014, 4). China is now 
the largest provider of peacekeeping troops among all the United Nations 
Security Council permanent members. Since 1990, when China started con-
tributing to peacekeeping, its position has changed from blocking the mis-
sions at the UN Security Council on grounds of the noninterference princi-
ple to actively contributing personnel and funding to make them more 
successful. About 10 percent of the UN peacekeeping operations budget is 
funded by Beijing, making it second only to the US in terms of fnancing 
PKOs missions. As of 2018, Chinese peacekeepers have participated in nine 
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out of the ffteen UN peacekeeping operations around the world and in 
seven out of eight UN missions in Africa.13 While the number of Chinese 
peacekeepers worldwide is much smaller than that of Bangladesh (10, 5 ), 
India (8,919), or Pakistan (10,656), China’s big lead over the US, UK, France, 
and Russia in numbers of peacekeepers deployed in Africa means that China 
can still make a stronger case for its sincere commitment to friendly relations 
with African counterparts. Also, in 2015, President Xi Jinping announced in 
New York City while visiting the UN that China will train a standby force of 
8,000 peacekeeping troops within the next three years. That pledge was also 
successfully met, and the 8,000 trainees passed their UN certifcations by 
the summer of 2018. 

Furthermore, despite there being structural limitations facing Chinese 
peacekeeping troops from interacting with local populations and other 
peacekeeping ofcers, Chinese peacekeepers often get positive feedback 
from local and UN authorities where they are stationed. Indeed, despite con-
tinuous threats against the safety of peacekeepers, Chinese troops are still 
found to be involved with local communities. Chinese peacekeeping troops 
are very creative in their involvement and receive a lot of praise for teaching 
and training locals simple and efcient ways to improve their living condi-
tions. They often are praised (both by the UN and African governments) for 
playing a “signifcant” role in promoting peace and development in Ebola-
hit areas in Liberia and Sierra Leone (Ministry of National Defense 2015b). 
The Sudanese government, for example, recognized the extra humanitarian 
eforts of Chinese peacekeepers and commended their interest in sharing 
their skills and expertise with Sudanese people. 

It is not enough to equate Chinese peacekeepers’ impressions on local 
populations, government elites, and the international community with soft 
power or good reputation. It is more important to contextualize these posi-
tive impressions in the guanxi relations and knowledge transfers—especially 
to local populations—that stem from the trainings provided by Chinese 
peacekeepers. 

Expert Knowledge Production and Private Security Companies 

Lastly, another security-related area with signifcant professionalization 
training programs by Chinese agencies is in the private security arena. In the 
previous section, I mentioned that the number of Chinese peacekeepers is 
increasing. In 201 , there were a total of 2,600 Chinese troops stationed 
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across the world under UN mandates. By comparison, around the same time, 
Chinese private security groups were hiring no less than 3,200 employees 
abroad (Clover 201 ). The numbers indicate that the Chinese government 
views private security companies (PSCs hereafter) favorably and allows their 
proliferation at about the same rate if not more than through UN-mandated 
peacekeeping missions. Private security contractors’ activities are often 
found in areas that are high in both confict risks and Chinese investments. 
Chinese security companies have proliferated to secure Chinese investments 
in Africa with the 2013 advent of the Belt and Road Initiative and its continu-
ing expansion. Chinese state-owned enterprises that have high stakes in 
confict prone zones hire PSCs for the protection of their staf and interests. 
This is a very creative way around China’s noninterference principle (dis-
cussed in chapter 2) as it does not bring Chinese armies or soldiers into Afri-
can countries. Chinese oil drilling companies and other big frms across Af-
rica act as clients to Chinese PSCs, which for the most part do not even carry 
guns, but instead rely on local forces for armaments. Another advantage to 
PSCs is that they permit politicians to maneuver around sovereignty con-
cerns in their ability to avoid international conficts or diplomatic incidents 
in ways that armies and navies cannot. For example, “sea marshals working 
for Hua Xin Zhong An, a Beijing company, are able to use lethal force as a 
self-defense measure against pirates, according to their contracts, while their 
Chinese navy escorts can only fre warning shots unless their warship is un-
der direct attack” (Clover 201 ). Maritime security operations and piracy-
fghting forces of the coast of Somalia were one of the earliest instances of 
Beijing experimenting with PSCs abroad. When executed successfully, they 
can achieve the goals of securing Chinese investments and Chinese citizens 
while being both efcient and keeping a low-key profle. 

Many Chinese investments and high-stake fnancial ventures are present 
in regions of Africa with some of the highest confict risk. The more China 
invests in infrastructure deals and energy extractions in these high-risk 
zones, the more it faces security challenges, and the more attractive PSCs 
involvement becomes. For example, when the Chinese state-owned China 
Bridge and Road Corporation was contracted for the construction of the 
standard gauge railway linking Kenya’s capital Nairobi to the coast at Mom-
basa, it deployed private security personnel from the Chinese company De-
Wei (Arduino 2018, 103). Part of DeWei Security Group’s tasks in Kenya were 
several training sessions ofered to Kenyan security agents in martial arts 
combat (Goh et. al 201 ). From martial arts combat to strategic seminars 
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about security, Chinese PSCs are sought to fll a security gap often caused by 
African armies being either underfunded, untrained, or understafed. 

For several years, criminal activities, insurgent attacks, or other forms of 
violence have targeted Chinese companies. In late January 2012, there was a 
double kidnapping incident where some twenty-nine Chinese workers were 
kidnapped by Sudanese rebels while another twenty-fve were abducted in 
Egypt for ransom. The anti-Gaddaf regime change in Libya in 2011 led to 
rushed and poorly planned evacuations of approximately 35,000 Chinese 
nationals (Xinhua 2015). Additionally, in 2015 an attack on the Radisson 
Bleu Hotel in Bamako, Mali, led to the killing of Chinese state-owned enter-
prise top corporate ofcials (Reuters 2015). Had the Chinese army intervened 
to provide protection in such cases, China’s adherence to the principle of 
noninterference (or at least the articulation thereof) would have been visibly 
breached, and the visibility of Chinese boots on the ground could frame 
Chinese security practices in Africa as “interventionist” and “aggressive.” 
Engaging PSCs is a technical maneuver around the principle of noninterfer-
ence, but in practice Chinese PSCs are government-owned and government-
controlled. They are not truly private and function at the command of the 
CCP as much as the PLA would. 

Chinese PSCs, both operating inside the country and abroad, are rather 
new. It was not until 2010 that the government issued a law to authorize and 
regulate the establishment of PSCs in China.14 These companies are typically 
formed by retired military ofcers and work closely with the authorities. 
Han Fangming, the deputy director of the Foreign Afairs Committee of the 
Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference, has urged the establish-
ment of a Chinese version of the US private security company Blackwater 
(now rebranded as Academi).15 Han Fangming proposed that Chinese PSCs 
(such as Shandong Huawei Group) should model themselves after American 
PSC expertise abroad, and then, “when the time is right, the government 
might allow qualifed companies” to expand internationally in order to pro-
vide armed protection for Chinese frms operating in risk zones.16 Although 
Han’s policy recommendation was criticized heavily by government and 
public opinion for the potential for a high risk of incidents on foreign soil 
coupled with private contractors’ inexperience in African contexts, Chinese 
PSCs have increased their activity in Africa. For instance, the Wall Street Jour-
nal reported that “in Sudan, a dozen armed Chinese private security contrac-
tors have joined more than 1,000 Sudanese troops in the current rescue ef-
fort, according to Sudanese military ofcials.”17 In addition, PSC Genghis 
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Security Advisory was reported by the Xinhua News Agency to have sent 400 
security personnel to guard Chinese companies abroad, including in Algeria 
and Libya. The report also mentioned that Genghis Security Advisory also 
engaged in training local forces (Xinhua News 2012). As expressed by Feng 
Xia to China Daily, it is the responsibility of host countries to ensure the 
safety of foreign ofcials and other representatives. However, when a given 
host country is not able to fulfll this obligation, Feng continued, then there 
should be collaboration between the two concerned countries to “reach an 
agreement to dispatch security forces to train local forces and help them 
build capacity” (Xu 2012). Indeed, this model is part of what’s become 
known as private security with Chinese characteristics in which one of the 
characteristics is “transfers of security technologies and capabilities” via pro-
fessionalization trainings (Arduino 2018, 1 ). Trainings of private security 
forces, unlike military-to-military exchanges, have to happen in the host 
countries because the terrains and contexts are unique. 

In Security beyond the State, Rita Abrahamsen and Michael Williams iden-
tifed that “South Africa has one of the world’s most highly privatized and 
globalized security sectors” (2011, 98). Despite record-high numbers and 
South Africa having a massive private security assemblage, the introduction 
of Chinese business and Chinese interests created even more demand for 
PSCs. This led to an urgent need for training more private security personnel. 
In describing what the training entails, Feng Xia explained that expert teams 
are sent from China to learn from local security forces about the environ-
ment they will be operating in, and only after being acclimated with the ter-
rain do they generate simulation exercises and technical trainings for the 
local trainees. China’s frst overseas joint-security company was established 
in 2014 in an agreement with South Africa between the Shandong Huawei 
Security group and Raid Tactical Pty. The joint venture includes training 
courses and exchange of expertise.18 Here the questions that interest me are 
what is the value added of Beijing’s investments in training private security 
staf for African states and what are the implications of these trainings for 
China’s security policy in Africa? 

Leander (2005) investigates the role played by private military compa-
nies in shaping the discourse and policy understanding of security.19 By 
drawing on Lukes’s faces of power (mainly the second and third faces), she 
fnds that such companies “shape the interpretations of security through 
their non-negligible role in training and consulting within the armed forces 
and the state in matters of security both at home and abroad” (2005, 81 ). As 
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explained by Feng’s statement above, Chinese PSCs in Africa ofer technical 
trainings in areas such as equipment use, fghting strategies, and other train-
ings. During these trainings, like trainings by formal military ofcers, the 
production and sharing of Chinese understanding of security and its trans-
fer to African counterparts is made possible. By socializing African security 
forces in Chinese norms, expert knowledge, and understanding of what se-
curity is and how to counter security threats, Chinese and African militaries 
can communicate on the same wavelength with regard to international 
peace and security. Military-focused trainings are spaces for the normaliza-
tion of the discourse on China’s noninterference principle as well as for the 
dissemination of Chinese expert knowledge on private security practice. As 
expressed by Leander (2005, 81 ), “‘technical’ training shapes security dis-
courses. By focusing the attention of the trainees on the use of specifc types 
of equipment when reacting to situations of a certain kind, it is probable 
that such situations will be interpreted in similar ways in the future and the 
response will be similar.” Chinese PSCs do train their African counterparts to 
use certain equipment as a reaction to certain situations, and African private 
security teams may become consumers of Chinese-manufactured equip-
ment that’s used in the training. Leander shows that private security train-
ees’ often end up becoming big consumers of military equipment and hard-
ware used in the trainings. This shows that ofering security trainings has a 
commercial beneft as it serves as a marketing opportunity for states’ arms 
industries. This is very important for China’s military trainings for African 
armies and has important ramifcations in explaining how China became a 
top arms exporter. Yet this is not the whole story. My framework shows the 
power dynamics at play in these (typically unidirectional) trainings and 
their implications for African military apparatuses becoming consumers not 
only of Chinese military hardware but of expert knowledge. 

Without denying that Beijing-sponsored PSC trainings for Africans allow 
China the opportunity to market Chinese military equipment and hardware 
to African partners, it is important to note that from a market-driven analy-
sis, low and middle-tier Chinese PSCs cost signifcantly less than their US or 
European counterparts.20 To give an example, Karthie Lee estimates that hir-
ing a Chinese twelve-man detachment in East Africa costs about $5 0 per 
day whereas the rates for Western companies go up to $4,000 per day for a 
four-man escort (Lee 2014). The point here is that there are other gains, be-
sides the material ones, for Chinese PSC operations in Africa. Chinese PSCs 
are not very competitive in Europe, much less in the US. In fact, they learn a 
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lot and mimic tactics from their European and US counterparts. In the con-
text of Africa’s security landscape, however, Chinese PSCs get to be experts, 
trainers, and providers of knowledge about security. These gains are more 
valuable than the price of escort teams. 

These gains can further be explained by looking at training programs 
from the prism of relational productive power and expanding China’s rela-
tional infuence in the continent by adding a layer of human capital invest-
ment and knowledge dissemination via the staf of PSCs. In Anna Leander’s 
account, even the on-site technical trainings, which usually include special-
ized courses and consulting, are designed to “explicitly shape the security 
understanding of those of who take the courses” (Leander 2005, 81 ). For 
Leander, it is important to highlight that trainings shape the way security is 
understood because this has material consequences on decisions regarding 
what equipment to buy and how much of it to deploy. In my argument, the 
focus is to problematize the knowledge transfers themselves as sites of power 
building. By taking power to be relational, the lack of Chinese drone bases 
and boots on the ground is not understood as evidence of China’s marginal 
role in security and defense activities in Africa. Instead, relational power 
highlights the importance of analyzing nonmaterial investments (such as 
those in human resources evidenced in PSC staf, PKO, or military personnel 
trainings) as being just as important as investments in military and drone 
bases in accounting for how powerful a foreign power is. Indeed, by taking 
defense-related professionalization trainings as steps toward expanding Chi-
na’s relational network in African countries, we get a better understanding of 
the operations and functions of China’s rising power in Africa. 

How Efective Are Beijing’s Investments in Security Training Programs? 

From a relational perspective on power, expanding the networks of social 
relations and successfully manipulating networks are the main target of 
power. Also, processes of knowledge production and dissemination are the 
mechanisms through which relational power is built. It follows then that 
taking training opportunities and military exchanges as spaces for expert 
knowledge production suggests that Chinese values and discourses may be 
difused to African partners. 

Finnemore and Sikkink (1998, 910–13) ofer a good insight into how edu-
cational programs, the dissemination of ofcial policy, and censorship are 
ways by which the dominant state and secondary states can manipulate pub-



86 shaPing the future of Power 

Revised Pages

 

 
  

  

 

 

lic opinion and persuade their audience to adopt new norms. Although their 
argument does not problematize far enough how power sufuses these edu-
cational programs, it nonetheless ofers a helpful framework to unpack US 
infuence on Japan’s military education in the aftermath of World War II. 
The US changed the norms of military education in Japan from promoting 
ultranationalist to prodemocratic norms. Thus, there was interference not 
directly or coercively on the material capabilities of Japan’s military, but 
rather on the mentalities of high-level ofcials through training and 
military-to-military diplomacy (Wang 2003, 10 ). Evidence of governmental 
techniques of the President Harry Truman administration vis-à-vis Japan’s 
postwar military was that it did not run an agenda of weakening an aggres-
sive Japanese military. Rather, it emphasized the restoration and strengthen-
ing of Japan’s industrial and military strength. 

Moreover, Carol Atkinson argues that “[US] military engagement activi-
ties have been designed to serve a normative persuasive function that explic-
itly aims to alter the political identity of the engaged states” (Atkinson 2006, 
509). Indeed, in Military Soft Power, Atkinson primarily argues that military 
power does not have to only be viewed from the lens of hard/material power 
(Atkinson 2014, 11). Instead, she makes the case that military educational 
exchanges, trainings, and high-ranking ofcial visits all play an important, 
albeit nonmaterial, role in projecting power and infuence. Military ex-
changes are spaces for military ofcers from diferent countries to build so-
cial and professional networks: “The friendships and professional contacts 
between foreign ofcers studying in the United States and their U.S. counter-
parts certainly help to improve the ability of the U.S. military to work with 
allied nations as well as potential coalition partners” (Atkinson 2014, 4). 
Professional and personal networks promote the development of (in this 
case) US-centric norms, namely democratic values. What Atkinson observes 
in her book is not limited to or exceptional about the US military but is a 
process of socialization that is bound to happen in any similar training and 
educational exchange programs. 

In fact, Atkinson and other scholars have observed similar socialization 
processes in training programs hosted by armies from the Soviet Union dur-
ing the Cold War. The processes of socialization happen through diferent 
mechanisms, among which is transmission of cultural understandings and 
language. As Hannah Pitkin pointed out and Atkinson (2014, 20) recalls, 
“learning one’s language is an intensely social activity. It is a process not 
only of learning words and grammar, but how to use this knowledge appro-
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8  Guanxi in Military Diplomacy and Security Trainings 

priately with one’s community.” I have mentioned above several examples of 
African navy and army ofcials, from Nigeria and South Africa, for example, 
who are trained in Mandarin language courses. Through these opportuni-
ties, similar patterns of socialization and norm difusion mechanisms can be 
expected to sufuse China-Africa military-to-military diplomacy. In the same 
way that fndings show that US or Soviet Union–sponsored military training 
programs facilitate a great deal of norm difusion and expertise sharing, 
China-Africa military trainings and military-to-military diplomacy could be 
expected to, over time, infuence how African military leaders view China’s 
contribution to the continent’s security matters. Yet here my approach dif-
fers slightly from that of Atkinson. That is to say, I agree with Atkinson’s 
problematization of views on military power as necessarily coercive and 
repressive. Her studies show that even the seemingly most coercive power/ 
security apparatus (the military) has a soft, constructivist aspect to it that 
material/realist approaches to power are not able to account for. Yet in my 
analysis I go one step further in that I problematize the mechanisms of the 
socialization that occurs during unidirectional training programs between 
Chinese trainers and African trainees. Applying my relational productive 
power lenses to the processes of socialization that Atkinson speaks about 
shows that socialization occurs through the production and dissemination 
of Chinese expert knowledge on peacekeeping, private security, and other 
security-related skills to their African counterparts. 

Keeping in mind that the contexts are diferent, one could draw lessons 
by analogy from past studies on the efectiveness of military training pro-
grams to understand the case of China-Africa security cooperation. For 
example, Yale Richmond draws on a study by a former KGB general, Oleg 
Kalugin, who spent a year as an exchange student at Columbia University in 
1958–59. Kalugin noted the importance of such programs in undermining 
the ideational basis of the Soviet communist system. In an interview he 
granted Richmond in 199 , Kalugin observed that “exchanges were a Trojan 
Horse in the Soviet Union. They played a tremendous role in the erosion of 
the Soviet system. They opened up a closed society” (Richmond 2005, 352). 
There is no doubt that bringing African high-ranking ofcials to China for 
training is also an opportunity to show them how far China has come with 
development, and to trigger their curiosity to learn more about China’s 
know-how. Along similar lines, Atkinson argues that the infuence of these 
education exchange programs is subtler (2006, 2) and that these programs 
are an efective conveyor of ideas and norms. She draws on Arthur Miller’s 
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(2006) extensive interviews of participants in several US government-funded 
person-to-person contact programs in Georgia, Ukraine, Bosnia-
Herzegovina, and Kazakhstan. One of Miller’s most interesting fndings is 
that while foreign aid funding does not promote democratic values and 
behaviors per se, one military educational exchange program, the Interna-
tional Military Education and Training Program, produced signifcantly 
more pro-Western attitudes and increased transnational communication 
(Atkinson 2006, 510). The gist of the fnding is that military-to-military 
exchange programs are efcient because they target somewhat highly ranked 
ofcials who probably have a say in decision-making. Making an impact on 
these ofcials opens a door to making an impact on policy making. 

Training programs provide opportunities for military-to-military social-
ization and transfer of expert knowledge including the case of the Chinese 
military and its African counterparts. Although I have not had the chance to 
test the actual outcomes of these trainings, I still examined diferent Chinese 
military-to-military diplomacy practices in Africa and I found them consis-
tent with practices analyzed in the literature examining the US context. 
Indeed, many of Atkinson’s fndings go beyond the context of US military 
diplomacy to analyze the scope condition of the trainings. For instance, 
Atkinson (2006, 510) speaks in general when she argues that “while states 
primarily rely on their militaries to provide ‘hard power,’ military organiza-
tions might also exert a socializing or normative infuence across borders as 
they frequently interact with each other, for example, by attending training 
and education programs together.” Such a statement does not only apply to 
the case of US military diplomacy but could reasonably be expected to apply 
in other cases, including Chinese military diplomacy in Africa. 

conclusion 

There are three platforms for security/military human resource develop-
ment investments. Chinese investments in human resource development in 
the security sector through training for (1) high-ranking military ofcials, (2) 
peacekeeping troops, (3) and PSC agents are platforms and spaces for China’s 
relational network to expand in Africa by sharing its expertise on security. 
When the groundwork of diplomatic and professional relations is devel-
oped, over time one can expect security partnerships to solidify and trust-
building mechanisms to become stronger between high-ranking military 
ofcials from China and African states. At some level, relational power can 
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89 Guanxi in Military Diplomacy and Security Trainings 

even help us understand the more material manifestations of power in Chi-
na’s security practices in Africa. To be sure, with building trust and enlarging 
networks with African military cadres, it is easier to move the collaboration 
to an even higher level of security presence. With this type of relational 
power, China’s launch of its frst ever overseas naval base in 201  is not a sur-
prise. China’s base in Djibouti does not create a powerful presence for China 
in the Horn of Africa but represents the efects of an already strong relational 
diplomacy between high-ranking ofcials from Djibouti and China. The 
base is just one example of the culmination of strong bilateral relations and 
one can expect to see more of these things happen in China-Africa relations. 

Peace and security are now part and parcel of Sino-African cooperation, 
evidence of which can be found in the FOCAC action plans. Despite the fact 
that early editions of FOCAC were reticent toward military and security di-
plomacy, the more China’s trade and business interests grew in Africa, the 
more its military engagement in the continent became unavoidable. The 
question was then to fgure out a way to fulfll China’s military objectives in 
Africa without coming of as a belligerent, interfering power. Therefore, even 
though clinging to the noninterference principle in practice lessened, cling-
ing to it in rhetoric increased. Over the last decade, China’s engagement in 
Africa’s peace and security grew to become more substantive and wider in 
scope. Under Hu Jintao, China vowed to “deepen cooperation with the AU 
and African countries in peace and security in Africa, provide fnancial sup-
port for the AU peace-keeping missions in Africa and the development of the 
African Standby Force, and train more ofcials in peace and security afairs 
and peace-keepers for the AU” (China Times 2012). During Xi Jinping’s pres-
idency, China’s foreign policy developed a more confdent voice and its pres-
ence in military Africa grew even stronger. Emphasizing professionalization 
trainings for high-ranking military ofcials as well as holding academic sym-
posia cohosted by Chinese and African think tanks became a hallmark of 
China-Africa security relations. 

Several Chinese-sponsored programs are designed to promote the ex-
change of party ofcials between China and African states, others comprise 
high-ranking military ofcial trainings in China, the training of peacekeep-
ing troops, and even more recently private security taskforce trainings. This 
chapter examined a sample of these professionalization training programs. 
The trainings consist of seminars on theories of security, modules on peace-
keeping, civil/military relations, and skill sessions in combat, martial arts, 
and other fghting aspects. These professionalization trainings not only pro-
vide socializing opportunities between high-ranking military ofcials but 
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also allow for knowledge production and norm difusion of Chinese ways of 
thinking and reacting to security threats. In my analysis, I take each one of 
these three practices as spaces and venues for Chinese expert knowledge to 
be produced and transferred to African counterparts. In all of these train-
ings, African personnel are the trainees and the Chinese are the experts. 
There is no reciprocation of African ways of viewing or responding to threats, 
or technical know-how to be transferred to Chinese counterparts. This goes 
to show the ofcial discourse is mostly performative in that it aims at creat-
ing an image of China that is an equal, friendly, and nonaggressive partner 
of African states. 

To be clear, this chapter is not arguing that China-Africa security strate-
gies are necessarily unique or unprecedented in the larger picture of big pow-
ers’ foreign policy conduct. The US Army provides regular trainings to Afri-
can militaries through the Africa Command and its counterterrorism 
missions. British and French soldiers have also provided extensive trainings 
for African troops. China is not at all a pathbreaker in this regard. Rather, 
what’s innovative here is the amalgamation of all kinds of people-to-people 
interactions and human capital investments that all together formulate the 
backbone of China’s Africa policy and set this policy as diferent from its 
Western powers’ competitors. 

Finally, it is also important to note that China’s military and private se-
curity forces are eager to learn from their US and European counterparts. As 
mentioned earlier in this chapter, China is a top importer of weapons (with 
France and Russia being its top suppliers), demonstrating its positionality as 
both a supplier of large weapons (with its top clients being developing coun-
tries: Pakistan and Bangladesh) and a consumer of foreign-made weapons. 
China’s PSCs also beneft a great deal from Western expertise. Blackwater’s 
founder, Erik Prince, was recruited to run China’s security frm Global Fron-
tier Systems, which trains China’s elite PSCs teams. Chinese PSCs have also 
collaborated with British and German PSCs in Southern Africa on numerous 
occasions when they failed to get the results aimed for. Chinese peacekeep-
ers also seek training abroad—often in Europe. Chinese troops deployed to 
Mali under the UN’s Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in 
Mali underwent EU-run training to learn about the history and context of 
the confict. Yet, despite these examples, in Africa, China exports weapons, 
provides trainings for military ofcers, and shares combat lessons with secu-
rity agents. In Africa, China has the opportunity to be a supplier rather than 
a consumer of security practices and military technology. 
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chaPter five 

Guanxi in Public Diplomacy and Trainings  
for Journalists 

In SePtemBer 2018, Azad Essa was informed that his weekly column for 
South Africa’s Independent Media Conglomerate (the second largest media 
company in the country) was canceled following an article he published on 
Uyghur detention camps in Xingjian. In an 2018 article for Foreign Policy, 
Essa revealed that two of Independent Media’s shareholders are the China 
International Television Corporation and the China-Africa Development 
Fund. He argued that media investments are what gives Chinese actors cen-
sorship and silencing capabilities in a South African media outlet. Silencing 
negative media coverage is only one example of many techniques that are 
part of a Chinese state-led multibillion-dollar public relations campaign to, 
in the words of Xi Jinping, “tell China’s story well and properly disseminate 
China’s voice” (Xi cited in Bandurski 201 ). Until the story of Essa’s canceled 
column broke, China’s media strategy in Africa did not get much attention 
beyond references to China Daily’s “Africa Weekly” edition or China’s mo-
nopoly of digital TV sets in African markets. 

Despite recent growing attention to China’s telecommunication infra-
structure investments in Africa, one important aspect that remains underana-
lyzed and undertheorized is China’s investments in media-centered profes-
sionalization programs. Both through FOCAC and the Belt and Road Initiative 
platforms, the Chinese government is increasing scholarship allocations for 
journalists from the Global South to visit China for workshops and trainings. 
Analyzing China’s intangible investments such as providing trainings for 
thousands of journalists annually is a central piece to understanding China’s 
power building in Africa (and beyond). One of the main returns of invest-
ments of the training workshops is that they facilitate promoting strong 
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guanxi with African journalists who are responsible for reporting the China-
Africa story. This is especially valuable for China’s national interest as Chinese 
foreign policy makers spare no efort to brand China’s rise as peaceful and 
nonthreatening. Chinese government ofcials are strongly skeptical of 
Western-dominated news outlets in African countries. China’s approach to 
countering Western-media-led negative branding of China-Africa is knowl-
edge production and network building with African media experts. 

In brief, this chapter argues that Chinese investments in telecommuni-
cation equipment in Africa and difusing Chinese TV channels to African 
televisions are not the end goal of China’s media diplomacy. Instead, they 
are investments that complement the hallmark of China’s media diplomacy 
in Africa, building social capital. Material investments in telecommunica-
tion, I argue, serve the objective of multiplying the layers of relationality and 
connectivity between China and Africa. In fact, China’s investments in Af-
rica’s media landscape are less than a decade old and the frst cooperation 
policies can be traced to the third Forum on China-Africa Cooperation held 
in 2006. In the last fve to ten years of Chinese foreign policy toward Africa, 
Chinese government ofcials have taken serious measures to provide media 
content in Africa and difuse a positive narrative on China-Africa relations. 

Chinese foreign policy ofcials insist that without China providing alter-
native media narratives, Western media will continue to monopolize the 
content of Africa’s media landscape and portray China in ways that will 
harm China’s reputational objectives.1 One of the Chinese government’s 
pressing (and ongoing) priorities is to counterbalance the Western media’s 
portrayal of China as a hawkish, self-interested power extracting African re-
sources, engaging in predatory investments, and setting up debt traps for 
Africa.2 Yet Chinese ofcial rhetoric interestingly brands its involvement in 
narrative-making and knowledge-producing as an ethical obligation by Chi-
nese and Africans to limit colonial legacies and block the lingering imperial 
presence in the African media landscape. Chinese ofcial discourse draws on 
parallels between China’s and Africa’s colonial experiences. It parallels the 
general trend examined in chapter 4 on producing and difusing conven-
tional wisdom about equal relations, shared histories, and common aspira-
tions for future development between Chinese and African counterparts. 
Like the previous chapter, this chapter fnds that China’s rhetorical commit-
ments to equal partnerships with Africans does not get beyond the rhetorical 
aspect. On the ground, Chinese journalists and media trainers act as the ex-
perts with models, values, and knowledge to pass on to African counterparts. 
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93 Guanxi in Public Diplomacy and Trainings for Journalists 

Broadly speaking, there are two approaches followed by the Chinese gov-
ernment in order to “tell China’s story well.” One approach is direct/mate-
rial, and it consists in launching Chinese state-owned media branches and 
material media infrastructure in Africa. Examples of this approach include 
the Chinese government opening a branch of its national television, China 
Central Television (CCTV), in Kenya in 2012; launching a weekly African 
edition of the newspaper China Daily; opening ofces for the Xinhua News 
Agency and China Radio International; supplying radio transmitters to local 
radio stations; and assisting African media’s switch from analog to digital 
broadcasting. Yet perhaps the most visible of all of these is the giant media 
hub that the Chinese government built in Nairobi with CCTV headquarters 
being the largest foreign media station on the continent.3 The second 
approach is people-centered investments and human resource development 
investments targeting African media staf and journalists. Examples of this 
approach include African journalists and media experts being invited to par-
ticipate in trainings and workshops sponsored by the Chinese state. The two 
approaches, material and people-centered, are not mutually exclusive. One 
informs the other: the ideational is material and the material makes the ide-
ational feasible. Yet, since the majority of scholarship on this topic has 
focused almost exclusively on the material aspect, I refer to the separate cat-
egories without buying into their mutual exclusivity. 

At every FOCAC gathering, the Chinese government ofers increasing 
numbers of scholarships and professionalization trainings for African jour-
nalists. Opportunities to attend trainings are also extended to high-level 
government ofcials who work in ministries of communication or in some 
public relations capacity. Over the years, the accumulation of guanxi be-
tween Chinese and African journalists has had a far more lasting impact 
than the Chinese state-owned media running an Africa channel from Nai-
robi. This approach is long term, and its returns are, even if less tangible, 
still very valuable since they increase China’s relational power by enlarging 
the media and journalism networks and public diplomacy guanxi with Af-
rican counterparts. 

Most of the scholarship examining China’s media strategy in Africa 
looks almost exclusively to the direct approach to analyze the content 
and reporting strategies of the China Global Television Network (CGTN), 
China Radio International, Xinhua, and China Daily’s “Africa Weekly” 
edition, or to examine China’s investments in buying shares of African 
media outlets.4 Little attention is paid to the indirect approach of human 
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capital investment programs and network expansions via trainings for 
African journalists in China and programs that enable African media 
experts to obtain higher education degrees from Chinese universities. I 
argue that this is a mistake: looking at media-related professionalization 
trainings as network expansion (guanxi), knowledge production, and 
norm diffusion shows their efficacy, compared to the relative unpopular-
ity of direct, material means of intervention. As with the case of military 
attachés, training workshops and seminars for journalists build new and 
intensify existing webs of friendly relations and guanxi connections. 
They are spaces for knowledge production aiming to correct what is per-
ceived as Westernized and biased negative views of China’s influence in 
Africa. Human capital investments in media diplomacy and journalism 
not only expand guanxi relations between Chinese and Africa media 
experts, the seminar components of these training promote Chinese val-
ues, history, and norms about reporting. 

To show this, the chapter is structured as follows. It begins by examin-
ing the articulation of official discourse around “telling China’s story 
well” and its context in China-Africa media relations. This section draws 
on FOCAC action plan texts to evaluate the centrality and growing im-
portance of media-related human capital investments. Analysis of the 
discourse shows an explicit rejection by Chinese foreign policy makers of 
Western news media portrayals of China’s conduct in Africa, and a firm 
stance to counter negative Western portrayals of China-Africa. The chap-
ter continues by providing a brief background of China’s direct, material 
media and public diplomacy in Africa. In this section, I suggest some po-
tential reasons why this material/direct approach is far from being suc-
cessful in building a positive image of China in Africa. The third section 
turns to the ideational/indirect approach. I outline briefly, based on ex-
tant scholarship and my own fieldwork observations, the different types 
of capacity-building programs that China offers for African journalist 
professionals and academics. Using a relational productive power frame-
work, I show how these trainings are spaces to socialize African journal-
ists in Chinese norms and values of journalism (such as reporting with a 
positive rather than critical spin on stories involving the central govern-
ment). The chapter concludes by demonstrating that guanxi and rela-
tional power are advantageous compared to the limited and limiting con-
cept of soft power which is typically deployed to analyze overlapping 
areas between ideational and material investments. 



Revised Pages

 

 

   

  

  

 
  

 
 

  
 
 

 

  
 

   

95 Guanxi in Public Diplomacy and Trainings for Journalists 

telling china’s story well: discourse analysis 

To compete against the Western narratives I discussed above, the Chinese 
government is seeking platforms to introduce Chinese culture, history, and 
narratives in African media outlets. Cultural infuence and a news broadcast-
ing footprint are critical achievements for any emerging power, including 
China. Yet it was not until the third Forum on China-Africa Cooperation 
(FOCAC III) in 2006 that media cooperation was listed for the frst time as an 
agenda item in China’s foreign policy in Africa. The summit action plan an-
nounced that the following policy points: 

1. Support multi-level exchanges and cooperation in various forms be-
tween their press authorities and exchange more visits between me-
dia groups. 

2. The Chinese side will continue to host workshops for African corre-
spondents and invite heads of press authorities and media groups as 
well as correspondents from Africa to China to exchange views. 

3. The two sides agreed to expand cooperation in radio and television 
broadcasting. China will focus on helping African countries train ra-
dio and television staf. 

Exchange trips and workshops for African journalists to visit China have been 
part of China-Africa media relations for a long time. Still, even beyond FOCAC 
III, training journalists was strictly unidirectional with African journalists par-
ticipating in workshops organized by Chinese universities and professional 
institutions. The lack of reciprocity is indicative of the power dynamics that 
permeate media-focused trainings in China-Africa relations. Inherently, Afri-
can journalists are in China to learn, to be impressed, and to receive capacity-
building expertise from their Chinese experts. Chinese journalists do not get 
socialized in African journalism values, receive training in African institu-
tions, or get to tour African cities in any systematic way. FOCAC 4 and 5 were 
not distinctly diferent. 

At the 2015 edition of FOCAC—the Johannesburg Summit—Chinese 
and African partners discussed the need to improve China-Africa media rela-
tions by increasing professionalization training programs. The action plan 
notes that both sides agreed to the following points: 

1. Continue to implement the China-Africa Press Exchange Centre pro-
gram, continue to hold training and capacity building seminars for 
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African countries’ news ofcials and reporters, promote more ex-
changes and mutual visits between Chinese and African journalists 
and press professionals, train 1,000 African media professionals each 
year and support exchanges of reporters by more media organiza-
tions. 

2. The Chinese side will actively provide technology support and per-
sonnel training for the digitalization of radio and TV services and  
industrial development in Africa. 

3. The Forum on China-Africa Media Cooperation serves as an impor-
tant platform for China-Africa media cooperation and cultural  
exchanges. The two sides agree to institutionalize the Forum as an  
ofcial sub-forum of FOCAC. 

FOCAC 2015 increased the number of training opportunities for media 
experts from 2012. The agenda shows similarity with previous FOCAC events 
in that there is no reciprocation in the setup of media and communications 
trainings. The Chinese side ofers trainings, technological support, and 
maintenance workshops, whereas African participants are invited to dis-
cover China, learn about it, and learn about Chinese journalism. There are 
no systematic structures for level-feld exchanges about media narrative and 
journalism models. 

During the 2018 edition of FOCAC, cooperation on media mimicked lan-
guage from the previous action plans and continued with similar programs, 
emphasizing exchanges and trainings. The proposed agenda pledged that 
“the two sides will establish a China-Africa media cooperation network,” 
that China will “continue the China-Africa Press Exchange Center pro-
gram,” and that it also “continue to hold training and capacity building 
seminars for African countries’ media ofcials and journalists, promote 
more exchanges and mutual visits between Chinese and African media per-
sonnel.”5 Overall a common thread to all action plans analyzed in this chap-
ter is that Chinese ofcials reiterate a discourse of mutual learning and co-
production of knowledge while at the same time the Chinese side 
unidirectionally trains African journalists and media experts in Chinese in-
stitutions. The routinized articulation of China’s media activities in Africa 
to linguistic elements such as “non-interference,” “friendships,” and “equal-
ity” is a very important step for Chinese foreign policy making for shaping a 
common-sense story about China as Africa’s equal partner. 
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Telling China’s Story Well: From Discourse to Policies 

China has promised to up its eforts in human resource training for 
Africa. Invitations have been extended to a variety of African specialists 
to visit China for opportunities to learn both professional and technical 
skills as well as get an up close and personal feel for China’s 
development experience. 

(he 2007, 28) 

FOCAC agendas have explicitly expressed Chinese foreign policy’s inten-
tions to establish media outlets in Africa in order to access the “discursive 
feld” and have a voice on how to portray China-African relations. The Chi-
nese government started investing heavily ($6.6 billion) in a public relations 
campaign abroad to focus eforts on building a positive image of China in 
the Global South and “telling China’s story well.” Chinese foreign policy 
makers are concerned about the (mis)representation and portrayal of Chi-
na’s foreign policies in Western media and the negative image that Western 
media outlets in Africa create about China. The goal behind such invest-
ments, as expressed in FOCAC action plans, is for Beijing to counterbalance 
the overwhelming infuence of Western media outlets in the African conti-
nent.6 Some of the main tools for this public diplomacy include cultural 
exchanges and media representation. This West-East competition for a dis-
cursive feld has been explicitly stressed by several academics and profession-
als from China: 

There is a battle for mindshare being waged in the feld of international news 

nowadays. The USA (CNN-CNBC, VOA and several channels on pay TV bou-

quets), the UK (the BBC), France (France 24 and TV5 Monde Afrique, CFI, RFI, 

Canal+, AFP), Canada, Germany (Deutsche Welle TV and Radio) and Russia 

(Russia Today) are broadcasting heavily in Africa in a race for audience share, 

along with Al Jazeera. (Zhang 2014, 3) 

Similarly, Minister Cai Fuchao explained that “by means of fling more 
reports on China and Africa, we hope to promote mutual understanding, 
and balance some of the biased opinions about us in the West” (Beijing Re-
view 2012). Beijing invests billions of dollars in this “balancing” campaign 
through a combination of establishing news media branches across African 
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countries and increasing exchange opportunities for journalists and stu-
dents of journalism. 

Telling China’s Story via Material Media Investments: Launching CGTN-Africa 

China Central Television (CCTV) was established in 1958 but was not made 
available outside mainland China until 1992 through the CCTV-4 channel. 
In 2000, CCTV-9 became China’s international news reporting channel 
broadcasting in English but that was not enough to cater to African audi-
ences in a way that refected their booming relations with China in the after-
math of the frst FOCAC in 2000. In 2009, Beijing announced plans to 
launch a TV broadcasting station in East Africa and established a training 
initiative to urge Chinese institutions to host African journalists for short-
and long-term visits. A few years later, the frst CCTV-Africa ofce was 
launched in January 2012 with programs in English, Chinese, and Swahili 
and made Nairobi the hub of Chinese media operations in Africa.7 The Chi-
nese state-owned station consists of a team of no less than 200 employees 
from China as well as Kenya and from across the continent.8 However, until 
recently and despite the reasonable fnancial resources deployed, CCTV Af-
rica (which was renamed China Global Television Network, or CGTN, in 
201 ) broadcasts no more than three hours of originally produced content 
per day, an increase from the original agreement of one hour per day.9 

The presence of CGTN Africa and the Xinhua News Agency allows Chi-
nese media to counter and compete with the Western media presence in Af-
rica. As stated by two expert analysts, “China’s media expansion can be seen 
as an attempt to manage overseas and African perceptions of China’s role in 
Africa. Rather than simply refuting Western media reports, China’s state-led 
media can now produce their own content for African consumption and let 
Africans decide for themselves” (Hanauer and Morris 2014,  4). Chinese of-
fcials are increasingly vocal about their disagreement with Western news 
agencies’ tendency to “contain” China and portray its conduct in Africa in 
an alarming overtone. Clearly, there is a strong focus on persuading African 
audiences that there is more to China-Africa relations than what transpires 
in Western media’s discourse. However, despite aggressive fnancial invest-
ments and strong motivations, CGTN Africa sufers major challenges among 
African audiences. The TV station performs weakly when it comes to audi-
ence ratings, and it does not seem to be efectively competing against the 
BBC or CNN as a viable alternative.10 Due to these low ratings, CGTN Africa 
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and China Daily are limited in their ability to increase Beijing’s image-
building or power building. In many ways, CGTN Africa as well as China 
Daily are known among African audiences to be heavily controlled and cen-
sored by the Chinese government, they are seen by many as tools of Chinese 
propaganda, and they are not taken as reliable sources for independent in-
formation. 

CGTN Africa receives particularly scathing criticism from African neti-
zens and general critics when there are scandals involving Chinese illegal 
activity somewhere in Africa and the news station remains silent about such 
incidents. For example, in 2016, a scandal emerged in Nairobi around Chi-
nese restaurant owners who refused service to local or African patrons after 
5:00 p.m. (as an alleged safety measure). CGTN Africa, which is located in 
Nairobi, chose not to cover the story. There was probably not a way it could 
have been reported with a positive narrative, and portraying the Chinese di-
aspora in Kenya in a negative light was probably not in the best interest of 
“telling China’s story well.” All the other major news media outlets covered 
the story but CGTN Africa, and this contributed to discrediting the station as 
an independent and reliable source. Likewise, in 2014 Kenyan authorities ar-
rested a group of seventy-seven hackers, most of whom were Chinese (some 
from Taiwan). After the hackers stood trial in Nairobi, a group of Taiwanese 
hackers were acquitted and deported. At the airport, Kenyan authorities 
refused to put the Taiwanese hackers on fights to Taiwan, making the argu-
ment that Taiwan is part of China and thereby forced the group—using vio-
lence—to board planes to China. The Taiwanese diaspora in Nairobi 
denounced the abduction, arguing that Chinese authorities interfered in 
Kenya’s decision-making in order to isolate Taiwan and scare Taiwanese na-
tionals. CGTN Africa again chose not to cover the deportation although it 
did cover the original arrest in 2014, yet all major international news media 
outlets covered this incident. CGTN Africa is based in Nairobi and has the 
language skills and cultural expertise to report on that particular incident, 
but it chose not to do so. 

CGTN-Africa’s reluctance to cover sensitive issues like the ones stated 
above (among many others) has given it a reputation for being too soft on 
topics that are critical of China and not serious enough competitor to CNN, 
BBC, Al Jazeera, and others. Yet there is still value to CGTN despite its not 
being as successful as imagined. Although it is not very successful in cover-
ing news independently or in attracting a large enough audience, I argue 
that it is best to make sense of CGTN-Africa from a relational lens. China’s 
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direct media strategy—including launching CGTN Africa, China Daily’s “Af-
rica Weekly” edition, and other outlets—is best seen as adding layers of net-
work nodes and expanding guanxi relations. Because CGTN Africa has, so 
far, not been efective in producing knowledge that’s useful to the Chinese 
national goal of “telling China’s story well,” Chinese policy makers are sup-
plementing the direct media strategy with investments in forming African 
journalists. The Chinese government sponsors training programs for African 
journalists in hopes of getting them to see China-Africa relations from a pos-
itive perspective following the highly curated professionalization training 
programs they participate in. 

Telling China’s Story via Human Capital Investments: Training Journalists 

According to the World Press Freedom Index, China ranks 1 6 out of 180 
countries. Given the central government’s restrictions and strict censorship 
practices, journalism studies in China is not typically known to be a destina-
tion for high-quality journalism training. On the contrary, because of the 
authoritarian grip of the ruling party over news media outlets, the high lev-
els of internet censorship, and government surveillance of both public and 
private media outlets, Chinese universities do not compete in international 
communication and journalism studies and do not attract much prestige. 
Yet this is changing rapidly with the introduction of scholarships and train-
ings for journalists from diferent developing countries—namely African—to 
China. Indeed, professionalization training programs for African journalists 
and students of journalism sponsored by China are evolving rapidly. They 
include long-term training programs, short-term training programs, as well 
as annual workshops/summits and frequent visits for high-level staf of state-
owned media outlets in China and African countries. It should be noted that 
most African countries outrank China in the World Press Freedom Index and 
several of them are highly ranked, such as twenty-three for Ghana, twenty-
six for Namibia, twenty-eight for South Africa, ffty for Senegal, while others 
score a little less highly: ninety-six for Kenya and 136 for Algeria.11 

Short-Term Training Programs for Reporters and Journalists 

Short-term professionalization training programs for journalists are typi-
cally held over a period of ten to fourteen days where the participants start in 
Beijing but take guided tours to other big cities and some rural towns. The 
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workshops are usually held in small groups organized and funded in collabo-
ration between the Ministry of Education and at a Beijing-based institute or 
university. The selection of the participants is usually handled at the level of 
the Chinese embassies in respective countries. When visiting delegations 
arrive to China, their visit schedules follow a similar pattern to the party-to-
party exchange visits or military staf delegations. They are a mix of semi-
nars, skills training workshops, a cultural tour, guided trips to several cities 
across China, and visits to relevant facilities and media corporate headquar-
ters (as discussed below). The short-term workshops aim at introducing the 
invited reporters to experience China, travel to its ultramodern cities, and 
see the less developed rural areas. Taking reporters through contrasting areas 
of China both highlight China’s developmental success story and the resem-
blances between rural towns in African countries and in China. Tours taking 
place in Beijing typically include major cultural edifces and sightseeing sites 
such as the Forbidden City, the Great Wall, and the National Stadium (also 
known as the Bird’s Nest). 

Taking journalists through guided tours across China feeds into several 
people-to-people and relational power objectives. For one, African journal-
ists can see with their own eyes that China is still a developing country given 
the underdevelopment that exists in several rural provinces. This solidifes 
the narrative of China as a peaceful, nonimperial developing country with 
similar aspirations and development goals as African countries. Yet, at the 
same time, showing the contrast between the ultradeveloped Beijing and the 
underdeveloped cities shows the success story of China’s development 
model and creates, in the imaginary of visitors, concrete images of the re-
sults of the model. Taking African journalists on cultural sightseeing tours 
across China aims to show them the “real” China so that they can tell the 
China story well in their narratives of China-Africa relations. 

Another component of the short training programs is to visit the head-
quarters of StarTimes, which is China’s media giant, located in Beijing. The 
visit usually involves touring the facility and taking a look at the highly 
advanced equipment used in the production room. Clearly, besides the cul-
tural component of these trips, there is a commercial one where Chinese-
made technology and communications hardware is advertised to the partici-
pants. From talking to a CGTN-Africa news anchor from Kenya about the 
training workshop she participated in, I learned that sometimes there is a tech 
support seminar as part of the training schedule. The seminar shows the par-
ticipants how to use highly advanced technology, so that African technicians 
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get familiarized with the equipment and learn how to troubleshoot and ser-
vice it. The news anchor expressed how highly impressed she was with the 
technological hardware. Yet she said that the training was irrelevant to almost 
all the participants because their companies could not aford that equipment. 
The best part of the trip for her was to see China and experience traveling to 
China.12 Yet, for African news outlets that can aford the equipment, they are 
softly incentivized to purchase Chinese-made technology since they already 
have trained staf for equipment maintenance and operations. 

Viewing short-term programs (both the content seminars and tech-
support sessions) from the relational power and guanxi network expansion 
lens explains China’s increasing pledges to sponsor more trainings for Afri-
can journalists every year. Establishing personal guanxi connections be-
tween African reporters and their Chinese counterparts and showing 
(through the short trips) the similar experiences of development that China 
and several African countries are going through also reinforces this bond of 
relations. In other words, China is building its network of power through 
human capital investments and guanxi-strengthening practices with Afri-
can journalists. 

Long-Term Training Programs for Journalists and Reporters 

The long-term professionalization training programs for journalists are less 
about technical support and quick crash courses on China’s culture and his-
tory. Instead, they are more academic and usually target journalists as well as 
communications students who are interested in getting a higher education 
degree. Participants are typically enrolled in a master’s degree program 
hosted at a Chinese university with full expenses paid by the Chinese gov-
ernment. Unlike in the case of short training programs, the Chinese Minis-
try of Foreign Afairs is involved in the selection process of the participants 
in coordination with Chinese embassies across African capital cities. Several 
participants I spoke to in Beijing explained to me that the selection process 
in their home countries is highly competitive and that most of the time hav-
ing good “connections” to government ofcials increases the chances of be-
ing accepted into the training programs.13 Having strong connections with 
government ofcials and their potential infuence on being selected for the 
scholarship suggests that Chinese-sponsored scholarships further strength-
ening guanxi relations between government ofcials in African countries 
and China’s Ministry of Foreign Afairs. 
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The participants’ award packages cover tuition fees, round-trip airfare, 
a housing allowance, health insurance, and modest stipends. This meticu-
lous attention to detail and care for the participants by Chinese host insti-
tutions are a refection of the hospitality of Chinese institutions and often 
leads to expressions of gratitude and appreciation by African partici-
pants.14 In an interview with the administrative assistant of Communica-
tion University of China about the training program, she explained how 
there was mounting criticism and grievances by local Chinese students 
toward these training scholarships given to African journalists at their ex-
pense. Some Chinese students complain that their admission chances are 
diminishing because of increased admissions of African trainees. The ad-
ministrative assistant also mentioned that not all the participants per-
form well in class and this for her raises a bigger concern in terms of proft-
ability and return on investment for her institution. Because many of the 
scholarships are disbursed to relatives or close friends of African govern-
ment ofcials instead of following a merit-based system, the competency 
level of many of the participants is not up to par. Yet that does not seem to 
result in decreasing the numbers of these professionalization trainings by 
the Chinese state in part because the ultimate purpose of these trainings is 
to create spaces for (pro-China) expert knowledge production and difu-
sion of positive narratives of China-Africa relations. Additionally, since 
the participating journalists usually work for their respective governments 
or have close connections to the government, creating good impressions 
by generously sponsoring their visits while in China is very important for 
the creation of strong guanxi relations. The workshops succeed where 
launching CGTN-Africa TV fails, which is that they create strong relations 
and expand guanxi relations between Chinese and African communica-
tions and press experts. 

Increasing the numbers and frequency of routinized training programs 
makes room for processes of knowledge production and norm difusion in 
addition to the professional and commercial opportunities and personal 
connections that expand because of such exchanges. Ultimately, these inter-
actions aim at fulflling Xi Jinping’s objective of “telling China’s story well” 
in quotidian reports on China-Africa when African journalists go back to 
their daily jobs.15 Therefore, this shows that instead of relying only on Chi-
nese media stations and newspapers to counter Western media’s narrative, 
Beijing is investing innovatively in training journalists from African coun-
tries to counterbalance negative reporting of Western media by giving a pos-
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itive spin to China-Africa stories. As a consequence, trainees are expected to 
be more knowledgeable and informed in their reporting on China-Africa 
given their frsthand experience of China, the hospitality shown to them 
during their stays, and the extensive traveling they experience with the 
trainings. 

relational Power, Knowledge Production, and 
networK-Building in media trainings 

Documents I obtained from Communication University of China’s Africa 
Communication Research Center show that, as of 2015, sixty-four journalist-
participants (with diferent levels of journalism experience) have been 
selected from twenty-four African countries to receive either a master’s or 
doctoral degree in communication and journalism in Beijing. Out of the 
sixty-four admitted participants, ffty have graduated. Some of the recent 
graduates have decided to pursue more education in Beijing (at their own 
expense or on scholarships negotiated with their home governments) while 
the majority returned to their previous jobs in Africa. I had long interviews 
with twelve African participants in China-sponsored professionalization 
trainings, among whom nine were journalists, asking questions about their 
impressions of the training they received in China and their perceptions of 
China’s role in African development. The impressions expressed by the nine 
journalists confrm positive perceptions of the role that their China-
sponsored training plays in their views of China and China-Africa relations. 
For the most part, recent graduates have expressed two common impres-
sions about their experience in China. The frst is a skeptical view of West-
ern media, charging that outlets like CNN and BBC tend to be arrogant and 
patronizing when reporting on China-Africa events because of fear that tra-
ditional powers such as France and England are losing infuence in Africa. 
The second concern was with regard to African leaders’ responsibility in as-
serting their negotiation skills with China instead of letting Beijing take the 
lead. In another question, I asked the journalists about professional ethics 
and the level of bias that training in China may have created in their cover-
age of China’s interests in the continent. The participants confrmed that 
their experience studying in Chinese institutions has allowed them to learn 
a lot about Chinese culture and values, which they came to appreciate far 
more after their stay. Eight of the nine journalists surveyed did not agree 
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that studying in China with the education paid for by the Chinese govern-
ment means they are expected to make their reports on China-Africa neces-
sarily in favor of China. They expressed that criticism will be reported where 
criticism is due but that the alarmist tone of certain Western media is not 
ethical or fair either. 

Through a combination of analyzing Chinese foreign policy discourse 
on human capital investments and a series of interviews conducted with 
African journalists, I fnd that China’s public diplomacy power in Africa is 
sustained not through the establishment of massive headquarters for CGTN-
Africa and other state-owned media outlets but through investments in pro-
fessionalization training programs. Although such programs are unidirec-
tional and African participants are clearly on the receiving end as learners 
and consumers of knowledge, several participants focus on the hospitality 
and generosity of the Chinese host institutions and view China-Africa rela-
tions as a partnership based on respect and among equals. This shows two 
things. First, the discourse that China-Africa relations are based on equal 
relations and mutual benefts is shaping up as a dominant discourse and 
conventional wisdom due to Chinese investments in people-centered initia-
tives. Second, the tours around China ofered for visiting journalists from 
Africa, the overall golden “treatment” by Chinese host institutions, and the 
content of the trainings are all part of the process of investing in African 
journalists to “tell China’s story well.” Indeed, the frsthand experience that 
African journalists have when traveling to China for vocational trainings 
leave impressive impacts on them both at the personal and professional lev-
els—on journalists who are in charge of voicing and portraying China to 
their respective audience upon their return home. This answers the question 
posed at the beginning of the chapter on the mechanisms through which 
attractiveness works in the context of China’s foreign policy and in Africa 
more specifcally. 

Alternative Explanations 

The argument I propose in this chapter is that China’s infrastructure invest-
ments in Africa’s media landscape, from radio programs to TV channels, 
from TV sets to digital technology equipment, serves the purpose of making 
its relational power projection stronger. I mean by this that China’s massive 
CGTN headquarters in Nairobi, when approached from a relational power 
lens, is not the symbol of China’s failure to catch up to the soft power of BBC 
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and CNN. Rather, it is a hub that serves to connect African journalists to 
their Chinese counterparts, to recruit from among them journalists to go on 
professionalization trainings in China, and to cultivate the next generation 
of African journalists who are familiar with China. The alternative explana-
tions about China’s media investments are explanations that go straight for 
an evaluation of China’s hardware, equipment quality, and the reputation of 
Chinese channels/newspapers in Africa. I argue that the focus on the mate-
riality of China-Africa relations in general, and in the media for this chapter, 
already means that the analysis is of track. 

The majority of scholarship on China’s media strategy in Africa is ana-
lyzed from the prism of soft power. Soft power was originally defned by Jo-
seph Nye as “one country gets other countries to want what it wants . . . in 
contrast with the hard or command power of ordering others to do what it 
wants” (Nye 1990, 166). Establishing other actors’ preferences through soft 
power is usually “associated with intangible assets such as an attractive per-
sonality, culture, political values and institutions, and policies that are seen 
as legitimate or having moral authority” (Nye 2004, 6). Nye’s work on soft 
power is widely used in foreign policy contexts in China. Wang Hongyin’s 
(1993) oft-cited work essentially argues that culture is the main source of a 
state’s soft power. This is, however, diferent from Nye’s earlier conceptual-
ization of soft power. Indeed, Nye (2004, 11) saw soft power as being located 
in “culture (in places where it is attractive to others), its political values 
(when it lives up to them at home and abroad), and its foreign policies (when 
they are seen as legitimate and having moral authority).” In his assessment, 
“the factors of technology, education, and economic growth are becoming 
more signifcant in international power, while geography, population, and 
raw materials are becoming somewhat less important” (Nye 2004, 154). The 
appeal of soft power, therefore, is a result of the aesthetic dynamics of attrac-
tiveness. Although Nye introduces the concept of attractiveness as the core 
mechanism of soft power, he dedicates little attention to explaining how 
this mechanism works exactly. 

Janice Bially Mattern understands reality as being not merely socially 
constructed but sociolinguistically constituted, anchoring her position in 
studies that analyze linguistic argumentation and persuasion as rhetorical 
strategies. She argues that realities “are intersubjectively constructed matri-
ces of beliefs through which a population signifes things, people, and ideas” 
(Mattern 2005, 596). Mattern’s sociolinguistic-based attractiveness points 
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our attention to China’s interest in having a space to cast its own China-
Africa narrative by highlighting the role of sociolinguistic constructions in 
persuading and attracting African audiences. In fact, Beijing repeatedly in-
sists that its foreign policy must actively participate in the construction of 
representations in the media (both visually as well as linguistically). 

That the role of language and rhetoric is central to increase the attractive-
ness of China’s policies to African audiences is not in doubt. A good number 
of the recurrent themes or examples in China’s discourse demonstrate the 
linguistic investment in the audience, including Beijing’s rhetoric of mutual 
benefts, equal partners, shared history, common future aspirations, and 
similar struggles against Western hegemony. As expressed by China’s ambas-
sador to Kenya, Liu Guangyuan: 

In this era of fast development of information and globalization, media play 

a crucial role in the transformation of international relations and foreign 

policies. Unfortunately, in today’s setting, dominant information mainly 

fows from the few developed countries to the developing countries. Stories 

and information from developing countries are often edged out. This reality 

creates a serious gap that afects how developing countries view themselves 

and the rest of the world. (Liu 2013) 

Creating a bond with developing countries whose voices and media narra-
tives are marginalized by developed countries’ media corporations is cer-
tainly a work of language-based attractiveness. 

Rhetorical attractiveness is present in Chinese media’s rhetoric, espe-
cially when invoking the historical ties that China has had with many revo-
lutionary movements since the colonial struggle era. The afective underpin-
nings of Chinese rhetoric on China’s relations with the developing world 
can also be seen in discourses highlighting how China sees a fully equal part-
ner in African states and that positive attitude leaves ample room for the au-
dience to identify with China. In China’s narrative about International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) structural adjustment programs in Africa or World 
Bank aid platforms, there is heavy criticism of these institutions’ negligence 
of African voices and African agency. Chinese ofcials often criticize the IMF 
for being arrogant and imposing on Africans a set of solutions that don’t 
work for their contexts. However attractive and interesting this rhetoric is, it 
remains true that when we return to the context of China’s presence in Afri-
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can media landscape, CGTN Africa is not a popular channel for Kenyans to 
get international news from and the rhetoric in its reporting can hardly ex-
plain its attractiveness to ordinary citizens. 

conclusion 

By analyzing Chinese ofcial discourse on media diplomacy, it becomes ap-
parent that China’s interest in expanding its footprint in Africa’s media 
landscape is at once a reaction to Western media’s domination in Africa and 
couched in a rhetoric of anticolonialism and anti-imperialism, calling on 
Chinese and African counterparts to collaborate and change the narrative. 
What is missing from this perspective is that China is not readily open to 
African media outlets to broadcast the “African narratives” into China. The 
discursive analysis also revealed little to no China-Africa reciprocity when it 
comes to exchanges among news reporters. African reporters and journalists 
are invited to become acquainted with China’s journalistic views and values 
but not the other way around even though several African nations rank 
much higher than China in the World Press Freedom Index. The discourse 
reproduces the vocabulary of an equal partnership, shared history, and com-
mon development goals while at the same time silencing possibilities for 
reciprocity and concrete measures in equal partnerships. Additionally, the 
repetition of such vocabulary produces a conventional wisdom about China-
Africa media relations. 

In order to implement the policy goal of “telling China’s story better,” 
the Chinese state-sponsored media campaign in Africa consists of two broad 
strategies: direct material investments in media infrastructure and human 
capital investments. The direct approach, launching CGTN-Africa (among 
other Chinese state-owned media outlets) proved insufcient in yielding the 
results desired to “tell China’s story better” since the audience ratings were 
very low. Therefore, I viewed China’s technical support for African state-
owned media and other material investments from the perspective of rela-
tional power. Even though CGTN-Africa on its own does not seem to be a 
successful strategy, it should be contextualized as one more layer of relations 
that link Chinese to African counterparts. It is one more important connec-
tion in the web of relations that render China’s presence stronger and more 
expansive. Additionally, China’s media campaign in Africa also consists of 
massive human capital investments aimed at providing professional train-
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ing programs for African journalists and hosting annual media summits and 
workshops for private and public media specialists. These routinized train-
ing programs and summits expand guanxi relations between Chinese media 
experts and their African counterparts and create afective bonds between 
visiting African journalists and their (curated) experiences of China. Profes-
sionalization trainings are also places where regimes of truth and socializa-
tion into China’s history, the Taiwan question, China’s development success 
story, and conventional wisdom vocabulary about China-Africa relations are 
produced. A combination of primary and secondary data strongly suggests 
that these trainings promote positive perceptions of China in the eyes of Af-
rican trainees. 

Whereas I am not able to ascertain from this study to what extent exactly 
this produced expert knowledge is creating African “subjectivities” or is ef-
cient in altering the reporting strategies of trained journalists, I am neverthe-
less showing that in order to best understand China’s power building in 
Africa, Chinese investments in human resource development programs 
need to be placed at the center of the analysis.Relatedly, as I mention in 
other parts of the book, providing professionalization trainings for journal-
ists is not exclusive to China’s foreign policy. Other countries provide similar 
opportunities and many journalists from across Africa participate in the 
training opportunities in China as well as in the other countries that ofer 
such trainings. There is a lot that could be illuminated by conducting a com-
parative study between the vocational trainings provided by China and 
those provided by the US, for example, to ascertain what’s particular about 
Chinese-sponsored trainings for journalists. 

Additionally, in the book I mentioned how incorporating in the media 
trainings lessons on Chinese history endeavors to shape their knowledge 
about certain security issues that matter for the Chinese central govern-
ment, such as the question of Taiwan and the Tiananmen Square events. 
One might claim that my analysis is representing African journalists as pas-
sive recipients of Chinese knowledge. Yet, as I mention in diferent parts of 
the book and I repeat here, there is a mix of reactions from African partici-
pants in these training programs. Some reactions, especially in media and 
journalism, are very critical of the content (usually propaganda-related re-
porting techniques) of these trainings. Many African countries, such as Ke-
nya, have a very democratic media system and the Chinese model, which 
usually draws a line at any content that criticizes the government, seems to 
be of little applicability to their contexts. Critical voices on China-Africa 
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relations in African media outlets abound and not all of them meet the 
same fate that Essa’s canceled column did. Cartoonists such as Zapiro in 
South Africa, Kenya’s Michael Soi, or Bright Tetteh Ackweth from Ghana 
routinely expose a very critical interpretation of the power dynamics of 
China-Africa relations. One of Ackweth’s exhibits featured a critically ac-
claimed set of cartoons depicting galamsey (a Ghanaian term for illegal 
small-scale gold mining) with China’s president taking over the continent’s 
gold and mining resources while three West African presidents are dis-
tracted with a dispute over a plate of jollof rice. Another politically charged 
exhibit can be found in Michael Soi’s China Loves Africa collection, which 
consists of an assortment of seventy-four bold paintings, cartoons, and 
drawings that ofer a far from fattering depiction of China-Africa relations. 
One of Soi’s canvas paintings depicts the African Union being chaired by a 
Chinese chairman while delegates from Kenya, South Africa, and other Af-
rican states are taking a nap (Dahir 2018). These are a few examples of many 
critical voices that embody a strong and independent sense of agency in the 
context of “telling China’s story well.” 
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chaPter six 

Guanxi in Cultural Diplomacy  
and Confucius Institutes 

In the last couPle of years, several US-based universities—including 
the University of Chicago, Pennsylvania State University, the University of 
Michigan, the University of Rhode Island, Texas A&M, and North Carolina 
State University—have terminated their agreements with Chinese-
government-funded centers of language and culture (known as Confucius 
Institutes). The reasons varied but the trend to renegotiate or at least ques-
tion universities’ agreements with Confucius Institutes culminated in a 201  
report by the National Association of Scholars calling on universities to close 
over one hundred existing US-based institutes. The report charged that Con-
fucius Institutes were giving agency to a foreign government to interfere in 
course oferings, instructor hiring, and funding at US institutions of higher 
education. The 183-page document warned that “universities have made im-
proper concessions that jeopardize academic freedom and institutional au-
tonomy” (Redden 201 ). Two universities in the state of Florida announced 
they were closing their Chinese-run cultural centers following Senator 
Marco Rubio sounding the alarm bells on these institutes as a tool for Beijing 
to expand its political infuence abroad (Reuters 2018). The trend of suspi-
cion toward and abandonment of Confucius Institutes extended beyond the 
US to universities in Canada (such as McMaster and Sherbrooke), the Univer-
sity of Lyon in France, the University of Stockholm in Sweden, and Stuttgart 
Media University and the University of Hohenheim in Germany. 

At the same time that the trend of shutting down Confucius Institute is 
growing in North America and Europe, African countries are witnessing the 
reverse with more Chinese cultural institutes and classrooms opening each 
year. At a conference on Confucius Institutes in Africa, China’s ambassador 
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to South Africa, Tian Xuejun, noted that Confucius Institutes are “more 
than a place for African people to know Chinese language and culture,” they 
are “the cultural business card of China and should try to make the ‘Brand of 
China.’” The ambassador explained that the institutes aim to “promote Chi-
nese culture so as to present a comprehensive, dynamic and vivid picture of 
China to the whole world, at the same time, showcase the image of the Chi-
nese nation and people as open, peace-loving and hardworking” (Ministry 
of Foreign Afairs 2012). Confucius Institutes promote positive images of 
China by investing in language and cultural education programs for young 
students in over fve hundred locations worldwide. With this many loca-
tions, Confucius Institutes are prime examples of relational network expan-
sion and guanxi power. 

As stated by Ambassador Tian, “by striking a balance between the East 
and the West, the traditional and the modern, we will be able to give birth to 
more ‘messengers of friendship’ who know China, enjoy Chinese culture 
and are willing to carry forward China-Africa friendship” (Ministry of For-
eign Afairs 2012). The idea of “giving birth to more messengers of friend-
ship” is an indication that Confucius Institutes are viewed by Chinese gov-
ernment ofcials as spaces for the production of an enhanced and 
embellished narrative of China itself and China-Africa relations by exten-
sion. Confucius Institutes are dynamic spaces where, on the one hand, net-
works and relations are weaved between Chinese authorities, Confucius 
Institutes in Africa, their partner universities in China, and Chinese frms in 
Africa. On the other hand, Chinese expert knowledge promoting a positive 
“China Brand” is manufactured and advertised as conventional wisdom. 

In line with the themes explored in this book, Chinese government 
investments in human capital extend to investments in advertising Chinese 
culture and language to university and high school students in Africa. This 
chapter examines the role that trainings in Confucius Institutes (CIs) play in 
cultural infuence, expert knowledge production, and people-to-people 
diplomacy in China-Africa relations.1 It investigates the mechanisms of rela-
tional productive power through the professionalization training programs 
that specifcally target teaching Chinese language and business culture to 
university students across Africa. As mentioned in the introductory chapter, 
existing literature on the rise of China as well as other emerging economies 
has mostly examined the trade leverage, natural resource investments, and 
infrastructure construction projects as the comparative advantage of rising 
powers. However, the impact of less tangible investments and nonmaterial 
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power dynamics, such as the infuence of guanxi networks or expert knowl-
edge production and norm difusion via human capital investments, is as 
important to consider. This chapter examines CIs as mechanisms for 
enabling productive relational power and allowing spaces for knowledge 
production and norm difusion about Chinese culture and China-Africa 
relations. The argument presented here is that by understanding the rela-
tional productive aspect of Confucius Institutes and other cultural exchanges 
between China and African counterparts, scholars can explain how invest-
ments in human resource development and professionalization training 
programs build infuence and difuse positive narratives about China. 

Branding China and Guanxi via Confucius Institutes 

Confucius Institutes are funded by the Chinese government and run by 
Hanban, a public institution that is supervised by China’s Ministry of Educa-
tion. Hanban ultimately decides which universities will establish partner-
ships to open Confucius Institutes. Once an agreement is reached between 
Hanban and a partner institution, funding is made available for teachers and 
material while the partners assist with logistics and local facilities (Hartig 
2016). The frst Confucius Institute opened in 2004 (relatively late compared 
with similar Western initiatives) in South Korea for the purpose of teaching 
Chinese culture and Mandarin. By the tenth anniversary in 2014, CIs growth 
boomed from one to 440 institutes across 120 countries. In addition to the 
Institutes that are afliated with universities, Hanban designed Confucius 
classrooms, which are for high school and middle school students. At the 
beginning of 2019, there were about 648 of these classrooms and the num-
bers are constantly increasing.2 

Confucius Institutes are sometimes compared to the Alliance Française, 
Goethe Institute, British Council, and other language and culture-learning 
organizations. These institutes represent their governments in foreign coun-
tries and serve as diplomatic tools to promote culture, tourism, and language 
learning. However similar the broad goals of these institutes are, CIs difer 
structurally from their French, German, or British counterparts, marking a 
distinct Chinese approach to culture and knowledge dissemination. Even 
more, Africa-based CIs are distinct even among CIs in Europe or North Amer-
ica in that they difer in funding structure, function, and agreement terms.3 

To shed light on these institutes and their impact, I begin by analyzing 
Chinese government discourse on cultural human resource development 
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programs in Africa. The discourse analysis reveals a continuity in Chinese 
articulation of a rhetoric of friendship, a harmonious world, equal partners, 
and mutual beneft relations. Yet at the same time the ofcial texts do not 
mention anywhere that Africans have professional skills to pass on to their 
Chinese counterparts.4 The lack of reciprocity in establishing professional-
ization training programs led by Africans instead of targeting them reveals a 
perception of Africans-as-consumers of Chinese knowledge and not experts. 
If the rhetoric of equal partnership held true, the exchanges would go both 
ways. Then I take a close look at Addis Ababa University’s Confucius Institute 
and examine it as a network hub and a space for expert knowledge produc-
tion and difusion. In this section, I draw on feldwork interviews and sec-
ondary data to gauge the perceptions of African students of Confucius Insti-
tutes. Next, I address some of the alternative explanations as they exist in 
relevant literature and shows their limitations. Some of the scholarly works 
on cultural diplomacy argues that the institutes are a gesture of solidarity 
and a symbol of China’s good will of transferring technical skills to Africans. 
Others posit that the establishment of Confucius Institutes should be taken 
as a sign of global demand for Chinese language and Chinese culture, while 
some scholars view CIs as mechanisms of imperialism. 

The chapter concludes by reiterating that, much like the previous chap-
ters examined, knowledge production in professionalization training pro-
grams and nonmaterial investments are as important to the story of China’s 
infuence in Africa if not more important than natural resource investments. 
They are not just about extraction; they “give birth to more messengers of 
friendship,” produce and nurture guanxi networks between Chinese and Af-
rican education experts, and difuse positive narratives and images about 
China’s development and its impact on Africa and China-Africa relations. 

Hanban, which is a key element in China’s soft power promotion and 
public diplomacy overseas, has hundreds of sub-branches all over the world.5 

It functions in a dense network structure where the central branch functions 
as the hub and “network weaver” of a complex set of fve layers of intercon-
nected relations. The frst layer is the central hub in Beijing where the head-
quarters of CI initiative is located and to which all the CIs in the world are 
linked. The second layer links the CI in the host university to a partner 
school in China. The third layer links the CI in the host institution to other 
Confucius Institutes in the same region. The fourth layer links a prominent 
Chinese university with multiple foreign institutes (they can be in diferent 
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countries, like sister branch campuses). The ffth layer links all the institutes 
in host countries that have a common Chinese partner. 

The complex set of network layers described above shows an important 
fact about studying the infuence of China’s CIs. Merely mapping where 
Confucius Institutes are located, geocoding them, and counting how many 
of them there are per country/region is insufcient to capture the extent to 
which guanxi power multiplies through them. Once more, focusing on 
counting the material existence of institutes and classrooms fails to capture 
a very complex set of invisible infrastructures. Indeed, what is really interest-
ing about CIs is the (inter) linking and multidimensional features of these 
institutes. Hanban makes use of its connections in diferent countries 
(through CIs) to achieve business and political objectives. Hanban sponsors 
activities to create and maintain lively interactions between the diferent 
partners, alum networks, and the hub branch in Beijing. Events and interac-
tions among students, faculty, and administrators magnify the network 
nodes from a simple linear relationship between customer (students or uni-
versities) and provider (Hanban) to network synergy. For example, Addis 
Ababa University’s CI not only works in close relation with the Hanban in 
Beijing but is also connected to Shenyang Normal University (as its host in-
stitution in China) and to all the CIs that are also afliated with Shenyang 
Normal University. The Institute also has close networking ties with Chinese 
frms established in Ethiopia, including the IT giants Huawei, ZTE, and other 
companies operating from Bishofu’s special economic zone. Oftentimes, the 
CI director told me, outstanding students get internships or entry-level jobs 
at one of the Chinese frms, jobs that are arranged by the CI staf.6 

Beijing’s Discourse on Cultural Professionalization Training Programs 

Chinese ofcial policy discourse highlights mutual learning and the copro-
duction of knowledge as distinct characteristics of Beijing’s approach to pro-
fessionalization trainings for African recipients. China’s Africa policy, which 
was released in 2006, puts a premium on a two-way learning discourse that 
is characterized as horizontal, among equals, and not hierarchical or hege-
monic. Again, as explained in previous chapters, the emphasis on horizontal 
instead of hierarchical relations in China’s ofcial discourse is best under-
stood as a rhetorical move by which Chinese ofcials distance China’s be-
havior in Africa from that of European powers. In Africa’s colonial histories, 
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the African was (expected to be) the obedient servant of the European mas-
ter. Chinese discourse articulates and connotes China’s activities in Africa as 
a two-way learning exchange and coproduction of knowledge. For instance, 
China’s policy paper from 2006 insists that both parties aim at further 
“learning from each other and seeking common development. China and 
Africa will learn from and draw upon each other’s experiences in governance 
and development, strengthen exchange and cooperation in education, sci-
ence, culture and health” (Ministry of Foreign Afairs 2006). The emphasis 
on “common development” and mutual learning sounds promising. Still, it 
is necessary to contrast it with what policies are implemented on the ground. 
Looking more closely makes it clear that claims of two-way learning and co-
production of knowledge are not refected in the majority of China’s Africa 
policies. In fact, Chinese students rarely if ever go to African universities for 
trainings or degrees.7 African teachers are also rarely—if ever—invited to 
share their experiences by teaching in Chinese institutions.8 Even the most 
prominent universities in China that have centers for African studies rarely 
have African professors for content classes—as opposed to foreign language 
classes.9 In the meantime, Chinese government-sponsored scholarships and 
short-term trainings for African students and teachers have been growing in 
numbers and China is now the largest provider of cultural/educational train-
ing programs for African countries. 

Trying to fgure out precisely how many people participate in or are af-
fected by China’s educational and cultural professionalization programs is a 
challenge. China’s human capital investment programs for Africa are not 
grouped in one policy paper or in one section of China’s Africa policy paper 
with details for the diferent types of trainings. They are not managed by one 
agency within the Chinese government. Some of the programs are listed on 
FOCAC agendas under education cooperation, others under economic co-
operation, people-to-people exchange, or cultural and social development, 
while others are announced bilaterally. Some of these independent pro-
grams include the China-Africa Joint Research and Exchange Program, 
which was launched on March 30, 2010 to promote exchanges between 
scholars, think tanks, and intellectuals. In addition, the think tank initiative 
10+10 Partnership Plan, which is funded by the Chinese Ministry of Foreign 
Afairs, is another policy platform that promotes academic exchanges. Like-
wise, the Chinese government recently launched the Yenching Academy 
initiative, which is a residential fellowship for outstanding graduate students 
from all over the world to study in China for a year.10 Founded in 2014, the 
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Yenching Academy program is relatively new and is broadly modeled to be 
China’s version of the Rhodes Scholarship at Oxford University. For Yench-
ing Academy’s frst cohort, four students from three African countries were 
selected to participate. Although the number is very low compared to repre-
sentation from other countries (e.g., twenty-six from the US),11 the overall 
number of African countries represented in this highly competitive, elite 
program totaled eleven across three cohorts.12 The Yenching Academy is part 
of the cultural/educational human capital investment programs that are not 
mentioned in FOCAC meetings. Yenching and similar programs make it 
challenging to track all the cultural programs and accurately estimate the 
level of attention and funding dedicated to each. 

Chinese ofcial discourse stresses China’s dedication to promoting mu-
tual understanding via people-to-people exchanges and scholarship oppor-
tunities. Chinese premier Li Keqiang insisted during his visit to Addis Ababa 
in May 2014 that cultural diplomacy is central to his vision of fourishing 
Sino-African relations. He expressed that both China and its African partners 

need to work together on cultural and people-to-people exchanges. Mutual 

afnity grows when the hearts and minds of our people meet. We will step up 

cultural interactions with African countries, making such brand programs as 

the China-Africa Cultural Cooperation Partnership Program and the China-

Africa People-to-People Friendship Action a success, setting up still more 

Chinese cultural centers and Confucius Institutes in Africa, and helping 

China-Africa friendship strike deeper roots in people’s hearts and minds. 

China will work through cooperation programs in science, technology and 

education as well as enhanced vocational training and other means to help 

African countries improve the caliber of their human resources.13 

Education, culture, people-to-people exchanges, and professionalization 
trainings are identifed as important aspects of Chinese foreign policy con-
duct in Africa as China endeavors to build and expand relational networks 
between Chinese academics and African teachers and students. The commu-
niqué referenced above explains that the rationale behind the think-tank 
cooperation is “to create new theoretical thinking on Sino-Africa relations 
and contribute to uplifting the discourse power of developing countries in 
international afairs” (Li 2014). Chinese foreign policy gives importance to 
the power of words and the power of articulating/branding China’s activities 
in Africa from a Chinese perspective. This echoes Xi Jinping’s call for Chi-

http:resources.13
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nese media to fnd ways to “tell China’s story well”—as opposed to reproduc-
ing Western media narratives, which tend to be alarmist representations of 
China-Africa relations. In tandem with Chinese government-funded profes-
sionalization seminars for African journalists, Beijing seeks to gain a more 
discursive feld through organizing workshops, academic seminars, and 
publishing think-tank reports to “create new theoretical thinking about 
Sino-Africa relations.” 

Culture and Language-Centered Human Capital Investment in FOCAC 

The action plan of the third Forum on China-Africa Cooperation in 2006 
announced the following policy points that pertain to cultural/educational 
vocational training programs: 

1. To strengthen exchanges between the Chinese and African civiliza-
tions and enhance bilateral cultural interactions will enrich the new 
type of China-Africa strategic partnership and will also set an exam-
ple for dialogue and exchanges among diferent civilizations and thus 
advance the building of a harmonious world. 

2. The two sides resolved to actively implement the bilateral govern-
ment exchange programs and support and promote cultural ex-
changes. The African side expressed appreciation of China’s decision 
to set up the African Cultural Visitors Program to enhance cultural ex-
changes between the two sides. 

3. Help African countries set up a hundred rural schools in the next 
three years; 

4. Increase the number of Chinese government scholarships to African 
students from the current 2,000 per year to 4,000 per year by 2009; 

5. Provide annual training for a number of educational ofcials as well 
as heads and leading teachers of universities, primary, secondary and 
vocational schools in Africa. 

In terms of cultural exchanges, the action plan mentions Cultural Visi-
tors Programs without (yet) addressing the Confucius Institutes. The lan-
guage used to refer to building a harmonious world through cultural 
exchanges implies that the exchanges are reciprocal. Yet as shown in the 
agenda items on education exchanges, the Chinese side trains, helps, pro-
vides, whereas African counterparts are willing recipients and trainees. 
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Another interesting point to note here is how these policy projects sound 
much like educational aid from other countries, including former Soviet 
Union trainings for socialist African countries and German and British bur-
saries for African elite students during the Cold War. Yet, today, China is the 
largest contributor of such scholarships and professionalization training 
programs for Africans, and Western countries’ contributions lag signif-
cantly in comparison.14 

The following Forum on China-Africa Cooperation in 2009 (FOCAC IV) 
states that “the two sides stressed that better education holds the key to so-
cial stability and economic development, and the two sides will build on the 
existing achievements to further enhance their cooperation.”15 Conse-
quently, as a continuation of progress achieved from the previous agenda 
items, the Chinese government committed to these policy points: 

1. Continue to promote the development of Confucius Institutes, in-
crease the number of scholarships ofered to Chinese language teach-
ers to help them study in China, and double eforts to raise capacity 
of local African teachers to teach the Chinese language. 

2. Help African countries build 50 China-Africa friendship schools in 
the next three years. 

3. Admit 200 middle and high level African administrative personnel to 
MPA programs (Master of Public Administration) in China in the next 
three years. 

4. Continue to raise the number of Chinese governmental scholarships 
and increase the number of scholarships ofered to Africa to 5,500 by 
2012. 

5. Intensify eforts to train teachers for primary, secondary, and voca-
tional schools in Africa, and help African countries train 1,500 
school headmasters and teachers over the next three years. 

6. The Chinese Government will continue to provide training for peo-
ple from diferent sectors in Africa as the need arises. The Chinese 
Government undertakes to train a total of 20,000 people in various 
sectors for African countries in the next three years. 

The numbers of exchange scholarships and training programs indicate that 
Beijing’s investment in people-to-people relations programs has steadily in-
creased over the intervening three years. The cultural exchange programs 
also include building China-Africa friendship schools and mention for the 
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frst time in FOCAC agenda plans launching more Confucius Institutes 
across Africa. The trend in these cultural exchange programs kept evolving 
in the next FOCAC meeting, which took place in Beijing in 2012. The action 
plan continued along the same lines from previous meetings and the two 
sides pledged to 

1. Maintain the momentum of high-level inter-governmental mutual 
visits and dialogue in the cultural feld and continue to follow 
through on the implementation plan of the China-Africa bilateral 
government cultural agreements. 

2. Propose to implement a “China-Africa Cultural Cooperation Partner-
ship Program” and promote the building of long-term paired cooper-
ation between 100 Chinese cultural institutions and 100 African cul-
tural institutions. 

3. Continue to implement the program of China-Africa mutual visits 
between cultural personnel and strengthen exchanges and coopera-
tion between the administrative personnel and professionals of the 
cultural and art communities. 

4. Speed up the building of Chinese cultural centers in Africa and Afri-
can cultural centers in China to put China-Africa cultural exchanges 
and cooperation on a regular basis and promote their sustainable 
development. 

Chinese president Hu Jintao promised at the 2012 meeting of FOCAC “to 
train 30,000 Africans, ofer 18,000 scholarships, and build cultural and vo-
cational skills training facilities by 2015.”16 When compared to FOCAC 2009, 
FOCAC 2012 pledges represent a signifcant increase from 5,500 scholar-
ships and promises to train 20,000 Africans. Investments between China-
Africa did not expand and deepen exclusively in trade and natural resources. 
Indeed, as Kenneth King, a long-time expert on education aid, writes: “Un-
der the category of human resource development, there is a continued com-
mitment to the massive, short-term training of what the FOCAC calls ‘Afri-
can professionals in various sectors,’ with numbers reaching . .  . 30,000 in 
the triennium ending in 2015” (King 2013, 158). The pledges made in 2015 
cement the observation shared by King (2013) as the two sides agreed to 

1. Maintain the momentum of high-level inter-governmental mutual 
visits and dialogue in the cultural feld and will continue to follow 
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through on the implementation plan of the China-Africa bilateral 
government cultural agreements. 

2. Implement “the Program of China-Africa Mutual Visits between Cul-
tural Personnel” and “China-Africa Cultural Partnership Program.” 

3. To advocate for the establishment of cultural centers in China and Af-
rica. The Chinese side will help build 5 cultural centers for Africa, and 
to establish more permanent platforms for cultural exchanges and 
cultural cooperation. 

4. Strengthen human resources training in the cultural feld. The Chi-
nese side will establish ten major “Culture Training Bases for Africa” 
and execute the “One Thousand People Program” for culture training 
in Africa. 

The sixth edition of FOCAC probably has the most elaborate section on cul-
tural human resource development programs yet, but when it comes to ac-
tual policies there is little reciprocation as there is no equivalent of Confu-
cius Institutes established in Chinese universities to promote “African 
Brands” like CIs do for the “China Brand.” In FOCAC 2018, China continued 
its pledges to provide exchange opportunities and scholarships for young 
Africans. The action plan announced that China will continue to invite 
“2,000 young Africans to visit China for exchanges to promote mutual visits 
of young people” and invite “200 African scholars to visit China.”17 Overall, 
a common thread to all action plans analyzed here is that Chinese ofcials 
maintain a discursive façade of mutual learning and coproduction of knowl-
edge while at the same time the Chinese side trains Africans and admits Afri-
cans to Chinese universities. 

Various ministries and institutions in China coordinate the diferent 
types of cultural and educational training programs. They are not all under 
one department inside the Ministry of Foreign Afairs. Some programs are 
managed under science and technology cooperation agencies, some by 
thinks tanks, and others are coordinated in cooperation between the Minis-
try of Education and the Ministry of Commerce. With the introduction of 
Belt and Road Initiative programs, more culture-focused scholarships and 
exchanges are to be managed by these diferent agencies. Decentralization 
makes it challenging for researchers to develop an exact idea of how much 
Beijing is spending on its public diplomacy programs in Africa and who ex-
actly their constituencies are. It also makes it difcult to have access to infor-
mation pertaining to the content of these seminars and training courses. Yet 
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there are overall six categories of Chinese government-funded human re-
source development programs for Africans. They include “high-level educa-
tional exchanges, exchanges of students, cooperative education programs, 
professional seminars and workshops in China, Chinese teachers’ active in-
volvement in teaching in African countries, African studies and the training 
of professionals in China” (King 2013, 3 ). 

Cooperative Educational Programs 

Cooperative educational programs are partnerships (mostly) between Afri-
can and Chinese universities. They are largely fnancially supported by the 
Chinese Ministry of Education and were established in the mid to late 1980s. 
Back then, they served as platforms for both student and teacher govern-
ment exchange programs. Since the frst FOCAC meeting in 2000, these pro-
grams have picked up momentum and became included in the triennial 
meeting’s action plans. Under the auspices of FOCAC’s African Human 
Resource Development Fund, forty-fve African professionals attended 
short-term training programs in China. This does not include the military-
to-military high-level ofcial trainings. By 2003 there were twenty-nine 
higher education institutions in twenty-three African countries that had 
established partnership programs with nineteen Chinese universities (King 
2013, 38). Of course, some of these partnerships are more prestigious and 
older than others. For instance, the partnership between Nanjing Agricul-
tural University and Kenya’s Egerton University is over a decade old, as is 
Zhejiang Normal University’s cooperation with Yaoundé I and II universities 
in Cameroon. Where Confucius Institutes are located generally correlates 
with the existence of expanded economic and political relations. Adding 
one more layer of connections—the cultural and language teaching layer— 
through opening the institutes and organizing cultural activities enlarges 
the web of bilateral relations. 

Additionally, as part of FOCAC’s promise to train Africans, the Ethio-
China Polytechnic College (ECPC) has been ofering short- and long-term 
trainings for administrative staf and other professionals. The Polytechnic 
College received no less than four hundred staf from China in the early 
2000s and then it launched an African Vocational Educational Studies in 
2003 in partnership with Tianjin University of Technology and Education 
(TUTE).18 The Polytechnic cost $15 million and was not only built with Chi-
nese funds but also stafed with eleven Chinese heads of departments pro-
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vided by TUTE. The goal of the college, which opened in 2009, was to train 
sixty staf for master’s degrees through the China Scholarship Council (King 
2013, 42). However, Kenneth King fnds that, despite impressive numbers, 
the quality of training in the Chinese-ran ECPC does not outperform Ger-
man capacity-building programs in Ethiopia, which are considerably smaller 
in size and more efcient.19 On top of that, South Korean and Italian training 
initiatives caught up with the Chinese one and also proved to be better per-
ceived if much smaller in scale. 

What is particular about the Chinese initiative, however, is the level of 
density in the webs of its relationships and connections with African coun-
terparts. Confucius Institutes are integrated on many fronts into China’s ac-
tivities and policies in the host country including in education partnerships. 
For example, shortly after its opening and no later than early 2010, the ECPC 
launched a Confucius Institute. Unlike usual procedures where African insti-
tutions apply to host a CI, in this particular case the institute was proposed 
by the Chinese side, which picked TUTE as the African partner institution 
instead of letting the host institution pick its partner, as is the norm. In addi-
tion to opening a Confucius Institute at the ECPC, the action plan of FOCAC 
IV in Egypt (2009) announced the launch of a 20+20 partnership program 
for twenty Chinese universities to be create some form of partnership or ex-
change program with twenty African partner institutions. The ECPC was 
selected to be part of the 20+20 initiative and was paired with TUTE for yet 
another layer of partnership now involving a Chinese university, a joint 
polytechnical college, and a Confucius Institute (FOCAC IV action plan). 

Capacity-building programs from Germany, South Korea, and Italy that 
I mentioned above do not have as much overlapping relationality and net-
work density. In this sense, they are rather fat and unidimensional. By con-
trast, the Chinese-backed ECPC is an example of the complex density of the 
web of relations interconnecting these partnerships. ECPC and TUTE enjoy 
at least three diferent types of partnerships: the initial (Technical Vocational 
Education and Training (TVET) project, the Confucius Institute, and the 
20+20 platform. 

Chinese Teachers and Researchers in Africa 

Sending Chinese teachers to Africa has been an ongoing assistance policy 
since the 1950s. At least fve hundred teachers were dispatched between the 
early 1950s and the early 2000s (Li 2012). Originally, the Chinese teachers 
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sent to African schools were a part of promoting Cold War ideologies. The 
number of Chinese teachers was very limited compared to European or 
American teachers dispatched across Africa in the same time period. How-
ever, the number of Chinese teachers in Africa has increased signifcantly 
between 2000 and 2018, especially with the creation of Confucius class-
rooms and Confucius Institutes. Indeed, there were more Chinese language 
teachers and researchers in Africa in 2013 alone than there were total be-
tween 1950 and 2000. 

Similarly, Mandarin is becoming one of the most popular languages for 
African students to learn. Very recently, Uganda announced that thirty-fve 
secondary schools will begin teaching Mandarin starting in the fall of 2019, 
adding to a rising trend of several African governments choosing Mandarin 
as a mandatory foreign language in their schools. The willingness and readi-
ness of African leaders to elevate the teaching and learning of Chinese lan-
guage to such a high status—in countries like Nigeria and Mozambique, 
military ofcials have mandatory Chinese language classes—is a manifesta-
tion of relational productive power in China-Africa relations. African gov-
ernment leaders who are invited to tour China and are given special eco-
nomic deals are also encouraged to open up their societies to learning the 
Chinese language. 

Confucius Institutes’ Role in Relational Power Building 

There are more Confucius Institutes in Europe and the Americas—with 1 3 
and 161, respectively—than there are in Africa, which has ffty-two institutes 
as of 2018 (Brown 2018). However, the numbers are not totally static due to 
recent shutdowns of CIs in the US and Europe and the growing embrace of 
the institutes in Africa. There are fewer Confucius Institutes across Africa 
than in the US and Europe in part due to fnancial and structural diferences 
between the CIs that China opens in Africa and the ones in developed coun-
tries. For example, CIs in Canada are funded on a ratio of 1:1 between the 
Canadian and Chinese side, which makes them equitably cofunded. In most 
CIs established in Africa, Beijing provides most of the funding (if not all of 
it). For this reason, some scholars argue that CIs and professionalization 
training programs should be viewed as “aid projects” because there is an 
asymmetrical relationship between the funding country and the recipients. 
Regardless of whether CIs in Africa are taken as foreign aid projects or not, 
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they are symptomatic of a hierarchical relationship with China doing the 
training and Africans being on the receiving end. 

This funding disparity has impacts and ramifcations beyond the appar-
ent asymmetric infuence of Chinese funders on decision-making processes. 
Indeed, as I mentioned above, despite Confucius Institutes having fewer 
branches in African countries, CIs are expanding in Africa while they are 
contracting (often involuntarily) in Europe and North America. The level of 
autonomy and leverage that European and North American universities 
have on their CIs is not expected to be replicable in the cases of Confucius 
Institutes in Africa, given the funding hierarchy. This afects hiring and cur-
riculum decisions. For example, a professor from Botswana University ex-
plained that avoiding addressing politically sensitive material in Chinese 
classes is a compromise that his university is comfortable making given the 
benefts of partnership with Hanban.20 In other words, Hanban and other 
Chinese authorities have the ability to censor and silence some parts of Chi-
na’s history (especially related to historical events such as the Tiananmen 
Square events of 1989, the question of Taiwan’s independence, or more re-
cently Xinjiang’s internment camps) for African students and academics. 
Chinese teachers at CIs in Africa, for example, normalize the Chinese party 
line that Taiwan is part of China through their teaching of China’s history 
and current afairs without host universities resisting such narratives. This 
structural power gives CIs in Africa a unique leverage they do not enjoy in 
other contexts where host universities have a say on hiring processes, admis-
sions, curricula, and events hosted by the institute. Chinese foreign policy 
uses Confucius Institutes as a space for expert knowledge production that 
normalizes certain narratives, silences others, and shapes the perceptions of 
African students of China’s history and current politics in positive ways. This 
is parallel to the case of the South African newspaper column that was can-
celled after a reporter published an article on a topic sensitive to the Chinese 
government. Given these aims and the political complexities, it is very hard 
to argue that Confucius Institutes in Africa are the equivalent of Goethe In-
stitutes, the Alliance Française, or the British Council. 

More diferences come to mind when thinking about Confucius Insti-
tutes in Africa and how they compare to the Alliance Française or the British 
Council. Confucius Institutes are always hosted inside universities and not 
independent like their French or German counterparts, which are estab-
lished outside the university and independently of other institutions. In the 
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case of CIs, once ofcials from a potential host university get in touch with 
the Chinese embassy to request collaboration, they are invited to visit the 
headquarters in Beijing to start talks about which Chinese university to part-
ner with and decide on the terms of agreement. In the case of many CIs 
established in Africa, Hanban is in charge of funding the construction (or 
remodeling in some cases) of the facility that will host the Confucius Insti-
tute. More often than not, these are inside the campus of the host university 
but the building itself is either renovated or constructed from scratch with 
Chinese funding. Besides renovation or construction costs, the Institute is 
also stafed and equipped through Hanban funding and resources. The Afri-
can host university provides the necessary space and logistical support of 
enrolling students and advertising the program and the Chinese side absorbs 
most of the expenses.21 

The Confucius Institute I visited in Ethiopia is hosted inside the Addis 
Ababa University in the building of the foreign languages department. How-
ever, despite the university (and the building) being somewhat old, the CI 
ofces defnitely stand out compared to other language units. The Institute’s 
activities are well advertised with big banners outside and inside the build-
ing. The Institute is located in a renovated wing. It is well equipped com-
pared to the other language units and is stafed with native speakers of Chi-
nese. Once inside the Institute, one can see many bulletin boards with 
pictures of successful students who earned a trip to China, of important Chi-
nese political leaders who visited the Institute, and of cultural events the 
Institute hosts for the university and the local community. 

In contrast with this, the Institute of Alliance Française in Addis Ababa is 
located in the Piazza area of the capital city and is hosted in a fenced old, 
house-like premise. It is far away from the campus area. The Institute of Alli-
ance Française can be difcult to fnd for someone who is new to the city. It 
holds events open to the public, hosts photography exhibits, and has Amharic 
language classes and various art-related activities for the members. It does not, 
however, advertise opportunities for local students to visit France for exchange 
studies nor does it have language immersion programs like the CI does. 

In this regard, the Confucius Institute can be viewed as being frmly inte-
grated in the university and local community and having wider webs of con-
nections to students, business frms, and so forth than its French counter-
part. This kind of guanxi capital that is weaved between Confucius Institutes 
and diferent segments of society increases locals’ positive perceptions of 
China and inspires many students to join the Institute for all the opportuni-
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ties it makes available. With this, I think that the Confucius Institute in Ad-
dis Ababa distinguishes China’s cultural diplomacy brand from that of West-
ern counterparts in its deep integration in the local community along with 
its focus on investing in networks of relations that put China in the center. 
From what perceptions I gathered, the Alliance Française is viewed as an elit-
ist venue in Addis where only people of a certain social class spend some lei-
surely time on the weekend or after work hours. By contrast, the Confucius 
Institute at the University of Addis Ababa is frequented by students, faculty, 
and community members (including traders and business owners interested 
in going to China for business). It works in close connection with the local 
community, with Chinese companies established in Ethiopia, and has more 
potential for closer network relations between traders, students, faculty, 
translators, and largely everyone interested in learning about China. 

Intangible and nonmaterial aspects of power are as important as material 
aspects when examining China’s exercise of infuence in Africa. Much as 
Chinese-sponsored journalist seminars and training workshops for military 
ofcers difuse Chinese expert knowledge, the Chinese desire to infuence 
the “hearts and minds” of Africans extends to cultural exchanges. Weaving a 
strong network of relations between the Chinese trainers and the African 
trainees is indeed part of Confucius Institutes’ structure and mission. CIs are 
about cultivating and maintaining relationships by viewing culture as a pro-
cess and including the use of networks and digital communication accord-
ingly (Zaharna 2014, 13). Yet, similar to the professionalization training pro-
grams discussed in earlier chapters, these relations are unidirectional with 
no reciprocation of Chinese military ofcers or primary schools learning 
African languages. The attractiveness of CIs lies not in an inherent appeal of 
the Chinese language or culture but in the relational dynamic created 
through the network communication approach. This relational dynamic 
has the advantage of connecting the trainees and language students in a web 
of relations with fellow CI students from other countries and with Chinese 
students in the partner universities in China. The power of the network and 
personal guanxi connection is as an essential part of Chinese foreign policy 
conduct in Africa more generally, and of cultural diplomacy specifcally. 

Network synergy consists of three interrelated relational processes: inter-
nal relationship-building, external coalition-building, and incorporating 
diversity. An example of internal relationship-building in CIs consists of the 
diferent cultural activities that CIs organize, such as celebrating Chinese 
New Year with concerts and other cultural events that encourage students to 
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engage with each other regardless of their language profciency. Each CI is 
tasked with organizing a certain number of events that are open to the com-
munity at large and inclusive of all who want to participate. This is how 
external relationship building boosts the extent of the network’s reach, its 
resources, and legitimacy through network bridges with the local commu-
nity. It is also a way of making the CIs visible in the local communities and 
of advertising the classes to potential students. Celebrating traditional Chi-
nese festivals are also an opportunity to communicate an image of Chinese 
culture in its most festive and positive occasions. Hanban headquarters ded-
icate a budget for CIs to spend on these cultural events and require reports 
from the institutes detailing the planned activity, which needs to be 
approved. The online portal of Hanban is another way to keep the institutes 
in interaction with each other through social media platforms and it encour-
ages a diversity of ideas for cultural activities and feedback on students’ expe-
riences in the diferent institutes. Diversity and innovation are also encour-
aged through holding an annual conference for CIs in Beijing to facilitate 
face-to-face interpersonal communication and the exchange of ideas. 

Confucius Institutes and Knowledge Production 

A study conducted by a Zhejiang Normal University professor surveyed Afri-
can students who have studied at Confucius Institutes in Cameroon and 
South Africa about their experience and perception of China. The questions 
in the survey pertained to how the students viewed China before and after 
being exposed to Chinese classes at their respective CIs. The survey also 
asked students about their job prospects and where they were going to be 
hired upon completion of their degrees. The majority of the students sur-
veyed answered that they had opportunities to work in a translation capacity 
for Chinese businesses in their respective cities. Another group of students 
had government jobs lined up for them, while some were hoping to be hired 
by Hanban to teach Chinese language for high school students in their re-
spective countries. When asked about their perceptions, the majority of stu-
dents had acquired a much more positive image of China after their training 
at their Confucius Institutes than they had before. Students also expressed 
their sense of gratitude toward Chinese staf for teaching them Mandarin 
and giving them the opportunity to access well-paying jobs. Another ques-
tion asked whether the students feel connected to China and whether they 
would establish business relations with Chinese companies in China in the 
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future. Here, too, the majority of students responded positively. One of the 
shortcomings of this study is that surveys were administered by Chinese staf 
or Chinese researchers, which may have indirectly infuenced the partici-
pants’ reporting positive experiences with Chinese-funded language classes. 

Despite its limitations, this study confrms impressions I got from stu-
dents I have spoken to in Addis Ababa and Nairobi as well as from students of 
media and journalism whom I met on a research trip to China where they 
were receiving degrees at Chinese universities. Being exposed to Chinese 
language and culture while studying in China allows African students and 
trainees to have a better grasp of China’s culture and history and to appreci-
ate it in more substantial ways. The students who received scholarships from 
the Chinese government to study in China said their predeparture percep-
tions of China were completely diferent (stereotypical and incorrect most of 
the time) from what they learned while in China.22 

Students I talked to at the Confucius Institutes in Addis Ababa and Nai-
robi were confdent that studying Mandarin Chinese and learning about 
Chinese business culture would open up better job prospects with Chinese 
business frms established in their countries or local frms seeking to open 
ofces in China. The Confucius Institute in Addis Ababa plays a role in con-
necting its most successful students with Chinese companies that are hir-
ing locally. In addition to sending the best students to China on an explor-
atory trip, CIs promise jobs upon completion of their university degree. As 
one of the students explained during an interview, “Our formation here 
gives us concrete results and good jobs.”23 When I asked another student 
how he decided to study Mandarin of all other languages ofered in the 
same building he said it was the “best way to get a good job with a good sal-
ary.” Another Ethiopian student said although her Chinese teachers are 
tough and that classes are harder than many other languages, she is opti-
mistic that the reward of getting a good job will be worth it. In a similar 
vein, the Sino Africa Centre of Excellence, or SACE, a Chinese consultancy 
based in Nairobi, taps into the connectivity of Confucius Institutes to fnd 
potential hires.24 SACE started a small-scale experiment called the Sino Af-
rica Technical Vocational Education and Training project in Nairobi. The 
project ofers practical trainings for specifc skills that Chinese companies 
demand, and the Confucius Institute staf play a role in recommending 
students to be recruited for trainings. Nairobi’s CI not only socializes col-
lege graduates into Chinese business culture and equips them with lan-
guage skills but also connects them to SACE, which supplies them the tech-
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nical skills that they need for jobs at Chinese frms. From interviewing 
SACE’s chief executive ofcer, Adedana Ashebir, I learned that this model 
really works for SACE because on-site training is more cost efective than 
fying trainees to China. Without training, the Chinese companies would 
not be able to justify hiring local labor as their university degrees are not 
practical enough. Additionally, from the perspective of Chinese compa-
nies, the trainings contribute to promoting an image of China as a source 
of high-quality services and technology transfers.25 

Furthermore, even though this book does not test the impact of invest-
ments in human resource development on their recipients or their returns 
for Chinese authorities, other research supports this argument. To illustrate, 
Jorge Nijal examined Chinese-sponsored education programs for Mozam-
bique and their infuence on the political and economic relations between 
the two countries. Nijal (2012, 14) observes that “in the long run former stu-
dents (trained) in China may be of help for the government of China. . . . In 
the perspective of Beijing, if part of this group is placed in high-ranking posi-
tions within the government (including diplomats in China) it will be ben-
efcial for the Chinese side.” Right now, Mozambique stafs its embassy in 
Beijing with two former students of Chinese studies who were recipients of 
Confucius Institute scholarships to China. This suggests that African train-
ees are assets for promoting future relations between Beijing and diferent 
African capitals, especially if Mozambique is one example among many. Ni-
jal’s study fnds that another major line of employment for students who 
have acquired Chinese language skills or have studied in China is Mozam-
bique’s national Center of Investment Promotion. Again, stafng the center 
with employees who are knowledgeable about Chinese business culture and 
language suggests interest in increasing investments from Chinese patrons 
(Nijal 2012, 14). Nijal’s study reveals the networks and relations that perme-
ate Sino-Mozambican education exchanges. Nonetheless, Nijal’s study dem-
onstrates China’s foreign policy interest in creating a strong network of pro-
fessional and guanxi relationships and shows how the potential benefts for 
Beijing expand its relational power in Africa through human capital invest-
ments. The fndings improve understanding of what sort of relations are 
built as a result of China’s investments in human resource development. 

Based on these studies and my own interactions with students, taking a 
relational power approach to examining Confucius Institutes provides a bet-
ter understanding of China’s power projection in African countries. As men-
tioned previously, not all Confucius Institutes in Africa focus exclusively on 
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language and cultural teaching. Kenya, for instance, has an agriculture Con-
fucius Institute, located in the fertile Rift Valley area. This Institute functions 
much like the other CIs except it is geared for exchanges that are specifc to 
Chinese ways of farming and cultivating land. Yet, like other CIs, it seeks to 
groom outstanding students to take on jobs at Chinese frms operating in 
Africa. Training students in Chinese business culture is also a way for China 
to promote its norms and ways of doing things. China pushes for a Chinese 
alternative to West-centric norms and institutions whenever possible, and 
Confucius Institutes provide the space for that. In addition, CIs also present 
the best image of China to students in universities overseas. CIs indeed cre-
ate and maintain close relations between Chinese companies and businesses 
and a potential labor force in the cities where they are located and make it a 
point to help their students fnd leading jobs with Chinese companies. Cul-
tivating a close network of personal and professional relationships is a strat-
egy that attracts African students who seek successful professional careers. 
This strategy explains China-Africa power dynamics more accurately than 
theories that only account for China’s fnancial prowess or military capabili-
ties as an indication of power. 

Alternative Explanations 

In this section I explore alternative explanations to Beijing’s culture-related 
investments in human resource development in Africa. I fnd that the major-
ity of scholarship on China’s cultural diplomacy in Africa fall on either end 
of a binary between selfess solidarity among Global South states and out-
right neocolonial programs making Mandarin into an African language. 
Neither of these extremes necessarily capture all the nuances of China’s cul-
tural diplomacy and African agency in the China-Africa encounter. The two 
extreme narratives (selfess and neocolonial) also refect a clash between, on 
the one hand, a sense of anxiety about China’s rise among established pow-
ers (like the US) and a strong commitment by Chinese policy makers to sell a 
brand of a nonthreatening rising China, on the other. Several Chinese schol-
ars take at face value Confucius Institutes and other Chinese investments in 
human capital as evidence that China is sincere in its friendship with Afri-
can countries by sharing knowledge and skills. Meanwhile US foreign policy 
makers increasingly take a zero-sum game approach, canceling US Depart-
ment of Defense funding for Chinese-language programs at universities that 
host Confucius Institutes.26 In this section I explore these two alternative 
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explanations of China’s cultural diplomacy and show how they can explain 
a small portion but not the whole picture. 

Some scholars view China’s investments in capacity-building programs 
as a symbol of solidarity and good will on the part of Chinese government to 
ofset criticisms of neocolonial exploitation. For instance, Li Anshan wrote a 
book on The Politics of Human Resource Development (2013) where he exam-
ines in detail the history of China’s vocational training programs for Afri-
cans in the 1950s and how they have evolved over time. Li views these pro-
grams as evidence of China’s solidarity and commitment to improving the 
quality of life in its strategic African partners. He argues that cultural and 
educational capacity-building programs are a constant in China’s relations 
to African countries since their revolutionary movements when several Afri-
can elites were trained in Chinese universities. To him, regardless of how 
challenging the economy was for China back in the 1950s, it still stood by its 
vision to help African friends train the labor force and elite class it needed for 
its postindependence governance. From this perspective, emphasizing the 
routinized capacity-building programs is also used as a way to defend Beijing 
from accusations that it is interested in extracting Africa’s natural resources 
without giving anything back. 

Whereas there is little doubt that Beijing has kept its promises to African 
state leaders asking for transfers of technology and scholarships for African 
students, this perspective is limited. It takes for granted rather than prob-
lematizes the consequences of Chinese knowledge and expertise transfers, 
which are sufused with knowledge production and norm difusion. More-
over, although this argument makes sense in a historical context, the South-
South solidarity argument has little purchase in examining today’s Chinese-
funded professionalization trainings for Africans. To a certain degree, the 
African continent has largely been a safe place for Chinese foreign policy 
experimenting. If anything, Africans are not the only learners in this rela-
tionship and China benefts from providing trainings to Africans because it 
learns from these experiences what works and what does not. 

On the other hand, some critics have viewed Confucius Institutes’ 
diplomacy as a neocolonial practice of China’s potential quest for global 
hegemony. The goal of projecting Chinese culture internationally and 
investing signifcant amounts of resources in making Chinese language 
and culture visible abroad are met with skepticism by some scholars. Rya 
Butterfeld (2014, 13), for instance, posits that Confucius Institutes are not 
only about reviving Chinese traditions and bringing more positive image 
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to audiences abroad. He also sees them as part of China’s governance strat-
egy. Cull et. al (2003,  3) observe that “the earliest surviving texts on gover-
nance in China pay great attention to the need for rulers to control and 
formalize language to secure their authority.” There is no such mention of 
governance on the Hanban ofcial website or documents, yet for scholars 
like Butterfeld there is a subtle governance agenda behind the rapid expan-
sion of Confucius Institutes. 

Allegations of “cultural imperialism” and “conquest of the mind” are 
made about CIs’ operations in Africa especially because of the internal asym-
metrical structures of the partnerships between African institutions and the 
Chinese government-backed Hanban. African institutions have very little 
bargaining power or agency (compared to European or Asian institutions) 
when it comes to decisions on funding, hiring teachers, and material to be 
used in classroom. All of this is decided by the Chinese government through 
Hanban ofces or via the Ministry of Education, and most of the time the 
African side simply provides logistical support and little to no decision-
making contributions. As such, Confucius Institutes can be seen as part of 
China’s statecraft, as a mechanism of Chinese foreign policy making rather 
than independent cultural missionaries. Yet, at the same time, silencing Af-
rican agency with regard to CIs is problematic. From interactions with Ethio-
pian students who take language courses at CIs, Chinese language courses 
are a welcome addition to their university. From this perspective criticizing 
Mandarin Chinese for being a hegemonic tool of China’s infuence does not 
make any sense in a context where English, French, and Portuguese are in 
fact colonial languages. 

Confucius Institutes in Africa are neither agents of Global South solidar-
ity nor symbols of China’s neocolonial policies in Africa. They are part of the 
intricate network of relations and social fabric that are shaping the future of 
power with China’s continuing rise. 

conclusion 

China is by no means a frontrunner in cultural diplomacy via language 
teaching and education training programs. Germany, the United Kingdom, 
and Japan all take human capital investments seriously and dedicate signif-
cant funding eforts to a great number of short-term trainings. The former 
Soviet Union also used to provide education training programs for African 
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socialist countries. A lot has changed, however. Since the end of the Cold 
War, Russia’s interest in these programs has declined. Since the fnancial cri-
sis of 2008, the United Kingdom and other European countries have scaled 
back funds for these programs. The governments of “Korea, Japan, Germany, 
and also India continue to believe that the direct exposure of students and 
trainees to their own development experience is vital” (King 2014, 161). Yet 
China has now become the largest provider of professionalization training 
programs for Africans and has flled in the void left by the United Kingdom 
and other European countries that cut back on providing these. 

A decade after the frst Confucius Institute was launched, the numbers of 
Confucius Institutes opening up in Africa and elsewhere are on the rise. The 
Confucius Institutes are not only spaces for language and culture learning but 
also for networks of connections between Chinese frms and African skilled 
labor to expand and multiply. Confucius Institutes in Africa perform a bridg-
ing function of connecting Chinese businesses in China with opportunities 
and needs in the host countries. They also promote Chinese business culture 
by grooming outstanding students for jobs (or training) at Chinese frms. Stu-
dents who attend Confucius Institutes are equipped with the necessary 
knowledge about Chinese business culture to earn them jobs in Chinese frms 
operating in Africa. Many African students who attend Confucius Institutes 
and end up getting jobs in political, business, or diplomatic sectors present 
positive relations prospects with China, which suggests that these invest-
ments have positive returns for the interests of the Chinese government. 

Despite the setbacks for CIs in Europe and North America, their numbers 
are increasing in African universities. These institutes expose African stu-
dents not only to Chinese culture and language but also to Chinese studies 
and Chinese business culture classes. Increasingly so, CIs are expanding to 
include trainings in technical skills such as the case of the Confucius Insti-
tute of agriculture and farming in Kenya. Despite diferences in how each CI 
is negotiated and established, all the institutes share a main goal of portray-
ing the strengths and appeal of China’s culture and traditions. Another sim-
ilarity is that many times the Institutes (in their teaching curricula) difuse 
and normalize the Chinese regime’s party line and its ofcial stance on sen-
sitive topics like China’s human rights record, Taiwan, minority rights, and 
the Hong Kong separatist movement. What distinguishes African-based CIs 
from the rest is that the African side does not have much leverage to resist 
Chinese authorities’ grip on curriculum design and other decisions. “CIs 
work to unstick such adverse signs, fgures and objects from China and in 
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their stead, ‘stick’ more afrmative (and thus benign) ones such as Chinese 
characters, Confucius, and tea” (Schmidt 2014, 356). The adverse signs refer-
enced here include communism, environmental pollution, the Tiananmen 
Square events, poor minority rights records, and authoritarian governance. 
These often evoke negative associations in the imaginaries of foreigners. 
Confucius Institutes’ silence these events or repackage and normalize them 
in versions more in line with Hanban and Chinese government rhetoric. 
“Correcting” the image of China abroad is done both through the produc-
tion of expert knowledge and regimes of truth that are shared with the audi-
ence enrolled in these courses. Indeed, an efective way to view CIs in Africa 
is to take them to be investments in human resource development. As such, 
they are spaces for expert knowledge production and difusion. Part of the 
reason why Confucius Institutes become so attractive to African students is 
the combination of learning about China in a fun interactive way as well as 
being able to fnd good jobs both at the level of local governments and Chi-
nese businesses upon completion of language programs. 

Yet the challenge and limitation of this chapter lies in distinguishing 
Confucius Institutes’ many missions, from business strategy to cultural di-
plomacy, from foreign aid to investment projects, across a wide variety of 
sectors and governmental agencies. Often, there is a great deal of overlap be-
tween these diferent categories. The overlap is made more complicated with 
the layers of networks built around these initiatives. The large Ethio-China 
Polytechnic College in Addis Ababa, which was built, stafed, and equipped 
by China, is a good example. The college fts at least two types of cooperation 
programs. It was built to fulfll FOCAC’s commitment to opening China-
Africa friendship schools, and then later it added a Confucius Institute in-
side the establishment. When the CI was added, the school became a site of 
cultural diplomacy, and later it was established as one of the schools on the 
20+20 China-Africa education exchange platform. It is clear that the college 
cannot be considered solely as a bilateral education exchange, as foreign aid, 
or as cultural diplomacy since it is all of these at once. Other similar projects 
that cross several categories include building a new Science University in Ma-
lawi, building universities in Liberia, funding the development of a clinical 
master’s degree in nursing in the Democratic Republic of the Congo under 
the auspices of contributing to the AU’s New Partnership for Africa’s Devel-
opment education and training program (Jensen 2015, 164). Understanding 
what type of projects these are or why they are sponsored by the Chinese 
government is challenging at best. 
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Confucius Institutes play an important role in expanding relational pro-

ductive power in China-Africa encounters through networks and connec-
tions weaved between the Hanban’s administration, African students, Chi-
nese business frms, and universities across China. They connect institutions 
throughout the mainland with their host universities in Africa. They also 
cultivate and maintain strong connections with Chinese businesses con-
ducting business in Africa for the purpose of enabling outstanding students 
to be hired by Chinese companies. 
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chaPter seven 

Relational Power beyond China-Africa 

China’s rise to Power has become one of the most discussed questions 
in both International Relations theory (IRT) and foreign policy circles. IR 
scholars have, for many decades, been interested in the concept of power 
and have studied it from multiple angles. Analyzing diferent ways of con-
ceptualizing power and dominance in international afairs has been central 
to contemporary IR schools. Although power has been a core concept of IRT 
for a long time, the faces and mechanisms of power as it relates to Chinese 
foreign policy making have reinvigorated and changed the contours of that 
debate. With the rise of China and other reemerging or newly emerging 
powers across the global political arena comes a new visibility for diferent 
kinds of encounters between states, particularly between China and other 
Global South states. These encounters have been present all along, but they 
are made more visible to IR scholars now because of the increasing infuence 
and impact of rising powers in the international system. This book has dem-
onstrated that these foreign policy encounters have distinctive features that 
require new theoretical frameworks for their analysis—frameworks devel-
oped to study Western “great power politics” and the power difusion mech-
anisms just do not provide enough explanatory leverage. 

I began Shaping the Future of Power by probing the type of power mecha-
nisms that build, difuse, and project China’s power in Africa. The crux of 
what this book has shown is that it is necessary to consider the processes of 
knowledge production, social capital formation, and skills transfers in Chi-
nese foreign policy toward African states to fully understand China’s power-
building mechanisms. By examining China’s investments in human resource 
development programs for Africa, the book examined a vital yet undertheo-
rized aspect of China’s foreign policy making. The theoretical framework 
developed in chapter 3 accounted for these investments as mechanisms for 
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network-building and spaces for constructing and normalizing certain rep-
resentations and practices of China-Africa relations. This framework and its 
application in the case study chapters have shown how power and hege-
monic formations permeate Global South encounters. This chapter (1) sum-
marizes the book’s main argument and fndings, (2) develops the implica-
tions of the argument and their transformative potential for IRT, (3) explores 
the implications of the book’s argument and theoretical framework on 
material (realist) conceptualizations of power, (4) expands the scope of the 
framework to assess its potential applications to cases beyond China-Africa 
relations, and (5) looks forward to potential future implications for the anal-
ysis of global politics. 

Social Capital, Knowledge Production, and Norm Difusion 

In the context of Chinese foreign policy toward Africa, this book has illumi-
nated several dynamics. It has shown the ways that processes of knowledge 
production and skills transfers are particularly vital to power building. These 
processes wield so much infuence because they create solid people-to-
people relations and build networks of guanxi. Sponsoring capacity-building 
programs for African government ofcials, journalists, military ofcers, and 
other professionals creates routinized opportunities for exchanges and con-
tributes to enlarging Beijing’s network of people-to-people relations. Being 
powerful in the sense of guanxi means having expanded networks of rela-
tions that are expected to facilitate the conduct of trade, business, and diplo-
matic exchanges. Relationships in and of themselves do not equal power but 
the manipulations of relationships—including nurturing and expanding 
them—are the key. Therefore, in making sense of China’s increasing invest-
ments in human capital, it is necessary to think about the social capital and 
network-building value of these foreign policy tools. 

Additionally, this book delved into Chinese government-funded profes-
sionalization training programs and found that, through repetition and in-
stitutionalization, routine exchange programs and workshops and seminars 
for African ofcials become spaces for difusing norms, normalizing dis-
course, and marketing Chinese models as an alternative to West-centric 
norms. The book pursued how relational power (or guanxi) and the power-
knowledge nexus work through investments in skill transfers programs and 
people-centered diplomacy. To do this, it deployed the two-pronged meth-
odology of examining discourse and policies. Investing in seminars and 
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workshops for thousands of Africans provides a space to reinforce the articu-
lations of Chinese ofcials’ discourse and turn them into conventional wis-
dom brandings of China-Africa relations. As chapter 4 on military diplo-
macy and guanxi shows, during the extensive and routinized workshops 
held by high-ranking Chinese military ofcers for their African counter-
parts, strengthening guanxi is not the only outcome. Indeed, shaping the 
discourse on issues of security, threats, techniques of how to respond to 
them, and equipment used to respond to them are ways that endeavor to 
socialize African trainees to become knowledgeable about Chinese standards 
for responding to security threats. 

In a nutshell, without neglecting the importance of economic statecraft 
such as investments in infrastructure projects and natural resource extrac-
tion, it is crucial to explore the processes of knowledge production and dis-
semination of China’s foreign policy toward Africa, especially as manifested 
in human capital investments. The three cases analyzed in the book show 
that the target audience is wide, including elite government ofcials, high-
ranking military personnel, peacekeepers, journalists, teachers, and univer-
sity students. The cases demonstrate that professionalization training pro-
grams and exchanges are very important both in fostering bonds of trust and 
cooperation between military ofcials in China and their African counter-
parts and in incentivizing Africans to adopt Chinese governance practices 
and strategies. In fact, even when the content of the professionalization 
trainings is not useful, the all-expense paid trips to China generate an awe 
efect through witnessing and admiring China’s development success. Tour-
ing China’s big cities, military facilities, and ultramodern infrastructure 
projects with delegations of African government ofcials, journalists, and 
students results in an amalgam of afective, guanxi, and soft power bonds 
between African civil servants and their Chinese counterparts. 

When all-expense-paid trips are ofered to journalists and media staf 
from across Africa, the personal guanxi bonds that are developed aim to get 
African journalists to see China in a positive light. Chinese ofcials’ stated 
goal is to difuse a positive narrative about China’s activities in Africa to ef-
fectively counter Western (typically) critical takes on China’s debt trap and 
other neocolonial policies. Training programs for journalists also have a con-
tent component that teaches African journalists about sensitive political 
and historical topics about China’s history (from Taiwan to Xinjiang and 
other issues), as well as Chinese journalism values and practices (such as re-
fraining from criticizing the government and framing things positively). 
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Likewise, in chapter 6, “Guanxi in Cultural Diplomacy and Confucius 
Institutes,” human capital investment programs combine trainings for stu-
dents attending the cultural institute, teachers being trained to teach Man-
darin, and Chinese volunteers who teach Mandarin in African middle and 
high school classes. Each of these empirical cases show both how invest-
ments in human resource development expand China’s relational power 
and guanxi and how they result in very concrete policy gains. Those policy 
gains include branding China as a country whose successful development 
story is attractive to African elites, showing of China’s stability and security 
record to military ofcers, and making its language and business culture at-
tractive to young people aspiring to get decent-paying jobs in Chinese frms 
operating in Africa. Material conceptualizations of power fall short of ac-
counting for the impact of China’s infuence in Africa or the mechanisms of 
attraction to China’s model. 

Contributions to Thinking about Global Politics 

This book ofers an innovative contribution to the old question of power/ 
social relations and knowledge production in IR. Although political scien-
tists have long acknowledged the essential role of knowledge production in 
power building (going back all the way to Confucius’s teachings that by in-
vesting in shaping minds one can conquer nations), concerns about mecha-
nisms of norm-making and difusion and their impacts on foreign policy 
making in the Global South have been marginalized. Through examining 
China’s foreign policy conduct toward African states, this study refnes IR 
scholarship on China’s rising power and the intersection of social relations 
and foreign policy making both theoretically and empirically. 

Empirically speaking, the case of China’s interactions with African states 
has not attracted much attention in IR scholarship largely because China 
does not (yet) appear to be a great power in Africa if we understand great 
power politics in terms of material and military dimensions of power. Until 
very recently, China did not have any military bases in Africa and did not 
project much military infuence, which can be viewed as the main reason 
why many IR scholars thought China to be a marginal power in Africa, at 
best. This book showed the errors in “conventional wisdom” or recurrent 
representation of China’s capabilities, not by correcting for the estimates of 
Chinese material capability, bases, and military power projection capacity in 
Africa, but by expanding the concept of power to include relational and pro-
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ductive dimensions. Shaping the Future of Power ofers a new empirical study 
that is important in itself and for the theoretical innovation it allows. 

Theoretically, this book’s starting point was the framework of the faces 
of power (Lukes 2005; Barnett and Duvall 2005) where it identifed the 
fourth face (power as productive) to be most promising for analyzing Chi-
nese foreign policy conduct. It built on extant scholarship and developed 
an innovative theoretical framework to make sense of how great powers 
project their infuence and how countries are socialized into new norms. 
The framework—relational productive power—has three essential ele-
ments: social relations (guanxi), knowledge production, and norm difu-
sion. Relational productive power helps us understand the ways in which 
Chinese foreign policy maneuvers and navigates its social/diplomatic net-
works in order to both advance its interests and couch them in a friendly, 
peaceful rising power narrative. With China’s continuing rise as a regional 
and global power, more scholarly attention should be devoted to analyzing 
China’s rise using innovative perspectives. By accounting for both the role 
of investments in knowledge production and norm difusion and the role of 
building and expanding social relations, the framework adds to scholarship 
on post-Western perspectives and non-Western actors concerning China 
and its foreign policy conduct in Africa. 

Can a Relational Productive Approach Apply to Material Dimensions of Power? 

Analyzing China-Africa relations should shift away from focusing on the 
material manifestations of power dynamics in China’s Africa policy (such as 
natural resource extractions and fnancial investments). It is important to 
start looking at less visible and less material types of investment (in social 
relations, network expansion, and human capital). By expanding the con-
cept of power and its mechanisms to include investments other than the 
usual (material) targets, we can account for a big portion of China-Africa 
power dynamics. By putting social relations and guanxi networks at the cen-
ter of the analysis, I was able to explain trends such as the decline in loans 
and grants pledged by China for Africans in 2018, which was accompanied 
with an increase in its disbursements of human capital investment pro-
grams. Here the story is not about fnancial capital (or the lack thereof), it is 
about the (re)allocation of the capital from industrial and natural resource 
sectors to human resource development programs. 

However, it is important to point out that the diference between these 
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two types of power dynamics is not as clear-cut as a binary of material/non-
material might suggest. In fact, the fow between them is more fuid than 
one might think. For example, my relational power framework can be used 
to explain material power dynamics in China-Africa relations. Take, for ex-
ample, China’s naval base in Djibouti. On the ninetieth birthday of China’s 
People’s Liberation Army, in October 201 , the deputy commander of the 
People’s Liberation Army Navy, Tian Zhong, and Chinese ambassador to 
Djibouti Fu Huaqiang ofcially launched China’s frst foreign base ever and 
Djibouti’s fourth foreign base.1 The base has the capacity to host up to 
10,000 People’s Liberation Army soldiers, which is two and a half times the 
capacity of Camp Lemonnier, the US base in Djibouti. Unsurprisingly, the 
Chinese ofcial discourse around the launching of the base stresses that it 
will strictly be used for medical evacuations, natural disaster relief, and in 
defensive ways that would require the protection of Chinese nationals and 
assets in Djibouti. The base was the product of a long process of negotiation 
between Djibouti’s president Ismaïl Omar Guelleh and the Chinese govern-
ment, was concealed by Chinese ofcial rhetoric, and was long described as 
a refueling station. 

Distancing the base from being a military outpost for China serves sev-
eral purposes for China, namely projecting an image of China as a peaceful 
rising power. In addition to keeping a narrative about the base not being 
meant for war or ofensive purposes, the base plays a cultural role that aims 
at fostering relations and communications between Djibouti’s population 
and China’s (military) culture. To illustrate this role, there is a joint program 
with Djibouti’s Ministry of Education to bring Djiboutian primary school 
students to visit the Chinese naval base. At each visit, up to one hundred kids 
are exposed to the innovative facilities of the base, they get to see China’s 
military strength, but also build a personal connection to the base, playing 
in it for half a day and putting a human face to it. According to China’s mili-
tary website, the visits aim to “help Djibouti primary school students know 
more about Chinese culture and the Chinese military, promote communica-
tions between local people and the Chinese troops stationed in the support 
base, so as to carry forward the friendship between the two peoples.”2 

China’s military base, in the example above, serves a relational purpose 
that works in tandem with its material purpose. It is used to bring primary 
school children on school feld trips to China’s military base to show them 
China’s military capabilities and leave impressionable memories after show-
ing them around the premises and giving them parting souvenirs. China’s 
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military base plays a role of investing in social relations with kids who are 
still in primary school, and this cultural feature of the military base is unique 
to China. One of the direct benefts of such cultural programs includes not 
thinking of China’s military base as a suspicious, unknown, or even hawkish 
naval base. Bringing children and adult civilians to the base to use its ftness 
facilities, tour it, and take pictures with its military equipment and staf 
makes it feel accessible to the ordinary Djiboutian citizen. It gives it a human 
feel. The US base, and US Africa Command, engage in soft power diplomacy 
too but usually these are humanitarian actions such as donating equipment 
to Cameroonian schools or performing medical surgeries (which the Chi-
nese side does as well).3 Nurturing relations in the way that China does, by 
investing in future generations’ perceptions of China, is very powerful and 
cannot really be captured using a traditional material understanding of 
power. Therefore, even the material naval base of China in Africa can be 
more fully accounted for by paying attention to its relational and social cap-
ital dimension. 

Moreover, it is also interesting to note that as the military base deal was 
in the negotiation phase, Chinese diplomats insisted on a narrative of how 
proftable to local people the base will be by bringing economic, security, 
and social mobility opportunities for the Djiboutian people. China’s base 
was marketed as a support facility for the People’s Liberation Army in its an-
tipiracy escorts (citing thirty escort trips in the last decade), United Nations 
peacekeeping operations deployments (especially for missions in South Su-
dan and Somalia), and providing evacuation plans for Chinese nationals 
working in the region when needed. This narrative stands as a stark contrast 
from the counterterrorism justifcations of the US and French bases in Dji-
bouti. While negotiating the base, the Chinese side sought to organize a net-
work of social capital connecting the base to China’s adjacent multipurpose 
port and to a pledge to construct a smart city in Djibouti. Blending economic 
deals with the military base project is another illustration of China’s foreign 
policy shifting away from the traditional separation between military/de-
fense and economic/social diplomacy. Right now, “most of Djibouti’s four-
teen major infrastructure projects, which have been valued at a total of $14.4 
billion, are being funded by Chinese banks” (Chaziza 2018, 153), something 
that’s completely lacking from US-Djibouti relations, which are mostly 
about countering terrorism. The Chinese approach banks on social networks 
and also strengthens them through projects that connect its military base to 
a multipurpose port that employs up to 60 percent local staf. In this way the 
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military base is not viewed as fulflling China’s geostrategic national inter-
ests only (even when it does), but is contributing to the local economy in 
signifcant ways. 

What Does Relational Productive Power Mean for China’s Impact on the 
International Order? 

Chinese foreign policy makers are interested in promoting a Chinese model 
of development (which, as I explained in chapter 2, is known as the Beijing 
Consensus) and disseminating Chinese cultural practices, language, and 
technical skills to rival European and American alternatives. As Andrew Lui 
(2010, 2 ) argues, “China seeks to solidify its position as a central node in a 
network of states that is inclined towards a particular non-Western view of 
human rights, governance and sovereignty.” More so than just challenging 
some international norms that Beijing fnds unsatisfying, Lui continues to 
explain that “Chinese foreign policy is attempting to expand the size of this 
network and to strengthen existing relations by appealing to new members.” 
From this perspective, China’s activities with African states can be seen as 
endeavors to challenge the existing order and create new niches of infuence 
for Chinese diplomacy. They are policies in and for Africa, but they are part 
of a larger context of how China plans on facing the global political arena in 
the twenty-frst century. 

What does Chinese activity in Africa reveal about Beijing’s larger foreign 
policy goals and its impact on the international order? Is China trying to 
write a new global order, reinterpret parts of the existing one, or is it strength-
ening the current order by creating new initiatives that are compatible and 
congruent with existing rules? The empirical cases examined in this book are 
not instances of Chinese investments that are exclusive to China’s conduct in 
Africa. Confucius Institutes are established in all corners of the world, agricul-
ture demonstration centers are being opened in Latin American countries, 
and as I mention in chapter 2, the professionalization training programs and 
workshops target ofcers, civil servants, and journalists from over a hundred 
countries. Therefore, the fndings of this book suggest trends in Chinese for-
eign policy making that are broader than the case of China-Africa relations. 
In fact, a focus on investing in human resource development programs is 
even evident in China’s most recent global initiative called the “New Silk 
Road,” which is also known as the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 

The Belt and Road Initiative was announced by Xi Jinping in 2013 with 



Revised Pages

 

 

 

  

145 Relational Power Beyond China-Africa 

the goal of reviving the old Silk Road paths of trade, communication, energy, 
and customs collaboration and connectivity.4 The New Silk Road is designed 
to link China to Central Asia, Africa, and Southern Europe, and position 
China at the center of the development projects of the regions around it 
(Godehardt 2016, 20). As it stands, it consists of two major corridors: an over-
land Eurasian network that economically links China with Asian, Middle 
Eastern, Gulf Cooperation Council, and European countries, and a maritime 
corridor connecting Chinese port cities to the Indian Ocean and expanding 
to the South Pacifc and the Mediterranean. The initiative is massive in its 
outreach, creating a regional and global network of connectivity through 
circulation of goods, communication technology, power grids, cultural 
exchanges, and railway construction encompassing over seventy countries 
(and growing) (Zhang 2015, 123). This mix of material and ideational invest-
ments in modern China’s grand strategy is another indication of Chinese 
foreign policy giving as much importance to natural as to human resource 
investments. But the BRI neither lends evidence that the Chinese govern-
ment is becoming more socialized in the liberal order by adopting its norms 
of governance, development, and human rights, nor that it is interested in 
completely redoing the international system. Rather, the BRI is a good exem-
plar of Beijing’s moves to claim its own brand of development, governance 
norms, and values, and the way to difuse these is through its investments in 
professionalization trainings and cultural exchanges.5 

Beyond Africa: China’s Human Capital Investments via BRI 

At the opening ceremony of the Belt and Road Forum held in Beijing in 201 , 
President Xi Jinping announced that “in the coming fve years, we will ofer 
2,500 short-term research visits to China for young foreign scientists, train 
5,000 foreign scientists, engineers and managers, and set up ffty joint labo-
ratories.”6 This pledge adds to the dozen programs already in place for teach-
ers’ trainings, Mandarin language classes, and other exchange forums be-
tween China and Central Asian countries along the Belt and Road. Indeed, 
although BRI is primarily about connecting China to Central Asia and East-
ern Europe by building massive infrastructure projects, facilitating inte-
grated markets, and promoting trade, a major component of the initiative is 
Chinese government-funded skills transfer programs such as teacher train-
ing programs and seminars for public ofcials from countries along the BRI, 
among other people-to-people diplomacy programs. 
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Human capital investments in the form of capacity-building programs, 
Mandarin language trainings for future teachers, seminars for journalists, 
defense forums, and other workshops for government ofcials have become 
a signature of China’s foreign policy in the Global South. These trainings are 
funded by the Chinese government and backed by several educational insti-
tutions in China. They are unidirectional where participants come from a 
variety of countries across the Global South and the trainers are from China. 
When teams of Chinese experts need expertise or technical trainings, they 
typically use their connections in Western countries (Germany, the United 
Kingdom, Australia, and the United States, among others) to obtain the ex-
pertise needed. 

To be sure, socialization through cultural diplomacy is not new to for-
eign policy making in general and not new to China’s foreign policy. Chi-
nese foreign policy practices that go back all the way to imperial China 
lend evidence of hegemony via cultural diplomacy.7 Looking at China’s 
position in the pre-Westphalian world order, one can observe how the trib-
utary system acted as “an indispensable social milieu within which Impe-
rial China tried to socialize others” (Zhang and Buzan 2012, 1 ). China’s 
practices of socialization, then, were mainly driven by “assertion, coercion 
or coaxing [the other], into accepting basic institutional practices favored 
by Imperial China in managing its relations with others” (Zhang and 
Buzan 2012, 19). China’s self-sense of superior identity in the pre-
Westphalian order did not result in China conquering territory to impose 
its bureaucratic system and norms on others. Instead, institutionalized cul-
tural practices such as kowtow and tribute-giving were required of foreign-
ers to perform as they addressed China’s emperor for protection or trade 
access. In contemporary Chinese foreign policy, the element of cultural 
diplomacy and people-to-people exchange is ever more present and central 
to the CCP’s rising power. The connectivity and network approach of the 
BRI has to do with people-to-people networks as much as power grids and 
infrastructure connectivity. 

How Does Africans Agency Fit in International Relations Scholarship? 

In 2016, journalist Lily Kuo wrote an article entitled “China’s Model of Eco-
nomic Development Is Becoming More Popular in Africa Than America’s” 
where she fnds compelling evidence that the Chinese model is a better “ft” 
for Africa. She explains that “China’s state-led economic reforms and priori-
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tization of stability over an active civil society has been appealing for coun-
tries like Ethiopia and Rwanda, which have followed a similar model” (Kuo 
2016). The impression of China’s model being more ft for African experi-
ences is based on recently released survey data by Afrobarometer.8 The sur-
veys were distributed to 56,000 participants randomly chosen from across 
thirty-six African countries. The results show that 24 percent of survey re-
spondents picked China as the best development model for their countries. 
The report released by Afrobarometer also showed that about two-thirds of 
the people surveyed reported that they fnd China’s presence in the conti-
nent to be “very” or “somewhat” positive. The report states that “despite 
considerable criticism in the media of China’s interests and operations in 
Africa, Africans view China’s emergence as an addition to the economic 
playing feld” (Kuo 2016). Although the surveys do not include questions on 
the reasons behind Africans’ positive impressions of China and their attrac-
tion to China’s development model, this book has shown that human capi-
tal investments, paid-for trips to China, cultural activities, and other social 
capital-building activities play a signifcant role. 

Even though the scope of this book did not focus on examining the ways 
in which African state leaders and foreign policy makers leverage and negoti-
ate their preferences with their Chinese counterparts, another line of future 
research that’s inspired from this book’s fndings is about examining how 
African states are navigating the changing dynamics of the international 
system. Although this book examined mostly Chinese foreign policy con-
duct toward African states, it also took into account the perceptions of Afri-
can elites and professionals of the professionalization training programs and 
skills transfers sponsored by Beijing. One of this book’s limitations, which I 
discuss in chapter 2, “Network-Building in China-Africa Relations: Past and 
Present,” is that it assumes power relations between China and African states 
to be asymmetrical and does not examine ways in which African actors (pub-
lic and private) exercise power in their relations with China. Given the uni-
directional dynamics of the professionalization trainings and the lack of 
African counterparts to China’s Confucius Institutes, this book assumed 
hierarchical power dynamics in the China-Africa relations. Still, there is also 
no doubt that there exists an important degree of variance in state capacity 
among the diferent African states, which means a variance in African states’ 
capacity to shape and challenge the CCP. This book did not account for these 
variances given that it examined multilateral (not bilateral) relations 
between China and African states. Therefore, future research can build on 
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this study to examine in more depth the Africa rising narrative and how 
much this framework applies to African agency. 

Moreover, as explained in earlier chapters, this book has not yet 
accounted for the direct impacts of Chinese government-backed profession-
alization trainings of African elites. It has not conducted a systematic or lon-
gitudinal analysis to ascertain to what extent CCP-funded human capital 
investments are resulting in socializing African states to adopt Chinese mod-
els of governance, development, and values of journalism and human rights. 
This book gave many anecdotes and examples of how these mechanisms 
work. To illustrate, when South Sudanese politician Anthony Kpandu led a 
delegation of party members to China for professionalization trainings on 
governance by ofcers from Beijing’s Central Party School, he stated that 
they “have learned quite a lot from the CCP.” Upon returning from one of 
several training trips he took, Kpandu wrote a report recommending that his 
party, the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement, acquire surveillance drones 
that he saw being used during his trip to China (Ang 2018). Similarly, com-
menting on scholarships provided by the Chinese government to hundreds 
of South Sudanese students at the University of Bahr el Ghazel, the school’s 
vice chancellor observed that “in 10 years’ time, one of [these students] will 
be the leader of South Sudan” (Kuo 201 ). From these examples (and others), 
there is evidence that these approaches are successful from the Chinese gov-
ernment’s perspective given the continuous increase in their number and 
scope. At the very least, more exposure to China, its development and indus-
trialization model, and creating opportunities for networking between high-
ranking government ofcials in China and African countries are outcomes 
of the trainings whether targeted or unintended. Future research could look 
into the impacts of these professionalization training programs to assess— 
over time—the extent to which, say, journalists or party members who 
receive trainings in China become more favorable toward China and China’s 
politics in their respective countries. 

Overall, a common thread to many of these areas of future research re-
volve around closer examinations of the position and role of Africa in the 
global order. Are African states diversifying their dependencies from tradi-
tional powers in the North and West to rising power in the East and South? 
Such questions fall within an agenda of decentralizing theories of IR to in-
clude post-Western IR approaches, actors, and perspectives. They open up a 
conversation about the diferences between the conduct of hegemons and 
great powers in the context of the Global South, which is substantially difer-
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ent from the traditional, colonial trajectories of European powers. In this 
sense, the realist expectation that all great powers are expected to act alike 
once they reach a certain threshold of material capabilities is a limiting way 
of analyzing global politics today. 

Ultimately, since international relations and foreign policy making are 
at the very base relational, political science must pay attention to relational-
ity and relational productive power. To suggest that there is a link between 
foreign policy making, socialization, relational power, and social capital in 
foreign policy making might seem clear at frst because much of diplomacy 
is about relations between states, state elites, and peoples. Yet there are com-
plex mechanisms that translate relations into guanxi and even more com-
plex mechanisms that guarantee that guanxi translates to achieving success-
ful policy goals. Shaping the Future of Power was not only about how 
relationality matters in foreign policy making and IRT, it was also about 
showing how social capital, knowledge production, and norm difusion are 
essential mechanisms of international relating. 
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Notes 

Chapter 1 

1. World Bank data, http://povertydata.worldbank.org/poverty/country/ 
CHN 

2. Sun 2016; Ang 2018; Hawkins 2018; Prasso 2019; Zeng 2015. 
3. Sun 2016. 
4. See Table 1 for a more extensive list of party-to-party delegation visits 

scheduled between 2016 and 2018. 
5. China’s trade volume with Africa is larger than that of emerging economies 

such as India and Brazil, and that of traditional actors such as European coun-
tries, which have in the past been very infuential on Africa economies. In 2003, 
only 6 percent of sub-Saharan African exports (natural resources primarily but 
also some agriculture crops and fnished products) went to China whereas 3  per-
cent were destined to Europe. A decade later, the volume jumped to 2  percent for 
China and declined to 23 percent for Europe. For more on China-Africa trade vol-
umes, see China-Africa Research Initiative trade database: http://www.sais-cari. 
org/data-china-africa-trade/ 

6. The eight platforms are “industrial promotion initiative, an infrastructure 
connectivity initiative, a trade facilitation initiative, a green development initia-
tive, a capacity building initiative, a health care initiative, a people-to-people ex-
change initiative and a peace and security initiative in close collaboration with 
African countries in the next three years and beyond, to support African coun-
tries in achieving independent and sustainable development at a faster pace” 
(FOCAC 2018). 

 . For more discussion of the relational turn in IR, see, among others, Ander-
son and Neumann 2012; Guzzini 2000, 2011; Jackson and Nexon 1998. I expand 
on this in more detail in chapter 3. 

8. Interview in Beijing, May 2014. 
9. My interviewees included academics from Peking University, Renmin Uni-

versity, Communication University of China, and Zhejiang Normal University in 
Jinhua. These interviews were conducted in English. 
10. Some interviewees (especially with interviewees from North African coun-

tries) switched frequently between Arabic and French. 
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152 notes to Pages 12–21 

11. Interview in Addis Ababa with a Nigerian diplomat in February 2015. The 
diplomat also mentioned how much he appreciated that, during these trips, the 
Chinese side typically gives a monetary allowance or spending money to the par-
ticipants. Receiving an honorarium meant, to him, that his time was valued and 
appreciated. 

Chapter 2 

1. Development Reimagined 201 . 
2. Initially these principles were formulated in the context of India-China re-

lations in 1954 in a visit between Indian prime minister Jawaharlal Nehru and 
Zhou Enlai. China has adopted these principles as guidelines for its relations not 
just with India but with other countries as well. By the same token, India’s for-
eign policy making also draws on these principles. For more on this, see Li An-
shan 2012; Daniel Large 2008; Julia Strauss 2009; Ian Taylor 2006. 

3. Article 54 of the PRC’s frst plenary session of the Chinese People’s Political 
Consultative Conference (1950, 19–20). These principles and goals remain stand-
ing till today. 

4. Phone interview with a Chinese Institute of Contemporary International 
Relations scholar and expert in Chinese foreign relations—Beijing, summer 
2014. 

5. For more on China’s ancient belief that the Chinese emperor was the Son 
of Heaven and that all else was under heaven (Tien Xia), see Fairbank (19 4). For 
analyses on how this sense of cultural superiority informed China’s conduct with 
other countries (through practices such as the tribute system), see Kelly (2012). 
For a critical analysis on how pre-Westphalian China used to behave internation-
ally and how that still informs (if only partly) its contemporary foreign policy 
conduct, see Godehart (2016). 

6. South-South Cooperation is a vague concept but in 2012 UN Secretary 
General Ban Ki Moon provided the following defnition: “a process whereby two 
or more developing countries pursue their individual and/or shared national ca-
pacity development objectives through exchanges of knowledge, skills, resources 
and technical know-how, and through regional and interregional collective ac-
tions, including partnerships involving Governments, regional organizations, 
civil society, academia and the private sector, for their individual and/or mutual 
beneft within and across regions. South-South cooperation is not a substitute 
for, but rather a complement to, North-South cooperation” (2012,  ). 

 . Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa are grouped together as 
middle-income economies that are driving much of the global economy. 

8. This list is includes Indonesia, Mexico, Nigeria, and Ethiopia. 
9. For more on China’s dual identity and its implications for its foreign policy, 

see Wu (2001) 
10. This is a recurrent description of China by Chinese ofcials. One example 

was Xi Jinping’s speech at the 19th National Congress of the Communist Party of 
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153 notes to Pages 21–25 

China, where Xi Jinping said that China’s international status as the world’s larg-
est developing country has not changed (Xinhua 2018). 

11. Scholars of Chinese foreign policy do not disagree that China’s identity is 
at once a great power and a developing country. However, the disagreement in 
the literature is around whether China is displaying status-quo behavior more or 
revisionist behavior more. By taking measures such as the Asian Infrastructure 
and Investment Bank, and the Belt and Road Initiative, and the Beijing Consen-
sus as exemplary of China’s revisionist intentions toward the international order, 
obscures the fact that China is increasingly becoming a solid support for UN 
Peacekeeping Operations, the International Monetary Fund, and other West-
dominated initiatives. Qin (2014, 285) argues that “continuity through change is 
a realistic description of China’s present international strategy.” For him, there is 
no questioning that there is a mix of status-quo and revisionist practices but he 
argues that ultimately there is more continuity than change. 
12. Such initiatives include but are not limited to the Belt and Road, the Asian 

Infrastructure and Investment Bank, and the China Africa Fund. For more on 
this, see Benabdallah 2019; Hagström and Nordin 2019. 

13. The concept of noninterference (不干涉原则 Bù gānshè yuánzé) in Chinese 
foreign policy is referred to as encompassing both noninterference and noninter-
vention in some cases. The delineation between the two in Chinese foreign pol-
icy literature is ambiguous; in some ofcial documents the concept of noninter-
ference is used interchangeably with nonintervention (不干预 Bù gānyù). 
14. Chinese Ministry of Foreign Afairs, China’s Initiation of the Five Princi-

ples of Peaceful Co-Existence. 
15. Calls to boycott the Beijing Olympics (calling them the Genocide Games) is 

a good example of this pressure from the international community. 
16. More substantially, in 200  a Chinese-ran oil feld (in Defra) was attacked 

by a Darfur-based opposition group, the Justice and Equality Movement. The 
spokesperson for the rebel group declared that it had targeted Chinese interests 
in the region on purpose because of Chinese support for the Sudanese govern-
ment. The rebel forces declared that all foreign companies that stayed in South 
Sudan beyond the evacuation deadline given to them would be considered guilty 
of assisting the Sudanese government in purchasing weapons used to violate the 
rights of South Sudanese families. See, for more details, Shinn (2009, 90). 

1 . Foreign Minister Wang Yi giving an interview to Al Jazeera on January 9, 2014. 
18. The International Criminal Court, it should be noted, despite its resolute 

condemnation of Gaddaf’s use of force, had no qualms about exempting NATO’s 
allies from investigations of their 2011 campaign in Libya (Ba 201 , 56). 
19. This was just one example among many. For more on China’s aid and its 

potential impact on voting behavior and electoral campaigning, see Dreher et al. 
(2019). The study fnds that the birth regions of presidents receive up to three 
times the aid fows from China in the years when they are in ofce than other-
wise. Other relevant literature includes Alden (200 ), Brautigam (2009, 2015), 
and Corkin (2008a, 2008b). 
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154 notes to Pages 27–42 

20. Taylor further documents Zhou Enlai’s 1965 tour of Tanzania, where he 
said, “My colleagues and I do not fnd ourselves in a strange land. Relations be-
tween our countries dated back to nine hundred years ago. Some fve hundred 
years ago, the Chinese navigator Cheng Ho (also spelled Zheng He) reached East 
African coasts” (New China News Agency, June 5, 1965). 

21. Stopping the clock, so to speak, with the statue of Zheng He can be mislead-
ing on many levels. The country of Kenya as we know it today was not even a 
country at the time of the admiral’s voyages. Yet the dedication plaque celebrat-
ing endless peaceful relations between “China and Kenya” is an example of how 
history (and cultural edifces) is used to manipulate the present and future. 
22. The prime ministers of Burma, Ceylon, India, Indonesia, and Pakistan met 

in Colombo, Sri Lanka in April 1953 to organize what would become the frst 
Asian-Africa conference in Bandung, Indonesia. 
23. The peak of the cultural revolution (in terms of Chinese foreign policy 

making) was in 196  with the “Boxer Diplomacy” when the Red Guards started 
explicitly interfering with the operations of the Ministry of Foreign Afairs, going 
as far as occupying it at some point. 
24. China sufered a major setback in its relations with African nations. The gov-

ernments of Kenya and Tunisia, for example, were particularly aggravated by Mao’s 
abuse of power against intellectuals and artists and broke of their relations with 
Beijing. Ghana was undergoing a regime change in 1966, ousting Kwame Nkrumah 
(who was in China during the coup) and expelling all Chinese in Ghana. 
25. The Sino-Soviet confict had a role to play in the deteriorating relations. As 

explained by Yu (2009, 10), “During the 1960s and the 19 0s, China’s ruling 
Communist Party repeatedly rejected requests by African states and political par-
ties to establish relations, based upon the latter’s stand toward the former Soviet 
Union.” 
26. According to Le Pere and Shelton (200 , 56), from the mid-1950s to the 

mid-19 0s, China gave about $2.5 billion in aid to thirty-six African countries. 
2 . For more details on the TAZARA construction, see Georgy Yu’s “The 

Tanzanian-Zambian Railway: A Case Study in Chinese Economic Aid to Africa,” 
in Soviet and Chinese Aid to African Nations, ed. Warren Weinstein and Thomas H. 
Henriksen (New York: Praeger, 1980), 11 –144, and Jamie Monson’s African’s Free-
dom Railway: How a Chinese Development Project Changed Lives and Livelihoods in 
Tanzania (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2009). 
28. http://china-aibo.cn/. The webpage is in Mandarin Chinese. 
29. Emphasis on the word “relations” added. 

Chapter 3 

1. Scholars take various positions in debates on China’s power status, with 
characterizations ranging from partial power, status-quo power, regional power, 
superpower, and revisionist power. For more on this, see Johnston 2003; Sham-
baugh 2013; Nathan and Scobell 2012; Pu 2019. 

http:http://china-aibo.cn
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155 notes to Pages 46–63 

2. Bachrach and Baratz (1962) argue that besides asking the question “who 
rules?,” as sociologists do, or “does anyone have power?”, we should be looking at 
what agenda items are left out of the discussion. 

3. This is what Bachrach and Baratz (1962, 952) call “non-decision making,” 
which refers to the “extent to which and the manner in which the status quo-
oriented persons and groups infuence those community values and those politi-
cal institutions.” 

4. Foucault (1982,  90) argues that “freedom may well appear as the condition 
for the exercise of power (at the same time its precondition), since freedom must 
exist for power to be exerted, and also its permanent support, since without the 
possibility of recalcitrance, power would be equivalent to a physical determina-
tion.” 

5. It is beyond the scope of this section to do a thorough survey of the rich 
postcolonial and feminist perspectives on relational power. For more details, see 
Agathangelou and Ling 2004; Allen 1998; Enloe 1989; McEwan 2001; and Pieda-
lue and Rishi 201 . 

6. For more on a Foucauldian feminist appraisal of relational power, see Coo-
per 1994. 

 . The juridico-discursive perspective on power is principally understood 
from the perspective of repression as refected in interdiction, law, censure, con-
straint, and law. Foucault critiques this form of power on the grounds that it as-
sumes power to be a substance, a possession instead of a relation. For more on 
this, see Lemke 2001, 32. 

8. The concept of renqing is about “human feeling.” Yang explains that these 
come from Confucian thoughts. Renqing sentiments and feelings are the source 
of “proper conduct of social relationships and social events and afairs that made 
possible and preserved the whole social order” (1994, 6 ). 

9. An example of overlapping circles of relations include China as a develop-
ing country, as a member of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
10+3, a permanent member of the UN Security Council, a founding member of 
BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa), the Asian Infrastructure 
and Investment Bank, and a sizeable IMF lender. 
10. Acharya 2014; Suzuki 2014; Thies and Nieman 201 ; Abdenur and Gama 

2015; and Zhang and Buzan 2012. 
11. Epstein (2008, 9) argues that what becomes experienced as “common 

sense” is produced within historical contexts in which some meanings are sealed 
and others are left out. She takes the discourse on banning whaling as productive 
of the meaning of whales as well as regulating the practices regarding whales. 
This discourse led to the creation of many NGOs that carried out the new anti-
whaling discourse and turned it into a practice of protecting whales. For more 
illustrative works that show how meanings are produced through discourse that 
become enshrined in practices, see, for example, Doty 1993; Abrahamsen 2004; 
Mattern 2005; Hansen 2006; and Larsen 2013. 
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156 notes to Pages 66–82 

Chapter 4 

1. More details on the Forum are discussed in Deutsche Welle 2019. 
2. For the full text, see China’s MOFA 2006. 
3. One of the reasons why cooperation on peace and security is of to a later 

start compared to other felds of cooperation such as agribusiness and trade is due 
to Beijing’s adherence to the principle of noninterference. Evidently, security co-
operation (especially if understood as military presence on African countries’ 
soil) seems to be a direct violation of that principle. However, as discussed in sub-
sequent parts of the chapter, pressures from international institutions, local Afri-
can governments, as well as Chinese nationals and business owners, have all 
weighed in on the shift from a strict interpretation of noninterference to a more 
lenient “selective engagement.” 

4. The US Africa Command, or AFRICOM, was initiated in 200  and an-
nounced at the same time that the Chinese premier was touring Africa. It has an 
efective force of 1,500 ofcers and its headquarters are in Stuttgart, Germany. 

5. Zuma’s closing remarks during FOCAC 2015b. 
6. Section 4.3.6 of the action plan of FOCAC 2015c. Section 4.3.2 announces 

that the “Chinese side will ofer 2000-degree education opportunities in China 
and 30,000 government scholarships to African countries.” Section 3.1.11 ex-
plains in more detail the trainings in agribusiness and agriculture. Section 5.2.1 
expands on the seminars sponsored for African journalists (radio and TV) to be 
exposed to Chinese theories and practices in journalism. 

 . Major General Zhu Chengdu cited in Xinhua News 2004. http://www. 
china.org.cn/english/2004/Aug/103238.htm 

8. “Military Institute Set Up for Training Foreign Ofcers,” Xinhua News, Au-
gust  , 2004 

9. Chinese Ministry of Defense, http://eng.mod.gov.cn/Defense-
News/2016–05/12/content_4657092.htm 
10. White Paper on China’s National Defense released in July 2019. For the 

full text in English, see http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2019–07/24/c_ 
138253389.htm 

11. Interview with Xinhua on June 4, 2016, http://eng.mod.gov.cn/Opin-
ion/2016–06/06/content_4670851.htm 
12. “China Growing Its Peacekeeping Presence,” Defense Web article, http:// 

www.defenceweb.co.za/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=448 
55:china-growing-its-peacekeeping-presence&cat id=56:diplomacy-
a-peace&Itemid=111 

13. The seven missions are in Darfur, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Liberia, Mali, and South Sudan, as well as small contingents to Cote D’Ivoire and 
Western Sahara (Thrall 2015, 54). 
14. Chinese Central Government, http://www.gov.cn/zwgk/2009–10/19/con-

tent_1443395.htm 
15. 政协外事委副主任韩方明：探讨建立中国黑水公司 , http://cppcc.people. 

com.cn/GB/35377/17010201.html. The title of this report translates as “Deputy 

http://cppcc.people
http://www.gov.cn/zwgk/2009–10/19/con
www.defenceweb.co.za/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=448
http://eng.mod.gov.cn/Opin
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2019–07/24/c
http://eng.mod.gov.cn/Defense
http://www
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15  notes to Pages 82–98 

Director of the CPPCC Han Fangming Urges the Establishment of China’s Ver-
sion of Blackwater.” 
16. Erickson and Collins 2012. 
1 . See Spegele, Wonacott, and Bariyq 2012. 
18. Shandong Huawei Security Group, December 21, 2014, http://www.hw-

baoan.com/sysen/News_View.asp?NewsID=425#.V1tV4Vcdf-Y 
19. PMCs are diferent from PSCs in the following way. The former tends to 

deploy military techniques and use counterterrorism trainings when approach-
ing security while the latter happens at a much more civilian level (sometimes 
not even involving weapons). Many scholars use the two interchangeably be-
cause many companies ofer trainings and service in both at the same time. 
20. China’s top-tier PSCs are comparable in cost to their US or European coun-

terparts (Arduino 2018). 

Chapter 5 

1. Deng (2012) reported in the China Daily that in order “to make the rest of 
the world aware of China’s role in Africa, the Chinese mass media have to break 
the monopoly of their Western competitors in Africa and spread the facts, as well 
as the views, of the Chinese government and think tanks across the world.” 

2. See Benabdallah (2015) for a study on how the Economist magazine repre-
sents China-Africa relations through a “China Threat” lens and how the Chinese 
government is countering such representations. 

3. On December 31, 2016, CCTV was renamed China’s Global Television Net-
work (CGTN). I use the two names interchangeably. 

4. Ronning (2014) looks at public diplomacy as a mechanism of soft power; 
Zhang (2015) proposes constructive journalism as a way for Chinese media to 
portray African stories positively, yet not naively; Wekesa (2014) examines FO-
CAC agenda plans to trace China’s interest in establishing CGTN headquarters in 
Africa; Wasserman and Madrid-Morales (2018) survey students’ attitudes toward 
CGTN in Kenya and South Africa. 

5. Forum on China-Africa Cooperation Beijing Action Plan (2019–21), https:// 
www.focac.org/eng/zywx_1/zywj/t1594297.htm 

6. African and Chinese media are asked to present a positive relationship be-
tween China and Africa, or, as stated by Liu Guangyuan (2013), Chinese ambas-
sador in Kenya, to “tell the real story of China and Africa.” The Chinese govern-
ment estimates that China-Africa relations are thus to be (re)defned by 
cooperative media outlets that report on the positive side of China-Africa rela-
tions rather than the challenges and negative aspects. 

 . http://english.cntv.cn/program/africalive/20120111/117620.shtml 
8. Information obtained from interviews conducted in March 2015 with re-

porters for CGTN Africa. 
9. According to http://CGTN.cntv.cn/lm/CGTNafrica/, Air Time for Africa Live 

runs for one hour late at night on weekdays, for half an hour on Saturday, and one 
evening hour on Mondays and Sundays. 

http://CGTN.cntv.cn/lm/CGTNafrica
http://english.cntv.cn/program/africalive/20120111/117620.shtml
www.focac.org/eng/zywx_1/zywj/t1594297.htm
http:http://www.hw
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158 notes to Pages 98–116 

10. See Wasserman and Madrid-Morales (2018) for a study on perceptions of 
CGTN in Africa. 

11. See the 2018 World Press Freedom Index, https://rsf.org/en/ranking 
12. Interview on March 2015 in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. 
13. Information obtained in June 2014 in Beijing from interacting with several 

African journalists who were attending CUC for their master’s or PhD degrees. 
14. Again, China is not a pioneer in these all-expense-paid exchange programs. 

The main diference, though, is that the Chinese-sponsored scholarships are dis-
bursed to African government ofcials and their “connections.” Unlike other 
scholarships, which are given on a merit basis, the trainings I examine are mech-
anisms of reinforcing government-to-government relations between China and 
African counterparts. The good care for African participants is reported to Afri-
can government ofcials who are going to associate China’s policy in Africa with 
these positive caring aspects. 

15. As explained in a paper presented in Beijing in September 10–22, 2014 by 
He Wenping, “China also dispatches many Chinese experts to African countries 
to give lectures at universities, visit medical facilities and hospitals and advise 
farmers on agricultural production techniques.” This quote shows the wide scope 
of such relations. 

Chapter 6 

1. For more on China’s public diplomacy and how Confucius Institutes ft 
into it, see Hartig (2012, 2019) and Wu (2016). 

2. Hanban ofces, http://english.hanban.org/node_10971.htm 
3. I explain these diferences in more detail below, but the general gist is that 

CIs in Europe and North America have a balanced relation between host universi-
ties and the Confucius Institute. In Africa, the Chinese headquarters provide 
most of the funding, make hiring decisions, and control the curricula with a lot 
more autonomy than their counterparts in Europe. 

4. Perhaps a rare exception is bringing language teachers from African coun-
tries to teach African languages courses at Chinese universities. 

5. For works examining China’s soft power, its mechanisms, and its efects in 
Africa, see Bodomo (2009); Ding (2008); Li (2009); Liang (2012). 

6. Interview with the director of Confucius Institute in Addis Ababa Univer-
sity in Ethiopia in March 2015. 

 . Aside from the occasional language immersion programs or short-term 
summer internships. 

8. I asked a civil servant in the Chinese Ministry of Education about faculty 
exchange programs with African countries and the response was that the minis-
try does not have any programs for African faculty to teach in China. All the pro-
grams are for Chinese faculty to do “volunteer” teaching in African institutions 
or for Africans to get training in China. Interview in Jinhua, Zhejiang Province, 
June 2014. 

http://english.hanban.org/node_10971.htm
https://rsf.org/en/ranking
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159 notes to Pages 116–29 

9. Aside from the occasional Swahili teachers who are from East Africa, there 
is almost never any African faculty to teach subject matter on African literature, 
history, or other content classes. 
10. For more on the Academy’s mission statement, see http://yenchingacad 

emy.org 
11. This map shows the representation of admitted scholars, http://yenchin 

gacademy.org/yenchingscholars 
12. I interviewed the four African students who have been admitted to the 

Yenching Academy and asked about their impressions and experiences. All four 
students expressed very positive impressions of the program and about their ca-
reer prospects as young female entrepreneurs based on the connections that they 
developed during their time at Yenching. The interview was conducted via Skype 
in May 2015. 

13. Li Keqiang 2014, http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjdt_665385/ 
zyjh_665391/t1154397.shtml 
14. The fnancial crisis of 2008 caused a slash of funding in the United King-

dom, Germany, and other countries’ scholarship programs for African academ-
ics. The rise of right-wing political movements in Europe and in the US has also 
contributed to a closing up and a weakness in attracting African students to West-
ern universities. 

15. FOCAC Sharm El Sheikh Action Plan (2010–12), http://www.focac.org/ 
eng/ltda/dsjbzjhy/hywj/t626387.htm 
16. Full text at https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/zflt/eng/dwjbzjjhys/t954274.htm 
1 . FOCAC 2018 action plan, https://www.focac.org/eng/zywx_1/zywj/ 

t1594297.htm 
18. FOCAC III action plan. 
19. When I visited the ECPC and spoke to a few students about the quality of 

training they had received, they were generally satisfed. The faculty who work at 
the ECPC said that the institute is improving the quality of its services as Chinese 
and Ethiopian partners gain more experience working with each other. 
20. Podcast episode with Frank Youngman, “Chinese Studies at the University 

of Botswana,” 2015. http://www.chinafile.com/library/china-africa-project/chi 
nese-studies-university-botswana 

21. These details were obtained from interviewing the director of the CI of Ad-
dis Ababa University about her institute but also about CIs in Africa more gener-
ally. The interview was in March 2015. 
22. This is not a surprising fnding but it’s interesting to recall at this point that 

China is the single largest provider of such capacity-building programs for Afri-
cans. The net is cast much wider in terms of attracting young Africans to go to 
China and perceive China as a place for business opportunities, higher educa-
tion, and a better life. 
23. Interviews with students at the Confucius Institute at Addis Ababa Univer-

sity, March 2015. 
24. SACE Foundation, http://www.sacefoundation.org/welcome/ 

http://www.sacefoundation.org/welcome
http://www.chinafile.com/library/china-africa-project/chi
https://www.focac.org/eng/zywx_1/zywj
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/zflt/eng/dwjbzjjhys/t954274.htm
http:http://www.focac.org
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjdt_665385
http://yenchin
http://yenchingacad
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160 notes to Pages 130–47 

25. For more on this model, refer to http://www.sacefoundation.org/techni 
cal-training-initiative/ 
26. For more on the Pentagon’s decision to cut funding for universities that 

host a Confucius Institute, deeming it not in the US national interest to do so, see 
Chan 2019. 

Chapter 7 

1. The US, France, and Japan have military bases in Djibouti. 
2. China Military Online 2018b. 
3. United States Africa Command, “U.S. Soldiers Present Donated Educa-

tional Supplies to Cameroonian School Children,” 2016, https://www.africom. 
mil/media-room/article/28109/u-s-soldiers-present-donated-educational- 
supplies-to-cameroonian-school-children 

4. BRI was announced during Xi’s keynote speech in Astana, Kazakhstan, in 
September 2013. 

5. See, e.g., discussions in Benabdallah 2018. 
6. Xi Jinping’s speech at the Belt and Road Forum in May 201 , accessed April 

2018, http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2017–05/14/c_136282982.htm 
 . For discussions on pre-Westphalian China, its diplomatic relations, Confu-

cian thought and its role in Ancient China’s perception of international order, 
see Kang 2013. 

8. Afrobarometer Round 6, 2016, “China’s Growing Presence in Africa Wins 
Largely Positive Popular Reviews,” http://afrobarometer.org/sites/default/files/ 
publications/Dispatches/ab_r6_dispatchno122_perceptions_of_china_in_af 
rica1.pdf 

http://afrobarometer.org/sites/default/files
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2017�05/14/c_136282982.htm
https://www.africom
http://www.sacefoundation.org/techni
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