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China's tightening grip on Africa


Charm offensive mirrors US international relations theory - astonishing similarities.

China has promised more gifts for Africa in the Year of the Dragon. But, behind pledges of food and financial aid, skills development, assistance with building infrastructure and win-win economic ties, lies a cunning strategy to become more politically powerful by convincing us all its intentions are noble. This is revealed in a close inspection of China's African Policy.

And, although China derides western powers for exploitative behaviour in the developing world, China's Africa strategy appears to be taken straight out of a book written by influential international relations theorist Joseph Nye, a trusted adviser over the years to the US government and Harvard Professor. Nye developed the term "soft power", a catchy description for a country's ability to get us to do what we want through co-option rather than coercion.

Nye looks at soft power as essentially the non-military and non-economic ways countries, like the US, build their influence elsewhere. He says that soft power is like love - easier to experience than define or measure, but no less real for that.

It's about countries baking themselves in a delicious-looking layer so that we think we want to jump for other rulers and even ask "how high", rather than analysing their motives and considering the consequences. So, to a large extent, a soft power strategy is about concealing true intentions. We say one thing, but we mean another.

China consistently denies it is a neo-colonialist on the resource-rich African continent. Its leaders are so tetchy about question marks around what it is doing in Africa that it has devoted extensive resources to changing the conversation in the media in Africa (see the Forum for China Africa Cooperation website for an extensive library of pro-China media cuttings).

It is now so sensitive about accusations of being anything other than a benign, developing world big brother determined to help other victims of the imperial west that President Hu Jintao delivered a directive to Communist Party officials step up propaganda activities and promote red culture overseas as well as in China this year. Hu, reports The Telegraph, warned against hostile western forces trying to divide China through a policy of cultural genocide.

An examination of a translation of China's African Policy, on the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs website, confirms that China has its own policy to change and control cultural perceptions about China out there in the world beyond its tightly controlled physical- and cyber-world borders. It has a specific plan to do whatever it can to make us all fall in love with it. In other words, it has a distinct soft power strategy in Africa.

Although Chinese leaders often refer to the importance of its soft power in the world, China's policy for its engagement with African countries does not mention soft power directly. Instead, it speaks in very general terms of mutual cooperation, win-win strategies that fit remarkably neatly with Nye's tabulation of soft power currencies and government policies.

In order to better understand the extent to which China's African Policy mirrors Nye's soft power theory, I compared its central features with a table compiled by Nye in one of his major works on soft power, called "Soft power: The Means to Success in World Politics", published in 2004. This book emerged not long before China published its translated policy on Africa in 2006, but long enough for China's policymakers to have time to study, absorb and then integrate the ideas into their own blue-print for dealing with Africa.  

China's African Policy doesn't blatantly duplicate Nye's headings, but its structure is strikingly similar (see comparison table, below). Nye divides his presentation of soft power into three main parts: military, economic and soft power.

China also divides its China African Policy into only a few broad areas, with minor variations on Nye's structure. China gives four categories to its international relations strategy for Africa instead of Nye's three, though two - "The Political Field" and "Peace and Security" - could comfortably be contained in one as they both fit Nye's definition of behaviours for military power.

China's strategy has different, tame labels. "The Political Field" and "Education, science, culture, health and social aspects" sound much more peaceful and friendly than terms such as military power and soft power.

China's "The Economics Field" is left more-or-less intact and closely matching Nye's economic power category. Hitching a ride on a country' economic growth trajectory is highly attractive for developing nations, yet it isn't classified under soft power.

Conquering Africa psychologically is very much part of China's international strategy to develop its power in the world. Mushrooming Confucius Institutes and Mandarin language centres, a growing media presence on the continent, its many cultural and educational exchanges and medical and disaster relief are all part of China's soft power development in Africa.

China is a nation of copycats, highlighted by its major industry of knocking off western-designed products, so it isn't surprising it seems to have adopted the same cut-and-paste approach to its non-commercial activities. But, it is intriguing because tensions are high between China and the US, and the US is regularly lambasted by Chinese officials for its devious and exploitative activities in Africa while essentially it has evidently been setting out to do just that.

At the very least, we should be taking note that China isn't just throwing money at Africa because it is being charitable to its colonialism-fatigued friends. China repeatedly talks about its intentions being harmonious and downplays concerns that it is highly ambitious in world power times. Yet it clearly has a very specific strategy to make us feel relaxed so that it can further its aims, for its own people, in Africa.

Do we want a nation like China to take over from the US as ruler of the world or at the very least the foreign nation with the biggest say over our human and natural resources in Africa - as it is clearly aiming to be? Share your views, below this article. 
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