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Africa and China – How Africans and their governments are shaping relations with
China, by A W Gadzala (ed), Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2015, 266 pp., $85,
ISBN 978-1-4422-3775-9

The central premise uniting the contributions to this volume is the role of African
agency in the China–Africa relationship. Within the broader discourse on China–
Africa relations, critiques on the lack of African agency are frequent. In terms of
policy and development practitioners, as well as the investment community, African
agency often refers to how the African side can better facilitate Chinese investments
through ‘best practices’ (i.e. less corruption, less bureaucracy, less taxes, better
environmental standards, beneficiation, etc.). Within more academic debates, the
question of agency critically portrays Africa as the passive recipient of Chinese econ-
omic and political engagement. The articles in the volume go a long way to addressing
both of these issues, while avoiding the abstract niceties that are often attached to
notions of ‘African agency’. What emerges, in many cases, are African governments
run by political elites, incredibly deft at extracting from the Chinese what they want
– be that enrichment, political legitimacy or social control. The attention to African
contexts helps dispel popular narratives in which the behemoth of China territorialises
and extracts from the hapless African continent. Rather, the chapters illustrate
how Chinese actors often have to plug their operations into complex political, econ-
omic and domestic contexts. African actors draw on the Chinese presence to
harness their own interests, which range from callous calculation to the broadening
of civil society.

Both Ian Taylor and Lucy Corkin take an unflinching look at what African agency
means within the context of the African petro-state. However, the kinds of agency that
emerge in these seemingly similar economic contexts are very different. Taylor’s analy-
sis of Nigeria as a case study of ‘agency-as-corruption’ (p. 27) portrays a situation in
which local elites enlarge networks through patronage distribution of public funds,
with those left outside the loop initiating often violent counterinsurgency (the most
visible of which are groups such as Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger
Delta (MEND) and Boko Haram). Investors from China have had to engage in this
destabilising environment first-hand, such as when President Obasanjo’s departure
from office in 2007 left a number of contracts with Chinese oil companies hanging.
If Nigeria offers a study of long-term instability for investors, Angola offers the oppo-
site. Against the backdrop of the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola’s
(MPLA) José Eduardo dos Santos being in power for over 30 years, Corkin portrays
a regime that has proved astute in its engagements with China. Inverting dependency
theory, in which stronger states exert disproportionate influence over weaker states,
Angola effectively capitalised on China’s growing need for long-term stable oil
supplies in the early 2000s (15–20% of China’s oil supply stems from Angola).
Chinese credit lines have helped in the process of post-war reconstruction but also, cru-
cially, played a role in MPLA domestic legitimacy and elite enrichment. Both these
chapters, to draw on Dipesh Chakrabarty, ‘provincialise’ China, insofar as the speci-
ficity of domestic conditions functions as the primary unit of analyses: Chinese actors
are secondary and must integrate/negotiate/articulate within this terrain. These chap-
ters are also, in a sense, tragic, insofar as they beg the question: if such actors are so
savvy at self-enrichment, why can they not apply such talents to the welfare of broader
communities?
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In Aleksandra W. Gadzala’s chapter on Ethiopia–China relations, again we see a
demonstration of how Chinese investments are pressed into the service of the ruling
party, the Tigrayan People’s Liberation Front–Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary
Democratic Front (TPLF-EPRDF). Unlike the profit-driven elites of Angola and
Nigeria, Ethiopian political elites are driven, Gadzala argues, ‘not in economic or
developmental terms first and ideological terms second, but vice versa’ (pp. 101–
102). In this sense, economic engagement with China (and other actors) is used to
help centralise state power. One of the reasons for the robust relationship between
Ethiopia and China, the author points out, is their shared revolutionary history, in
which the TPLF fashioned itself on a Maoist-influenced, peasant-based movement.
The TPLF-EPRDF today perceives itself as the vanguard of the developmental
process through the state. Chinese–Ethiopian deals (such as the expansion of Ethio-
pia’s telecommunication system by Zhongxing telecommunication (ZTE), military
technology exchanges through the Nori-La venture company and farm land acqui-
sitions) are trumpeted by the Ethiopian government as forwarding ‘revolutionary
democracy’. Inginio Gagliardone’s empirically rich chapter on China’s telecommuni-
cation infrastructure in Ethiopia (as well as Kenya and Ghana) complements Gadza-
la’s argument: the infrastructure installed by ZTE (and, increasingly, other Chinese
companies), has helped the Ethiopian state ‘realize its vision of a tightly controlled
but developmentally orientated national information society’ (p. 50).

In some instances of Africa–China engagement, the Chinese presence has had (at
least form the Chinese perspective) unexpected consequences. Barry Sautman’s
chapter on Zambia, examines how the Patriotic Front (PF) racialised the Chinese pres-
ence as part of their political campaigning – particularly in Michael Sata’s 2006 failed
bid to become president. Drawing on Yellow Peril tropes of a flood of Chinese immi-
grants swarming into the country, as well as the ‘dehumanizing’ conditions in Chinese
run-copper mines, such discourse stoked the fires of resentment at a number of levels.
Nevertheless, Sautman argues that the racialisation of ‘the Chinese’ was not primarily
intended to cause divisions between Chinese guests and their Zambian hosts. Rather,
his was a secondary consequence of a domestically focused strategy of realpolitik –

namely, to win elections. By exaggerating the presence of the Chinese in Zambia
and implicating collusion between them and the opposition party, the PF were able
to garner popular support. Ben Lampert and Giles Mohan’s ethnographic chapter
complements this argument by narrativising how Chinese in Ghana and Nigeria
have had to learn the ropes of domestic political settings in order to achieve their
ends. Another analysis of Chinese engagement pressed into the service of local
agendas is Mark Kaigwa and Yu-Shan Wu’s analysis of social media communication
in Kenya and South Africa. The authors point out a paradoxical situation in which
‘Chinese communications investments help to construct the mediums via which
African agency is asserted’ (p. 150). This is done through examining Kenyans’
online critiques of China’s role in elephant poaching and similar South African cri-
tiques of the South African government’s willingness to appease China both economi-
cally and in the realm of human rights. Given the fact that Chinese
telecommunications companies have implemented a large share of the infrastructure
that facilitates such discourse, the authors argue that these companies play a role in
the facilitation and enabling of civil society discussions – some of which are aimed
at China itself.

After engaging with the chapters of Africa and China (note, not the usual China in
Africa) the reader will be hard pressed to maintain the stereotyped image of Chinese
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agency and African passivity. There is almost a sense of empathy evoked toward the
Chinese side engaging in such complex and often difficult terrain. The book clearly
sets out what it intends to achieve – namely that the role of Chinese actors on the con-
tinent needs to be grasped analytically within the varying regional and national con-
texts in which they operate. The strong empirical evidence provided for this argument
demonstrates that this is not merely an exercise in polemical inversion – but rather an
intractable reality that should be heeded by investors, policy-makers and academics
alike.

Ross Anthony
Centre for Chinese Studies, University of Stellenbosch, South Africa

Email: ranthony@sun.ac.za
© 2016, Ross Anthony

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10220461.2016.1174146

The Crisis of South African foreign policy: Diplomacy, leadership and the role of the
African National Congress, by Matthew Graham, London: I.B. Taurus, 2015, 292
pp., £62 (hardback), ISBN: 978-1-78076-635-5

Mathew Graham’s, The Crisis of South African Foreign Policy seeks to shed new light
on an old line of inquiry. Not long after South Africa’s democratic transition, obser-
vers began to comment on the confusion and incoherence of its foreign policy.1

Although scholars succeeded in identifying and illustrating this foreign policy con-
fusion, they have not seriously investigated its sources. Graham seeks to fill this gap
in the scholarship through a careful look at the foreign policy principles, policies
and procedures of the African National Congress (ANC) while in exile (1960–
1990), and during South Africa’s transition (1990–1994). While Graham occasionally
verges toward a sort of historical determinism that skims lightly over other important
factors that shape foreign policy, such as the role of individual decision-makers and
governmental politicking, on balance this historically grounded approach yields
important new insights. By uncovering the historical drivers of post-apartheid South
African foreign policy Graham helps explain the inconsistencies and contradictions
that have plagued the country’s international behaviour since its democratic transition.

The first two chapters smoothly cover the ANC’s 30 years in exile with a special
focus on the liberation movement’s diplomatic efforts. This history highlights
several factors that Graham argues have shaped foreign policy after the transition
including an ‘overwhelming lack of strategic vision’ (p. 216) in the ANC initially
caused by a consuming focus on toppling the apartheid state, the centralised nature
of decision-making and an ambivalent relationship between the ANC and its
African allies. While some aspects of the ANC’s relationship with Africa have been
covered in recent works by Hugh Macmillan and Stephen Ellis,2 Graham’s primary
focus on the ANC’s diplomacy during this period makes his treatment a fresh take
on how ideological differences, the demands of hosting the ANC and the destructive
and demoralising attacks of the apartheid state all created divisions between the ANC
and the African states it sought support from. This history is both revealing and rel-
evant. For example, Graham makes a convincing case that the Mandela and Mbeki
Administrations’ frosty relations with Angolawere rooted in the historical relationship
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