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1. Introduction 

 

China has witnessed massive changes, both within the country as well as in relation to 

the rest of the world since the opening up and reform policies implemented in the late 

1970s onwards. With an annual economic growth of approximately 10 percent, China 

has reached the status of a major economic power and – in historical perspective – has 

returned to a place of influence in geopolitics (Blanchard 2008, pp. 167–185). Recent 

trends in globalization have emphasized the interrelations between all areas of the world 

and uplifted China’s role further. Of late, this has brought about changes in the existing 

inter-regional trade patterns that have revolved around the United States and European 

Union. Their influence is diminishing in the face of emerging powers such as China, 

India, and Brazil. These inter-regional power-patterns have also contributed to an 

international development aid narrative that is increasingly challenged by a Chinese 

alternative. This power-struggle serves as an important framework against which the 

narratives of Chinese actions in Africa are reflected in this thesis. 

 

The Chinese first established official relations with several African nations in the early 

1960s and 1970s. Diplomatic relations were formed with countries such as Algeria 

(1958), Ghana (1960), Egypt (1958), Kenya (1963), and Nigeria (1971). At that time, 

interaction between China and the African countries was happening on a smaller scale 

and compared to the second wave of rapprochement at the turn of the 21
st
 century, the 

number of diplomatic visits as well as the amount of trade and aid in 1970s was small-

scale (China’s Foreign Affairs 2004). Only recently, from the beginning of the new 

Millennium, have the Chinese made considerable efforts to emphasize their interest and 

commitment to the African nations, creating a tight inter-regional tie between East Asia 

and Africa. Contemporary relations between China and most African nations are closer, 

broader, and more diverse than before. China has used its status as a non-Western, 

South-friendly, and dominant Asian nation to its benefit, and is now distinguished as a 

major trade partner and aid donor in African countries, leaving the predominantly 

Western world uncertain about the effects in the region (Wang 2008, pp. 27–29). 

 

Development aid itself has been a volatile topic and in addition to its moral basis even 

the existence of international aid system has been questioned. Being born from Western 

origin, the international aid system has created a Western aid narrative, and together 

with globalization this system and its narrative have caused the inter-regional linkages 

between Western and African nations to grow from minor scale aid provision to co-

dependency that relies on both material and psychological factors. China as an emerging 

global power with growing investments in Africa has challenged the original Western 

aid narrative dictating an obligation for the West to be a ‘savior’ for Africa (McEwan 

2009, pp. 205–208). In this study it is hypothesized that either negative or positive bias 
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towards Chinese aid exists among both the Western and Chinese aid narratives 

respectively, and that they skew the reality hindering the potentiality of aid, as the 

narratives refuse to examine China’s actions without distortions. 

 

The intention of this research is to analyze the contemporary relationship between 

China and Africa, and more specifically the foreign assistance China provides to a 

growing number of African countries. In particular interest is how Chinese aid is 

perceived, as it seems the development assistance of China is roughly viewed from two 

different standpoints: 1) the concerned and critical Western point of view adopted by 

many Western nations and citizens, and the 2) optimistic, defensive viewpoint of the 

Chinese government itself. While some scorn upon Chinese aid practices, others praise 

their phenomenal economic growth and the rapid, practical aid measures the Chinese 

have taken in various developing countries. Initial observations have shown that 

alternative paths tend to be missing and African voices remain unheard as the Western 

world is preoccupied with keeping up their own aid narrative and dealing with global 

power-struggles. Why is the discussion so biased? Does the international aid system 

rely on a narrative that reinforces either the negative or positive bias towards Chinese 

African aid? What sort of consequences may there be? 

 

One example of such consequences is the shift in development aid policies. This was 

demonstrated when Finland announced at the beginning of 2012 that it would revalue its 

development co-operation starting from March. Development Co-operation Minister 

Heidi Hautala indicated that human rights were to become the new main focus of 

Finland’s aid. The reason for this shift was announced to be the increased involvement 

of China and other rising donors in development aid practices. The newspaper Helsingin 

Sanomat (HS 2012) reported that China, which according to widely held beliefs tends to 

neglect human rights, has a growing effect on Africa and therefore, the rest of the world 

should be more concentrated on balancing against this neglect and improving the human 

rights facet of aid. This means that the perceptions about Chinese aid, no matter how 

close to or far away from the truth they are, are actually influencing the decisions other 

countries are making regarding their foreign assistance policies. In other words, an 

inter-regional rapprochement is affecting other regions and their inter-regional ties. 

 

This research focuses on inter-regional relations and bias in the media. It highlights the 

perspective that the People’s Republic of China has become an important global actor 

and therefore, the actions it takes have profound effects. Increased globalization ensures 

that international politics as well as world trade keep getting more interdependent, 

resulting in complex networks of interests. These interests, as well as all inter-regional 

policies and commitments, are fed by different perceptions about the other actors within 

these networks. A narrative that is embedded within the socio-cultural scene repeats the 
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perceptions and reinforces the negative or positive bias further away from reality. 

Media, including newspapers and television, contributes to the creation as well 

displaying this narrative. The media bias about China’s African aid is the main focus 

and interest of this thesis and by studying bias within media, regional variations 

regarding the type and extent of these biases can be identified. 

 

1.1. Aims of the Research: Questions and Hypotheses 

  

Prior research suggests that the governmental publications, diplomatic visits and 

agreements about aid, may be interpreted according to regionally specific beliefs and 

assumptions, resulting in the kind of knowledge that supports the observer’s pre-

existing views. This ‘proof’ that is received by going through governmental documents 

and numbers, provided by various sources, will then affect real-life political decision-

making at an international level (Berger et al. 2011, p. 2). Therefore, it is of utmost 

importance that policy makers as well as researchers are able to see through their own 

ethnocentric and personal prejudice and assumptions. In this thesis, the first steps 

towards locating these biases within culturally embedded narratives are taken, and by 

trying to understand where the biases come from, better guidelines for realistic 

interpretation are sought. 

 

The interests of this thesis are encapsulated into four themes, which will be addressed in 

the following order: 1) the evolution of narrative bias in Western (predominately 

American) aid tradition; 2) official and unofficial guidelines and interests behind 

China’s aid according to Chinese aid narrative; 3) bias that exists about Chinese aid and 

Sino-African cooperation on the pages of selected news periodicals; 4) and finally, how 

does the African narrative portrayed in the news periodicals, relate to the Western and 

Chinese ones. All of these themes will be addressed individually, but also in relation to 

each other and the global inter-regional framework. 

 

The main research questions are: 

1. Are Chinese, Western and African narratives about Chinese foreign assistance 

practices in Africa biased?  

2. If yes, how do these biases vary? 

 

 

The focus of the research will be on the direction and amount of bias as well as on 

signifiers present in print media publications about Chinese foreign assistance. This 

means that the approach to China’s African aid is not evaluative and the consequences 

of Chinese aid will not be speculated. Instead, this thesis concentrates on the cultural 
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narratives, as well as the possibilities to examine development cooperation from an 

objective viewpoint. Presenting opinions regarding what constitutes as ‘good’ and what 

as ‘bad’ aid was avoided.  

 

Hypotheses of the research: 

1. Narratives regarding Chinese foreign assistance practices in Africa are biased 

relative to the regional background of the observer 

2. As China’s engagement in Africa increases, attention given to the topic will 

increase and the bias found within the narratives will become more pronounced 
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2. Objectives and Methodology 
 

2.1. Basis of the Research 

 

In the tradition of academic research, this thesis is not based only on empirical findings 

and results of observation, but on existing research and a certain set of assumptions. 

This section introduces the research objectives and methodology that form the 

background for the research. The theoretical standpoint is explored first, followed by an 

explanation of key concepts and finally, the methods and their limitations are discussed. 

 

2.1.1. Theoretical Standpoint in Relation to Existing Research 

 

Geography represents a field of science that gathers an amalgamation of different 

disciplines, adds a unique spatial perspective from which various issues can be viewed 

from, and forms a ‘middle road’ out of the combination that understands the dynamic 

inter-relations between regions and the co-dependency that entities such as nature and 

societies hold (Shaw et al. 2010, pp. 11–20). As such interdisciplinary glue, it combines 

diverse perspectives, methods, and theories to provide an alternative approach and a 

new way to look at Chinese African aid. As geographical research, this thesis combines 

both geographical academic sources as well as social scientific contributions, forming a 

multidisciplinary approach that takes the interdisciplinary nature of geography even 

further. This means that theoretically this research falls under the domains of more than 

one discipline or branch of science, while representing a typically geographical research 

at the same time; likewise, the methodology of this research floats along the hardly 

perceivable boundaries between academic fields.  

 

Two essential paradigms in geography were especially influential to this thesis: spatial 

science and post-structuralism. The spatial perspective dictates that China-Africa 

cooperation will first and foremost be seen as a representation of a globally affective 

regional alliance. It is also typical in spatial science to ask the question how phenomena, 

including both social and environmental, vary in space (Shaw et al. 2010, pp. 17–18). 

The social aspect adds that development cooperation is a social construct; a form of 

interaction between two or more societies, and therefore, the variations in understanding 

such social phenomenon is meaningful to be examined from a spatial point of view. 

This means that globalization, geopolitics and the multiple scales of spatial scrutiny – 

namely local, national, regional, and global – are important for understanding the Sino-

African relationship. These scales provide a framework against which Sino-African 

cooperation can be reflected upon. In other words, spatial science provides the map and 
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coordinates needed for locating the phenomenon; it also explains how variations occur 

between and within regions. 

 

Post-structuralism in geography suggests that societies do not exist as pre-set entities, 

but that they are actively shaped by social processes. It can explain how relationships 

based on their regional characteristics work; ergo explicating the dynamics of spatially 

defined relationships. For example, the nature of a region is considered not as inflexible 

and set, but rather as ‘endogenous process’ (Hettne 2005, p. 548) that lives with society. 

Society interacts with its spatial environment, not just being influenced by and 

contributing to the regional characteristics, but actively being the region and 

representing it. This dynamism can be extended to cover inter-regional affairs, meaning 

that also the changes in inter-regional relations and their characteristics have the power 

to alter societies, and society’s relation to their environment, which in turn, shape the 

inter-regional relationship. This idea is explained in Karl Polanyi’s ‘double-movement’ 

of globalization: 

 

‘…An expansion and deepening of the market is followed by a 

political intervention in defense of societal cohesion - the 

expansion of market constituting the first movement, and the 

societal response the second.’ (Hettne 2005, p. 548) 

 

In post-structural geography, power is seen as the key to change, making those with 

access to power the most influential actors in a society. Media as a way to produce 

knowledge within society, gives power to direct the change in society to those who 

control it (Shaw et al. 2010, p. 19).This thesis relies on the idea that the Chinese 

government, which strictly controls the Chinese media, has power to direct change 

within Chinese society. This means that the Chinese aid narrative and the potential bias 

it withholds, would have an effect on shaping the Chinese society and therefore, post-

structural paradigm makes the motivation of this thesis to investigate narrative bias in 

print media meaningful. 

 

The conceptualization that geography has to offer provides the basic conceptual 

terminology for this thesis, but spatial science alone for example, does not sufficiently 

explain the narratives related to Chinese aid. First, spatial science does not cover the 

comprehension of concepts ‘narrative’ and ‘bias’ to a proper extent. These concepts 

cannot be considered as solely ‘socio-regional’, especially in the case of print media 

bias and historically and culturally embedded narratives. Second, globalization and 

geopolitics provide explanatory power in relation to ‘what’ China is doing in Africa, but 

do not fully explain the development of differing narratives regarding China’s activity 
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in Africa. Third, although it is one of the most effective methods in spatial science to 

visualize issues with maps, in the case of China-Africa aid putting the phenomenon on a 

map is not enough to reveal the underlying causes. 

 

Postcolonial theory in geography seems to fill some of the above mentioned gaps, as it 

portrays societal knowledge and inter-regional relationships as being informed by 

narratives and ideologies. Postcolonial theory criticizes the way in which the world and 

especially development are discussed. It realizes that history is embedded in cultures 

and therefore, it affects both everyday discussions as well as scholarly research in ways 

that are not always productive. The theory argues that in a postcolonial world these 

historically informed narratives should be acknowledged in order to obtain self-

reflective capabilities in research. Also the focus of postcolonial studies lies in 

analyzing narratives, discourses, and ideologies, which in essence is what this thesis is 

all about. This thesis relies on the arguments made by Dr. McEwan (2009, pp. 1–31), 

who criticizes the way in which the popular Western narrative prohibits self-reflection 

and ends up with extensive critique towards the development aid narrative and China’s 

aid. 

 

‘A new and different global architecture is required for 

producing and sharing knowledge about development; dominant 

discourses have prevented us from seeing alternatives’ 

(McEwan 2009, p. 207). 

 

Similar arguments have been proposed by Professor Bräutigam (2011a, p. 2), who 

argues that China’s aid has been ‘widely misunderstood’, and from this badly 

conceptualized and illogically constructed knowledge factual errors sprout out in both 

research and public speech. Yet she represents a different discipline, namely 

international development and law in social scientific field. This follows that in addition 

to geography, social sciences such as development studies, international relations and 

multicultural studies, will contribute to this thesis both as information source and as a 

provider of theoretical background. 

 

This thesis concentrates mainly on analysis of media, specifically news periodicals. 

Because of this, communication studies have also influenced the research. Media 

studies suggest that ‘media logic and formats compatible with popular culture 

increasingly guide the form, content, and scheduling of social interaction’ (Altheide 

1987, p. 129). Media can be seen as a facilitator of dialogue within a society; it initiates 

debates and shapes public consciousness. Kumar (2011, pp. 59–75) also notes that 

communication technology has a strong influence on spreading misconception and bias 
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within society, especially when a social group or an issue is portrayed in mass media in 

a simplified way. In the domain of this research, the idea about factual errors that are 

overly emphasized in media is considered as an important argument. In this thesis it is 

believed that media conveys social and societal perceptions only to some extent, but it 

has an essential role in the creation process of narratives and therefore, in emphasizing 

possible negative or positive bias. 

 

A unique feature of this thesis is the adoption of social psychologist terminology and 

theories as part of the analysis and understanding of Chinese African aid. The 

vocabulary for example, will include such social psychological concepts as ‘bias’, 

‘perception’, ‘prejudice’, ‘stereotype’, and ‘peer feedback’ etc. Social psychologist Burr 

(1998) has pointed out that often the discussion that follows an action, affects people 

and their opinions more than the action itself. This means that people have a tendency to 

adopt perceptions that are approved by significant others (= people or a source of 

information they trust). Her notion about peer feedback as a major contributor to the 

formation of perception supports the arguments of this thesis. It is suggested that if the 

perception of the collective – or the perception of society – is more affected by the 

narrative than the actual China-Africa phenomenon, it is possible that the narrative is 

further developed towards an extreme, hence reinforcing both negative and positive 

biases. This is possible because the narrative can be seen as a creation between the 

society and the peer, creating a dynamic process which is both affected by the society 

and which affects the society like post-structural geography presents. 

 

The argument based on Burr’s (1998) notion hence suggests: periodicals of news media, 

which is the focus of this research, consists of writings of individual anonymous people. 

Together these people and their writings form a peer, whose perceptions when 

transmitted through the text create a narrative in interaction with the readers. These 

readers are the society, whose perception is affected by the narrative; more than what 

they actually witness or know about the phenomenon itself (Schlickenmaier 2009, pp. 

4–5). The news media therefore, can be seen both as a peer who provides an acceptable 

approach towards a topic, but also as a forum, in which this topic can be discussed and 

where the narrative is formed and expressed. The narrative then suggests how China’s 

African aid is perceived and this socially constructed reality about Chinese aid will have 

an effect on the actions that both individuals and societies make. By focusing this 

research on the narratives of the news media, it is possible to understand the actions that 

guide the inter-regional relationships between China and Africa and all the other 

nations. This combination of social psychology, postcolonial theory in geography and 

development, and the spatial perspective towards print media bias, produces a 

theoretically interesting view towards China’s African aid. 

 



12 

 

As a topic, China’s development assistance to Africa is increasingly significant, and a 

substantial amount of research has been done regarding the phenomenon in both 

regional and social sciences. Yet most research on China-Africa concentrates on 

interpreting what type of relationships exists between China and the African nations and 

what are their consequences. Many are interested in evaluating the effectiveness of 

Chinese aid and researchers try to detect the true motivations behind China’s aid. This 

research predominantly examined the narratives related to China’s Africa policy and 

aid, and how the nature of these narratives may shape world politics, the African region, 

and the future of international aid. The narratives about China’s African aid might have 

consequential effects on people within and outside China and African countries’ 

immediate regions. As Alden (2007, p. 5) says: 

 

”The fast pace of change in Chinese-African relations has 

provoked much discussion in policy-making, as well as 

scholarly, circles in Africa, Europe and the United States of 

late”. 

 

The discussion that exists about Chinese aid and China’s deepened relationship with the 

South and especially Africa has been rather speculative. A lot of China-Africa research 

seems to be target-oriented and extravagant. As McEwan suggests (2009, p. 207), in 

Western publications especially, unnecessary attitudes are linked to Chinese African 

aid. This makes it difficult to distinguish how the phenomenon appears in relation to the 

rest of the world’s aid and to the Western aid narrative. It might also lead to unexpected 

consequences in decision-making and world politics, as increased globalization has 

made people and regions widely interdependent. In this thesis engaging into such 

positive-negative –discourses will be avoided. 

 

2.1.2. Research Philosophy and Conceptualization 

 

Like all research, this thesis is presented from the perspective of the researcher, carrying 

both implicit and explicit patterns of thought as well as undefined assumptions. These 

assumptions have formed from an amalgamation of influences including the 

researcher’s environment, background, culture, and social relationships (Tuomi and 

Sarajärvi 2009, p. 20). The epistemological standpoint of this thesis therefore, holds that 

knowledge is formed in exchange with one’s environment and therefore, all knowledge 

is subjective (Shaw et al. 2010, p. 15). Regardless of subjective nature of knowledge, it 

can be seen as less biased, if the underlying assumptions of subjectivity are made 

transparent. In this thesis, self-reflection is identified as the key to diminish the biased 

nature of the research process. As an extension it is believed, that by revealing bias in 
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narratives about aid, the distortion of knowledge would be easier to re-direct, thus 

providing a motive for executing the research process. Here the main concepts and the 

assumptions in relation to them are observed.  

 

Social Identity and Creation of Narratives 

The main components of this research are narratives, which in this context refer to 

stories that are told by a social group about the surrounding world. The definition by 

Ewick and Silbey (1995, p. 197) explain both their social and their political relation. 

 

‘Narratives are social acts that depend for their production and 

cognition on norms of performance and content that specify when, what, 

how, and why stories are told. Because narratives are situationally 

produced and interpreted, they have no necessary political or 

epistemological valence but depend on the particular context and 

organization of their production for their political effect’. (Ewick and 

Silbey 1995,p.  197) 

 

This means that narratives can be considered as changing and dynamic, because they 

are produced in interaction with the social group that they also shape. They also have 

motivational aspect, which explains and justifies behavior among themselves and 

towards other social groups (Ewick and Silbey 1995, p. 197). 

 

Schlickenmaier (2009, p. 3) recognizes that ‘—identity is the glue tying together a 

social fabric.’ The concept of social identity is important in the context of narratives, as 

narratives have the power to mould this identity of the collective. In this research it is 

assumed that social identities rely on history, traditions and beliefs, habits, socio-

cultural material, and reflection on other group members. They also include a 

distinction to ‘us’ and ‘them’, which means that as the narratives about self and others 

are told, the actions towards the other social group will be determined within the 

boundaries suggested by the collective’s tale about identity. According to 

Schlickenmaier (2009, pp. 4–5) the social identity is created when: 

 

‘the elite of a state creates and fixes the identity by mobilizing cultural 

narratives, shared stories that resonate in a particular political space – a 

policy, for short – to define what the state is and what the outside world 

means.’ 
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With the above definitions this research assumes that narratives are embedded within 

cultures. Therefore, the terminology will point to Chinese, Western, and African aid 

narratives, which refer to the narratives of these regionally divided social groups about 

aid, especially in the context of China’s African aid. 

 

Closely related to the concept of narrative is the term ‘signifier’, which can be seen as a 

broader synonym for ‘key word’ or a phrase or an idea within a body of text (Dixon 

2010, p. 394). In this research search for signifiers is used in the analysis of the news 

articles to observe patters within the text. Therefore, they can be seen as characterizers 

of the narratives, as the variation between narratives is assessed by using signifiers. 

 

Existence of bias 

The core of this research was to try and reveal the existing bias in aid related news 

periodicals. Setting this target does not imply that this thesis would exist beyond bias, as 

some sort of presumptions always exist when it comes to people and social phenomena. 

Preconception precedes understanding, and as the idea about hermeneutical circle 

suggests (Tuomi and Sarajärvi 2009, p. 35), understanding progresses as a circular 

movement similar to that of a wheel. Thus, preconception affects understanding and 

understanding affects preconception, which means even the best efforts to get rid of all 

bias does not work.  

 

In this thesis, the term ‘bias’ refers to the preconceived ideas that people tend to 

associate with an event, thing or a person, regardless of the amount of knowledge they 

have about it (Burr 1998). It can be seen as irrational and being based on often 

erroneous train of thought, that cumulates over previous knowledge and understanding 

in a circular manner. Bias is often referred to one-sidedness or a skewed perception 

towards either a positive or a negative domain. Negative bias means bias that tends to 

associate only negative features to the object of bias, whereas positive bias refers to the 

tendency of associating positive ideas towards it. 

 

Other important terms for this research were ‘stereotype’ and ‘prejudice’, which are ‘the 

result of social categorization’ (Stangor 2000, pp. 6–8) and can be thought of as 

simplified pictures of people or social groups.  The word prejudice is usually used for 

negative stereotypes and it means that negative emotions, beliefs, or attitudes are 

involved towards the other social group or a person. Most stereotypes and prejudices are 

often shared with other members of the same social group, and this is also one of the 

underlying assumptions of this research. 
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2.2. Research Methods and the Course of Empirical Research 

 

One of the main objectives of this study is to understand the bias towards China’s 

foreign assistance in Africa within culturally embedded narratives. Typical to 

qualitative research, the goal is to reach beyond meaning and gain understanding about 

the variation between these narratives. Qualitative research however, if going too deep 

into analyzing, might portray too strong subjective bias that exists beyond self-

reflection endangering transparency of pre-suppositions. A quantitative approach on the 

other hand, would provide too little understanding of the complexity in narrative bias. 

Therefore, the approach of this thesis was multidimensional providing a synthesis of 

quantitative and qualitative data to analyze the regionally specified narratives. The 

methods were complementary producing both qualitative and quantitative first-hand 

data. 

 

The main method of this thesis was content analysis, which according to Tuomi and 

Sarajärvi’s book (2009) is a popular method in qualitative research. The content 

analysis was performed on news periodicals collected from Chinese, African, and North 

American newspapers and it was used to produce a quantitative database. This 

numerical database was then assessed by applying qualitative analysis. Another method 

called Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) was used to dig deeper within the meanings 

and socio-cultural context of the data that were produced by content analysis. Other 

supporting methods included analyzing scholarly articles and governmental documents 

as well as statistics and maps. 

 

In addition to introducing main methods this section provides a detailed account on how 

the empirical part of the research was organized and how the analysis was executed, 

making it possible to replicate this research. The empirical research was designed – with 

as much accuracy as possible – to answer the original research questions: 1) are aid 

narratives biased and 2) how do the biases vary. To answer these questions one first had 

to compile a database of news articles for analysis. Therefore, the empirical research 

begun with collection and classification of data, continued with analyzing the findings, 

finally resulting in the compilation of results. The empirical findings concerning media 

representations of narratives were later reflected against the contents of the scholarly 

and governmental publications. Like this, the comparative perspective enabled 

distinguishing a positive or negative bias towards Chinese aid to Africa. 
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2.2.1. Content Analysis and Collection of Data 

 

Content analysis, which was the main research method for this research, refers to a 

systematic analysis that is performed on an extensive body of data. In this study, the 

body of data consisted of newspaper articles that were compiled from three different 

newspapers and a news agency representing Western (predominantly North American), 

African and Chinese media narratives. The reason why this research concentrated on 

news articles is the key role of media in the processes of creating social identity and 

narratives (Schlickenmaier 2009, pp. 3–5) as well as emphasizing positive or negative 

biases (Kumar 2011, p. 75). Also, one of the key interests was to find out how the 

narratives are propagated by media, especially in news media, as news periodicals are 

considered relatively reliable sources of information within societies. 

 

Initially the search was concentrated on about ten English-language newspapers and 

agencies, which having wide circulations and influence within their own regions and 

beyond, were considered suitable for this research. Best results for this thesis would 

have been obtained, if all of these could have been analyzed, but due to accessibility 

constraints, only four easily accessible news periodicals were selected. The four chosen 

news sources were: Xinhua News Agency representing China, The New York Times 

from the United States, and two African magazines, Sunday Times of South Africa and 

Daily Nation from Kenya. 

 

Two papers were selected from Africa as it is a diverse regional entity important for this 

research, and it should be represented with at least two newspapers. Also, the African 

narrative about Chinese aid has been less accessible from other sources and therefore, a 

wider collection of articles was required to obtain narrative-related information. The 

Sunday Times and Daily Nation both have wide circulations that cross their national 

borders. New York Times on its behalf is perhaps the most highly regarded newspaper 

in the United States. The United States gave birth to the Western principles for 

economic thinking and therefore, The New York Times can be considered as a good 

example of the Western narrative. Xinhua News Agency is the biggest news service 

provider in China, publishing news both in English and Chinese to both domestic and 

foreign newspapers. Xinhua is also under the ownership of the Chinese Government and 

therefore, it represents the governmental aid narrative well (see table 2.2.1.1). 
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Table 2.2.1.1. Details about the selected news sources. 

Name 
Xinhua General 

News Agency 
The New York Times Sunday Times 

Daily 

Nation 

Continent Asia North America Africa Africa 

Country China USA South Africa Kenya 

Language 
English (one of the 

6 languages 

published) 

English English English 

Established November 1931 September 18th 1851 1906 
October 

3rd 1960 

Coverage 
January 1st 1977 

through current 
June 1st 1980 through current 

January 5th 1997 

through May 27th 

2001 (Business 

section only); 

June 2001 to 

current (complete 

edition) 

January 

10th 2010 

through 

current 

Frequency 

Continuous feed; 

Xinhuanet releases 

15,000 news 

articles per day 

(12,000 about 

China) 

Daily Weekly (Sunday) Daily 

Circulation 

(per day) 

80 million page 

views per day 

(2007) on the 

internet 

12-month average (2010): 

906,100 (weekday); 1,356,800

 (Sunday) 

504,000 weekly 

(readership of 3,2 

million weekly) 

205,000 

Type 

(ownership) 

Official Press 

Agency of the 

government of The 

People's Republic 

of China, owned by 

SASAC (State-

owned Assets 

Supervision and 

Administration 

Commission) 

Independent news and 

information company with 

2010 revenues of $2.4 billion 

Publicly traded 

independent 

media group, 

AVUSA Media 

Ltd 

Part of 

governme

ntally 

owned 

Nation 

Media 

Group 

(NMG) 

Ltd. 

Publisher 
Xinhua News 

Agency 

The New York Times 

Company, New York 

AVUSA Media 

Ltd., 

Johannesburg 

Nation 

Media 

Group 

(NMG) 

Ltd. 
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Target 

group / 

Reaches 

Primary provider of 

news to the nation's 

websites and 

government 

officials; number 

one portal of 

foreign individuals 

and media to China 

The New York Times is 

number one newspaper in the 

US in reach (delivering over 

61percent of Opinion Leaders 

and with over 2,000 copies 

going on weekdays to United 

States government offices in 

Washington, D.C.) and it is 

number 1 national newspaper 

among college students; The 

New York Times also has 

extensive social media 

presence (over 540,000 fans 

on Facebook, 70percent of 

whom are female and under 

the age of 30). 

South Africans 
East 

Africans 

Principles 

Xinhua pursues 

timely, accurate, 

credible and fair 

news coverage with 

a mission to 

"publicize China 

and report the 

world." 

Social responsibility; 

protection of the environment; 

'Content of the highest quality 

and integrity'; 'Creating long-

term stockholder value' 

n / a 

'---its 

stated 

mission to 

be 

independe

nt, subject 

neither to 

factional, 

commerci

al, 

religious 

or political 

interests.' 

Additional 

Info 

Xinhua News 

Agency, is an 

authoritative source 

for information on 

Chinese 

government affairs, 

economic 

performance and 

Chinese views on 

world affairs. The 

Agency began 

broadcasting in 

English to foreign 

countries in 1944, 

and all Western 

news 

correspondents in 

Beijing rely on 

Xinhua's English-

language news 

report. The agency 

reports on Chinese 

affairs, including 

the economy, 

industry, trade, 

agriculture, sports 

and culture. 

The Times remains the largest 

seven-day newspaper in the 

United States, with print 

circulation of 1.4 million 

Sunday and nearly 1 million 

daily in 2009, and a quality 

audience of over 22 million 

unduplicated readers online 

and in print;  The Times is 

available in more than 350 

markets nationwide and is 

printed in 26 locations around 

the country, also delivered to 

more than 1,200 colleges and 

universities and used by more  

than 1,500 schools in the 

United States; The Times has 

won 101 Pulitzer Prizes, far 

more than any other 

newspaper. 

South Africa's 

best-selling 

newspaper. "Ray 

Hartley, Editor of 

the Sunday 

Times, says the 

paper is strong 

because 'readers 

trust us to stand 

up against the 

powerful and 

provide the 

accurate, 

independent 

journalism that 

South Africans 

demand.'" 

(BusinessLive 

SA, 27.2.2012) 

Circulatio

n wise the 

largest 

newspaper 

not only in 

Kenya, but 

also in 

East and 

Central 

Africa; 

largest 

print 

media 

source in 

all of East 

Africa 

Number of 

articles 

found 

572 67 72 31 

(Sources: LexisNexis Academic database and the homepages of the newspapers 2012) 
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Regional importance aside, the four news sources selected for scrutiny were not 

considered perfectly comparable. One of the sources is an agency, and the three 

newspapers vary in several aspects including their circulation and frequency of 

publication. Two of the news sources are governmentally owned (Xinhua and Daily 

Nation), whereas two are private (The New York Times and The Sunday Times). Also, 

the lack of full representativeness of The New York Times as ‘West’ and the two 

African newspapers as ‘Africa’ was recognized. As the main objective of the empirical 

part was to identify biases within the narratives that the news sources represented, the 

justification for using such different periodicals was the key aspect they had in 

common: each of the four news sources were comparable in their function as conveyers 

of narratives within their respective socio-regional contexts. In other words, the news 

sources may not be perfectly comparable in form, but they are comparable in function, 

spreading the culturally produced knowledge and contributing to the narrative bias. In 

addition to the news sources being comparable in function, criteria for choosing news 

periodicals were their range of disbursement, representativeness as legitimate source of 

information within their respective regions and language, in which the news articles 

would be analyzed. All of the collected articles were in English to make in-depth 

analysis plausible for the researcher. 

 

Content analysis began by collecting data, which was done first-hand by the researcher 

using LexisNexis Academic database. LexisNexis is an online information provider that 

has access to a wide range of official documents, newspapers and academic papers as 

well as scholarly articles (LexisNexis 2012). By using LexisNexis’ ‘Browse Sources’ -

command it was quick to define search criteria. For this research the selection of data 

began by selecting a country, then choosing news and newspapers as the target and 

picking the desired newspaper by adding it to sources (e.g. ’Kenya’  ’news’  

’newspapers’  add ’The Daily Nation’ to selected sources). After choosing the source 

(e.g. the newspaper such as ‘The Daily Nation’), search for specific news articles 

continued by specifying the topic with the correct search command. For this research 

the main command used was:  ’BODY (China) AND BODY (Africa) AND BODY (Aid)’. 

This command helped to identify articles that had ‘China’, ‘Africa’ and ‘Aid’ mentioned 

within the text. If enough articles were not found, the word ‘aid’ was replaced by 

‘foreign assistance’ and ‘development cooperation’. This procedure was repeated for 

each of the four newspapers chosen for scrutiny and the results of the search – the 

complete news articles and the information regarding author, date, and title – were 

collected on four Word-documents, each representing a different newspaper. 

 

Some of the articles suggested by the service contained all the search words, but as they 

did not specifically talk about China’s Africa aid they were deleted. Only articles that 

either handled China-Africa relationship, or included at least one mention about it 

within the article, were chosen for examination. In the end, the complete database 
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consisted of 742 news articles, over 500 of which were from Xinhua. As a news agency, 

Xinhua also covered the longest time span: over three decades. From The New York 

Times 67 articles were found, from the Sunday Times 81 articles, and from the Daily 

Nation 33 news articles. These three databases were a lot smaller, but already consistent 

patterns were identifiable. Collection of data was followed by classification. 

 

2.2.2. Classification of Data  

 

The purpose of the classification was to achieve as much valid information about the 

news articles as possible, and for this purpose a proper way to code the materials was 

designed. In the context of this research the important information consisted of the 

essentials, for example the name of the paper and writer and the headline, as well as the 

bias-specific information. The bias-specific information included direction of the 

overall bias of the article as well as the direction of bias towards specific topics within 

the article. All information was classified to an excel-sheet (see tables 2.2.2.1. and 

2.2.2.2).  

 

Table 2.2.2.1. Classification base for essential information. 

Nro Paper Date 
Writer 

Title/headline Topic 
name  gender 

 

 

Table 2.2.2.2.  Classification base for bias-specific information. 

Existence of bias 

Over
all 

tone 

Trade 
Practices & 
Investment 

Oil & 
Reso
urces 

Hu
man 
righ
ts 

Secu
rity 

China-Africa 
relationship 

China's 
develop

ment 
model 

Western 
development 

model 
(Washington 
consensus) 

other, 
what? 

 

 

Classification included the coding of information in order to simplify analyzing. Only 

the columns that did not require text, such as the headlines, were coded into the Excel 

sheet, following the below code-numbers: 
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Coding the content analysis 

A) Paper: 1 = Xinhua General News Agency, 2 = The New York Times, 3 = Sunday 

Times, 4 = Daily Nation 

B)  Writer: name (title, full name), gender (1 = man, 2 = woman, 3 = not mentioned, 4 = 

both in the case of two or more writers) 

C) Topic: 1 = aid, 2 = human rights, 3 = trade, 4 = security, 5 = diplomacy, 6 = oil & 

resources, 7 = China’s foreign policy, 8 = China-Africa relations, 9 = Africa’s 

development, 10 = other  

D) Existence of bias: 1 = negative bias, 2 = positive bias, 3 = neutral (no bias), 4 = 

factual (no bias), 5 = not discussed 

 

Specific rules for each code-number or ‘class’, were designed to remain consistent with 

the classification process. The classification was done by following these rules: 

 Writer: if gender was not mentioned or easily recognized from the name of the 

writer (Chinese names especially difficult without seeing characters), they were 

put into class 3. 

 Topic: if the main theme could be classified under more than one of the set 

categories, the most prominent one was selected by looking at the title, 

introduction to the article, and the overall content of the article. 

o Aid: included articles that discuss foreign aid, development assistance or 

cooperation, and all the various forms of aid such as technical aid (and 

infrastructure projects), food aid, medical aid, humanitarian emergency aid 

etc. 

o Human rights: articles that were mainly concerned about the realization of 

human rights, human rights abuses or discussion about human rights in 

general. 

o Trade: business, economy, financial topics or trade amounts and deals 

between nations; international financial system, world trade, trade meetings 

or assessment of a country’s economy. 

o Security: articles about international or public security issues or threat to 

world peace; for example, articles that assessed if China’s rise is a threat or 

not. Also articles about military cooperation or projects that maintain 

security or threaten it. 

o Diplomacy: articles concerned with the international or regional politics, 

diplomatic ties, international relations or diplomatic visits between countries; 

international political meetings and institutions and the official inter-

governmental policies. 
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o Oil and resources: articles about mining, resources and the oil industry. 

Exchanges or acquisition of these resources were also put in this category 

instead of classifying them as trade. 

o China’s foreign policy: political articles that dealt with China’s foreign 

policy in general, not just Africa specifically. Here difference between 

‘diplomacy’-articles lies in the fact that diplomacy is exchange and relations 

between nations, foreign policy only deals with policies of one country that 

may or may not affect her furthering ties or exchanges with other countries. 

o China-Africa relationship: articles about China-Africa relations and 

relationship specifically; not just aid or trade but the overall relations. These 

articles were also not considered diplomacy as they were not about bilateral 

ties or even politics, but about China’s overall engagement on the continent 

in multiple nations. 

o Africa’s development: when the main theme was how does, could or should 

Africa develop, what is the future of the continent or some of its individual 

countries, and what are the issues and trends in Africa’s overall 

development. 

o Other: anything that did not fall into the other classes or articles that may 

have some features from the abovementioned categories, but the main theme 

is something slightly different. 

 Bias: the article was considered to be biased when it would clearly support the 

regionally or culturally specific narrative about the topic or one of the sub-

themes. It would possess a highly stereotypical or even prejudiced content about 

the subject at hand, assuming either a overly negative or a positive viewpoint 

towards Chinese African aid. 

 No bias: ‘no bias’ meant the above mentioned criteria for exhibiting a bias 

towards the topic or theme was not fulfilled. The difference between the two ‘no 

bias’ options was whether the article was mostly factual (bare data) or neutral 

(not assuming a negative or a positive stand). It was considered important to 

distinguish between the ones that were comparing stereotypical or even biased 

viewpoints (class 3) and the ones that were purely factual and had no speculative 

viewpoints involved (class 4), because the tone of these two types of non-biased 

articles were completely different, yet both of them remained non-biased. 

 If sub-theme would not be mentioned at all in the article, it would be marked as 

a ‘5 = not discussed’. This was also considered important class as the absence of 

a theme could tell as much about the article as the presence of one. 

 Sub-themes: themes that were or were not mentioned in the article and towards 

which the bias was assessed to exist. It was observed whether the sub-theme was 

mentioned or not, whether the article was biased towards the subtheme or not, 

and whether the bias was positive or negative. The sub-themes representing the 

critical points most often mentioned in regards to Chinese aid, are explained 

below: 

o Trade and investment: is the article biased towards China’s investment and 

trade practices in the African continent?  
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o Oil and resources: is the article biased towards China’s involvement in the 

oil or mining industries of African countries? 

o Human rights: is the article biased towards China’s opinion or involvement 

in human rights issues; e.g. are China’s actions in Africa 

promoting/advancing human rights (positive bias) or violating human rights 

(negative bias)? 

o Security: is the article biased towards security issues such as China’s 

involvement in military cooperation or the partnerships in general a threat or 

a positive influence for international society and/or the African countries? 

o China-Africa relationship: is the article biased towards China’s Africa 

engagement and partnerships in general; especially, is the article biased 

towards the outcomes that the China-Africa relationship has for the African 

countries? 

o China’s development model: is the article biased towards China’s 

development model, China’s foreign assistance in general or especially 

towards the outcomes of China’s development cooperation for the African 

peoples and countries? 

o Western development model: is the article biased towards Western 

development aid and cooperation and especially towards the outcomes 

Western aid has on the African peoples and nations? 

o Other: is the article noticeably biased towards another theme? 

 The narratives that marked a bias for each newspaper were (in the context of this 

research): 

o New York Times: the Western view was considered biased towards Sino-

African cooperation if it entailed stereotypical views about China’s 

engagement in Africa. These included China having an ultimate moral 

objective behind its aid such as trying to colonize or pose imperialistic 

demands on Africa, China aiding Africa because it wishes to become a 

hegemonic power, China’s actions threatening the existence of the US or the 

purpose of US as a savior, China’s African practices bringing only 

misfortune to Africa and exploiting African peoples, resources as well as 

their rights and freedom. 

o Xinhua: The Chinese bias included over-emphasis on China’s benevolence 

towards Africa, China bringing only fortunes and benefits to African peoples 

and nations, Western nations being previous exploiters of Africa while China 

is a true friend and shares an equal status as a developing country, other 

countries trying to undermine China’s Africa partnerships by criticizing 

China groundlessly, all China’s actions in Africa successful (no harmful 

consequences) and China’s African brothers praise China because they want 

mutual benefits and help each other develop. 

o African bias (Sunday Times and Daily Nation): overly positive or 

negative about either Chinese aid or Western aid, or the existence of 

development cooperation; emphasis on the consequences of China’s actions 

for Africa or African peoples and nations. 
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2.2.3. Analyzing Contents and the Supporting Methods 

 

One of the purposes of this research was to identify bias within several news sources, 

but instead of providing a simple yes-or-no –answer, it was considered more worthwhile 

to say to ‘what extent’ each newspaper or agency was biased. To achieve this goal, 

percentages about the average amount of bias were convenient, because the 

measurement is not absolute. Instead, the percentage made it easy to see towards which 

end on a range from highly positive to highly negative, the bias leaned towards. The 

purpose of calculating percentages and variables from the database was also to simplify 

the findings into an understandable format and to provide information that could be 

visualized by graphs and tables. Therefore, percentages, amounts, and averages were 

calculated for each decade and newspaper or agency. In addition to general calculations, 

for Xinhua news agency that had the longest time period covered, a time-span about 

changes in bias was created. This was done by averaging the overall bias into a 

percentage for three year periods. Three year periods for calculation were used despite 

the fact that the classes would be unequal in amount of cases, as it far better presented 

the actual change that happened than equal-sized classes. 

 

Content analysis produced a large quantity of quantitative data, but the research 

interests were more qualitative. Therefore, the numerical data were complemented by 

qualitative information that was drawn by CDA. The CDA tries to understand the 

complete context in which the meanings and ‘language’ exist; in other words, it helps 

locate the findings of content analysis within societies. With CDA one can theorize the 

society itself by thoroughly examining all the various aspects such as events, structures, 

and mechanisms that explain the culture beyond words. In addition to word-related 

patterns identified via content analysis, CDA goes deeper into the subtext and tries to 

understand by posing questions on the material. These questions are often related to the 

character, production, and the consumption of the object, such as how and why the 

information was produced and by whom; what resources are available for the producers 

of the information; what genre does the object represent; who has access to the object 

and how; how does the object influence the consumer (Dixon 2010, p. 398)? 

 

The following questions, adapted from Dixon’s (2010, p. 398) examples for CDA were 

used to discover deeper meaning behind the numerical data.  

1) Who owns/publishes or has power to alter/affect the contents of the newspaper 

(private or governmentally owned), and what sort of ideological/cultural standpoint 

do they represent? What resources do they possess? 

2) What sort of information does each of the newspapers provide? What is the target 

audience? 
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3) What is the reader-base like, who has the access to them (e.g. the price-range of the 

paper may exclude some members of a society)? How big and widespread 

circulation do the newspapers have? Are the newspapers considered credible? 

4) How do I believe the contents of the newspapers will affect the readers? What 

influence may they have on the readers? (note: Each reader will have their own 

individual and cultural background that makes them associate different meaning to 

the news) 

 

Each news source was examined from the point of view of these questions, but the 

answers have been incorporated within the text as it has seemed appropriate. Also, as 

such entities as ‘Western’, ‘African’ and ‘Chinese’ would require detailed analysis on so 

many different countries and cultures, only some aspects of society or representative 

phenomena within these cultures were addressed. This means that in this research, CDA 

was used as a complementary method to reach better understanding of the contextual 

framework in which the aid narratives have been formed.  

 

Signifiers and Word Frequency Chart 

Print media – more than academic articles – rely on adding so-called ‘entertainment 

value’ (Dixon 2010, pp. 393–394). The words that make up news articles do not consist 

of bare information, but they contain emotional messages that are the result of 

transferring meaning via words. This means that when analyzing the contents of news 

articles, one has to try to understand the meaning as well. One way to do this is to 

search for signifiers, keywords that highlight the intentions and emotional messages of 

the news articles. One can also search for inter-relations between signifiers to identify a 

‘language’ or ‘tone’ that the text uses for transmitting emotional information. If two or 

more signifiers exist within the text in close proximity, Dixon suggests it is possible that 

as a combination they make up a pattern conveying a new meaning.  

 

Signifiers and their inter-relations were located from the collected news articles by 

using the simple ‘find’ -command on Microsoft Word. A Word Frequency Chart was 

then created to see if there were any recurrent patterns or signifiers within the article 

bodies. To do this, first a collection of important concepts, words and phrases a.k.a. 

signifiers had to be chosen, and then the frequency of their appearance within each 

article database was calculated. Both the presence and absence of words were taken into 

account as the absence of a signifier may reveal more than recurrence of another. 

Temporal patterns were also considered important. If there is an increasing or 

decreasing temporal occurrence of a signifier in the news articles, it may signal the 

popularity of this pattern’s meaning (Dixon 2010, p. 394). The variability in time was 

calculated for some of the signifiers of Xinhua and The New York Times, which had 
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longer time spans covered. This was done by calculating the number of times each 

signifier appeared before and after year 2000 per article and comparing the before and 

after results. Due to deficiencies of the find-command, each case needed to be checked 

for intended meaning.  

 

2.2.4. Methodological Limitations and Other Materials 

 

Other materials that were used for this thesis included official governmental documents, 

news articles, and academic articles that were gathered via the University of Helsinki e-

library’s online archives. The writers of these publications were mainly Western, 

Chinese, and African academic scholars, reporters, workers of various organizations, 

and government officials. Some information was compiled by using trustworthy web 

pages. The reliability and background of used sources was checked to reach relatively 

high level of transparency. These principles of reliability, transparency, and variety 

have guided the entire collection of data to ensure trustworthiness of the research. 

 

Drawbacks to content analysis according to Tuomi and Sarajärvi (2009, 92–123) 

include mostly those related to the researcher’s abilities and experience. Especially an 

inexperienced researcher gets easily overwhelmed by all the multiple findings, which 

may create problems with the feasibility of the research. Not everything can be covered 

and the main findings may get lost within the mass of information retrieved. Also, the 

classification and quantification of data may be poorly executed, which could result in 

erroneous or biased outcome. It is a likely hazard that the researcher will concentrate on 

the things they find important or interesting, depending on their research background. 

When this happens, only a certain type of findings will be possible to identify. 

 

One drawback in calculating signifier frequencies is the uncertainty about meanings. It 

is often assumed that the signifiers, by representing a certain meaning for the writer, 

remain constant. This means that the meaning of a signifier refers to the same idea in all 

contexts for that writer (Dixon 2010, p. 394). The problem in this research was the fact 

that the news articles were written by different authors and therefore, it was not 

assumed that the same words were to have an entirely same meaning for each author, 

although similarities were assumed to exist in the way these words were used. The 

culture specific content and the individual writing styles were taken into account in 

analysis in order to avoid misleading results. 
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3. Global Aid Patterns: Glossary and Background for the Thesis 
 

Development aid has a history of roughly 50 years and throughout its lifespan it has 

been a highly contested topic both in relation to concepts as well as regarding its 

functionality, helpfulness, and moral justification. As an originally Western creation, a 

Western aid narrative for the existence of aid can be identified. The Western aid 

narrative together with globalization has caused the inter-regional linkages between 

Western and African nations to grow from minor scale aid provision to codependency 

that relies on both material and psychological factors. While this dependency has 

grown, another actor – namely China – has formed increasingly deep relationships with 

various African nations, startling the West and challenging the Western aid narrative. 

This provides a framework in which polarized views can be born and like McEwan 

(2009, p. 207) suggests, socio-culturally skewed realities create biased views towards 

issues such as Chinese aid. 

 

This section provides insight into the concepts of aid and development. It also 

introduces the global aid-system and the various actors in it, in the meanwhile setting 

the scene in which the inter-regional co-operation of China and Africa takes place. The 

history of Western aid and the birth of the Western (predominantly American) aid 

narrative are briefly discussed at the end of this section. The Chinese aid narrative is 

explained in the section 4, and the African aid narrative is mainly drawn from the 

findings of the empirical part of this research. 

 

3.1. Unraveling Aid: What is Development Cooperation? 

 

‘Aid’ in the context of development, is called development aid and essentially, it refers 

to the practice of donors providing monetary, technical or other sort of assistance to 

recipients in order to help them develop (Willis 2005). This definition raises several 

points that should be examined to understand what development aid is, and why it has 

become that way: 1) what does the word aid mean and imply 2) what are the concrete 

features of aid 3) what is development 4) the spatial distribution of aid 5) who are the 

actors involved in aid, and 6) what does the Western aid narrative suggest? The last one 

will be examined individually in section 3.2. 

 

The terminology of aid 

First of all, the term ‘aid’ is constantly debated among aid practitioners because of its 

implicit meanings. This is why widely in use, are such alternative terms as 

development cooperation, development assistance, foreign assistance and 
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international aid, and they are used more or less interchangeably despite their 

differentiating nuances. Important is to note that development aid is not synonymous 

with humanitarian aid, which refers to short-term monetary and technical assistance 

provided in the face of disasters, emergencies or humanitarian crises (Riddel 2007, pp. 

17–21). 

 

Most development practitioners prefer not to use the term ‘aid’ as they feel it has a 

connotation of a weak recipient, who inherently requires the assistance of the more 

developed and powerful donor. A gap of power is considered to exist between the donor 

and the recipient, induced by terminology and reinforced by money. Development 

cooperation is considered to be a better term as it promotes the idea of partnership in 

development. In this way, the dual and dynamic nature of development can be 

emphasized: development cooperation is seen as part of a relationship based on 

interaction, where both ends contribute to the evolution of relationship between them, 

hence promoting development (Riddel 2007, pp. 17–21). 

 

Here in this thesis, development cooperation will be used interchangeably with 

development aid, as they are both seen to refer to resource flows with the purpose of 

development. No power-related meanings are attached, but both terms refer to the pure 

action of transferring human, matter or capital forms of resources from a donor to a 

recipient; both serving as general terms to describe this action. There will be plenty of 

references also to China’s foreign assistance or to China’s foreign aid, because ‘foreign 

aid’ and ‘foreign assistance’ are the official terms that the Chinese government uses 

when referring to the monetary and technical cooperation with countries in Africa. The 

term ‘external assistance’ was used before by the Chinese, but with the publication of 

‘China’s Foreign Aid’ in 2011, ‘aid’ became the official term regarding development 

cooperation (Grimm et al. 2011, p. 4). All in all, in this research it is preferred to follow 

the officially adopted terminology of each party. 

 

Aid in Practice 

To understand the aid-giving-phenomenon, it is important to know, what is concretely 

reckoned as development aid. The most distinguishable forms of aid are the monetary 

transfers of resources such as grants and loans. In addition to plain transfer of funds, 

development assistance can consist of dept cancellation or dept relief. Also technical 

assistance including improving infrastructure and other construction work, or delivering 

equipment, food, advice or education may be forms of aid. Sometimes also military 

equipment and personnel are considered as means of aid (Willis 2005, pp. 45–46). 
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Nature of Development and Measurability of Aid 

When development aid or development cooperation is discussed, it is necessary to 

understand what is meant by ‘development’. The definitions of aid usually imply that 

development is desirable and it is often used in an economical sense or taken to mean 

things such as progress and modernity, yet the term is highly contested. Especially the 

representations that the different levels of development have on societies has been 

disputed (e.g. ‘under-developed’, ‘developing’), and discussion usually revolves around 

the question regarding the ultimate nature of development. The debate on the essential 

nature of development and modernity has resulted in a myriad of definitions and some 

say there are equally many definitions to development as there are those who try define 

the word. Rist (2006, 8–24) has pointed to ‘development’ as a definition that is the 

creation of a person or people. According to him development is “based on the 

imagined ideals of social existence” and it means that the very idea of development is 

artificial and abstract, as it is difficult to measure and it exists in the collective minds of 

people. 

 

Escobar (1995) has been especially influential in stating that modernity as a concept is 

fundamentally a European creation. According to him, this euro centrically created 

concept understands modernity (which often is considered as the desired outcome of 

development) as a set of features that describe European societies. As the modern 

European societies are considered as ‘developed’, the socio-cultural features have 

become synonymous to modernity and development, even when measuring societies 

that are culturally far removed from those of the European ones   (Escobar 2007, pp. 

181–182). 

 

‘Modernity brings about an order on the basis of the constructs of 

reason, the individual, expert knowledge, and administrative 

mechanisms linked to the state. Order and reason are seen as the 

foundation for equality and freedom, and enabled by the language of 

rights.’ (Escobar 2007, p. 182) 

 

In this thesis ‘development’ is treated as neither good nor bad, but as an abstract concept 

referring to the evolution of a society in time. Also the issue regarding the role of aid in 

development will not be addressed. Suffice to say, development is seen as a dynamic, 

on-going process involving multiple actors and interregional networks, and as a vital 

part of these interdependent relationships, aid has the potential to affect development 

regardless of its direction. Therefore, when development is the goal of a development 

agenda, it refers to a desire to achieve or contribute to a societal change – not 

necessarily a change ‘for better’, but a change to any direction. As Dr. McEwan (2009, 
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p. 108) explains, there are different routes and different outcomes in development, and 

also different areas around the world can be seen to have merely different starting points 

development-wise. This means categorizing areas regarding their developmental stage 

(e.g. ‘developed’ or ‘developing countries’) would be misleading. If categories are 

needed, either geographical (North-South), economical (Rich-Poor), or cultural 

(Western-Eastern/Chinese) classifications will be used. The terms Global North and 

Global South are used most often. 

 

Another way to discuss ‘development’ is by using the threefold distinction of Professor 

Hettne (in Desai & Potter 2008, p. 67), who claims that the following three elements 

should be considered in the context of development: 1) development theories 2) 

development strategies 3) and development ideologies. Development theories either 

explain how development has occurred in the past (positive theories) or how it should 

occur in the future (normative theories). With development strategies, Hettne refers to 

the ‘practical paths’ that development practitioners pursue. These include the different 

forms of aid that for example the Chinese and some Western governments use to 

achieve development. Development ideologies include the varying cultural, societal, 

political, economic, religious, and moral principles that guide the development agendas 

of development practitioners towards certain goals (Hettne in Desai & Potter 2008, p. 

67). Also the differing principles of development aid are discussed later in this thesis. 

 

The abstract nature of the word ‘development’ results in difficulties to measure 

development and the success of development aid projects. As the nature of development 

itself is contested, the entity called ‘development’ is hardly measurable, and instead the 

different aspects that can be seen to form development are often calculated. The 

phenomenon can be approached from economic point of view (GDP, PPT etc.), but also 

more human related ways of measuring development have been adopted. These include 

HDI and indicators of gender and child well-being, education levels, and poverty rates. 

Although some internationally approved ways to measure development have been 

adopted, many development related indicators such as access to water or food and 

availability of shelter are difficult to measure. Also it is hard to compare the different 

indicators between countries and changes over time (Willis 2005, p. 13). In this thesis as 

many different types of indicators and elements of development as possible have been 

considered to gain sufficient comparability and diversity. 

 

Spatial Distribution of Aid 

As this study is concerned with interregional bias, it is informative to look at worldwide 

development on a map and to identify where the aid comes from. There are various 

theories portraying how different areas in the world have developed, but for this study 
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The World’s Systems Theory (WST) and division to North-South are most beneficial 

(see map 3.1.1.). WST divides the world into three categories: 1) core 2) semi-

periphery, and 3) periphery. The theory relies on the notion that world has developed 

unequally and different regions have different amount of influence over world affairs. 

Core countries are considered to have more power, whereas periphery is of least 

importance to the world-system, and often has the role of supplier to the core and semi-

periphery (Desai & Potter 2008, p. 103). In the case of China, it could be claimed that 

since the adoption of this model, China has developed from a semi-peripheral country to 

a core-country. 

 

 

 
Figure 3.1.1. The World-System. World divided to core (dark), semi-periphery (grey), and periphery 

(light) according to Wallerstein’s World’s Systems theory at the turn of twenty-first century. Note the 

misleading color of countries such as China, Russia, and South Korea (Source: Knox, Agnew and 

McCarthy 2003). 

 

Regardless of development theories, the aid flows – which consist of international 

transfers of resources – originate most often from the so-called developed Global 

North (or the Rich Countries) and the flows end up in the less-developed or developing 

Global South (or Poor Countries). The division into Global North and South, which is 

based on the distinction of the Brandt Commission, portrays the wealth and 

development of the world in late 1970s (Willis 2005, p. 15). As such it also represents 

more or less accurately the geographical locations of the traditional donors and 

recipients, where donors often locate in the northern hemisphere and recipients in the 

southern hemisphere. North-South division is frequently used in development context, 

and it is interesting that China identifies itself as a Southern country regardless of its 

current wealth and power, creating a bond between China and the so-called developing 

world.  
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Figure 3.1.2. Division of the World into Global North and Global South. The dark countries are usually 

origins of aid and referred to as the ‘developed’ world, whereas light color represents Global South alias 

‘developing’ world. Note that this map is based on the Brandt-line division of the world, which was 

created in late 1970s. Therefore, some rich countries like China are not represented as part of the rich 

‘North’. (Source: Geography Revision 2012) 

 

Regardless of these regional patterns, or the ideas and terms surrounding aid discourse, 

development cooperation does not exist in a void, nor do the political decisions 

regarding aid. This means that the answer to what aid is, turns out to be a 

multidimensional statement that proposes that it involves a dynamic interaction process 

between various actors, interests and decisions, not really representing any of them 

solely. 

 

Actors involved in aid 

Development cooperation can be seen as a benefit-oriented relationship or partnership 

between a donor (providing the aid) and a recipient (receiving the aid). This means 

there are two basic parties in development cooperation: the donor and the recipient. Yet 

depending on the scale of scrutiny, multiple different actors in development aid can be 

identified. Micro-scale actors in development cooperation include individuals, 

households and communities, who usually operate on a local, grassroots level. Also 

some smaller NGOs and private companies operate locally on a micro-scale. 

Governments, International Non-governmental Organizations (INGOs), big private 

companies, and multilateral organizations such as International Monetary Fund (IMF) 

or World Bank, can be seen as macro-scale actors, who operate either on a national or a 

global level (Willis 2005, p. 25). 

 

Bilateral development cooperation exists on a national scale between two nations, 

where one government provides foreign assistance to another one. The execution of aid 
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policy may also involve municipal governments, but mainly bilateral aid is viewed on a 

national scale. Multilateral development cooperation is spoken of when the funds are 

distributed via international organizations. Most development assistance is provided via 

bilateral routes although the importance of multilateral organizations in the distribution 

of aid is growing (WHO 2012). This thesis concentrated on looking at the bilateral 

assistance between China and various African countries. The scale of scrutiny was 

therefore, mainly nation-level or international scale. 

 

Donors and recipients can also be grouped. One division can be made between the 

donors involved in North-South cooperation and the ones who promote South-South 

cooperation. The Northern group of donors consists of the rich, Western countries, 

whereas mainly China, India, and Brazil can be considered as examples of South-South 

donors. One important and officially recognized group of donors in development 

cooperation is the OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development) 

countries. The Official Development Assistance (ODA, see box 3.1.1) of OECD’s 

Development Assistance Committee (DAC) consists of the bilateral and multilateral aid 

flows of OECD’s 22 biggest donors, and in 2006 the ODA net imbursements reached 

102,899 million US-dollars. Among the top donors are the United States (20 percent of 

all ODA), UK (8 percent), France (8 percent), Japan (7 percent), and Germany (7 

percent). The recipients on their behalf are often grouped as least developed countries, 

low income countries, lower middle income countries, and upper middle income 

countries (OECD 2008). 

 

Box 3.1.1. Definition of Official Development Assistance (ODA) 

ODA consists of flows to developing countries and multilateral institutions provided by 

official agencies, including state and local governments, or by their executive agencies, 

each transaction which meets the following two criteria: (1) it is administered with the 

promotion of the economic development and welfare of developing countries as main 

objective, and (2) it is concessional in character and contains a grant element of at 

least 25 percent (calculated at a rate of discount of 10 percent). 

 
Source: Riddel 2007, p. 19 

 

 

3.2. The Western Aid Narrative  

 

 

Understanding the existence of global aid system requires knowledge about the 

underlying motives and history of aid. Until recently the global aid system followed the 

ideological trends of the Western countries, where most aid flows and also the original 

idea for aid come from. As a result, the Western aid narrative has become dominant in 
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the field of development cooperation and before Chinese aid projects started to become 

larger in scale, no serious challenge or alternative to the Western aid narrative existed. 

Here the evolution of Western aid and the Western aid narrative are explored. 

 

 

Approaches to Development Aid in the Western Countries 

Different development ideologies – linked to the social, economical and political 

atmospheres –have been dominant at various times in history and these various 

ideologies and trends in development thinking have also resulted in different approaches 

to development aid (Potter 2007, p. 69). Willis (2005, p. 27) has compiled a 

chronological list that includes the main approaches to development from 1950s 

onwards explaining the route Western aid has taken until today (see table 3.2.1.). 

 

Table 3.2.1. Main development approaches from 1950s onwards. 

1950s 1960s 1970s 

• Modernization theories 

(follow European model) 

• Structuralist theories 

(limit interaction with 

global economy to allow 

domestic growth) 

• Modernization theories 

• Dependency theories 

(South poor due to 

Northern exploitation) 

• Dependency theories 

• Basic needs approaches 

(focus on the basic needs of 

world’s poorest) 

• Neo-Malthusian theories 

(need to control economic 

growth, resource use, 

population etc.) 

• Women and development 

(development has different 

effect on women and men) 

1980s 1990s 2000s 

• Neo-liberalism (focus on 

the market, trade 

liberalization) 

• Grassroots approaches 

(local context and 

indigenous knowledge 

matter) 

• Sustainable development 

(balance needs for sake of 

environment and future 

generations) 

• Gender and development 

(gender matters) 

 

• Neo-liberalism 

• Post-development 

(development represents a 

form of 

colonialism/Eurocentrism) 

• Sustainable development 

• Culture and development 

(social and cultural 

conditions matter) 

• Neo-liberalism 

• Globalization 

• Sustainable development 

• Post-development 

• Grassroots approaches 

• Human rights 

(Source: Willis 2005, p. 27) 
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Evolution of the Aid Narratives 

Historically, the concept of development aid is old, but modern development aid as well 

as the field of development studies was born after the Second World War. The big event 

that marks the starting point of official aid programs and the realization of Western aid 

narrative was the launch of Marshall Plan in 1947, when President Truman of the 

United States, decided to help re-build the war-torn Europe. The original goal of his 

Point Four Program was to make ’...the benefits of scientific advances and industrial 

progress available for the improvement and growth of underdeveloped areas’ (Kanbur 

2003, p. 4). As can be seen from President Truman’s statement, the early definitions of 

aid and development relied on the assumption that the end-product of development was 

industrialization, modernity, or economic growth. His statement also suggests that this 

end-state of development has been reached in the United States, whereas other nations 

remain ’underdeveloped’. This in part explains why in the early decades of aid 

development and economic growth were treated synonymously, and why such models 

like Rostow’s unilinear model about the process of economic growth became popular. 

Many scholars believed also that the economical benefits gained in key industries in 

hot-spot areas would eventually trickle-down and bring wealth to the peripheral and 

backward areas (Desai & Potter 2008, pp. 83–85). 

 

 

President Truman’s statement portrays also other key ideas behind the Western (or 

mainly American) aid narrative. Most importantly Truman’s statement claims that it is 

the responsibility of the United States to help less privileged countries to achieve their 

developed stage. Thus, already the early motives behind USAID were to save the rest of 

the world from ’underdevelopment’ and to fulfill the moral obligation to respond to 

those in need (Riddel 2007, p. 144). McEwan (2009, p. 183) argues that the national 

identity in the United States still lies in their caring for other nations as they too should 

be free and democratic, and no one should have to suffer from disaster. These moral 

imperatives originating from the United States have strongly added to the idea of being 

a savior in the Western development aid narrative. 

 

 

Prior to the establishment of official development aid programs, some periods of time 

had more influence on the prospective values and morals behind aid than others. Most 

important of these eras to the Western aid narrative, was the colonial period and the 

Eurocentric world view of the time. This time period laid the basic structure for 

contemporary linkages between world regions and it also created the regional 

dependencies, and basis for world trade. It reinforced the dependency over material 

goods and resources of other regions, raising trade to a whole new scale. Heritage from 

that era are similarly the ideas of superiority over other areas, the ‘othernesses of them, 

and inherent status of being the controller of world affairs (McEwan 2009, p. 131). As 

mentioned earlier, Escobar (2007, p. 182) has identified the birth of ‘modernization’ in 

a Eurocentric context having resulted in a culture-specific idea about modernity and 
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development. When this orderly state of Europe was not seen in societies that had 

different societal systems and culture, the otherness and backwardness justified the 

influence that Europe and later on the Western world would enjoy over other regions. In 

McEwan’s (2009, p. 131) words, the ‘Europeans created a Western-style for 

dominating’ the world. The moral justification behind this relied on ‘us’ (the West) 

being susceptible to the fortunes of the world. As ‘we’ might have easily been born to 

the unfortunate position of the ‘others’, it is ‘our’ duty to bring our fortune to ‘them’. If 

the advantageous position is not earned and deserved, the needs of the ‘others’ can be 

seen as our own if ‘we’ were to be in their position (Desai & Potter 2008, p. 131). 

 

The Cold War was another significant time period, which had clear consequences to the 

Western aid narrative. During the Cold War, the US solidified its leadership of the 

liberal world order, justifying interventions in the name of securing common good. In 

that era the world was divided into the First (Western capitalist countries), Second 

(communist countries) and Third (non-aligned) Worlds, and the Western countries had a 

need to ‘save’ the poor countries of the Third World from falling into the trap of 

communism. Third World was seen as fragile, weak, and unstable, and therefore 

craving for intervention from wealthier countries of the North (McEwan 2009, pp. 90–

91). The Cold War era thus proved that geopolitical agendas can be intermingled with 

altruistic agendas for development. These mixed-agendas still seem to be persistent 

within the Western aid narrative although anti-communism has been somewhat replaced 

by the need to advance human rights and promote good governance (Willis 2005, p. 27).  

 

The contemporary Western aid narrative, although being influenced by the above 

mentioned Eurocentric traditions, is still strongly US-flavored. The United States has 

been the biggest single aid donor except for a short while in the 1990s, and it also 

enjoys dominant status or relatively high leverage in many international organizations. 

This has resulted in the popular ideas in the aid program of United States to become an 

essential part of Western aid overall. Being the savior and having the moral duty or 

responsibility to save other peoples from distress is one of the most prominent moral 

justifications of Western aid and the existence of the entire aid system is based on this 

moral responsibility (Riddel 2007). 

 

Another persistent influence to the aid narrative has been the doctrine of neo-liberalism 

(McEwan 2009, p. 207). It has been believed that free-markets and privatization will lift 

Southern countries from poverty and that the promotion of key industries would spread 

the benefits to surrounding areas (Desai & Potter 2008, p. 87). Although a popular 

doctrine, it was acknowledged that this neo-liberal approach of the Washington 

consensus to development was not working the way desired. This controversy led to 

modernization and dependency theories overturning each other, until an impasse was 
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reached in Western development thinking. The ideological background of aid had to be 

re-thought, which created various critical approaches towards development. Neo-

liberalism still survived through this crisis as it happened to coincide with the oil-crisis 

and global recession at the turn of 1980s, but in contemporary Western aid narrative it 

does not enjoy the dominant role among the various approaches (McEwan 2009, pp. 

98–100).  

 

The contemporary beliefs of Western aid narrative are not repeated only by nations, but 

also other aid actors have adopted them. Many international organizations that are able 

to contribute to the international aid system follow the popular narratives of Northern 

countries. The UN, IMF as well as World Bank all seem to advance Northern agendas 

(McEwan 2009, p. 180). In WTO, the number of representatives of the Northern 

countries is also more numerous than the number of Southern representatives, as 

countries of the North have more resources (Stocchetti 2010). This has contributed to 

the global imbalance in power, where wealthier Northern or Western countries have 

more influence (Alden 2007). 

 

Interesting in the Western aid narrative is how the international aid system is justified 

by appealing to the need of the Southern ‘underdeveloped’ or ‘developing’ countries. 

Although one of the strongest arguments for aid is the needs of other people, the needs 

of these ‘others’ have often been neglected, which is why the aid system doesn’t really 

follow the ideologies of the needing end. Regardless of good efforts to switch focus to 

grassroots approaches, and although there have been successful projects with 

appreciation towards indigenous knowledge, the ideological influence of Southern 

nations has remained little on the global aid narrative (Willis 2005, McEwan 2009). The 

following discourse representations especially, seem to have persisted in Western aid 

narrative (McEwan 2009, pp. 131–141): 

 

 Northern intervention is both acceptable and desirable, because 

the countries in the South are inherently different and in need 

for economical, political, and socio-cultural guidance. 

 Humanitarian appeals should be taken care of by the West, 

because the countries in crisis fail to protect their own 

inhabitants; the inhabitants themselves are passive and helpless 

and represented by starving children. 

 Africa especially needs to be saved as it (= as in one country) 

has failed to adopt Western ideals and remains chaotic. 
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The only Southern aid narrative that has started to affect the global narrative is the 

emerging Chinese aid narrative that provides an alternative to the Western one. The 

discourse representations of the Western aid narrative, as well as the West-North -

dominated global power-balance, are being threatened by China’s growing popularity 

among African countries and implied support from these countries to advance its own 

aid agenda. The approach of the Chinese has been acknowledged by various Western 

actors, but certain perceptions have been added to the Western aid narrative about 

Chinese aid. For example, McEwan (2009, pp. 150–151) writes: 

 

‘---there is a tendency to homogenize China and Chinese actors, 

and to focus excessively on China’s interest in oil and the 

negative impacts of China’s aid in Africa.’ 

 

This has led to an avalanche of literature that title China as a threat or a challenger or as 

the exploiter of Africa. According to McEwan (2009, pp. 150–151), the Western aid 

narrative lacks self-reflection and instead, it has started to use China as a base for 

reflection, making the West the savior of Africa from Chinese rule. 

 

China’s approach to development in the context of Africa and aid in general, is very 

different from that of the West. Africa is not as often described as a ‘problem’ or a 

‘threat’ by the Chinese, and according to McEwan (2009, p. 150), the African nations 

are respected as sovereign states with whom mutual opportunities exist. So where the 

Western aid narrative talks about saving the world and the distant others, China’s aid 

narrative begins from collectivist premises. It promotes the ideas about friendship, 

mutual benefit, and Southern countries helping each other. Collectivist human rights 

promote the rights of society rather than individuals, thus ensuring that the way the 

society functions benefits most of the people. Contrary to the Western interventionist 

strategies, The Chinese government (China’s Foreign Aid 2011) has stated that 

interventions are not to be promoted, and each nation should decide which principles 

they choose to follow in development. Ergo, Chinese societal model and principles are 

not – at least according to the Chinese narrative – imposed on the aid recipients 

(China’s African Policy 2006, p. 2). The principles for Chinese aid and the Chinese aid 

narrative will be further discussed in the following chapter. 
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4. China’s Africa Policy 
 

Chinese investments abroad have been of special interest to many nations, companies 

and individuals; because while most countries were struggling with downward 

economic figures after the financial crisis of 2008, China showed little signs of 

recession and manifested its successful path through vast amounts of investment in 

foreign countries. Although China formed relations and provided aid to Africa already 

in the 1960s and 70s, the beginning of the new Millennium has seen a huge rise in 

China’s investment in Africa – in the year 2010 China’s foreign direct investment flow 

(FDI) to Africa reached over 2.1 billion US-dollars. This represents a 660 percent 

growth in FDI flows between 2004 and 2010. The investments have taken such forms as 

land purchases, preferential loans, as well as major construction projects to improve 

infrastructure and local industrial facilities. This has resulted in debate about what is 

really happening in Africa and within the news media and scholarly world there is much 

debate about the real interests of China and the effects of China’s aid on Africa. 

Whatever the underlying causes, it cannot be contested that China is now more present 

on the African continent than ever before, and this involvement is contributing to an 

inter-regional shift of power (Cornelissen & Taylor 2000, pp. 616–621). 

 

The magnified scope, monetary volume, and multiple forms of China’s Africa aid has 

resulted in a growth in media coverage in China about Africa and more foreign policy 

related documents about aid and China’s Africa policy have been published by the 

Chinese government. But what does China’s Africa-cooperation look like? What is 

China’s aid composed of, and what terms accompany it? Why is China’s aid so hard to 

separate from the overall Africa Policy? China’s contemporary Africa policy, which 

underlies all of China’s actions in regards to Africa including foreign assistance, can be 

examined in greatest detail from the Chinese perspective by using government 

documentation and official statements of communist party spokesmen. By looking at 

the development of China’s official stance towards Africa, it is possible to see how the 

Chinese aid narrative has come into existence and how it relates to the Western 

narrative that was introduced in the previous section.  

 

As the bias within news media was the key interest of this research, the consequences of 

China’s aid were not speculated. China’s Africa aid as well as the overall Africa Policy 

was considered from a transparent standpoint, and after looking at the underlying 

principles and the basic structure and forms of China’s foreign assistance, the overall 

picture of China’s Africa relationship was discussed. One of the main objectives of this 

study was to identify bias in both the Western and Chinese aid narratives. Therefore, in 

addition to explaining the origins of the Chinese narrative itself, some Western and 

African views towards Chinese aid will be introduced later in this section. Also, since 

all of the sources regardless of their origin reflect their socio-cultural background and 
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their imbedded narratives, the end of this section was comprised of statistics to provide 

yet another, numerical perspective towards China’s Africa Policy and aid. This 

statistical ‘reality’ provides a background against which the bias can be identified in the 

empirical part of this research. 

 

4.1. China’s Foreign Assistance 

 

4.1.1. Principles of Chinese Aid 

 

The principles of the People’s Republic of China for foreign aid are, like with most 

countries, guided by their foreign policy. Already during the early years of China’s 

development assistance one of its most important principles was achieving mutual 

benefit and supporting friendly interaction, both of which are important guidelines for 

the official government foreign policy. The main tenets of China’s foreign policies that 

influence their aid policy are ideas about harmonious world, peaceful co-existence, 

peaceful rise, and mutual benefit or the so-called win-win situations. In the text below, 

all of these influences are examined. In addition, some philosophical systems and 

essential cultural concepts will be discussed as they have had influence on China’s aid 

policies. 

 

Important influences to China’s foreign policy have come from two religious or 

philosophical systems especially: Confucianism and Daoism. Confucius and Daoist 

principles have guided Chinese ways of life for some thousands of years and these two 

ethical systems form the ideological foundation of the Chinese society and culture. 

Especially the thoughts of the famous Chinese philosopher Confucius have thrived 

within Chinese culture and in this way they have been transferred to both China’s 

domestic and foreign policies. Confucius’ political philosophy and idea of governing 

with virtue for example, form an ethical standard for what is considered good 

governance in traditional Chinese thinking. Also the concepts of harmony and 

reciprocity, soft power and peace, as well as Daoist ideas about path and contrasts 

complementary to each other have been deeply embedded into Chinese culture and 

politics (Riegel & Jeffrey 2012). 

 

An important concept behind China’s aid principles is the idea of a collective. As a non-

individualistic society, at the core of Chinese understanding of the world is an idea of 

society and people as a collective, not as individuals. Therefore, the needs and interests 

of the collective are considered more important than that of the individual’s. This 

applies to many different areas in life for the Chinese and for example, one commonly 

under-represented feature of the Chinese culture is the idea of collective human rights, 
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which sometimes means that in order to secure common good and the rights of the 

group, the individual rights need to be overruled. The Western world values individual 

freedom and democracy as natural human rights, whereas the Chinese consider national 

sovereignty vital for guaranteeing the rights of the collective. This difference in 

perspective shows how from the Chinese point of view some principles of the 

international community – especially in relation to aid – seem one-sided, as they mainly 

incorporate Western ideologies (Zhu 2002). 

 

According to Chinese official documentation, China’s domestic and foreign relations 

have been traditionally guided by peaceful and harmonious aspirations. After his 

accession to leadership, Mao Zedong and his administration began designing The Five 

Principles of Peaceful Co-existence (5 PPC), which were publicized in 1953 by Zhou 

Enlai, in a meeting with Indian diplomats. The 5 PPCs (see table 4.1.1.1.) formed the 

basis of foreign policy and called for mutual respect and sovereignty, non-interference, 

equality and mutual benefit, as well as peaceful actions and avoiding hostilities. These 5 

principles were meant to guide people at an individual level and countries at an 

international level towards reciprocity, mutual understanding and co-operation 

(Sinkkonen 2009). 

 

Table 4.1.1.1. The Five Principles of Peaceful Co-existence 

1. Mutual respect towards regional immunity and sovereignty. 

2. Avoiding hostility towards the other / others 

3. Non-interference to others’ domestic / personal affairs 

4. Equality and mutual benefit 

5. Peaceful co-existence 

(Source: Sinkkonen 2009) 

 

Similar principles keep circling in Chinese domestic and foreign policies, and the old 

Chinese idea of harmony was applied by Hu Jintao to refer to a domestic policy of 

harmonious society. The attainment of the harmonious society is also a part of President 

Hu Jintao’s trade strategy as well as the goal of the country’s 11
th

 Five-Year-Plan that 

promotes equality, integrity, and sustainable growth among other principles (Blanchard 

2008, pp. 174–185). Over time, it grew into the harmonious world –policy, which is an 

extension from the domestic policy and refers to the intention of China to support a 

world order where states maintain peace in the midst of many differences. Integral to 

the harmonious world –policy, is the concept of ‘peaceful development’, which  grew 
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out of the peaceful rise concept, first mentioned by government official and later 

popularized by Premier Wen Jiaobao in December 2003. ‘Peaceful Rise’ was 

considered too provocative, when China’s fast development had given birth to a ‘China-

threat –theory’ in the Western world and especially in the United States (Li 2007, p. 

18). All of these concepts: The Five Principles for Peaceful Co-existence, harmonious 

world, and peaceful development play an important role in China’s foreign policy and 

especially in China’s foreign aid programs (China’s Foreign Aid 2011, p. 5).  

 

An important concept from the founder of the People’s Republic of China, Chairman 

Mao Zedong, to the later foreign affairs and aid was his vision of the ‘Three Worlds’ 

that he designed during the Cold War. Differing from the traditional Western division, 

Mao’s First World consisted of the superpowers of his time: United States and Russia; 

the Second World referred to the industrialized Western countries and Japan; and the 

Third World included China and the other developing countries that had suffered from 

colonialist exploitation (New York Times 1982). This means that China has a historical 

way of portraying itself as a developing country, which shares a common background 

with the African nations. This historical tie is referred to whenever Chinese 

representatives meet their African and other Southern colleagues. 

 

After the initialization of the country’s foreign aid program, the Chinese government 

designed official guidelines for aid. The Eight Principles for Economic Aid and 

Technical Assistance to Other Countries were pronounced in 1964, and they followed 

the ideals already expressed in Mao’s 5 PPCs. The main tenets of the Eight Principles 

were to respect the recipient countries’ sovereignty, to provide interest-free or low-

interest loans, and act towards mutual benefit and support the recipient countries’ 

independent economic growth instead of handing down money. Important was also to 

have ’no strings attached’, which means no conditions were attached to how the aid-

money should be spent (China’s Foreign Aid 2011, p. 3). The Chinese promised to 

provide fair-priced equipment and make sure the people were trained to use them 

properly. Also the Chinese experts helping in the field would not be allowed any special 

amenities to develop a sense of equity with local professionals.  

 

The idea of peaceful co-existence has proved useful as China has multiple neighboring 

countries; seeking balance and coming along with as many as 14 very different 

immediate neighbors, is vital for a country such as China. In addition to these 

immediate neighbors, China also has relations to hold with the nearby countries, 

neighbors of its neighbors, the important partners farther away, as well as ASEAN and 

other international bodies – all of which have different objectives and aspirations. 

Moreover, there are 56 ethnic groups identified officially by the government. As it is 

difficult to please all and to maintain good relations with everyone, achieving balance 
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and providing equal opportunities are important principles for the Chinese. It is not 

surprising then that so-called win-win strategies have been emphasized; they are 

partnerships and deals between China and foreign nations, which benefit both parties. 

As Wang (2010) argues, China wants to become a highly educated, prosperous civil 

society with modern technology and infrastructure and to achieve China’s domestic 

goals it is important to have a harmonious environment within which to evolve 

peacefully. 

 

Table 4.1.1.2. The Eight Principles for China’s Foreign Aid. 

China's Eight Principles for Economic Aid and Technical Assistance to Other 

Countries (January 1964) 

1 The Chinese government always follows the principles of equality and mutual 

benefit when providing aid to other countries. It never regards aid as unilateral alms 

but as something mutual. 

2 In providing aid to other countries, the Chinese government strictly respects the 

sovereignty of recipient countries, and never attaches any conditions or asks for any 

privileges. 

3 China provides economic aid in the form of interest-free or low-interest loans, and 

extends the time limit for the repayment when necessary so as to lighten the burden 

on recipient countries as far as possible. 

4 In providing aid to other countries, the purpose of the Chinese government is not to 

make recipient countries dependent on China but to help them embark step by step 

on the road of self-reliance and independent economic development. 

5 The Chinese government does its best to help recipient countries complete projects 

which require less investment but yield faster results, so that the latter may increase 

their income and accumulate capital. 

6 The Chinese government provides the best-quality equipment and materials 

manufactured by China at international market prices. If the equipment and 

materials provided by the Chinese government are not up to the agreed 

specifications and quality, the Chinese government undertakes to replace them or 

refund the payment. 

7 In giving any particular technical assistance, the Chinese government will see to it 

that the personnel of the recipient country fully master the technology. 

8 The experts dispatched by China to help in construction in recipient countries will 

have the same standard of living as the experts of the recipient countries. The 

Chinese experts are not allowed to make any special demands or enjoy any special 

amenities. 

(Source: Information office of the State Council, The People’s Republic of China 2011, Appendix I.) 
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The principles that have been designed to guide China’s foreign assistance especially, 

have been outlined in the official government release ’China’s Foreign Aid’. According 

to this paper (2011, p. 5) China’s current foreign aid policy is guided by the following 

principles: 

1) Building the self-reliance of recipient countries (empower them for more 

efficient development). 

2) Not tying the aid to any political conditions. 

3) Following principles of mutual benefit and equality. 

4) Aiming for the best possible outcome realistically and flexibly, depending on 

prevailing domestic conditions of China. 

5) Paying attention to prevailing global trends and circumstances as well as the 

overall environments of recipient countries, in order to help them and improve 

the quality of China’s aid in a flexible and innovative manner. 

 

According to these principles, China’s contemporary development cooperation is 

intended to be flexible and up-to-date while valuing old and approved governmental 

ideals about sovereignty, mutual benefit, and equality. These principles state that China 

is interested in increasing the opportunities for recipient countries to develop and to 

empower them, but it is equally concerned in preserving its domestic development 

potential. These statements, especially the fourth one, would work as justification to 

diminish aid volumes, if something unexpected and domestically depriving would 

happen. Yet so far China has only increased the amount of foreign assistance, regardless 

of the global financial crises, and most government documents emphasize China’s 

benevolent duty to help other developing countries and keeping the promises it makes 

despite domestic hardships. 

 

In addition to China’s own principles, some foreign influences have been adopted to 

China’s aid policies. China’s foreign aid has not developed in a vacuum, unaffected by 

Western aid policies, since there is two-way development in the development aid field 

as well. Some principles, such as the Millennium Development Goals have come from 

the outside and been assimilated by the Chinese due to international pressures. The 

same can be said about the international human rights doctrine that China has 

acknowledged, but which stays somewhat in conflict with the Chinese principles about 

collective human rights (China’s Foreign Aid 2011, p. 5). 

 

All of the concepts, principles and ethical systems presented above, can be seen as 

integral to Chinese culture and in this way, to the Chinese aid narrative. These are the 

principles that both guide official decision-making of Chinese politicians, but also the 

principles that justify why things are done the way they are. When a decision related to 
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aid is made, these are the ideals that provide ethical support to back-up the speech of 

Chinese government officials. It is also important to bear in mind that the principles 

introduced above are guiding all of China’s foreign relations and aid flows, not just the 

foreign aid destined to Africa. The consequences of these principles for Africa in 

particular will be addressed further in this section. 

 

4.1.2. China’s Path to Become an Aid Provider 

 

Soon after the formation of The People’s Republic of China in 1949, China began its 

career as an aid provider. Despite China being categorized as a developing country 

itself, in 1950 the first two countries to receive aid in the form of technical assistance 

were Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) and Vietnam, both socialist 

countries. After 1955 other than socialist countries were incorporated into China’s aid 

agenda and starting from 1956 China began to provide foreign assistance to African 

countries (China’s Foreign Aid 2011). 

 

Figure 4.1.2.1. China’s Aid Providing History. The main events of China’s aid history from 1950s 

onwards, reflected against the exponential economic growth of China that has enabled increased funds to 

be spent on the foreign assistance programs. (Sources: UN statistics and The World Bank 2012) 

 

Throughout the years the foreign aid agenda has been kept in accordance with the 

prevailing political agendas (see figure 4.1.2.1.), and the ideals of mutual benefit, 

sovereignty, and equality have formed the base of Chinese foreign assistance model 
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since the beginning. Official guidelines called the Eight Principles for Economic Aid 

and Technical Assistance to Other Countries were announced in 1964, and as explained 

earlier, they promote the same ideas of mutuality and sovereignty. The 5 Principles of 

Peaceful Co-existence (5 PPC) have kept alive the idea of peaceful relations since 1953 

(China’s Foreign Aid 2011; Alden 2007). 

 

Wars and periods of change have affected the country’s economical conditions creating 

second-hand effects for aid provision. Mao’s death and change in the leadership of the 

Communist Party for example, resulted in major reforms and economical growth, which 

made possible the growth of China’s aid sector. China’s economy boomed since the 

1980s, and the new Millennium saw a rapid increase in the amount of foreign aid that 

was distributed to developing nations growing by 29.4 percent between 2004 and 2009. 

Some singular historical events have affected the development of China’s Foreign 

Assistance system too. The Tiananmen incident in 1989 for example resulted in a 

growing amount of critique from the Western countries, which resulted in China 

deepening its relations with non-Western countries such as those in Africa (Tull 2006, 

pp. 460–466). 

 

In 1978, when The People’s Republic of China gradually undertook the opening-up and 

reform-policies, China expanded the scope and diversity of its foreign assistance. The 

Chinese played an increasingly large part in joint-ventures and promoted more multi-

form technical and managerial co-operation. Long-term effects were given more 

attention and flexibility was increased in order to have better suited aid ventures with 

the recipient countries (China’s Foreign Aid 2011). 

 

Once again in 1990, the aid agenda was revised and ‘China took a series of measures to 

reform its foreign aid mechanism, focusing on diversifying the sources and means of 

funding’ (China’s Foreign Aid 2011, p. 3). The Foreign Aid Fund was founded in 1993 

in order to provide Chinese small- and medium-scale enterprises possibilities to enter in 

joint ventures with the recipient countries. Medium and long-term loans have been 

granted through the Export-Import Bank of China since 1995. Technical assistance was 

still a major part of the Chinese aid program, but according to the Chinese government’s 

official aid pamphlet (2011, p. 4), which was published for the first time in 2011, human 

resource development as well as capacity building of the recipient countries were given 

higher priority. By 2009 China had given approximately 256.29 billion RMB in foreign 

assistance. 
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Throughout China’s aid history, three important documents regarding China’s Africa 

aid have been published by the Chinese government: 1) China’s Africa Policy in 2006, 

2) China-Africa Economic and Trade Co-operation in 2010, and 3) China’s Foreign Aid 

in 2011. Building on each other, all of them have provided more insight into China’s aid 

programs and China’s relationship with Africa. They have also been crucial in 

providing information about China’s aid narrative from the government’s point of view 

as very little information is published in English. The highlights of these documents 

were discussed later in this section. 

 

4.1.3. Establishment of Relations and Aid to Africa 

 

As stated above, African countries have been incorporated into China’s foreign 

assistance plans as recipients one after another from 1956 onwards. In the 1960-70s 

during the Cold War, China fostered relations with Africa and Latin America in order to 

promote solidarity and to increase support for Socialism with Chinese Characteristics. 

The promotion of developing countries was also thought to be able to diminish the 

dominance of the Western nations and the Soviet Union. However, after Mao’s death 

Deng Xiaoping deepened relations towards the West and especially the United States, 

while Africa and other developing nations, were given less attention. The troublesome 

on-and-off –relationship with the US made China eventually turn back to African 

countries for support, and this time the relations were given greater value. Ever since 

the late 1990s these relations have deepened and grown both in scale and in variety 

creating multidimensional inter-dependence between China and the many African 

countries (Wang 2008, p. 21; Ding 2008, pp. 109–112).  

China’s contemporary Africa Policy was publicized in 2006, when the White Paper on 

China’s Africa Policy was published. According to China’s Africa Policy paper (2006), 

both Africa and China’s roles are rising in importance globally and therefore, as old 

friends with similar historical experience, and as countries representing the Global 

South, they should help each other prosper and develop. The paper suggests that China 

and African nations should expand relations in multiple different fields such as trade, 

resources, science and technology, media, tourism, disaster reduction, environment, and 

military cooperation; they should learn from each other and try to achieve mutual 

benefit while respecting and supporting each other at the international arena. The 

interactions between China and various African nations have thus deepened to cover a 

wide range of activities and creating a comprehensive network of exchange; most 

vividly displayed by the growth of trade between China and African countries, but also 

by the amount of foreign assistance and investments that China has spent on Africa. 
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4.1.4. Governance of Chinese Aid 

 

The Central Government of China is behind all aid-related decisions and it sets the 

goals for foreign aid. The Ministry of Commerce of the People’s Republic of China 

(MOFCOM) however, authorized by the State Council (comprised of some 50 

members), holds the administrative power over the formulation of aid policies and 

plans, their approval as well as the execution of all foreign aid projects and international 

collaborations. The affiliated departments of The Executive Bureau of International 

Economic Co-operation, China International Center for Economic and Technical 

Exchanges, and Academy of International Business Officials divide up most of the 

tasks, but the Export-Import Bank of China (Exim-bank) for example, deals with the 

concessional loans as well as loan recovery. In Africa’s case, also the China 

Development Bank (CDB) provides concessional loans to Africa, and it manages the 

China-Africa Development Fund, which was set up in 2006 at the Beijing Summit of 

Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC). According to the Chinese Aid pamphlet 

there is regular exchange between the many Ministries and government bodies (China’s 

Foreign Aid 2011, pp. 19–22). 

 

At the receiving end abroad, the implementation and coordination of most projects 

happen by the Chinese embassies and consulates, as most of China’s foreign aid is 

distributed via bilateral channels. Regardless of government supervision, there is no 

agency that takes care of the actual implementation of China’s foreign assistance 

projects. Construction projects and other aid projects abroad usually rely on contracted 

enterprises, which are in charge of their execution (Grimm et al 2011, p. 19; China’s 

Foreign Aid 2011). 

 

Since China’s aid is controlled by the government, aid figures are difficult to obtain 

without the approval of the government. Although the Chinese government has 

increased transparency about their aid policy, no list of recipient countries and no aid 

volumes are published. Various figures are available and most aid related 

announcements about grants and bilateral loans are published using mass media, but it 

is extremely time-consuming to collect all the pieces of information and compile them 

together. Grimm et al (2011, pp. 8–13) have concluded that one reason for vagueness in 

country data may be a desire to avoid creating competition among aid recipients: 

‘Chinese aid is presented as having a “comparatively even coverage” across the globe’ 

(Grimm et al 2011, p. 8) and data about individual countries might collapse this fallacy. 

 

Not only is it difficult to find accurate data on Chinese aid volumes, the government 

doesn’t provide sufficient information about monitoring and evaluation of their aid 
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projects. Some statements and reports are provided via government news agencies and 

in policy speeches, but consistent evaluation data cannot be found (Grimm et al 2011, p. 

25). Conclusions can be drawn that there is either no evaluation or no publicly 

published data about evaluation exists (or it doesn’t exist in English). 

 

4.1.5. International Co-operation and Multilateral Aid 

 

Despite strict state control over both aid related data as well as the implementation of 

aid projects, China has increased its participation in international aid bodies, and it has 

acknowledged various internationally promoted objectives such as the Millennium 

Development Goals formed at the Millennium Summit in 2000. To some organizations, 

such as World Bank’s International Development Association (IDA), China has taken 

part since the 1960s (World Bank 2012), but recently China’s involvement in 

multilateral aid has grown in depth. Regional cooperation especially, has grown in 

importance and since 2005 China’s (China’s Foreign Aid 2011, pp. 19–21) integration 

to international South-South organizations has been particularly active. A typical 

example of this is the Partners in Population and Development (PPD), which is an 

organization of 25 Southern countries promoting the internal cooperation between them 

to achieve sustainable development (PPD 2012).  

 

To promote China-Africa relationship in particular, more and more international 

organizations have been established to officially promote and to efficiently maintain the 

relations between them. The Forum on China-Africa Co-operation (FOCAC) was 

established in 2000, and ever since it has become an important venue for improving the 

relations between China and Africa. In the very first meeting of FOCAC in 2006 

Beijing summit, and at the 2009 Ministerial Conference, as well as in other high profile 

meetings such as the UN High-Level meetings in 2005, 2008 and 2010, China has 

declared many clearly defined objectives for its assistance especially in regards to 

Africa. Also on all of these six occasions China has declared cancellations of debt 

(China’s foreign aid 2011, pp. 4–12).  

 

Some highlights of the international meetings: 

 2005 UN High-Level Meeting: China declared a zero tariff treatment to 

products from LDCs (Least Developed Countries) that have diplomatic ties with 

China. This meant that a pre-defined set of imports from these poor countries 

were going to be allowed to enter Chinese markets without import-tariffs. 

 The FOCAC meeting of 2006 in Beijing: provided the world with China’s 

New Eight-Point Plan regarding China’s Africa policy and plan of action in the 
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field of foreign aid to these countries. The zero duty treatment was expanded for 

the benefit of African LDCs by increasing the tariff lines from 190 to 440. It was 

also announced that China would be building 3-5 overseas trade cooperation 

zones in African countries by end of 2009. Number of Chinese government 

scholarships to African students was to be increased to 4,000 per year by 2008. 

 The 2008 UN High-Level Meeting: Zero-tariff treatment for 95 percent of 

products from ‘relevant’ LDCs. 100 small-scale clean energy projects for other 

developing countries. China promises to provide UN Food and Agriculture 

Organization 30 million US-dollars for agricultural productivity enhancement 

projects. 

 FOCAC 2009: Yet another New Eight-Point Plan for China-Africa cooperation 

included more concessional loans, intensifying science cooperation, mitigating 

climate change, providing more medical care, and enhancing cooperation in 

human resources development as well as providing more chances for people-to-

people interactions. 

 UN High-Level Meeting of 2010: Six Measures for Foreign Aid pledged by 

Chinese government. These included improving people’s livelihood by donating 

14 million US-dollars to fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria; reducing and 

canceling debts; deepening financial cooperation to counter effects of the 

financial crisis; zero-tariff treatment given to more than 4,700 tariff lines and 

promoting FDI in LDCs; and strengthening agricultural as well as medical 

cooperation. 

 

 

Clear patterns can be distinguished from the succession of these events. More and more 

funds were provided to various causes. Most often each of these meetings built upon the 

previous meeting’s decisions: to make the commitments stronger, deeper, and providing 

more money to similar projects such as those in healthcare, giving out more 

scholarships or expanding the trade-cooperation. Also, more and more efforts have been 

made by China to improve humanitarian causes such as those related to medical care, 

education, as well as fighting environmental hazards. As a result, the cooperation 

between China and LDCs, especially African LDCs, have grown deep and intertwined 

and multiple joint projects were at least planned in many fields. 

 

When it comes to keeping to the officially announced objectives, China, according to 

the state owned news agency Xinhua (2003), has kept its promises and actively seeks to 

monitor the implementation of its aid programs. For example, China-Africa 

Cooperation Forum Follow-up Committee, comprised of senior officials from 21 

ministries, commissions and agencies, was established in 2001 by the Chinese. The 

purpose of this committee is to monitor, evaluate, and report of the progress of the 

implementation of FOCAC decisions. In 2009 the Chinese Minister of Commerce 

declared that all 8 measures announced at 2006 FOCAC Beijing Summit had been 
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achieved. According to the Chinese media, the previous goals of the first FOCAC 

meeting in 2000 were reached in 2003 (Xinhua 2009).   

 

4.1.6. What Really Counts as China’s Aid 

 

Before any analysis on China’s foreign aid can be done, it is extremely important to 

gain understanding of what constitutes as Chinese aid. For China, who is not part of 

OECD’s official aid donor DAC-countries (see table 4.1.6.1.), the official ODA ‘aid’ 

definitions do not apply. The Chinese can define the concept the way they want and 

therefore, for the sake of comparability and transparency, the definition of Chinese 

foreign assistance and what it consists of must be explained. 

 

Table 4.1.6.1. 

Official Development Assistance (ODA) is defined as those flows to countries and 

territories on the DAC List of ODA Recipients and to multilateral development 

institutions which are: 

a) undertaken by the official sector; 

b) with promotion of economic development and welfare as the main objective; 

c) at concessional financial terms (if a loan, having a grant element of at least 25 

percent, 

calculated at a discount rate of 10 percent); 

 

Grants, loans and credits for military purposes are not eligible for ODA. 

(Extracted from OECD’s Development Aid at a Glance –publication 2008, p. 11) 

 

One key difference between the Chinese aid definition and that of the OECD’s one 

involves grants for military purposes. Whereas ODA does not count military aid as 

falling under the definition of development assistance, the Chinese foreign assistance 

does. This may result in different categorizations and especially to differing statistics 

about aid and therefore, making comparisons negligible and not desirable. Other 

differences in definition from Chinese side include sports facility –construction and 

subsidized loans. DAC on the other hand include costs for foreign students and 

administrative costs into their aid statistics. The rest of the differences are summarized 

in table 4.1.6.2. 
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Table 4.1.6.2. 

 Overview of differences in counting aid between China and DAC member states  

Included in Chinese aid figures, but not 

in DAC member statistics:  

Reported by DAC members, but excluded 

from Chinese aid figures:  

 

 Construction of sports facilities  

 Military assistance  

 Subsidized loans for joint ventures 

and cooperative projects  

 

 

 Costs for foreign students  

 Debt relief  

 Costs for first year refugees in the 

donor country  

 Administrative costs for aid  

 Parts of loans that are commercial  

 
(Extracted and adapted from: Grimm et al 2011, p. 12) 

 

“What kind of foreign assistance China is involved with?” To answer this question the 

Chinese government has distinguished eight different types of aid that it provides. They 

are: 1) complete projects, 2) goods and materials, 3) technical co-operation, 4) human 

resource development co-operation, 5) medical teams sent abroad, 6) emergency 

humanitarian aid, 7) volunteer programs in foreign countries and 8) debt relief (China’s 

Foreign Aid 2011, p. 8). 

 

The complete projects account for 40 percent of China’s foreign aid expenditure making 

it their main form of aid. It is typical for these projects that they concentrate on big civil 

projects, such as repairing or building railways, roads, bridges, and other infrastructure 

projects in the recipient countries. A particular feature of these projects is the fact that 

they are usually fully designed by the Chinese, who are responsible for the complete 

implementation of the projects from study and survey to construction and trial. Also the 

personnel and equipment are of Chinese origin and only after the project is finished, is 

the responsibility handed over to the recipient country. The table below (4.1.6.3.) 

reveals the sectoral distribution of these complete projects, and it seems that public 

facilities and industrial projects are the main target of China’s complete projects 

(China’s Foreign Aid 2011, pp. 8–9).  

 

Table 4.1.6.3. Chinese Complete Projects Overseas 

Sectoral Distribution of Complete Projects Overseas (by the end of 2009) 

Sector Description 
Number of 

projects 

Agriculture 
 

215 

 
Farming, animal husbandry and fisheries 168 

 
Water conservancy 47 
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Public Facilities 
 

670 

 
Conference buildings 85 

 
Sports facilities 85 

 
Theaters and cinemas 12 

 
Civil buildings 143 

 
Municipal facilities 37 

 
Wells and water supply 72 

 
Science, education and health care 236 

Economic 

Infrastructure  
390 

 
Transport 201 

 
Power supply 97 

 
Broadcasting and telecommunications 92 

Industry 
 

635 

 
Light industry 320 

 
Textiles 74 

 
Radio and electronics 15 

 
Machinery industry 66 

 
Chemical industry 48 

 
Timber processing 10 

 
Building materials processing 42 

 
Metallurgical industry 22 

 
Coal industry 7 

 
Oil industry 19 

 
Geological prospecting and mineral exploration 12 

Others 
 

115 

Total 
 

2,025 

(Source: China's Foreign Aid 2011, p.9) 

 

Goods and materials are the oldest type of aid China has provided. When China first 

started helping Asian and African nations in the 1950s and 1960s, it was done by 

handing out large quantities of goods and materials including machinery, medical 

devices, vehicles, food and medicine. Still today these supplies and materials are 
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provided to help material production and living conditions in the recipient countries. 

Technical cooperation, a third type of China’s aid, includes providing recipients with 

technical guidance and training. This is meant to help maintain the infrastructure that 

has been built during complete projects and to support recipient nations’ self-

development capacity in various fields such as agriculture, industry, research, and 

health care. Technical cooperation usually lasts for two-years at a time (China’s Foreign 

Aid 2011, pp. 9–10). 

 

The human resource development cooperation refers to training programs, research, and 

personnel exchange between China and the recipient countries. It means that via 

multilateral or bilateral channels various kinds of training programs are run either in 

China or in the recipient country, to improve the scientific and knowledge-based 

capacities of the recipients. These programs have been encouraged since 1953 and by 

the end of year 2009 over 4,000 training sessions had been held for recipients. Some 

120,000 people from 20 different fields including agriculture, diplomacy, health care, 

economy, and environmental protection, have attended the sessions, and every year 

about 10,000 people from the recipient countries are receiving education or training in 

China (China’s Foreign Aid 2011, p. 10). 

 

Representing more humanitarian ways of foreign assistance include sending medical 

and volunteer teams abroad and emergency aid. The Chinese medical teams provide 

free medical devices and medicines while either touring or staying on one location. So 

far 69 countries worldwide have received such Chinese medical teams, which have 

skills in both Western and traditional Chinese medicine. According to the Chinese 

government (China’s Foreign Aid 2011, p. 11), altogether 260 million patients in 

recipient countries have been treated by these teams. Also Chinese emergency relief 

includes medical assistance in the forms of both medicine and personnel. Emergency 

humanitarian aid is provided after severe humanitarian or natural disasters, and after the 

2004 tsunami in the Indian Ocean, 700 million RMB was given to aid the Southeast 

Asian countries affected by the disaster. Part of Chinese type of development 

cooperation is also overseas volunteer programs. This means that China sends 

volunteers abroad to teach Chinese language and to help locals in the fields of education 

and health care. In addition to traditional Chinese medicine, also sports, computer skills, 

and agricultural technology are being taught in recipient countries by the volunteers 

(China’s Foreign Aid 2011, pp. 10–12). 

 

In addition to financing the eight types of aid, China provides financial assistance, 

which is considered more as providing resources for development. When recipients face 

problems in re-paying these loans, debt relief – which is the final official aid type – as 

in extending the repayment period or completely cancelling the debts, the Chinese 
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government reduces the debt burden of the recipients. Debt relief is targeted to the 

heavily indebted and poorest of countries and to countries that share diplomatic ties 

with China (China’s Foreign Aid 2011, pp. 7–12).  

 

The financial resources provided by China on the other hand, fall into mainly three 

categories: 1) grants (aid grants), 2) interest-free loans, and 3) concessional loans. The 

grants and interest-free loans come from China’s state finances, and whereas the grants 

are just money provided for implementation of social welfare projects and so on, the 

interest-free loans are loans with a 20 year period calculated from use (5 years), grace (5 

years), and repayment (10 years). Concessional loans are given with an interest rate of 

2-3 percent with a repayment period of 15 to 20 years. China provides concessional 

loans to 76 foreign countries, 61 percent of which are targeted at infrastructure and 

other projects in developing countries. Most of the concessional loans are given to 

support economic infrastructure (see table 4.1.6.4.) and industry (China’s Foreign Aid 

2011, p. 7). 

 

Table 4.1.6.4 

Sectoral Distribution of Concessional Loans from China   

Sector Percentage 

Economic Infrastructure 61.0 

Industry 16.1 

Energy and resources development 8.9 

Agriculture 4.3 

Public Facilities 3.2 

Others 6.5 

(Source: China's Foreign Aid pamphlet 2011, p. 7) 

 

Although the eight types of aid provide a good overall picture on Chinese aid, it is 

worthwhile to look more closely on the fields Chinese aid supports and what this means 

in practice. The main fields China targets with its foreign aid are: agriculture, industry, 

economic infrastructure, public facilities, education, and health care. Also helping 

recipients to cope with climate change is growing in importance and according to the 

government’s official aid pamphlet (China’s foreign aid 2011, p. 17), China’s foreign 

aid programs try to support environmentally friendly technologies and energy sources. 

Training and renewable energy research is also promoted as part of China’s plan to help 

recipients mitigate climate change. 

 

Agricultural aid including rural development and poverty reduction is main priority for 

the Chinese and by the end of 2009 over 221 agricultural projects had been supported. 
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Agricultural aid covers experiments and research centers for agro-technology, water-

conservation and irrigation schemes, agricultural machinery and tools, as well as 

consultation and training. Another highly promoted field for Chinese aid is education, 

and tens of thousands of students and teachers have been trained by the Chinese. Most 

aid for education comes in the form of schools, teaching materials, dispatching Chinese 

professionals and training local teachers. Also offering scholarships for students to 

study in China is a big part of China’s education-related aid. Improvement of public 

health in recipient countries is similarly among China’s top aid priorities. Medical aid 

includes building new facilities for medical care (e.g. hospitals and health care centers), 

dispatching medical teams, training local health care workers, and providing medicine 

and other healthcare essentials. Chinese medical aid is a mixture of traditional Chinese 

medicine such as acupuncture and medical massage, as well as Western medicine. 

 

Industrial projects were supported more in the period from 1950s to mid-1980s, when 

China initiated its foreign aid programs. Since that period the amount of industrial 

projects has decreased, but they still remain a part of Chinese aid. Industrial projects 

have included providing materials for textile, chemical, electronic, as well as energy 

industries. As part of economic infrastructure projects China provides cheap labor force 

to help build means for transportation, communication and power supply. By 2010 the 

Chinese had taken part in some 442 infrastructure projects including highways and 

railways. The Chinese also help build public facilities such as municipal buildings, 

education and science centers, culture and sports venues as well as wells, medical care 

facilities and conference centers (Chinese Foreign Aid 2011). 

 

4.1.7. Contemporary Aid Patterns between China and Africa 

 

As explained earlier, the scope of China’s recent interactions with African countries 

have magnified multiple times compared to that of China’s African interest in the 1960s 

and 70s. Not only has the amount of given aid grown, the other forms of interaction 

have increased and gained more depth and variety (Alden 2007, p. 9). Yet the complete 

picture of China’s Africa aid is rather hard to get, as the Chinese government does not 

provide a full list of the countries where Chinese aid is destined. Nonetheless, it is stated 

in the official aid pamphlet, China’s Foreign Aid (2011, p. 12), that only countries that 

have diplomatic ties with China are eligible for debt relief and in the year 2011, 51 

African countries were provided with Chinese foreign assistance. The worldwide 

geographical distribution of China’s aid also reveals that about 46 percent of China’s 

foreign aid funds are sent to Africa, making Africa the biggest destination of Chinese 

aid (see figure 4.1.7.1.). 
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Figure 4.1.7.1. Worldwide distribution of China’s aid in percentages. (Source: China’s Foreign Aid 

2011) 

 

According to Xinhua (20.3.2000), Tanzania has been China’s largest aid recipient in 

Africa and it has been the target of big Chinese aid projects such as the TAZARA 

railway, and other large-scale infrastructure projects including the Friendship Textile 

Mill. By 1999, over 57 million US-dollars have been invested in Tanzania by China. 

The TAZARA-railway-project in the 1970s was the biggest aid-project by the 

government of China for a long period of time. Currently, the largest aid-project by 

China in Africa is the new conference center for the African Union, which is being built 

in Addis Ababa in Ethiopia by Chinese funding (Xinhua 23.5.2007). In 2010, among 

big Chinese infrastructure investments were the construction of Brazzaville 

International Airport in the Republic of Congo, and Benguela Central Hospital in 

Angola (Exim 2011).  

 

Although annual figures remain unpublished, it has been estimated from available 

materials that in 2006 alone approximately 1.8 billion US-dollars was gifted to Africa. 

This is a clear rise from the period between 1957 and 1989, when the amount of total 

aid reached 4.9 billion US-dollars. Xinhua news agency reported in 2011 that by the end 

of 2009 a total of 256.29 billion RMB had been given as aid to foreign countries. Debt 

cancellation (see figure 4.1.7.2.), which is one of the main forms of Chinese aid, had 

resulted in 189.6 hundred million RMB worth of debt to be canceled for the African 

nations by 2009. Also, debt relief protocols with China had been signed by 35 African 

countries. Most of China’s aid to Africa is given bilaterally, but a small percentage is 

distributed via international organizations and UN agencies (Alden 2007, pp. 21–23; 

China’s Foreign Aid 2011, p. 13). 
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Figure 4.1.7.2. Debt cancellation by China. Out of 380 cases of cancelled debts, 312 were cancelled in 

Africa, altogether worth 189.6 billion RMB. (Source: China’s Foreign Aid 2011) 

 

Distribution of China’s interest free loans in percentages can be seen from table 4.1.7.1. 

 

Table 4.1.7.1. China's interest free loans and 

debt relief according to region 

    

Region 

Number of 

countries that 

have received 

interest-free 

loans 

Percentage 

of all loans 

Number 

of debts 

canceled 

Amount 

canceled (100 

million yuan) 

Percentage 

of canceled 

debts 

Africa 35 70.0 312 189.6 74.12 

Asia 10 20.0 41 59.9 23.42 

Latin America and the 

Carribbean 
2 4.00 14 4.0 1.56 

Oceania 3 6.00 13 2.3 0.90 

Total 50 100.00 380 255.8 100.00 

 
     (Source: China's Foreign Aid pamphlet 2011, p. 12) 

 

Supporting aid-forms 

It is important to remember that China’s African aid can be seen as an overall 

commitment to the African continent and as the Chinese government keeps repeating, 

China is seeking mutual opportunities to develop a deep, multidimensional partnership 

with African countries. It is an ‘all-round’ form of cooperation that does not only 

Africa 

74.12% 

Asia 
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1.56% 

Oceania 

0.90% 

Canceled debts by Region  
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include providing aid, but seeks to change the environment beneficial to promote 

African development and the development of all Southern nations. Although some 

aspects of these partnerships, such as Foreign Direct Investment, would not be 

considered as ‘aid’ in the West, are they still integral part of Sino-African mutual 

development plan and therefore, one must – at least briefly – include these figures and 

patterns in the assessment of China’s foreign assistance.  

 

Much like the aid grants and loans, Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) provides more 

capital to the African countries, and the official objective of the investments is to 

promote local enterprises and to boost the domestic markets by the Chinese. Inevitably 

also beneficial in promoting the Chinese companies, it has been widely acknowledged 

that the amount of Chinese investments have created changes in the economical scenes 

in various African countries. According to Zafar (2007), these inputs add significantly 

to a country’s possibilities to develop economically as they provide capital to areas that 

normally lack extra-inflows. Although Africa is the destination of only a small 

percentage of China’s overall FDI, from Africa’s perspective this amount of 13,042 

millions of US-dollars in 2010 is a huge investment. In comparison, the overall FDI to 

sub-Saharan Africa in 2010 by all countries was 25,679 million US dollars (World Bank 

2012). Remarkable is the fact the between 2004 and 2012, there was a 660 percentage 

growth in the FDI-flow from China to African countries. In 2008, there was even a 

spike in the FDI-flows when almost 5.5 billion US-dollars were invested in Africa (see 

figure 4.1.7.3.). South 

Africa was the biggest 

recipient of China’s 

FDI in 2010, when it 

received 36 percent of 

its annual FDI inflows 

from China (World 

Bank 2012; Mofcom 

2011). 

 

 

Figure 4.1.7.3. The FDI of China. (Source: Mofcom 2011) 

 

Looking at the FDI flows from China to Africa, it might be possible to deduct also more 

aid-related information. From the FDI-figures, one might get a vague idea of which 51 

African countries are the likeliest destinations of aid. Looking at the following table 

(4.1.7.2.) it can be noted that four out of the 54 officially recognized African countries 

did not share diplomatic ties with People’s Republic of China and out of these four two 

were not destinations of FDI. Perhaps the three non-aided countries belong to the group 
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of countries that received none or very little FDI: Burkina Faso, Swaziland, Gambia, or 

Sao Tome and Principe. South Sudan, which seceded from Sudan in 2011, has been 

officially announced to receive aid from China in 2012, but no FDI, of course, was 

flowing there in 2010 as it did not yet exist at the time. Somalia has received emergency 

aid from China so it must belong to the realm of aid recipients. 

 

Table 4.1.7.2. 

  

Diplomatic ties and FDI-flows between China and African 

countries 

Nr

o 
Country 

Diplomatic ties 

established (year) 

Amount of FDI flow 

from China in 2010 

(USD)  

Info  

1 Algeria 1958 937.26   

2 Angola 1983 351.77   

3 Benin 
1964-1966; 1972 39.33 

Reason for breaks: 

Taiwan* 

4 Botswana 1975 178.52   

5 Burkina Faso no ties no money 
Currently diplomatic 

relations with Taiwan 

6 Burundi 1963-1965; 1971 6.51   

7 Cameroon 1971 59.61   

8 Cape Verde 1976 4.58   

9 

Central 

African 

Republic 

1964-1966; 1976-

1991; 1998 
46.54 

Reason for breaks: 

Taiwan 

10 Chad 
1972-1997; 2006 80 

Reason for breaks: 

Taiwan 

11 Comoros 1975 4.04 

China was the first 

country to establish 

diplomatic relations with 

Comoros 

12 Côte D'Ivoire 1983 32.99   

13 D. R. Congo 
1961; 1972 630.92 

Reason for breaks: 

Taiwan 

14 Djibouti 1979 12.47   

15 Egypt 1956 336.72   

16 
Equatorial 

Guinea 1970 86.25 
  

17 Eritrea 1993 12.54   

18 Ethiopia 1970 368.06   

19 Gabon 1974 125.34   

20 Gambia 
1974-1995; no 

ties 
1.19 

Currently diplomatic 

relations with Taiwan 

21 Ghana 1960 202   

22 Guinea  1959 136.41   
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23 
Guinea-

Bissau 1974-1990; 1998 27 

Reason for breaks: 

Taiwan 

24 Kenya 1963 221.58   

25 Lesotho 
1983-1990; 1994 8.88 

Reason for breaks: 

Taiwan 

26 Liberia 1977-1989; 1993-

1997; 2003 81.67 

Reason for breaks: 

Taiwan 

27 Libya 1978 32.19   

28 Madagascar 1972 229.87   

29 Malawi 2007 32.4   

30 Mali 1960 47.77   

31 Mauritania 1965 45.88   

32 Mauritius 1972 283.29   

33 Morocco 1958 55.85   

34 Mozambique 1975 75.24   

35 Namibia 1990 47.11   

36 Niger 1974-1992; 1996 379.36   

37 Nigeria 1971 1210.85   

38 
Republic of 

the Congo 
1964 135.88   

39 Rwanda 1971 41.63   

40 Seychelles 1976 19.36   

41 
Sao Tome 

and Principe 
no ties 0.31 

Currently diplomatic 

relations with Taiwan 

42 Senegal 1971-1996; 2006 45.03   

43 Sierra Leone 1971 41.48   

44 Somalia 1960 no money   

45 South Africa 1998 4152.98   

46 Sudan 1959 613.36   

47 South Sudan 2011 no money yet in 2010 
South Sudan seceded from 

Sudan in 2011 

48 Swaziland no ties no money 
Currently diplomatic 

relations with Taiwan 

49 Tanzania 1964 307.51   

50 Togo 1972 58.11   

51 Tunisia 1964 2.53   

52 Uganda 1962 113.68   

53 Zambia 1964 943.73   

54 Zimbabwe 1980 134.54   

  TOTAL   13042.12   

(Sources: LexisNexis Academic database and the homepages of the newspapers 2012) 

* The government in Taiwan and the PRC have competing claims over who is the legitimate government 

of China. Relations with external governments are exclusive. 
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Trade between China and Africa has increased steadily as well. The biggest trading 

partner of China in Africa is Angola, followed by South Africa and Nigeria (Alden 

2007). Already in 2006 the trade volume between China and Angola topped 10 billion 

US-dollars. In 2005 the trade between China and African countries had doubled from 

2000 and reached 39.74 billion US-dollars. The same year China exported 18.68 billion 

US-dollars worth to Africa, importing 21 billion US-dollars worth from Africa (Xinhua 

2006). After the 2006 FOCAC meeting, the first Trade Cooperation Zone of China in 

Africa was established in February 2007 to Zambia (Xinhua 3.11.2008). In 2011, China 

announced zero-tariff treatment to 97 percent of the tariff items of exports from least 

developed countries that it has diplomatic relations with (Xinhua 25.11.2011). Also, 

COMESA (Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa) statistics reveal that 

China has granted a special preferential tariff (STP) to 454 products from African 

countries, 20 of which account for approximately 97 percent of all STP imports to 

China (Munalula 2007, p. 1). 

 

4.2. China’s Africa Policy and Aid:  Differing Narratives 

 

The previous section 4.1. illuminated what principles guide Chinese African aid and 

how China-Africa cooperation works in facts and figures. This inter-regional alliance 

has nonetheless faced plenty of speculation, often neglecting some of the facts and 

basing judgment on assumptions.  According to Berger et al. (2011, p. 2), biased as well 

as inaccurate data, have been used to interpret China-Africa aid, leading to extreme 

views and biased narratives. Especially China’s aid practices have been susceptible to 

speculation and with a crude generalization two camps can be identified: the more 

critical camp of the Westerners and the defensive camp of the Chinese. Between these 

two groups there exists the somewhat small group of scholars, who analyze China-

Africa from multiple perspectives, but who together with the Africans have a smaller 

voice in Western and Chinese circles. What the Western and Chinese aid narratives say 

about China-Africa relations in particular, is important background before the 

newspaper analysis can be fully understood. It also helps to locate the aid narratives to 

the contemporary socio-cultural and political framework. 

 

4.2.1. Concerns Regarding China’s Africa Policy and Aid 

 

The negative views towards China-Africa cooperation are often expressed as concerns 

over security, political issues, resources, trade, or development. Especially in the 

Western countries there is a substantial portion of writings that consider China’s 

African policy and aid practices as a threat to the West, and either the motives behind 

China’s aid or the implications of it are criticized. The first set of concerns over the real 

motives of China can be considered as a ‘truth quest’, where the lack of data results in 
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speculation of China’s motives and intentions. Other concerns are expressed about the 

well-being of African countries and the rights of their citizens. Most of these concerns 

have a real and valid frame of reference, yet there is a tendency to fixate on certain 

issues creating an emphasized negative picture about China’s aid (McEwan 2009, p. 

207). 

 

Concern over the ultimate goals of China’s African Policy and aid has resulted in what 

some people call ‘China threat theory’: a tendency to view China’s increased economic 

wealth and international influence as threatening the contemporary world order. A 

common feature in a substantial amount of both scholarly and popularized literature is 

to refer to China’s rising military spending as well as growing economical and political 

influence in an apprehensive tone. Many are suggesting that China is seeking 

hegemonic power and that it uses African and other Southern nations only to advance 

its international agendas, eventually leading to confrontation. For example: ‘The China 

Threat: How the People’s Republic Targets America’ by Bill Gertz in 2001; ‘Hegemon: 

China’s Plan to Dominate Asia and the World’ by Steven W. Mosher in 2001; 

‘Assessing the Threat: The Chinese Military and Taiwan’s Security’ by Michael D. 

Swaine et al in 2007; and ‘China’s Ascent: Power, Security, and the Future of 

International Politics’ by Robert S. Ross and Feng Zhu in 2008; such headlines have 

emerged increasingly since in the 2000s and already the names of the books establish a 

strong negative statement. 

 

In the wake of China threat theory, the idea of China seeking the status of hegemony 

has become popular especially in the United States, which has been enjoying a 

relatively dominating status in the world. Hegemony means that a single country has 

dominating status over the others, creating a hierarchical international division of power 

instead of a multipolar one, where dominance is divided between two or more states or 

regions of influence. As the current power nation, the United States is afraid of losing 

its hegemonic status, and China – which seems like the most prominent contemporary 

threat to this dominance – is seen as actively seeking this power and the dominant 

global status. From this perspective the natural power shift in global geopolitics towards 

a multipolar world may seem apprehensive. Yet it does not per se mean that the Chinese 

are actively trying to replace the United States as hegemony. War and conflict would 

not be beneficial to China, which is already struggling to keep balance with the number 

of neighboring countries and domestic balance issues. China is more interested in 

sustaining its own survival and fulfilling its domestic needs than in bringing on a war 

(Wang & Zhao 2006, pp. 117–121; Bussmann & Oneal 2007, pp. 88–90).  

 

The arguments about China’s hunger for power are usually based on the fact that the 

increased diplomatic ties in Africa mean more influence for China in international 
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organizations such as the UN and WTO, making it easier for China to lobby its own 

agenda. In many of these multilateral institutions the decisions are based on one-

country-one-vote system, which means leverage is greater the more countries you have 

supporting the same cause. For China, who has been often criticized for its conditions of 

human rights, the African countries’ votes in the United Nations Commission on 

Human Rights have been of vital importance to confound Western pressures. The 

African countries hold 15 seats (28 percent) of all seats in the Commission, which 

makes the African Group the biggest of all groups. For the African nations on the other 

hand, China’s economical power and voice in the international bodies such as the UN 

Security Council is beneficial, as China promotes the Southern agendas and advances 

multipolarity for the benefit of not only itself, but African countries as well. From the 

Western perspective however, if Southern countries stick together, it will threaten the 

dominance of the Western countries in international decision-making, resulting in 

globalization that is less and less Westernization (Tull 2006, pp. 466–468; Cheng J.Y.S. 

& H. Shi 2009, pp. 96–100). 

 

Another issue that Western narrative often brings up is the One-China policy. The One-

China policy refers to the People’s Republic of China’s claim over Taiwan and it is 

widely acknowledged that both sides have tried to gather support for recognition at the 

international arena, and especially in Africa the diplomatic relations between the 

governments of Taiwan and China have been switched on and off. Without having to 

vocalize the direct challenge China poses to the Western countries if it gains more 

power, the volatile issues of Tibet and Taiwan are raised up. As China only provides aid 

to countries it shares diplomatic relations with, the West suggests China is using aid as a 

leverage to advance the One-China policy. By this they mean that China uses its 

diplomatic relations with African nations to weaken Taiwan’s status and that what 

really is going on in Africa is actually a power-battle over recognition. Currently, the 

majority of African countries share diplomatic ties with People’s Republic of China 

instead of Taiwan (Cheng J.Y.S. & H. Shi 2009, p. 97). 

  

The economical success of China has brought up different concerns about China’s real 

motives and the implications of its wealth. China’s economical power has appeared as 

surging military spending, huge increases in foreign investments and penetration of 

Chinese products to foreign markets. Most notably, China has increased its ownership 

over the shares of other countries and for example, China is the largest foreign creditor 

of the United States owning an increased amount of the US treasury bonds. Although 

China’s foreign reserves have grown bigger throughout the 2000s and regardless of 

China being as dependent on being a creditor as other countries are dependent on its 

loans, the financial crisis of 2008 brought to life a real feeling of indebtedness and fear 

of not being able to repay. China was one of the only nations whose economy stayed 

stable during the financial crisis of 2008, so to many people it seems as if China – the 
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second largest economy in the world – is becoming the new economical superpower in 

charge of world trade (Bloomberg 2010, The Washington Post 2012). 

 

In Africa’s case this rise in economical power has been linked to China’s aid practices 

on the continent. Not only does China have foreign reserves in Africa, but its 

unconditional loans and trade are seen to impair African economies. Many spectators 

have commented that the loans indebt African countries while the lack of conditionality 

promotes bad governance and corruption on the continent. China’s Africa policy also 

encourages entrepreneurs and companies to invest in Africa, but the investments are 

claimed both to discriminate the rights of the employees as well as support bad working 

conditions (Cheng J.Y.S. & H. Shi 2009, p. 107). Other sources say China is only using 

Africa as a way to boost its own economy by expanding markets for Chinese 

companies. Some have suggested that while Western markets are harder to access due 

to quality standards, the Africans demand less and therefore, African markets work as 

easy access environment for testing Chinese industrial products (Lafargue 2005, p. 8). 

Due to the growing number of such benefits, it has been noted that China’s aid policy as 

well as its foreign policy promoting harmonious world, can be seen as 

counterproductive to China’s economical strategies. In other words, mistrust towards 

the intentions of the government of China’s integrity exists, because what spectators see 

is a difference in the policies and real-life actions; ‘win-win’ is interpreted as China 

wins and Africa loses (Blanchard 2008, p. 166). 

 

The strongest negative critique towards China-Africa cooperation is related to 

resources, referring to China’s neo-colonialist actions. Africa, as a resource rich 

continent, is claimed to be exploited by China, whose development, economic 

prosperity, and increasing demand from the growing population require an increased 

amount of resources. Especially the growing need for energy resources is named as the 

true underlying interest of China’s aid to Africa as the share of oil imports of total 

consumption in China has grown, making China increasingly dependent on foreign 

energy reserves. The African continent holds 8.9 percent of world’s oil reserves and the 

unrest in the Middle East encourages energy-needy countries to diversify their sources 

for oil. Some articles call China’s Africa actions a new form of colonialism, suggesting 

that China is robbing Africa of its resources. Adding to the fire are the land purchases 

China has done in Africa, and the role of Africa as an ever more important source of 

raw materials to China. Therefore, it is argued that by providing aid and gaining a 

positive image in Africa, China gets access to beneficial deals for acquiring energy 

resources such as oil and other important resources from mining industries (Lafargue 

2005, p. 5).  
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In addition to the ‘truth quest’, the Western narrative has a tendency to assess the 

overall implications of China’s aid, and highlight the possible negative outcomes by 

using localized examples of projects that have had problems. It is often argued that due 

to the massive scale and scope of China’s engagement, China will drive Africa into 

chaos. In this way, the entire aid model of China including all its various aspects has 

negative nuances in the Western aid narrative. The fact that the Chinese government 

itself has a tendency to report only successful outcomes and lack of transparency and 

project evaluation also impair the credibility of China as a donor, making it easy to 

speculate around the facts (Tull 2009, p. 459). 

 

All of these above-mentioned concerns are to be taken seriously, yet as they mainly 

exist within the Western literature, they tend to reinforce the Western aid narrative by 

providing a special stand towards the Chinese aid model. The idea about unhelpful 

Chinese aid and helpless Africans that fall into the trap of the Chinese, go hand in hand 

with the Western aid narrative that exists on the premises of being vital and important to 

Southern countries. The West cannot be the savior if China takes its role and therefore, 

due to the psychological co-dependency that makes West dependent on idea of Africa 

needing West as a savior, it is easy to portray the challenges that Chinese aid has in 

Africa – and these challenges are undoubtedly multiple and real – as hampering and 

threatening. Also the growing influence of China in Africa does pose a risk of losing 

influence as well as a source for resources and markets for the Western countries. These 

negative discourse assessments of Chinese aid, and a tendency fixate on the problems 

China causes for Africa, reveals the bias of Western narrative to the negative realm. 

 

4.2.2. The Chinese Aid Narrative as a Response to the West 

 

The Westerners are not the only ones susceptible to speculation and focusing only on 

certain aspects of China-Africa cooperation: the Chinese do the same. Instead of a 

critical approach, the Chinese can be seen as concentrating only on the positive 

outcomes and expressing highly valued moral principles, when it comes to Chinese aid. 

The Chinese provide an alternative to the Western aid narrative, and their response in 

the face of Western criticism concentrates on avoiding conflict by defending their 

policies with counter-argumentation. The principles of Chinese aid, including 

harmonious world and the concept of peaceful development, have been emphasized 

more and more as the critique from the West has become stronger. As explained before, 

the informal way of speaking about China’s fast growth and development as peaceful 

rise was replaced by the official term ‘peaceful development’ when the term ‘rise’ was 

seen as too provocative. So when the Western concerns become more and more critical, 

the Chinese become more and more ‘harmonious’, explaining they do not seek 

hegemony but promote multipolarity, development for all, and want no confrontation 

while doing this (Li 2007, p. 18). 
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’Culture, according to Terry Eagleton, ”is what differentiates,” and 

multiculturalism, the acceptance of which Huntington considers 

necessary for ”the security of the world”, implies the mutual tolerance of 

and reciprocal respect for different cultural values. Sustained by 

Confucian culture, Chinese people have lived their distinctive way of life 

for thousands of years. With its cultural emphasis on peace and 

harmony, the historical experience of China may provide a viable 

alternative to the conflict-dominated pattern, contributing positively to 

the diversity of the multicultural world.’ (Wang & Zhao 2006, p. 127). 

 

The above caption is meant to explain away the threat portrayed by Western accusations 

by referring to the ultimate difference between Chinese and Western (mainly American) 

cultures. Traditionally, in Chinese culture words and especially things that are left 

unsaid, or which are left to be read in-between-the-lines, have been of great importance. 

Reiteration of important policy concepts and other forms of soft policy have been used 

to point out that the criticism has been acknowledged. For example, when Chinese aid 

transparency has been criticized, more information about Chinese African aid has been 

released; not all of the data that the Western countries might want, but the things the 

Chinese hold important. 

 

‘The publication of the paper (China’s Foreign Aid) can be understood 

as a response by the Chinese government to persistent criticism about a 

lack of transparency. It will be updated every three or four years and 

thus explicitly is not meant to substitute for an annual report.’ (Grimm et 

al 2011, p. 11). 

 

According to Grimm et al (2011), the key to understanding this is to note that all is done 

in a Chinese way; the Chinese have never wanted to do things exactly the way others 

have done them, but they are skilled at re-innovating features and practices from others 

and implementing them in a way that suits the Chinese way (Huotari & Seppälä 2005; 

He 2007, p. 28). 

 

In the same manner, when China is accused of neo-colonialism, responding statements 

explain why this path cannot be followed. For example, He (2007, p. 29) answers to the 

neo-colonialist -accusations in the following way: 

‘The past exploitation of Africa’s natural and human wealth by Western 

powers helped achieve their great power status. Many wonder with 

disquiet whether China will behave similarly to acquire the continent’s 

resources and markets to sustain its own economic growth. Beijing is 

neither capable nor willing to take a neocolonial path in Africa.’ 
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She goes on by telling how in the contemporary international system it would not be 

possible to get away with colonialist practices, and that such practices would be 

immediately opposed by the Africans themselves.  

 

‘The Chinese have endured their own grievous history of national 

humiliation at the hands of foreign powers and understand the pain of 

colonialism. China has staunchly supported Africa’s struggle against 

colonialism and to go back on this would betray not only China’s kinship 

with Africa on this issue but China’s own constitution, which explicitly 

opposes colonialism’ (He 2007, p. 29). 

 

He (2007, p. 29) tries to counter the argument by West about China supporting corrupt 

regimes in Africa by implicitly appealing to sovereignty, which also plays an important 

role in China’s foreign policy: ‘China believes that the African Union should play the 

key role in judging African internal affairs’. This can be seen as China’s way to tell the 

Western nations that they should respect China’s policy towards sovereignty. 

 

As the West keeps focusing on the challenges and problems of Chinese aid, the Chinese 

government focuses on positive results achieved in Africa. Judging from the official 

documents provided by the government and the Foreign Aid –pamphlet, it seems as if 

there are no problems and all Chinese funded projects are working perfectly (China’s 

Foreign Aid 2011). Despite the increased transparency, it is clear that the Chinese aid 

projects are either not fully evaluated or there is no proper system for this evaluation 

(Grimm et al 2011). 

 

In addition to outcomes, the benevolent motives of the Chinese are brought up. The 

Chinese do not deny having economical interests in Africa, but the Chinese do defend 

their policy guidelines and intentions being truly of those that benefit the Africans as 

well. According to China’s official papers (2011), the Chinese seek a mutually 

beneficial relationship that through true friendship and partnership helps people help 

themselves. These motives are then accompanied with several praising adjectives, old 

proverbs and examples that prove their point; the historical ties between China and 

Africa, and the common status as Southern developing nations are used to assure that 

what the West is criticizing them for is not true. This officially promoted ‘genuine 

desire’ to equally develop and prosper ‘with their African brothers’ is then ‘proved’ by 

statistics of trade and number of diplomatic visits (Chinese African Aid 2011).  
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The Chinese criticism towards the West is usually more limited and particularly subtle 

if compared to Western criticism towards China. Most often they point out that the 

Western aid has not been any more successful; they refer to Western history of 

colonization; and the Chinese say that the West is being illogical by promoting free-

trade while protecting their own markets for agriculture. The strategy seems to rely 

more on emphasizing China’s good points than pointing out the weak points in the 

other. All of these aspects can be considered as part of the Chinese aid narrative, which 

is summarized in table 4.2.2.1. (The narrative is told from the Chinese perspective, e.g. 

how do the Chinese tell the tale of their aid). 

 

Table 4.2.2.1. The Chinese Aid Narrative Summarized (points extracted from 

official documents of the People’s Republic of China) 

China is a developing country and a country from the Global South. Therefore, China is 

equal in status to the other developing countries; ideas such as ‘we are family’, ‘we are 

all on the same boat’, ‘we need to help each other to develop’, and ‘because we share 

similar history in colonization, we should unite our forces to advance our causes’. 

With equality come the ideas about partnership: China is not going to reprimand the 

African countries and tell them they are unfortunate; China respects the sovereignty of 

the Southern countries and let them make their own decisions; this is a sign of respect 

and equality. 

China is not trying to compete with the West, and China’s development model should 

be considered as an alternative; as an example of ‘things can be done differently, look 

how well it worked for us’. 

Since all of ‘us’ are Southern countries (compare to Western use of ‘us’ and ‘them’), we 

should all benefit. We strive for mutual benefit and win-win and try to provide an equal 

amount of opportunities, but it is up to the governments themselves to make the best of 

it, since meddling in other countries business is not good. Our promise is that our 

success will strive for the success of our brothers, and ‘we always keep our promise’. 

China is benevolent and honest about needing resources, and since China is honest, the 

Chinese have good intentions and it is up to the Africans to notice and point out if 

something is wrong with the arrangement for them.  
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4.3. A Bird’s –Eye-View of Sino-African Cooperation  

 

’The conventional wisdom on Chinese aid is largely wrong in three of its 

central beliefs: the size of China’s aid flows, the role of resources, and 

the impact on governance and human rights.’ (Berger et al. 2011, p. 2) 

 

The above statement by Berger et al. (2011) suggests that the misconceptions towards 

Chinese aid have emerged from factual errors. The aid narratives provide people with 

an idea about what Chinese aid looks like, but these ideas might not be very accurate 

and they easily portray a bias. This is why in this section some of the arguments about 

Chinese aid were put into global perspective by trying to reach beyond the biased 

narratives. Some of the most biased topics are analyzed with support from statistics and 

by bringing forth arguments from Western, Chinese and African origins. Comparisons 

were done in a careful manner as the Chinese and Western aid models are not 

comparable per se, with the availability and compilation of data being so different. 

Evaluation of data and developments projects is also different and the possibilities to 

assess all aspects of the highly complex and multi-dimensional Chinese aid for example, 

is nigh impossible. Also like explained before, another issue that hinders possible 

comparisons is the difference in terminology; China does not use the same definitions 

for aid as do the Western DAC-countries (Grimm et al 2011, pp. 3–4).  

 

Neo-colonialism, Trade and the Real Scope of China-Africa 

China’s African policy and aid has been called a neo-colonialist resource-grab. 

However, the concept is politically charged and definitions are numerous and 

conflicting. Traditionally, colonialism was considered as the rule over a foreign country 

by erecting settlement and manifesting power over the people of that territory. Willis 

(2005, p. 18) uses a definition by Bernstein stating that colonialism was: ‘the political 

control of peoples and territories by foreign states, whether accompanied by significant 

permanent settlement…or nor’. When no large-scale settlement is involved, but a 

country portrays power and dominance over another country, it is called imperialism 

(McEwan 2009, p. 82). Chinese aid, in contrast, would not fit within a traditional 

definition of colonialism or imperialism. The term ‘neo-colonialism’ refers to new 

forms of colonialism, with the spirit of colonialism applied to the modern world in 

novel ways but with similar motives. It is, however, often used in an ad-hoc manner to 

refer to a number of disparate situations with non-uniform definitions, and is a subject 

all its own. But even if the term ‘neo-colonialism’ is applied to Chinese aid, Western 

actions in Africa would fit that term even more closely, making the use of that term 

hypocritical (Lumumba-Kasongo 2011, p. 237). Below some examples. 
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First, if the colonialist arguments are to be considered in the traditional sense, one of the 

main issues has been the increasing Chinese occupation in Africa. Although there are 

large numbers of Chinese immigrants living in Africa, many of them are periodical 

workers for infrastructure development or oil industries, the rest being like any other 

immigrants to a foreign country: entrepreneurs, students, and people who move to 

Africa in the hope of a better future. Some follow family-members that have migrated to 

Africa before them. China is the most populous country in the world, and they are a 

mobile nationality, who do not just move to Africa, but are increasingly present in other 

countries as well. In other words, the scope of Chinese immigration is at a natural level. 

For example, between 1960s and 2006 the number of Chinese immigrants in Japan rose 

from 50,000 to 600,000. There is also a misconception to generalize other East-Asians 

as Chinese, which may make the presence of Asian people in Africa seem exaggerated. 

Therefore, it can be concluded that there is no exceptionally large-scale settlement by 

the Chinese in Africa, which would fit under the traditional idea of colonization (Alden 

2007, pp. 50–54). 

 

Second, China is not exerting significant political dominance over the African nations. 

One of the main principles of Chinese aid is to respect the recipients’ sovereignty and 

even with the Western nations pressuring China to get involved in humanitarian crises 

in Africa such as that in Darfur, China has not been politically aggressive, but trying to 

please all sides of the conflict. According to the Chinese (China’s African Policy 2006) 

it would not be China’s convenience to get involved with conflict. Nonetheless, China 

has also acted to the international pressures to help solve such crises and in 2008 China 

became the 14
th

 largest peacekeeper for the UN, marking a 20-fold increase from 2000 

(ISN 2009). This suggests that China is more driven by its own interests than getting 

involved with other countries affairs, thus trying to advance its own political agendas by 

using diplomacy, not political dominance. 

 

Third, the neo-colonialist arguments say that China consumes Africa’s natural resources 

and gives aid in exchange for them. According to Zafar (2007, pp. 100–115), the 

popular idea about China not paying for the resources is misinformed. Although China 

does gain access to deals for various resources to support the growing needs of its 

population, the Chinese do pay the full market price for these resources. Zafar’s study 

about the impact of China’s trade with Africa reveals that the increased demand from 

China for raw materials raises the prices of certain resources such as oil, minerals and 

some agricultural products. This benefits especially the oil-producing countries in 

Africa (see figure 4.3.1. of Africa’s main exports), but has a negative influence on some 

other African countries, which buy the same resources and have to pay an increased 

price for them. According to Zafar the oil-deals have come with the so-called ‘Dutch’s 

disease’, which refers to a tendency of the leaders to concentrate on making more oil-

money, instead of paying attention to its people and using the additional income to build 
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balanced enterprises. This phenomenon however, is common with most nations in 

similar conditions and cannot be associated with only Chinese aid. 

 

 
Figure 4.3.1. Main export-products of the African countries. Oil and minerals are the main export 

products from Africa. (Source  CIA 2012) 

 

Fourth, as Berger et al. (2011, p. 2) state, the growth in China’s engagement in Africa 

has made the scope of China’s actions seem exaggerated. Comparisons between trade 

volumes and patterns help to understand that China is not alone in Africa, and in fact, 

the US – the world’s largest oil importer – is ahead of China in being Africa’s largest 

trading partner and the biggest consumer of Africa’s resources (Lumumba-Kasongo 

2011, p. 237). The United States is also the biggest provider of aid in Africa, and in 

2006 the amount of oil imports from Africa to the United States accounted to 33 percent 
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of all of Africa’s oil exports. The EU was even a bigger importer of oil from Africa with 

36 percent of the total African oil exports, whereas Chinese imports accounted for 8.7 

percent of the total (Xinhua 26.2.2008). Also, the overall stock of China’s FDI barely 

reaches 4 percent of the country’s overall FDI (see figure 4.3.2.). However, due to 

strategic interests of China these investments mainly concentrate on extractive 

industries, benefiting only a few sectors (Ajakaiye 2006, p. 9). 

 

The maps about the 

main export and import 

destinations (see figures 

4.3.3.and 4.3.4.)of the 

African countries show 

a similar pattern: China 

is not the only country 

seeking resources from 

Africa.United States 

and Europe are also big 

export destinations for 

African products 

including    oil         and  

Figure 4.3.2. China’s outward FDI stock showing Africa as holding              minerals.   The    United 

only small amount of the total FDI stock.  (Source: Mofcom 2011).                 States   is    the  biggest  

                   export destination to 

most of the oil-producing countries, whereas China is only the number one export 

destination for oil-countries of Angola and Sudan. Nonetheless, the common argument 

about China only providing aid and investing in oil-countries does not seem accurate. In 

fact, the maps suggest that China is not as dominant in the export-sector as speculations 

seem to suggest, but it is more dominant in using Africa as a destination for its own 

exports, being the biggest single import origin for African countries. The patterns of 

Sino-African trade also vary regionally. When oil-exporters such as Sudan and Angola 

enjoy a huge surplus from their trade with China, most of the other countries have a 

deficit as the value of Chinese imports is higher than the African exports. This means, 

that the importance of China for the various African countries differ (Ajakaiye 2006, pp. 

4–7). 

 

Professor Ajakaiye, an African scholar, has both challenges and opportunities to point 

out when it comes to China’s African aid and especially to trade. He believes that the 

affordable products from China can improve the lives of the very poor, as long as they 

meet     quality   and  s afety  standards.   He  also  believes   that  the   macro-economic  
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Figure 4.3.3.  The main export destinations of the African countries. The United States is the largest 

consumer of African resources, followed by China as second. Comparisons with figure 4.3.1. show that 

US is the biggest export partner of countries, whose main export product is oil and petroleum. (Source: 

CIA 2012) 

 

environment that Chinese imports can create, will benefit small nations in Africa; 

despite the fact that Chinese imports may intensify de-industrialization. He also notes 

that there are over 800 Chinese enterprises in Africa, but hardly any investment by the 

Africans in China (Ajakaiye 2006, pp. 7–10). 
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Figure 4.3.4. The main import origins of the African countries. Figure shows a different picture of 

Africa’s trade. Note for example how importance of US as an import origin diminishes and China’s role 

expands. (Source CIA 2012) 

 

Conditionality of aid 

The biggest difference between Chinese and Western financial assistance is 

conditionality of the aid money and loans. Western countries’ monetary aid is tied (e.g. 

conditional and has governmental changes such as promoting democracy as a 

prerequisite) and Chinese aid is un-tied (e.g. unconditional without requirements). This 

means that the Chinese give the recipient nations the power over the money, granting 
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them the opportunity to choose desired direction of development. The Western concern 

has been that this makes corrupt states even more prone for corruption, leaving the 

poorest people in the nations without a benefit, and therefore, the Western nations want 

to guide Southern countries towards what they see as good development or good 

governance. This method has been followed for more or less 50 years and during this 

time over 2 trillion US-dollars being spent in Southern countries such as Africa in the 

form of foreign aid (Moyo 2009, p. 132.) 

 

Despite the good intentions of Western aid, plenty of research suggests that tied aid has 

not proven effective. One reason for this can be seen in the strict and often inflexible 

conditions that dictate how the funds and their related businesses should be handled, yet 

the vast differences between donor and recipient countries make it difficult to obey such 

rules perfectly. Also, from recipient perspective it is afflictive if they fail to follow some 

of the conditions, as this may severely harm the operation of local industries and aid 

agencies, which are dependent on a regular inflow of capital. Similarly, sometimes the 

effort to reform according to dictated rules becomes more demanding (financially 

especially) than the original state, which then leads to lack of motivation to proceed 

with reform and possibly cuts in funding (Kanbur 2003, p. 14). 

 

Dambisa Moyo has been highly critical towards Western aid in her book ‘Dead Aid’ 

(2009), stating that 85 percent of all aid money is misused; conditional or not. 

According to her, corrupt leaders will ignore the conditions and stay in power with the 

aid-money. Together with other authors she has pointed out that some of the Western 

conditions are just not adaptable or even relevant in the face of more urgent needs of 

African countries, and come across as silly within these realities. 

 

‘In a perfect world, what poor countries at the lowest rungs of economic 

development need is not a multi-party democracy, but in fact a decisive 

benevolent dictator to push through the reforms required to get the 

economy moving (unfortunately, too often countries end up with more 

dictator and less benevolence).’ (Moyo 2009, p. 181).  

 

Although the unconditionality of Chinese aid is also considered as an opportunity by 

Professor Ajakaiye (2006, p. 11), he believes the strategic nature of Chinese aid guides 

the infrastructure development from an export-perspective, possibly hindering the 

development of intra-African trade. Moyo, who considers both Western and Chinese aid 

from African perspective, is likewise more positive towards China’s aid and its potential 

to boost Africa’s economy (Moyo 2012, pp. 441–442). Despite kind words, she does not 
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find Chinese to be friends of Africa, and is critical towards the way in which China is 

strategically gaining benefits from African resources (Daily Nation 18.7.2010). 

 

The only condition that can be seen as prerequisite to China’s aid is the One-China 

policy. This means that aid is not provided to a country unless diplomatic ties are 

formed with Beijing, not Taipei. Both the People’s Republic of China and Taiwan have 

competing claims over who is the legitimate government of China and therefore, the 

relations with external governments have become exclusive. Taiwan has been the main 

political issue of China for the past 50 years and therefore, it is understandable that it 

would be important aspect also in aid-related policies. The most common reason for 

disturbance in the diplomatic relations with People’s Republic of China is Taiwan and 

this has not gone unnoticed by the Western nations, who often base their arguments on 

the One-China policy being the true motive behind China’s Africa aid. One-China is an 

important part of the Chinese aid narrative as well and China has been clear about the 

fact that advancing the One-China policy is one of the reasons why Africa is important. 

However, it does not seem like a good enough reason to go through all the effort just to 

support One-China. 

 

The Chinese are hardly the only ones promoting strategic interests with aid and in fact, 

most aid drives a cultural or a governmental agenda. From a Keynesian point of view, 

the negative spillovers from developing countries can be countered by providing them 

with monetary assistance and thus, preventing their misfortune from spreading into 

other countries. From Chinese perspective it is beneficial to prevent negative cycles 

from appearing in the developing countries in order for it to maintain equilibrium 

domestically. This works as one motivation for providing foreign assistance to most 

countries (Kanbur 2003, p. 10). 

 

Too little time has passed and too little research exists to be able to assess the long-term 

impacts of Chinese aid, and to see if unconditionality would work better for Africa. Yet 

the Chinese government is confident about their aid and keeps promising all aid goals 

have and will be achieved (China’s Foreign Aid 2011). Micro-level assessment of 

individual aid projects is more accurate and meaningful than large macro-scale 

evaluation of aid impacts. However, with assessment comes the questions of which 

impacts to assess (e.g. the economical or the human development or something else); 

which indicators to use (HDI, GDP etc.); and what is the nature of development or how 

can it be evaluated. Therefore, assessing the impacts of China’s aid to Africa in general 

are not included in this thesis. 
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Partnership and Equal Cooperation 

The Western aid narrative likes to demonize Chinese intentions by stating that China is 

hypocritical when claiming to be Africa’s friend and in the meanwhile pursuing 

strategic interests in the field of resources (McEwan 2009, pp. 150–151). Alden (2007, 

pp. 5–7) has taken a more objective standpoint and notes that three different roles for 

China have been adopted in academic literature. The first role, what he calls as 

‘development partner’, refers to China having long-term strategic interests in Africa and 

pursuing them by helping both sides to develop. Second role, ‘economic competitor’, 

paints a picture of a resource-grabber with short-term interests, and by ignoring local 

needs it becomes a competitor for Africa. Third role is the ‘colonizer’, which has 

become one of the most popular interpretations in the West. It holds that China intends 

to replace the Western nations in Africa and eventually, place political control over their 

territories. 

 

The positive bias from Chinese government on the other hand, over-emphasizes China’s 

good intentions about friendship and partnership. Although China is the second largest 

economy in the world, its GDP per capita (PPP) of 8,400 US-dollars (CIA 2011 est.) 

makes it 119
th

 in a worldwide comparison. Also 13.4 percent of China’s total population 

of 1,343,239,923 lives under the poverty line, regardless of China lifting its official 

poverty line to 2300RMB a year in 2011 (CIA 2012). Based on statistics like these as 

well as the Brandt Commission’s 1970s definition of the Global North and the Global 

South, China can still be categorized as a ‘developing nation’ – or rather it can be 

grouped as part of the Global South. This title of being a ‘Southern’ country as opposed 

to a developed Northern nation, has also been self-proclaimed by the Chinese 

government especially in the context of their foreign assistance and Africa Policy. 

 

This means that China does base its friend-approach on facts. The status of a Southern 

or developing country, gives China a psychological advantage of being different from 

the Western nations, who also from African perspective are previous colonizers. 

China’s aid narrative can be seen to promote both of these roles; they never colonized or 

patronized Africa in the past and their approach has been friendly from the start. The 

Chinese come to Africa as friends of equal status. Nonetheless, when it comes to 

economical and political power, on other forums China does promote its contemporary 

economic success and enjoys far better position to make a difference in global affairs 

than other Southern nations. It is also widely acknowledged in the West and in Africa – 

even repeated by the Chinese themselves – that they do have strategic interests in Africa 

(China’s Foreign Aid 2011). 
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Other Notes 

 The Western countries have been increasingly worried about China’s military 

spending. Regardless of huge rise in China’s military spending, it is still far 

behind that of the US, the proposed budget of which for 2013 is 613.9 billion 

US-dollars in 2013 (US DoD 2012). 

 China has been leasing or buying land from Africa, but it is by no means the 

only nation doing this. In 2008, a South Korean company called Daewoo 

Logistics for example signed a lease for 3.2 million acres of land, half the size of 

Belgium, in Madagascar for cultivation of corn and palm oil (The Telegraph 

2008). 

 China looks at human rights from a different perspective, which often results in 

the Western assumption that they neglect them completely. This sort of claim 

seems to imply that there is need for intercultural competence and genuine 

understanding of the culture they criticize. Discussion about human rights is 

always welcome and critical standpoint is important for this, but as a 

justification or a statement per se it lacks legitimacy. Therefore, China is not 

depriving or neglecting the human rights of Africans, but China chooses to 

prioritize other things more than promotion of individual human rights (Zhu 

2002). 

 

Many of the criticizers of China’s aid are concerned over the Africans and their 

wellbeing. Especially, in the Western countries there are concerns over their human 

rights conditions, and of those countries falling into the trap of globalization and 

deprivation. But is this ‘worry’ really all that necessary? African countries may be poor 

in some economical sense of the word, but like many researchers (e.g. McEwan 2009, 

Moyo 2009) suggest, they are rich in culture and variety, and they do have the power 

and capability to speak for themselves. It is possible that citizens of Western countries 

are sensitive to historical oppression on African nations and are susceptible to 

arguments that Western countries should extend aid to Africa in light of this. Yet like 

post-colonial studies suggest, this attitude and Africa-narrative keeps misleadingly 

portray Africa as an entity, which is not able to take a stand for itself (McEwan 2009, 

pp. 150–151). Like Professor Ajakaiye (2006, pp. 7–11) explains, Sino-African 

partnership merely presents opportunities and challenges for the African nations, and it 

is up to the countries themselves to either take advantage of the opportunities, to turn 

the challenges into opportunities, and to prevent the undesired consequences from 

taking place. 
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4.4. Locating Narratives 

 

This chapter has compiled together much of the available information on Chinese 

African aid and noted the places where existence of information is defective. It has 

shown that China-Africa relationship goes back decades, however the scope of Chinese 

aid has enlarged and not only has the number of diplomatic ties grown, but the various 

forms of cooperation have also multiplied. Chinese aid is a combination of ancient 

culturally cumulated principles and practical, localized application, which has become a 

multi-dimensional, large-scale partnership between the African and Chinese 

governments. The change in intensity of these cooperative projects has created a lot of 

speculation, resulting in the intensification of bias within their regional spheres. 

 

The Western aid narrative in regards to Chinese aid supports a somewhat negative bias 

that twists the reality towards the negative realm of the truth. As this narrative is strong 

and repeated at the many levels of society, ability to self-reflection has declined, and the 

European as well as the American narratives keeps seeing Africa mainly as the victim 

of China’s bad intentions. What is more, these narratives reflect on the colonial history 

of the West and impose their past mistakes on China, expecting it to do the same. 

According to McEwan (2009, p. 151), the respect for African sovereignty and the 

inability to see the potential Africa has to offer, turns into criticism and fixates on the 

negativities that the narrative first presents and then reinforces. Bräutigam (2011a, p. 2) 

has also noted that the Chinese aid is often misunderstood and the lack of understanding 

results in badly grounded critique. The two development models are not validly 

comparable – at least from the same premises or without introducing both of their 

origins – and when Chinese aid is interpreted from the Western perspective 

misunderstandings are inevitable. 

 

What comes to the Chinese aid narrative, it can be seen as positive propaganda that has 

been designed to counter the criticism from the West. Lack of understanding towards 

the Chinese culture makes critique seem disrespectful, which for good diplomatic 

relations with China is essential. This leads to emotionalizing the topic and a more 

provocative and defensive answer than would be necessary. It seems as if the Chinese 

are too busy trying to prove their intentions that there is no room for a constructive 

dialogue with the Western nations. The result of the combat between the aid narratives 

is that the African perspective is neglected, when they seem to be the only rational 

parties analyzing both the good and bad about Chinese aid before taking a stand (see 

figure 4.4.1.). 
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Figure 4.4.1. Reality about Chinese Aid ranges between positive and negative domains according to the 

researcher’s original mind map. When Western countries talk about China’s Africa policy they tend to 

over-emphasize the differences and they tend to put more importance on the negative results of Chinese 

aid. The Chinese end on the other hand, tends to over-emphasize the positive outcomes of its aid. This 

means that while the reality about Chinese aid exists somewhere in between the negative and positive 

domains, the Western and Chinese perceptions about it tend to locate at the opposite ends of this range of 

reality.  

 

This figure demonstrates the reality about Chinese aid, and the approximate locations of 

Western and Chinese narratives in relation to each other and the reality. Lack of 

important data, such as comparable aid volumes and yearly data, makes it difficult to 

place Western and Chinese narratives on an absolute location. When trying to get as 

close to reality as possible, one has to suffice with a range of reality and the relative 

locations of the narratives. The following empirical section is based on this picture of 

relative reality, where Chinese aid ranges somewhere between this aid narrative 

dichotomy. 

 

What comes to the African aid narrative in relation to Sino-African cooperation, it 

differs from that of the Chinese and Western ones, as it is the physical location in which 

most of the discussed actions take place. It sees aid from a recipient point-of-view, and 

therefore, holds the strongest bias towards aid itself. From various parts of this section it 

is possible to draw some conclusions about the African narrative in relation to Chinese 

aid, and the main pattern seems to be that aid is discussed in localized region-specific 

contexts and they mainly talk about the usefulness or importance of aid or the lack of it. 

Their approach seems more positive than that of the West, but also more analytic as 

they seem to take into account both the advantages and deprivations of Chinese aid 

instead of focusing on either end. There is a lot of variety in the opinions originating 

from different countries and individuals, but the most distinct feature about them was 

the concern for African nations: what is the best solution for the African peoples and 

how to make things better from the African perspective. Whether it is the West or the 

Chinese who promote the desired goals that does not really matter. In this thesis, the 

focus was on identifying bias towards Chinese aid in Africa, and since the negative and 

positive arguments have been well explored by referring to Western and Chinese 

sources, detailed account on these same issues from solely African perspective is not 

needed. The same arguments can be found in African literature and they have been 

incorporated into prior text, and since the African narrative seems to be neither 
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positively nor negatively biased towards Chinese African aid, a more profound African 

narrative will be withdrawn from the empirical section that might reveal a statistically 

valid bias. 

 

Suffice to say, the African narrative profiles China as a big brother, whose alternative 

path of development can be seen as an inspiration. Desire to finally get rid of the old 

colonizers and the past of unsuccessful aid, China offers a way out for Africa. The 

Western aid on the other hand, is losing its glamour and the 50 years of aid without 

significantly changing things for African nations is starting to show the problems of aid 

dependency. This past experience is also seen in the careful criticism that exists towards 

China and whether or not partnering with them is going to be any better. One of the 

concerns expressed in African narrative particularly, is that whereas China has very 

specifically detailed plan for Africa, Africa has not been prepared the same way and 

most nations seem to lack a strategy on how to deal with China (Alden 2007, p. 77).  

 

It is true that all of the above statements and concerns are based on true issues and they 

should not be brushed aside, but a reality check is needed to see to what extent these 

statements are reasonable and accurate. According to some researchers (Berger et al. 

2011, p. 2) these statements lack a perspective, enough research, and compatible 

comparisons. It is not a bad thing to be cautious or to assume a critical viewpoint, but 

with some of the common perceptions there just doesn’t seem to be enough foundation 

to make such assumptions – both in the overly critical and overly defensive or positive 

camp. The next section of this thesis explores these biases within selected news sources. 
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5. Chinese African Aid as Portrayed by Media 

 

Sino-African relations and especially the moral grounds on which the Chinese aid is 

distributed, has been the subject of a growing amount of speculation throughout the first 

decade of this Millennium. It has not only been of interest to academic scholars, but to 

politicians, students and journalists. Ordinary citizens, as well, have taken part in these 

speculations on several continents. Locally and culturally flavored narratives tell 

different tales about how Chinese aid projects are executed, for which obligations and 

for what purpose. Discussion has contributed to the formation on narratives about 

China’s African aid, which were identified in the previous sections. The motive for this 

empirical section is the fact, that there may be polarized views and biases embedded 

within these narratives. 

 

Prior research has concluded that pre-existing bias (Dixon 2010) and peer feedback 

(Burr 1998) reinforces bias of individuals. This means that the bias in news articles, as 

reflections of the bias and narrative within the society, may give indication to how the 

contents of the news sources will be absorbed. Therefore, it is important to specify what 

sort of bias exists within news articles towards China-Africa aid, and how the possible 

bias may be reinforced by the individuals or the society. Earlier it was also noted that 

the consequences of bias may be concrete and that Finland for example, shifted the 

focus of its foreign aid policy as a response to the growing Chinese influence in Africa. 

According to Lee (2010, pp. 9–10), political leaders tend to see bias in the media 

reinforcing opposite political views. This might reinforce future bias within narratives 

and take them to a further extreme. These too are some of the reasons, why it is 

important to identify the bias within actual news articles, and they were discussed 

further at the end of this section. 

 

This section introduces the empirical part of the research explaining what the findings 

were. Then, a discussion on what can be concluded from the results will follow. The 

empirical part of the research was designed to test the plausibility of the research 

hypotheses presented at the beginning of this thesis. The hypotheses suggested that the 

narratives towards Chinese African aid would be biased, possibly to different degrees 

and others more transparently. Also, originating from different regions, the news 

articles were suspected to have wide range of differences in their reporting portraying 

the differing aid narratives. Therefore, the empirical part was designed to reflect some 

of the assumptions about aid narratives made in the previous sections, but also to give 

more insight into what sort of aid narratives there really are. 
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5.1. Empirical Findings 

 

5.1.1. Numbers & Figures 

 

Xinhua News Agency, the biggest governmentally owned news agency of the People’s 

Republic of China, had the largest amount of articles written about Chinese African 

relations and China’s aid in Africa. Using LexisNexis database it was possible to find 

news articles about China’s African aid starting as early as 1977, but the number of 

useful articles increased sharply towards year 2011. Between 1977 and 1979, there were 

only 7 articles written about China’s ventures into Africa. In the 1980s the number of 

relevant articles rose to 49, and by the end of the 1990s, the number rose even higher to 

67 articles. The period from year 2000 to 2011 however, was the most fruitful for the 

research and there were more than 400 articles found forming 78 percent of the overall 

572 articles of Xinhua database. This increase in the number of articles can be seen 

from figure 5.1.1.1., which presents the changes in the positive bias portrayed by 

Xinhua news articles. Also, more spikes in the number of articles were seen during and 

in the aftermath of important international events or diplomatic visits, such as the 2006 

meeting of FOCAC in Beijing. 

Figure 5.1.1.1. Changes in the positive bias (averaged percentage) of Xinhua news articles between 1977 

and 2011 and the number of articles gathered during three-year periods. (Source: Xinhua news articles) 
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The figure 5.1.1.1. gives indication to how the existence of positive bias has increased 

throughout the years. The positive bias for this figure was calculated by averaging the 

amount of overall positive bias in percentages. This percentage was calculated by 

summing up all the positive cases within three year periods and dividing it by the total 

amount of cases for those periods. It is noteworthy to draw attention to the fact that that 

the positive bias in Xinhua articles never decreased below 60 percent (see left side of 

the graph) and that due to the huge increase in number of articles, the classes were 

highly unequal in quantity.  

 

Most of the articles were biased in a positive way, and within the entire Xinhua 

database there were only 2 cases of negative overall bias towards China-Africa articles. 

In fact most of the analyzed themes within articles were positively bias or not 

mentioned at all. Hardly any negative cases were found and the non-biased subjects 

were mostly factual. The percentage of overall positive bias was 86 in the 1970s, 67 

percent in the 1980s, 85 percent in the 1990s and finally, 86 percent between 2000 and 

2011. The amount of bias towards the various topics discussed within the articles varied 

more. During the 1970s, there were no mentions of themes such as human rights or oil 

and resources, the case being the same for 1980s and most of 1990s too. During 2000s 

this terminology was incorporated into the articles and there were more discussion 

about human rights, security, as well as oil and resources as part of Sino-African 

cooperation. All of the articles that mentioned human rights, which was 4 percent of the 

articles in the 2000s, were positively biased. There was also a 12 percent positive bias 

about the consequences of China’s oil and resources acquisition and a 14 percent 

positive bias towards security matters, mainly stating that China’s activities in Africa 

will not threaten the security of African or any other nations or portray signs of 

colonialism (e.g. China’s rise and growing influence in Africa not a global threat). 

Trade as a sub-topic has been discussed throughout the examined time period, 

projecting a mostly factual, but growingly positively biased towards the benefits of 

Sino-African trade experiences and outcomes achieving a percentage of 49 towards the 

end of examining period. 

 

The strongest bias in Xinhua news articles existed towards China-Africa relationship in 

general and towards the Chinese development model. All the 7 articles representing 

1970s were positively biased towards the benefits of China-Africa relationship and also 

all the ones that mentioned Chinese development model held a positive bias, suggesting 

that Chinese aid is mostly altruistic and solely benefits Africa as well as China, 

following the official dialogue patterns about win-win and mutual benefit. Western 

development model was not mentioned in the 1970s, but all the 22 percent of mentions 

in the 1980s were negatively biased, strongly criticizing the Western way of providing 

aid. In the 1980s China-Africa theme was 51 percent positively biased and 67 percent of 

the cases were positively biased towards Chinese development model. The positive bias 
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towards both China’s Africa partnership as well as the Chinese development model in 

the 1990s was 84 percent, while the negative bias towards Western aid model fell to 10 

percent. In the 2000s there was 82 percent positive bias towards China-Africa 

relationship, 79 percent positive bias towards China’s development model, and 7 

percent negative bias towards the Western development model. There were also a few 

articles that had a purely factual approach to Western development assistance. 

 

Due to search cues, all of the collected articles either handled China-Africa relations or 

included discussion on either China’s development aid or the increased cooperation 

between China and African countries. The main topics on the other hand, varied 

thematically between the decades and also between the news sources. The most 

common main theme of Xinhua news agency articles that mentioned Sino-African 

relationship in the 1970s was diplomacy (57 percent). This category included articles 

that discussed diplomatic relations and meetings, international geopolitical discussion or 

major international events. In the 1980s diplomacy was the second most frequent main 

topic as aid-related articles, forming 49 percent of the period’s articles, became the most 

popular theme. During the 1990s the top-two switched places again and 55 percent of 

the articles handled diplomacy and 28 percent aid. As for the 2000s, 39 percent of the 

topics were aid-related and 29 percent about diplomacy, rest being a collection of 

articles about trade, China-Africa relationship, Africa’s development or category 

‘other’, which included many articles about the Darfur crisis in Sudan (see figure 

5.1.1.2.). 

 

Figure 5.1.1.2. The relative occurrences of topics in Xinhua. The most common topics were ‘aid’, 

‘diplomacy’, and ‘China-Africa’.  
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The overall picture shows that the Xinhua articles mentioning China-Africa cooperation 

mainly dealt with topics such as aid (38 percent), diplomacy (33 percent), China-Africa 

relations (17 percent) or trade (8 percent). The overall positive bias was as high as 84 

percent and 80 percent of the articles discussed China-Africa relations in a positively 

biased way. The positive bias towards China’s development model was 79, whereas the 

negative bias towards Western aid was 9 percent in an overall comparison. The 

contemporary international order too was referred to negatively in a few occasions and 

altogether 6 articles promoted the idea of China’s rightful place as a meaningful actor in 

the international arena. In addition to these biases, 35 percent of the articles held a 

strong positive bias towards one-China policy sometimes mentioning it twice within the 

same article (e.g. 15.2.2009 as seen below). 

 

 ‘He appreciated Tanzania's efforts to ensure the smooth relay of the 

Olympic torch in Dar es Salaam last year as well as its adherence to the 

one-China policy.’ 

‘He reaffirmed that Tanzania would, as always, adhere to the one-

China policy and firmly support China's efforts to ensure its sovereignty 

and territorial integrity.’ 

 

The database of articles from The New York Times was far smaller than that of the 

Xinhua News Agency, but the coverage reached as far back as 1980. Altogether there 

were 67 articles that mentioned China-Africa cooperation, 46 of them from the period 

between 2000 and 2011. Only 13 articles were collected from the 1980s and even less, 8 

articles, from the 1990s. This could be an indication of a rise in interest, especially 

because the New York Times articles collected from the earlier period usually only 

mentioned Chinese aid as a side note. Most often the main theme of the articles 

belonged to the category ‘other’ (54 percent in the 1980s), which then dealt with issues 

such as Russia and other communist countries (especially during Cold War era), or US-

China relations. Also the United States’ own aid program was the topic in many aid-

related articles and there were plenty of security articles – military topics – that 

discussed the possible threat of China’s Africa policy. In the 1990s 50 percent of the 

articles main topic fell under the category ‘aid’, whereas in the 2000s both categories 

‘other’ and China-Africa relations covered 22 percent of the articles. In the 2000s the 

‘other’-articles handled the Darfur crisis and China’s involvement in it (see figure 

5.1.1.3.). 
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Figure 5.1.1.3. The relative occurrences of topics in the New York Times. Most topics fell under the 

category ’other’, but common themes included ‘aid’, ‘diplomacy’, and  ‘China-Africa’. 

 

Although hardly comparable, set against the strong positive bias in Xinhua articles, The 

New York Times approach is much more factual. In 1980s 77 percent of the articles 

about China’s Africa practices were non-biased. An overall negative bias was 

observable in only 15 percent of the articles and the approach towards China-Africa 

relations sub-theme was non-biased. In 1990s the overall negative bias sank to 12.5 

percent and 75 percent of the articles were factual. In the 2000s however, there was a 

striking difference as 52 percent of the articles possessed a negative overall bias towards 

China’s Africa ventures and over 30 percent were negatively biased towards China’s 

development model. Only 2 positively biased articles (overall) were found about 

China’s Africa cooperation, but as a sub-theme the Western aid model didn’t do much 

better with only 4 percent of the articles being positively biased. Some 37 percent of the 

articles held negative bias towards the sub-theme of oil and resources, viewing China as 

an exploiter of Africa, who steals all natural resources and is only interested in the oil-

rich countries. China was also considered as a threat to international security and for the 

freedom of Africa, with 24 percent of the articles negatively biased towards security. 

Human rights was perhaps the biggest issue of the 2000s, as over 43 percent of the 

articles held negative bias towards China’s human rights stand in Africa turning her into 

a violator of humanity. This pattern was also visible in the topics as The New York 

Times, in comparison to Xinhua or the African media, had more articles particularly 

about human rights, security or oil.  
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Figure 5.1.1.4. The relative occurrences of topics in the Sunday Times. The most common topics were 

‘aid’, ‘trade’, and ‘Africa’s development’. 

 

The South-African newspaper Sunday Times consisted of a database of 72 articles that 

were collected from the period between 2002 and 2011. The topics discussed in this 

African media representative differed in occurrence from that of the Chinese and 

American ones, and not all of the pre-set topic categories were filled, as the dominant 

theme of most articles did not fall under these categories (see figure 5.1.1.4.; the 

occurrence of ‘missing’ topics were zero so to improve readability they do not appear in 

the figure). The topic that most frequently appeared within the articles from the Sunday 

Times was trade with 39 percent. 35 percent of the articles were aid-related and 32 

percent handled Africa’s development. These three were by far the most popular themes 

and not a single one of the articles discussed human rights, China’s foreign policy or oil 

and resources as their dominant topic. 

 

Sunday Times was considered a non-biased newspaper in regards of China-Africa 

cooperation. Over 67 percent of the articles were factual and 25 percent neutral, making 

the rate of non-biasness 92 percent. Overall, only 5 percent of the articles were 

negatively biased and 1 percent positively biased. Also most mentions of China’s 

development model were factual (43 percent) and 88 percent of the articles were non-

biased about China-Africa relations in general. Also, where Chinese development 

model received 2 negatively biased markings and one positively marked one, the 

Western  development  model   was  perceived   negatively  in 6 percent  of  the articles.  
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Interestingly, none of the articles had a negative bias towards China’s African trade 

practices or China’s oil-deal acquisitions. Three articles considered Africa’s human 

rights or security being threatened by China and most articles did not even mention 

these issues. 

 

Daily Nation like its Southern-African counterpart held practically no bias towards 

China’s actions in Africa. Overall, 93 percent of the 31 collected Daily Nation articles 

were non-biased and only 2 percent were negatively biased, coupled with a positive bias 

of 5 percent. There was a smaller negativity towards China’s development model (3 

percent) than towards the Western one (26 percent) and the positive bias towards 

Chinese model was higher (23 percent) than towards the Western aid model that had no 

positive projections. The articles on China-Africa relations were 45 percent factual and 

90 percent of the articles did not mention human rights or security issues. Also 27 out of 

the 31 articles did not mention oil. Topic-wise the Daily Nation followed the path set by 

Sunday Times as 52 percent of the articles were about aid, 23 percent about trade, and 

13 percent about China-Africa relations (see figure 5.1.1.5.). 

 

 

Figure 5.1.1.5. The relative occurrences of topics in the Daily Nation The most common topics were 

‘aid’, ‘trade’, and ‘Africa’s development’. 

 

Although the Daily Nation and the Sunday Times hardly give a representative view on 

Africa’s bias towards China’s African affairs, it seemed that even put together they hold 

an 87-percent-non-biased-view of it. The combined African negative bias towards 

Western aid was 14 percent and the positive bias lacks completely. Towards the 
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Chinese development model on the other hand, there was a 3 percent negative bias and 

a 8 percent positive bias. 91 percent don’t mention security issues, 87 percent don’t 

mention human rights, and only 22 percent of the articles mention oil and resources. 

Most of the trade with China is similarly considered in non-biased terms (66 percent). 

 

Due to different sizes of the newspaper databases very few comparisons in relation to 

the findings between news sources were made. Also, no conclusions should be made on 

the general nature of these news sources as only China-Africa related news were 

collected, and the bias that was searched from them was related to the aid narratives 

about Chinese African aid. Yet based on the framework of this specific collection of 

data and this specific research, a rather stereotypical statistical view seems to emerge as 

the overall bias-percentages are collected into a table (see table 5.1.1.1.). The Xinhua 

News Agency articles were most biased and the general direction of the bias was 

positive. The New York Times, to a lesser extent, was biased negatively. Both African 

cases, The Sunday Times and the Daily Nation come across as non-biased in relation to 

China-Africa cooperation, being either factual about it or comparing all alternatives.  

 

Table 5.1.1.1. Type and amount of overall bias in selected news sources. 

Newspaper Period Type of overall bias Percentage 

Xinhua 

1970s positive 86 

1980s positive 67 

1990s positive 85 

2000s positive 86 

altogether positive 84 

New York Times 

1980s negative 15 

1990s negative 12.5 

2000s negative 52 

altogether negative 43 

Sunday Times 2000s no bias 92 

Daily Nation 2000s no bias 93 

 

 

5.1.2. The Significance of Signifiers 

 

To find recurring patterns in the use of signifiers within the news articles, a word count 

was executed and the result compiled into a word frequency chart that portrayed the 

most common patterns within the texts. This word frequency chart (see table 5.1.2.1.) 

contains 22 words or word-combinations that show what sort of vocabulary is used 
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within each news source. In all news sources, the word ‘aid’ was the most popular one 

out of all the selected signifiers. Also words such as ‘development’, ‘oil’, 

‘infrastructure’, ‘resource’, and ‘Africans’ were commonly used in all four sources. Out 

of all the signifiers presented in this table the least applied signifier was ‘for African 

people’, although many times the message was veiled behind the idea of it being the 

best thing for the African people or peoples. 

 

Table 5.1.2.1. Word frequency chart presenting occurrence of signifiers within each news database.  

Word / phrase Xinhua New York Times Suday Times Daily Nation 

Aid 4466 716 435 185 

cooperation 2303 32 5 1 

development 1344 106 184 46 

human rights 34 57 16 7 

communism 1 7 0 0 

military 45 86 12 4 

neo-colonial 22 2 0 0 

colonial 125 23 18 2 

exploitation 21 9 3 0 

threat 41 29 14 6 

friend 760 52 10 6 

save 12 10 8 2 

one-China 61 1 0 0 

infrastructure 270 23 46 15 

Oil 95 265 55 14 

resource 234 69 59 12 

praise 66 3 2 2 

successful 53 5 20 2 

equal 157 2 19 1 

mutual benefit 123 2 0 0 

for Africa 176 21 31 7 

for African people 1 1 0 0 

Africans 58 38 53 10 

nro of articles 572 67 72 31 

total nro of words 258,015 85,007 67,812 20,595 

 

 

The specific signifier patterns for each news source seem to repeat the numerical 

findings about Chinese media using a lot of positive vocabulary, the American one 

having a critical approach to Sino-African affairs, and the African media being rather 

neutral. For Xinhua News Agency, the signifiers that appeared frequently within its 

news articles, but not so many times within the others, were ‘one-China’, ‘mutual 
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benefit’, ‘friend’ and ‘praise’. Also signifiers such as ‘for Africa’, ‘equal’, ‘resource’, 

‘cooperation’, ‘colonial’, ‘infrastructure’ appeared more in Xinhua articles than in the 

others, but relatively this difference is not significant as the number of words in Xinhua 

database is greater. These findings support the idea that Chinese government vocabulary 

would be extensively incorporated into the news language of the agency that is 

governmentally owned. The least mentioned signifiers for Xinhua were ‘communism’, 

‘for African people’, ‘save’, ‘exploitation’ and ‘neo-colonial’, which don’t really belong 

to China’s aid narrative. 

 

In the case of The New York Times ‘aid’, ‘oil’, ‘development’, ‘military’, and 

‘resource’ were the five most frequently used signifiers of the word frequency chart. 

The word ‘military’ was far more used than in any of the other news sources, as was 

‘oil’ percentage-wise. The signifier that would most speak for New York Times’ bias, 

‘save’, was relatively more often used than in the other news sources, but the difference 

is not striking. Nonetheless, extensive use of words such as ‘oil’ and ‘military’ can 

indicate and interest towards these issues and perhaps tell something about the 

occupations the Americans have towards the increased China-Africa cooperation. Least 

appeared signifiers were ‘one-China’, ‘for African people’, ‘equal’, ‘mutual benefit’, as 

well as ‘neo-colonial’. These signifiers are more commonly used as part of the Chinese 

foreign policy vocabulary. 

 

Signifiers of the Sunday Times and Daily Nation are more revealing in the absences of 

certain signifiers. The African media had five signifiers that missed completely within 

the articles collected for this research: ‘communism’, ‘neo-colonial’, ‘one-China’, 

‘mutual benefit’ and ‘for African people’. Like with The New York Times, these are not 

traditionally the vocabulary for African media, but used in official Chinese papers. In 

Xinhua articles however, there was a tendency to use quotes from African leaders that 

promoted the usage of these official phrases. Most of the signifiers have only a few hits 

and the usage is somewhat even, but signifiers such as ‘aid’, ‘development’, ‘oil’, 

‘resource’, and ‘infrastructure’ stand out. Relatively speaking, also ‘Africans’ is more 

often mentioned, and the reason might be that out of these signifiers these are the ones 

most related to both of the African papers’ readers and writers; these are the issues the 

Africans are interested in when talk about Sino-African relations rise. 

 

Preparing the word frequency chart revealed also interesting patterns about the relative 

locations of the signifiers. In Xinhua news articles, when the words ‘colonial’ or ‘neo-

colonial’ were used, they were in the context of someone defending Chinese aid 

practices against Western accusations, most often in the 2000s (see below).  
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‘Zambia's founding president Kenneth Kaunda has said that the 

accusation against China by some Western countries that China is 

practicing neo-colonialism in Africa is merely intended to ruin the long 

friendship and cooperation shared by China and African countries. 

"China was an all-weather friend to African people and it is still now. 

African leaders and their people will not be cheated by lies 

that China's presence in Africa is neo-colonialism," he said in an 

exclusive interview with Xinhua in his office in Lusaka on Wednesday.’ 

(Xinhua 26.10.2006) 

 

The word ‘praise’ on the other hand, was often found within quotes or references to the 

presidents or diplomatic representatives from African countries, referring to the way 

they were talking about their relationship with China.  

‘-- prime minister Lisulo's praise of Chinese aid to Zambia.’ (Xinhua 

15.1.1979) 

 

In The New York Times the signifier ‘military’ referred most often to military aid. Yet 

it was often found near the word ‘threat’, which referred to multiple different things 

including famine threatening Africa, terrorism, financial or economical threats, or China 

threatening the security of the United States by having too much influence among 

African nations. Also ‘military’ or ‘threat’ was used to portray China as malignant for 

the Africans, threatening their security, freedom and human rights. 

‘The Bush administration and Congress have slashed millions of 

dollars of military aid to African nations in recent years, moves that 

Pentagon officials and senior military commanders say have 

undermined American efforts to combat terrorist threats in Africa and 

to counter expanding Chinese influence there. Some military officials 

also argue that the aid cuts have given China an upper hand in what 

they describe as a modern Great Game -- a battle for influence 

in Africa between the powers, similar to the 19th-century rivalry in 

Central Asia between the British and the Russians.— 

--''It's hard to compete with China because of the agility they have in 

obtaining contracts and then starting projects very quickly without 

worrying too much about human rights,'' Gen. James Jones of the 

American European Command, which has military responsibility for 

most of Africa, recently told a Senate panel.’ (The New York Times 

23.7.2006) 

 

In African media many of the signifiers were bundled up together in pairs and small 

groups, ‘aid’ being used in the vicinity of almost all of them. ‘Oil’ and ‘resource’ were 
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often present in the same articles and ‘exploitation’ that appeared only three times in 

Sunday Times articles, always referred to resource exploitation. 

‘Much of Africa's growth is being driven by the resource-hungry 

economies of China, India and, to a rapidly-decreasing degree, Europe. 

--However, the single biggest driver of growth in sub-Saharan Africa is 

its burgeoning middle class - which developed initially as a result of 

resource exploitation, oil and aid, but has become increasingly self-

sustaining and growing.’ (Sunday Times 11.12.2011) 

 

An interesting notion, however, was the fact that resource exploitation did not 

necessarily have a negative tone, but instead it was used neutrally or positively to make 

claims about development potential for Africa. 

‘A combination of natural resource exploitation, agricultural self-

sufficiency and high-value agro-exports, and the expansion of its 

unique range of service industries, including tourism, would seem to be 

the most likely and rewarding growth path for many African states.’ 

(Sunday Times 3.6.2007) 

 

In both the Sunday Times and Daily Nation, signifier ‘threat’ was usually coupled with 

‘aid’ as it often referred to threat of famine or disease. Yet the most random context, 

where the word ‘threat’ was used, was in Daily Nation’s article, where it referred to 

Secretary of State of the US Hillary Clinton’s ‘threat’. She warned the African nations 

not to neglect gay rights, or they might lose the aid-funding of the United States. 

‘When the likes of China have partnered with Africa on a veritable 

infrastructure-development revolution all across the continent on a 

scale that has not been seen before, the West's response to base aid on 

sexual orientation comes across as silly and ridiculous.’ (Daily Nation 

10.12.2011) 

 

In addition to locations, there were some identifiable patterns in how the tone and 

vocabulary of news articles changed or remained the same in Xinhua and New York 

Times, these two having a longer time-span covered. 

 

5.1.3. Individual Analysis on News Sources 

 

Xinhua News Agency 

As the word frequency chart already suggested, Chinese Xinhua had a habit of using 

plenty of praising signifiers. Similar congratulatory vocabulary and especially quotes 

were used within Xinhua news articles frequently, creating a feeling that there are a lot 
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of people all over the world who think China is great and benevolent, and that China’s 

African engagement is appreciated fondly. Below some examples from Xinhua: 

‘In his speech, Mpinga spoke highly of China's foreign policy.’ (18.1.1979) 

‘Kenyan President Daniel Arap Moi today expressed his satisfaction at the 

developing relations between China and Kenya.’ (17.1.1987) 

 

When Xinhua articles acknowledged global challenges, the practices of China in Africa 

were seen as the result to solving them. 

‘China's peaceful development benefits world's anti-poverty efforts’ 

(headline from Xinhua 28.5.2004) 

"Because of the efforts made by the international community, and by the 

Chinese government, the Sudanese government has accepted the 

deployment of the hybrid peacekeeping forces in Darfur and the UN 

security council has adopted the resolution 1769, which has put the Darfur 

issue on a road of political settlement." said Liu. (22.2.2008) 

 

Also, whenever there were references to past Chinese aid projects in Africa, they were 

considered a huge success and hardly any critical assessment of the challenges in 

implementation were reported. In fact, the first slightly negative article about China’s 

aid was published in 2006 and a rare example of China’s project evaluation was found 

from 2003: 

‘It was initially under Zambian management with assistance of Chinese 

experts. However, it did not take long for the factory to shut down after the 

Chinese experts withdrew in 1994, thanks to deteriorating macro-

economic situation and mismanagement. In July 1995, then Chinese vice-

premier Zhu Rongji suggested during his visit to Zambia that the factory 

be turned into a Zambia-China joint venture to bring it back to life. The 

proposal was readily accepted by the Zambian government.’ (26.10.2003) 

 

The most prominent feature of Xinhua news articles was the fact that the vocabulary 

and tone stayed relatively unchanged. Overall, the Xinhua news articles seemed to keep 

reiterating the same vocabulary for two key functions: 1) to promote China’s political 

agenda, or 2) to lift up the positive image about China. This pattern was visible 

throughout all four decades that were analyzed. One of the most striking facts was that 

as the articles followed the official foreign policy guidelines, which in vocabulary usage 

haven’t changed all that much in relation to Africa, the same signifiers occurred; yet as 

the party line evolved so did the language used in the articles. Ideas about mutual 
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benefit, support of sovereignty, win-win, and friendship between Southern developing 

countries have been present since the beginning of China-Africa aid.  

‘In accordance with the principles of equality and mutual benefit, stress on 

practical results, diversity in forms and attainment of common 

progress, China and Africa will try to explore new fields and ways of 

cooperation’. (29.2.1988) 

‘"It is an important component of China's foreign policy to consolidate 

and develop friendly relations and cooperation with African countries, 

support and assist African countries and people in economic development 

and social progress," the Chinese ambassador said.’ (13.10.2005) 

 

The political agenda of the articles in Xinhua was most visible whenever the issue of 

Taiwan or Tibet was discussed. During the earlier years, most often the issue was 

referred to merely as Africans adhering to one-China policy, but from the 1990s 

onwards ‘Taiwan’ was mentioned more and more and the objective of mentioning the 

issue was presented plainly.  

 ‘”We highly appreciate the position taken by many African countries to 

cherish Sino-African friendship, adhere to the one-china policy, stand on 

guard against and resist the moves by the Taiwan authorities to undermine 

Sino-African friendship and cooperation."’ (22.1.1992) 

Tang also extended his thanks for the support from a lot of African 

countries in rejecting at the UN General Committee the so-called proposal 

on Taiwan's "participation" in the United Nations. (15.9.2002) 

 

A commonly used way of presenting China-Africa cooperation was from the historical 

perspective that dictated the long partnership between China and Africa, and the similar 

historical experiences. Especially the fate of being colonized was used as a way to 

create a bond of friendship. 

‘”The friendly contacts between the Chinese and African peoples go back 

a thousand years or more. In the common long struggle against 

imperialism and colonialism, we have always sympathized with and 

supported each other and forged a deep friendship.”’ (5.1.1979) 

Another way to promote the partnership was to use the status of ‘developing countries’ 

or ‘South-South’ cooperation as a binding agent. This similar background was combined 

with the duty of the developing countries to work together to promote not only their 

economical growth and progress, but their case at the international arena.  

‘China and Africa have increased consultations and mutual support in 

international affairs. On human rights and other important issues, both 
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sides have cooperated closely to protect the developing countries' 

legitimate rights and interests and promote the establishment of a just and 

rational new international political and economic order.’ (9.10.2000) 

‘"We were both victims of imperialist and colonialist aggression and 

oppression. We both hate to see the big, strong and rich bullying the small, 

weak and poor. We both cherish the value of equality and mutual respect, 

which has enabled our friendship to be carried forward," he said."The 

Chinese government was the first to recognize the new independent states 

in Africa and to extend support and assistance when African countries 

needed them most," Wu said.’ (21.5.2011) 

 

Some periodical changes in the signifiers used in Xinhua articles were noticeable at the 

turn of the Millennium. First of all, the concepts used for referring to China’s aid 

changed. Second, as the scope of Sino-African cooperation widened the growing 

amount of areas in which the China and African countries partnered became very 

apparent from the text. Third, both the text and the headlines became defensive, and it 

was visible that there was a dialogue created with the Western critique. The 

terminological shift was apparent in that there were less mentions of the word ‘aid’ 

when talking about Sino-African cooperation, and instead Xinhua reported about the 

‘new economic model’, ‘economic assistance’, ‘new aid model of investment’, ‘overall 

strategy on poverty-alleviation’ or ‘all-round cooperation’ starting from 1997. This 

shift was accompanied by an increase in trade-related articles as well as more positive 

bias towards economical deals. 

Chiluba said the relationship between Zambia and China is now being 

"transformed from one of charity into one of partnership" and "we are 

seeing a new area of economic cooperation". (10.10.2000) 

 

The scope of partnership between China and the African countries was also portrayed in 

the fact that the words related to partnerships became more complex and new areas of 

partnership were included into the articles all the time. By the end of the sample period 

the Chinese and Africans were partnering in fields such as satellites, medicine, mining, 

remote sensing, space, human resource development and nuclear energy. 

‘Addressing the high-level segment at the Economic and Social Council 

(ECOSOC) substantive session of 2001, Qiao Zonghuai, head of the 

Chinese delegation, said that China aims to provide Africa with assistance 

in as many ways as possible, such as increasing the scale of assistance and 

improving the institutional framework so that China's assistance will 

better meet the needs of the African countries.’   (18.7.2001) 

 ‘In South Africa, Wen elaborated on China's policy of building a new type 

of strategic partnership with Africa under the principle of sincerity, 

friendship, equality, mutual benefit and common development. 
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China signed with the seven countries a total of 71 agreements covering 

politics, economy, trade, infrastructure, culture, education and science 

and technology. China also pledged continued aids to help the seven 

nations in their social development, including building primary schools in 

the rural area, sending medical teams, and helping train various 

professionals.’ (25.6.2006) 

 

China had also begun to work within traditionally Western multilateral channels, but 

often sought to revise them, allowing for country-specific approaches.   

‘The official with China's Defense Ministry in charge of peacekeeping 

issues said the missions China has conducted "fully 

reflect China's determination of active participation in safeguarding 

regional peace and stability and show China's image of a large and 

responsible country".’ (11.10.2006) 

‘China supports basic framework of WB’s long-term strategy and builds 

on it: "This represents positive steps undertaken by the World Bank in 

response to the new global development trends through strategic 

restructuring," Li Yong, China's vice finance minister, said at a meeting of 

the Development Committee of the World Bank and the International 

Monetary Fund. First, the bank should maintain and strengthen its global 

nature. --Secondly, the bank should respect country-specifics and country 

ownership of development. 

"We appreciate the bank for renewing its development thinking by 

respecting country ownership of development, appreciating development 

issues from reality and practices rather than from textbooks and 

recognizing the diversity of development paths according to country-

specifics," said Li. --China supports in principle the bank's "twin pillar" 

strategy and proposes to add "creating a favorable external environment 

for development" as the bank's third pillar to more comprehensively reflect 

the new situation and the new needs of global development.’ (22.10.2007) 

 

Changes were also perceivable in the context of responding to criticism, which only 

emerged in the late 1990s and 2000s. Like the word frequency chart suggests, ‘human 

rights’ had not been a very popular word overall in Xinhua articles, and it was hardly 

ever mentioned before the 2000s. It started appearing recurrently as there were more 

articles trying to defend China from the accusations that the Chinese had felt coming 

from the West. Similar phenomena happened with the emergence of concepts about 

‘environmental responsibility’, ‘transparency’, and ‘product quality’ after China had 

been criticized about neglecting these issues. The most pronounced Xinhua’s 

defensiveness was when it came to responding to the accusations about neo-colonialism 

or exploiting Africa’s resources, especially oil. 
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‘China has provided aid to 53 African countries with no political 

conditions and has helped African nations build nearly 800 complete sets 

of projects in the past five decades, even during the period 

when China itself was in economic difficulties, according 

to China's Ministry of Commerce.’ (5.10.2006) 

‘China's Foreign Ministry on Friday refuted reports 

suggesting China's economic cooperation with Africa is prompted by the 

continent's oil resources, calling the criticism "one-sided". 

China and Africa have very comprehensive economic and trade ties. 

"We've even taken some political measures to help the African nations, 

including subsidies for imports to balance bilateral trade, He said." It fully 

reflects China's sincerity, he added.’ (9.6.2006) 

 ‘However, some media and pundits have maligned China's engagement 

with Africa as a mere quest for resources. Some even branded China's 

presence in Africa as neocolonialism, regardless of the facts that 

the China-Africa relationship is mutually beneficial and that Beijing 

attaches importance to all African partners, whether they are rich or poor 

in natural resources.’ (27.4.2011) 

 

In the wake of defending China’s relationship with the African nations, Xinhua 

attempted to refute the ‘China Threat’ concept.  

‘“In recent years, some people have begun to spread the theory of 

"China Threat" in Africa and there are some African friends who have 

voiced concerns about the impact of Chinese products on the African 

market and employment, Li said. Wen emphasized that China is sincerely 

concerned with Africa and helps Africa, and is ready to strengthen 

solidarity and cooperation with Africa on the basis of mutual respect, non-

interference in others' internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, Li said. 

The irresponsible remarks by some people about China's policy 

toward Africa neither conform to historical facts nor the state of the 

relations between China and Africa, Wen noted. In fact, African countries 

have spoken highly of China's policy toward Africa and 

appreciated China's help in Africa's development, Li said. They all agree 

that China's development offers opportunities for Africa and China is a 

reliable friend and partner of Africa. Li said he is convinced that 

the China-Africa friendship, which has stood the test of time, will enjoy an 

even brighter future”.’ (Extract from Xinhua, 25.6.2006) 

‘”China's rapid development is not a ‘threat’ as some Western countries 

have painted but a "positive challenge" for Africa, said African youth 

delegates on a visit to China”.’ (18.12.2007) 

 

As the defense became stronger and criticism towards China increased, the negativity 

towards Western aid in Xinhua decreased in percentage (see section 5.2.). Despite this 
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the vocabulary tightened slightly and there were subtle remarks about the Western aid 

model’s ineffectiveness and conditionality. Some criticism towards the international 

community and especially the Western countries’ protectionism in the WTO were 

mentioned. Also the history of colonialism was mentioned at a few occasions. 

‘International community should offer Africa more support and aid, while 

interfering less, saying that the turbulence of Africa is mostly the result of 

external interference and power politics.’ (24.10.1996) 

‘"There are no conflicts of interest or historic grievances between China 

and Africa," the premier said’ (3.5.1997) 

 ‘According to Durodie, Western countries' criticizing on China's new role 

and impact on Africa is a sign of the Western imagination's inability to 

view Africans as capable of dealing with their own problems and the 

West's obsession with viewing China as malign.’ (3.10.2009) 

 

This defensiveness in the language used by Xinhua was not just very typical for Xinhua 

articles, but practically non-existent in the other news sources. There was a clear 

dialogue visible in the articles between Xinhua and the New York Times, and it was 

clear that some of the Xinhua articles had been written purely in defense. What was 

interesting about this phenomenon was the fact that the criticism was rather indirect as it 

was not directed at any one nation in particular and they were phrased as ‘international 

community should’ and bringing forth that the need for this ‘should’ comes from the 

African people. The articles most often suggested that the accusations were ungrounded, 

then explaining why the accusations were wrong and why the Sino-African cooperation 

has in fact been a success. 

"Most of the aid given by governments or donors has strings attached, but 

for the Chinese it is different. This shows China's care for humanity," he 

said, adding that "the Chinese people have been very generous with us as 

Africans; they constructed this institute without any strings attached." 

(4.12.2003) 

"With humanitarian aid and development projects, we show to the world 

that China is sincere in providing tangible assistance to Darfur," Liu said. 

(26.2.2008) 

 

One of the reasons for this might be the cultural habit of saving face. Although 

disagreement exists, instead of making the other one lose face, the defense-statement is 

emphasized. This was done by explaining why the other one’s perception towards them 

was wrong, not by telling that there was something wrong with the other one. As a 

country that promotes harmonious world-policy it is a useful tactic to stick to defending 

oneself and providing counterarguments to the ‘erroneous’ views of the other, rather 

than start accusing the other one. This does not mean that there weren’t subtle hints 
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within the text about the fact that the Chinese really dislike the way they have been 

presented in Western publications. This merely goes to prove the fact that signifiers do 

not just portray meanings of the actual words and phrases within the text, but entire 

worldviews (Dixon 2010, pp. 401–405). 

 

Out of all the four news sources, and by judging only the database gathered for this 

research, Xinhua was by far the most politically-skewed one. It not only portrayed the 

government’s views, but it lacked the vocabulary and perception-related variety that 

comes from non-governmentally controlled media. Also, the content was more political 

as more and more diplomatic news were reported when China-Africa relations grew 

deeper. In fact, in China’s case the style of reporting can be seen both as political and 

cultural; the government ownership and control being the political and the expression of 

everyone in good light (e.g. saving the face) and not mentioning the negativities as 

cultural. 

 

One-China – a political concept – can be seen as an indicator of the tightness of China’s 

foreign relations, since it is a prerequisite for Chinese aid. All the big international and 

bilateral meetings came with a huge upsurge in the amount of articles in Xinhua, many 

of them stating how China placed a growing importance on its relations to Africa, and 

how the African countries supported one-China. If there was a bias in Xinhua, it was not 

neutrally presented; if they discussed a topic it almost always included propaganda and 

made it negatively or positively biased.  

 

In the 2000s the reporting became highly defensive, which may indicate a need to show 

the world, how responsible and amazing the Chinese are. If it was pure defense, then it 

would be extremely easy to provoke China, especially if the way critique is used in the 

West is not completely understood by Chinese, who have very different cultural 

approach to this. Nonetheless, the Chinese media began to promote defensive arguments 

for China’s benefit, and to have a dialogue with the Western nations. There was also a 

response to events and happenings that receive plenty of media attention internationally. 

During financial crisis, China vowed to maintain the relations and aid-amounts or even 

increase them, and during Darfur crisis Xinhua articles were preoccupied with proving 

the international community its deep involvement and benevolence to the crisis. Also, 

most of the articles were trying to prove that Chinese aid should be regarded as an 

opportunity rather than a challenge, and as a challenge rather than a threat. 

‘While China's economic growth brings both opportunities and 

challenges, people should focus more on the opportunities, Sun Zhenyu, 

Chinese ambassador to the World Trade Organization (WTO), said on 

Tuesday.’ (30.10.2007) 
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As China tried increasing its status as a Southern country, it seemed as if the richer 

countries were being reprimanded by China, and the friendship between China and the 

other Southern nations were promoted. At the same time, many of the Northern 

countries were increasingly seeing China as an economic power that is starting to lose 

its status of being a ‘developing country’. Nonetheless, the message Xinhua wanted to 

portray was that China wants to be Africa’s partner, it wants to localize the Chinese 

innovations and by learning from Africans, and together they can adapt it all to help 

both parties achieve benefits. 

‘"China's aid to Africa will, as always, be sincere and altruistic,"’ 

(3.11.2006) 

‘"We should learn food production and storage technology from China, 

especially how to cope with draught," Ida Odinga told Xinhua on the 

sidelines of the forum.’ (13.10.2009) 

‘China "feels indebted to" the African people, said Premier Wen Jiabao 

during his visit to Egypt in 2006. "We should never remember the 

benefits we have offered nor forget the favor received," Wen added, 

quoting an old Chinese proverb.’ (3.10.2009) 

 

The Chinese always want to learn from Africa and the Africans say they need China’s 

know-how and technology, which is often cheaper than the Western technology. Also, 

just the amount of articles, diplomatic visits and the money and effort they put into 

Africa, gave the feeling that the Chinese care about the future of African nations. In 

international arenas they seemed to try and advance the benefits of the Africans. Yet it 

is true that these efforts happen to advance their own agendas as well. 

 

By making careful comparisons with the other news sources of this research, it can be 

said that Xinhua had relatively more articles specifically about China-Africa and 

Chinese aid than the others. One reason for this might be the overall article amount that 

is higher due to Xinhua being a news agency. The other newspapers referenced to the 

topic of China-Africa more under the discussion of other topics. Also as a news agency, 

Xinhua had some presentational features that differed from the newspapers that were 

analyzed. For example, the headlining of all news was very straightforward and 

accurately described the article’s content. Also, Xinhua’s news articles did not mention 

names of the writers except for a few occasions in the late 2000s, whereas it was 

common practice to name and even introduce the writer for the other news sources such 

as the three newspapers examined for this study. Xinhua also presented all the full 

speeches of president Hu and others at international meetings, which were not analyzed 

as part of this research, but which follows the logic of Xinhua promoting a political 

agenda. 
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The New York Times 

The New York Times database for this research had much more variation in the types of 

articles it published, in the tone of the articles, as well as in the vocabulary it employed 

in comparison to the Xinhua news agency. The variation over time in the usage of word 

frequency chart signifiers especially, pointed out interesting patterns. The signifier ‘oil’ 

was used 265 times within the entire database of The New York Times, but time 

variable added, results showed it was increasingly used after the turn of the Millennium. 

In the 1980s and 1990s ‘oil’ was mentioned only 15 times, whereas the 2000s had 250 

hits; use of the word multiplied 7.7 times per article. The same phenomenon was visible 

in the usage of signifiers ‘resource’ and ‘military’, former of which had 4.7 times more 

mentions per article and the latter which had 1.25 more mentions per article in the 

2000s than in the 1980s and 1990s. This might indicate a change in how relevant 

resource- and security-related issues in China-Africa context were considered to be for 

the United States at different points in time; as relevance increased, so did the number 

of mentions. This makes sense when taking into account that in 1980s and 1990s there 

was only one article written mainly about China-Africa cooperation, but after 2000 

there were 10. As China’s role in Africa became significant also the news value rose 

thus creating an increase in number of articles as well as use of certain signifiers. 

 

In The New York Times the influence and changes in the alliances of the Cold War was 

present in the articles. Signifier ‘communism’ was often used in same articles with 

‘threat’ and commonly it referred to the Soviet Union. During the Cold War era the 

Soviet Union was the ‘threat’ and China was considered in relatively indifferent tone, 

but there was a change of tone towards China in 1996 after the boycott in Taiwan Strait 

in 1995; negativity was somewhat increased. After year 2000 China was mentioned 

more and more in a critical tone and the growing influence of China in Africa was 

considered as a threat to the United States and its allies in various forms, and this fear 

was transmitted to the articles as a stronger negative bias.  

‘To be sure, China, the world's second-largest consumer of oil, has 

emerged as a leading competitor to the United States in its search for oil, 

gas and minerals throughout the world -- notably Central Asia, the 

Middle East and Africa. Aggressively seeking out potential 

deals, China tries to out-muscle the big international oil companies, 

always beholden to shareholders. Chinese companies, which have 

substantial government help, can dispense government aid to secure 

deals, take advantage of lower costs in China and draw on hefty credit 

lines from the government and Chinese financial institutions.’ (1.3.2005) 

 ‘Mr. Hu has made cultivating new economic and diplomatic ties 

to Africa a foreign policy priority even as the United States concentrates 

on combating terrorism. Analysts say the main purpose is to secure 

supplies of natural resources, especially oil, iron ore and copper, 

for China's booming economy. -- China's outreach to Africa has been 
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criticized by some in the West for ignoring large human rights violations 

or serious corruption in countries that it has courted, including Sudan, 

Zimbabwe and Angola. Western and African economists have also 

complained that China's approach is reminiscent of a mercantilist 

strategy European nations once followed in Africa because it focuses on 

extracting natural resources and raw materials from Africa and selling 

finished manufactured goods back there. The critics say that approach 

does little to foster long-term economic development in the impoverished 

continent.’ (6.11.2006) 

‘With its $1 trillion in foreign exchange reserves, surging military 

spending and diplomatic initiatives in Asia, Africa and the Middle East, 

Beijing has begun asserting its interests far beyond its borders. Chinese 

party leaders are acting as if they intend to start exercising more power 

abroad rather than just protecting their political power at home.--Mr. He 

also hinted at a shifting official line. He emphasized China's status as a 

developing country. But he allowed that others may see things differently. 

''Whether a country is a regional or a world power, it is not for that 

country to decide alone,'' he said. ''If you say we are a big power, then 

we are. But we are a responsible big country. We are a maintainer and 

builder of the international system.''-- Yet critics say China is prepared 

to emerge in a less amicable fashion, if necessary. The Central 

Intelligence Agency says that China's military spending may be two or 

three times higher than it acknowledges and that it allocates more to its 

military than any other country except the United States.’ (9.12.2006) 

 

Despite being critical towards Chinese aid, The New York Times was not more 

generous towards Western aid. It was critical and factual about Western aid, but no 

matter how bad Western aid did, Chinese aid was considered worse and the Chinese 

development model especially, was critically approached. In other words, where the 

Western aid was considered as a failure, the Chinese aid was considered as a threat. 

In some ways, the new Chinese model of doing business in Africa is a 

throwback to an earlier era of Western involvement that is now widely 

seen as disastrous. In that era, borrowing countries typically had to work 

with companies from the lending nation, limiting competition and giving 

priority to business over development. Today, China takes things even 

further, signing long-term deals for rights to natural resources that allow 

countries otherwise unworthy of credit to repay their debt in oil or 

mineral output. ”In what manner has Africa progressed, in what sector?'' 

said the Chadian president, Idriss Deby, referring to decades of close 

ties to the West. ''Whatever the good will of Africa's old friends and the 

old partners in its development, it has not progressed at all. ''Still, major 

doubts hang heavily in the air. Will China's hunger for raw materials 

enable this continent to take off? Or will Beijing's willingness to spend 

whatever it needs in Africa, without regard to fiscal prudence, 

democracy, honest business practices and human rights, produce a 

replay of booms past, enriching local elites but leaving the continent 
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poorer, its environment despoiled and its natural resources depleted? 

(26.3.2009) 

 

Most of the negative bias portrayed by The New York Times was targeted at the 

outcomes of China’s aid. Usually the negative bias was accompanied with the Chinese 

positive defenses, but these were proved ‘wrong’ in a similar manner to that of Xinhua. 

‘But Western aid donors complain that China is secretive about 

its aid projects, and that it declines to attend the traditional meetings 

presided over by the World Bank to coordinate aid activities in poor 

countries. They also say they doubt that China always delivers the full 

value of the projects that it announces.’ (18.9.2006) 

‘Leaders of developing nations have embraced China's sales pitch of 

easy credit, without Western-style demands for political or economic 

reform, for a host of unmet needs. The results can be clearly seen in new 

roads, power plants, and telecommunications networks across the 

African continent -- more than 200 projects since 2001, many financed 

with preferential loans from the Chinese government's Exim Bank. 

Increasingly, though, experts argue that China's aid comes with a major 

catch: It must be used to buy goods or services from companies, many of 

them state-controlled, that Chinese officials select themselves. 

Competitive bidding by the borrowing nation is discouraged, 

and China pulls a veil over vital data like project costs, loan terms and 

repayment conditions. Even the dollar amount of loans offered as 

foreign aid is treated as a state secret.’ (22.9.2009) 

 

Criticism was also applied to the ultimate causes of China’s Africa interest, making it 

clear that there has to be an agenda motivating China’s actions instead of it being pure 

benevolence. Many of the late 1990s and early 2000s articles profiled Taiwan as the 

main cause (perhaps leading to the increased use of ‘Taiwan’ and promotion of one-

China in Xinhua articles) of China’s interest in Africa.  

‘The duel between Taiwan and China for diplomatic recognition in 

Central America (news article, Aug. 5) is nothing new. The war has been 

going on for nearly half a century. Since the People's Republic 

of China proclaimed itself on Oct. 1, 1949, Taiwan did battle with 

Beijing at the United Nations until Taiwan's ouster in 1971. In the 1970's 

the main battleground shifted to Africa, where newly independent states 

were being wooed by both Taipei and Beijing with cash and aidin the 

form of agricultural and medical teams. For a while Taiwan had the 

upper hand because the United States backed its effort with a project 

whose code name was Vanguard. The United States used the proceeds 

from its Food for Peace program to finance Taiwan's aid programs 

in Africa.’ (9.8.1997) 
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The New York Times, sometimes subtly and sometimes clearly, sharply criticized 

human rights issues and China’s so-called ‘resource grab’. China was accused of 

benefiting from deals done with countries that are corrupt and violate human rights, 

undermining the efforts of Western nations to get rid of bad governance. 

In Zaire, ruled by a dictatorship that has engendered disapproval in the 

West for years, diplomats say China has recently been signing contracts 

for one huge project after another, opening the way for a piece of that 

country's markets in areas like transportation and mining. China has 

also been increasing its trade and investment in the Sudan, another large 

country that has had difficult relations with the West. (24.1.1996) 

Already, in the past several years, China has given aid to African 

countries, where it is buying oil and gas. They include some with 

repressive governments like Nigeria, Sudan and Angola. (18.9.2006) 

Mr. Hu's two-day visit, which includes a trip to a Chinese-built oil 

refinery, is expected to focus more on growing economic links than on 

bringing peace to Western Sudan. (3.2.2007) 

 

The tone in the headlines of the New York Times articles was critical towards the 

Chinese and often the headlines too portrayed the American aid narrative. 

‘U.S. Cuts in Africa Aid Hurt War on Terror and Increase China's 

Influence, Officials Say.’ (New York Times headline 23.7.2006) 

 

In general, in The New York Times the types of articles were different from that of the 

Chinese or the African ones. The articles were longer and the headlines more 

misleading as they were more inventive and did not accurately describe what the article 

was about. The Chinese ones on the other hand, were extremely simple but accurately 

descriptive, and they even had the same headlines appear in a few year intervals. This 

does not mean that they were completely free of bias however, and often some positive 

signifiers slipped into the headlines of Xinhua too: 

‘Zambian party leader praises Zambian-Sino relations’ (Xinhua headline 

5.6.1987) 

 

Sunday Times 

Sunday Times, one of the most influential papers published in South Africa, perceived 

the China-Africa relationship in its articles from a South-African as well as Southern 

African perspective. Most of the writers included local cases as examples of how the 

growing connections had affected the country as well as its citizens, and it was clear 

that ‘personal’ experience motivated people to write. For example, as the fashion and 
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textiles industries were perceived as cornerstones for the Southern African economy and 

identity, the increased amount of textile imports coming from China was considered as 

a threat. 

‘In the global trade arena, the end of the global multi-fibre agreement in 

2005 also spelt the end for South Africa's struggling textile industries. 

The agreement protected these from the immense productive capacity of 

Chinese and Indian industries through tariff barriers. Now, local 

industries across Southern Africa, such as textiles, struggle to compete 

with the massive productivity of their Chinese and Indian counterparts.’ 

(25.9.2011) 

China’s raw material demand on the other hand, was viewed as being good luck for 

South Africa and for the sub-Saharan African nations. 

‘--the country had benefited from good performance and good luck - 

from the unexpected new demand for raw materials by China and India 

to being spared from disasters.’ (1.1.2006) 

 

As most articles were published with writer information, it was interesting to see a 

pattern of certain names appear over and over again. Two of the writers had contributed 

altogether 19 articles or 26 percent of the Sunday Times news in the sample of this 

research. For many newspapers, same people write about certain topics, giving them 

power to affect the readers by the way they write. From the point of view of sustaining 

an aid narrative bias, the power of individual writers should not be over-emphasized, 

but neither should it be left unnoticed. In the Sunday Times 5 of the articles written by 

these two writers were neutral, 1 positively biased, and the rest factual. 

 

In Sunday Times 22 percent of the articles mentioning China-Africa were published in 

the opinions section and therefore, some highly stereotypical and opinioned views were 

presented.  

‘What grave injustice, one might ask, had South Africa perpetrated to 

have its nose bloodied in this way by the world superpower? The answer 

is startlingly political (read 'devoid of principle'), namely, that 

South Africa has stood up to the bullying that the US has meted out to the 

world's poorest nations. It has, commendably, refused to sign an 

agreement with the US which would exempt Americans from prosecution 

before the International Criminal Court.’ (6.7.2003) 

Most of the writings in the opinion-sections were concerned about the future of South 

Africa and Africa in general. Often they were aid-related and the biggest question 

evolved around whether or not ‘aid’ is good and what sort of consequences or 

dependency does it come with. Another binary was introduced with Chinese aid versus 

Western aid; what were the benefits and what were the problems with each. The good 
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and bad points were introduced equally giving all arguments a thought, but the 

important thing was that whether seen as challenges or opportunities, they were always 

presented from the point of view of South Africa or Africa; ‘what is best for us?’ The 

main message that transmitted from Sunday Times was indeed the desire to develop, 

and regardless of how or in partnership with whom this would be done, the best solution 

for a prosperous future for the South Africans was actively sought.  

‘There remains a whole range of relationship opportunities with Western 

powers. China also presents opportunities for mutually beneficial 

relations. The challenge is to mobilize domestic constituencies and 

resources and strengthen self-reliance in terms of development, while 

seeking mutually beneficial relationships with other countries.’ 

(30.3.2003) 

 

The Southern African view in Sunday Times articles towards China itself was in a way 

indifferent and carefully critical; worry and anxiety about the consequences of China-

aid – and colonization – were present. The very first few years mentioned China briefly, 

and most of the articles only talked about China-Africa within other topics discussing 

trade relations with other nations or international aid. The fact that Western nations, US 

and EU countries, were still the biggest sources of money was acknowledged, but 

especially the financial crisis seemed to encourage African nations to diversify money-

sources from Europe. China was seen as an equal status nation, an emerging market and 

a developing country, and an occasional comrade in international arenas, which together 

with India and Brazil has had the opportunity to develop faster than South Africa. South 

Africa on its behalf was seen as the leading economy of sub-Saharan Africa that would 

soon follow in China and India’s footsteps. 

‘China's emergence as a world power has been relevant here in Africa as 

China has become one of the continent's most important partners in 

trade, aid and diplomacy, also building on decades of support for 

African independence movements.’ (25.9.2011) 

 

Interestingly, India seemed to be mentioned more often than China, and even more 

often the articles mentioned both India and China as sources of new aid-money and 

investment. Most of the articles took an economical perspective towards development, 

so the FDI flows from these countries were a common topic. Yet the message about 

how the South Africans would like to develop towards this economical prosperity was 

rather clear: on their own terms. They seemed eager to get foreign investment and 

regardless of possible cons of aid, the partnership with the new investors was 

considered as a challenging opportunity that could finally make them independent and 

able to rely on themselves for accumulation of wealth. 
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Daily Nation 

The Kenyan Daily Nation had a lot of similarities in its news coverage about China-aid 

to those of the Sunday Times, but the main difference was the more positive view 

towards China. The different historical, cultural, and social background of Kenya, as 

well as different economical situation, have all accounted to the fact that from a Kenyan 

perspective China seemed more important for the country. The relationship between 

China and Kenya was portrayed differently to that of the one between South Africa and 

China. Although there were plenty of varying views about China, there were more 

mentions about China being a friend rather than of China being a foe. The Daily Nation 

like Xinhua, is governmentally owned and therefore, the pressure towards positivity 

might have been stronger than in the Sunday Times. Another reason for friendliness 

may have been the respect and equality of exchange; not monetary, but learning and 

helping each other. 

‘"NGOs in Kenya and Africa can learn from Chinese NGO 

entrepreneurship, resource mobilisation for economic development and 

investment strategies for civil society. Consequently, the Chinese can 

learn from Kenyan NGOs how to mobilise their citizens to fight for their 

rights to expand the democratic space in China," said Mr George 

Obondo, a member of the executive committee of the NGO council.’ 

(9.9.2011) 

 

These sorts of statements made it clear that what the Western agencies often lack is the 

respect to see local potential and innovation. Yet Daily Nation portrayed the need for all 

international aid, and like South Africans, the Kenyans were eager to become 

economically independent, but the reality of not being able to do this without aid-money 

was admitted. The Kenyans portrayed an interest to become more self-sustained from 

the funds of the US and EU, but both China and the West were needed to achieve this. 

‘Surely Africa needs European kindness and China's readiness to handle 

tough jobs.’ (30.10.2010) 

In many articles, a ’we-can-do-it-ourselves’ -spirit was raised, saying the Africans 

should not rely on foreign donors but enhance African ties instead and empower 

themselves. China was used as an example of this and often it was portrayed not only as 

a partner but like a big-brother, whose working development model was somewhat 

idealized. 

 

In the Daily Nation, the local news about China’s aid was of bigger importance than the 

power-politics behind the phenomenon. More news coverage existed about domestic 

and neighbor-countries’ issues than the tangible outcomes of China-Africa cooperation. 

Locality was also seen in the way language was used in the news, and plenty of 
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imaginative headlines and metaphors were used in both Daily Nation and Sunday Times 

articles. 

‘Chinese Firms Take to Africa Like Bushfire’ (headline from Daily 

Nation 29.8.2010) 

‘But with donor agencies facing aid cutbacks, it is innovations like 

developing own medicines which may take the sting from the mosquito.’ 

(Daily Nation 24.4.2011) 

‘Beijing in major bid to woo Africa’ (headline from Sunday Times 

5.11.2006) 

‘There is no doubt that China, through the money it makes from the 

African continent, has the capacity to be a rich lover and from time to 

time dangle its magnanimity like a man offering jewels to appease his 

mistress.’ (The Sunday Times 11.2.2007) 

 

Daily Nation, just like Sunday Times, was also more factual than biased and there was 

comparison of facts or hypothetical future scenarios of both positive and negative ends 

rather, than plain ‘boos’ or ‘yoo-hoos’. Development was seen as economic prosperity 

and therefore, there was not so much talk of aid, but more about investment – and China 

was viewed as an important investor. It was recognized that China was in Africa due to 

resources, but there were also fears of what would happen to Africa if China’s demand 

of resources or interest decreased, since plenty of the growth was seen to be the result of 

China’s interest. 

‘The Chinese are not our friends. They reach out to Africa because of 

what they want to get from the continent. They are interested in our 

resources. To exploit those resources, they, of necessity, help in 

constructing our infrastructure. They are not sentimental 

about Africa, nor are they morally obliged to care about our interests.’ 

(18.7.2010) 

‘Africa's changing fortunes have largely been driven by China's surging 

demand for raw materials and higher commodity prices, but other 

factors have also counted. Africa has benefited from big inflows of 

foreign direct investment, especially from China, as well as 

foreign aid and debt relief. Urbanisation and rising incomes have 

fuelled faster growth in domestic demand. Economic management has 

improved, too.’ (20.1.2011) 

 

All in all, the controversialist arguments and views were visible in both of the African 

newspapers, giving an indication of the mixed feelings towards China. The hopes and 

fears about the African countries’ future seemed to transmit to the articles as interplay 

of pessimism and optimism and showing off a complex love-and-hate relationship 
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towards China. This shows that there are varying views within the African societies 

about China; that they are being careful and wary about forming new ties, but at the 

same time, there are various pressures from within the societies and from outside 

international forces, which make it difficult to find the right path. But more and more 

the African newspapers seemed to voice the desire to choose for themselves; to become 

self-reliant and respected as countries that have great potential, and which are rich in not 

only resources, but culturally as well. They cannot, and do not want to, rely on neither 

the West nor China for forever. 

‘"Africa needs to get competitive," he says. "Aid money is not an answer. 

Only a true entrepreneurial spirit will save this continent.’ (Sunday 

Times 23.7.2006) 

Based on this research, this is the spirit of one African aid narrative. 

 

5.1.4. Analyzing the Broader Framework 

 

It is clear that the Xinhua News Agency as a governmentally owned news agency 

presented both the strongest bias, but also the most political views towards China 

African cooperation. What comes to the growing amount of bias in Xinhua news agency 

articles, it is a possible indication to an increased need to maintain control, while giving 

in to international publication standards. This is hard to prove based solely on this 

database, but it is possible that the growing negative response from the Western media 

has provoked the Chinese media to defend the government policies more intensively. 

Yet as explained before, while the language about China’s aid became more defensive 

and positive, the negativity towards Western aid reduced. This was accompanied by a 

tone change that shifted from attacking Western aid to becoming more factual. Instead 

of increased criticism the Chinese media became less offensive towards Western aid 

and kept on defending its own more vocally.  

 

Daily Nation, the Kenyan newspaper that has a wide circulation in East Africa beyond 

its own borders, is likewise part of a governmentally owned media group. The bias 

towards the topic of this research was rather neutral, but it might also be that it either 

has less of an agenda promoting political outcomes, or it does so more implicitly. It 

might also be a question of resources, as the Chinese Xinhua most likely has more 

money and personnel hired to write about desired topics. 

 

Despite the governmental agendas, it is up to the individual readers as to how much it 

affects their thinking and actions. Research done on National Geographic revealed that 

despite how a magazine or other media source presents an issue, the readers interpret 
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them from their own socio-cultural perspective by placing the issue inside their own 

individual world view (Dixon 2010, pp. 396–400). This means that if the reader already 

possesses a biased view towards the topic, reading is likely to reinforce this bias as it is 

placed within their own personal narrative. In other words, the news article is read in a 

way that fits their personal worldview and pre-assumptions about the topic. This may 

suggest that no matter what the bias presented in the paper, it may not affect the reader 

that much. Yet the existence of bias within the paper, that might tell something about 

the bias existing within the society as a whole, a.k.a. combination of individual biases 

that then tend to lean towards a certain direction. 

Scientific evidence by Burr (1998, pp. 99–161) also suggests that peer feedback after 

reading affects the attitude towards the read topic more than prior views. This means 

that by analyzing discussions that follow the actual biased articles, it would be possible 

to gain a better understanding of how and to what extent are the bias replicated within 

the societies after they are published. This means that to fully analyze what effect the 

bias in these news sources has on the societies they are published in, plenty of 

information about the readers would be needed. For example, to be able to speculate 

how big of an effect the political and cultural ‘feed’ from governments has on the 

readers, the rates of readership trust towards the news source should be analyzed. 

 

According to Lee (2010, p. 9) lack of trust towards newspapers as well as other forms of 

media may result in inattention or non-consumption. This means that if the trust rate 

say, towards Xinhua was very low, the people reading Xinhua would be likely to stop 

reading it or be less likely to adopt the views presented by the news source. 

Nonetheless, in 2007 Xinhua had over 80 million views on its webpage per day. This 

figure does not specify whether the readers were Chinese or foreigners, but as Chinese 

media is famous for it being controlled, it is likely that not everything is taken as truth. 

Lee (2010, pp. 9–10) also notes that political leaders have the habit of seeing bias in the 

media, often feeling the opposing views are being favored. This could explain why the 

Chinese media has become so defensive; if the political leaders’ response to Western 

media is already biased, they are likely to increase their power and thus, bias in their 

own media to counter the feel of injustice.  

 

A study on trust towards American media reveals that the higher the trust towards the 

government and the surrounding environment from peer feedback to importantly 

considered social groups, the higher the trust towards media as being non-biased is (Lee 

2010, p. 10). This might suggest that even towards privately owned media, people are 

mistrusting and only if they believe in the government and the government not 

meddling with the media, do they trust the news sources. For this research it is hard to 

draw conclusions as also the trust towards governments of the readers of this media 

lacks, but it might well be the case that it does not matter whether the newspaper is 

governmentally owned or not, it may still have equal amount of effect on changing 
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people’s perspectives and in reinforcing aid narratives. This would mean that the bias in 

The New York Times, regardless it being lower than that of the Chinese one, might be 

just as effective in molding people’s attitudes as Xinhua is.   

 

The findings of this research however, suggest that politics do affect the way things are 

reported. For example the Taiwan Strait controversy, the Cold War, and the feedback to 

Western criticism from Xinhua can be seen as evidence, that the power battle over 

Africa’s resources is not only fought on the ground but also in the media. If there is an 

effect of increasing or decreasing bias in society, then in time it will only cumulate as 

new elections and new politicians get fed by the society and then the more extreme bias 

will be incorporated into policies. 

 

5.2. Discussion and Conclusions 

 

The key findings can be analyzed by responding to the two research questions set at the 

beginning of this section: are the news sources biased, how, and what sort of picture do 

they present of China-Africa cooperation. Simply put, yes, there is a clear bias visible in 

two of the news sources analyzed for this research: in Xinhua News Agency articles as 

well as in The New York Times. And despite both of them vary in extent, they seem to 

follow an increasing trend. In Xinhua, the increased Sino-African cooperation is 

portrayed in a positive way and in The New York Times, it is portrayed somewhat 

negatively. The two African newspapers on the other hand, Sunday Times and Daily 

Nation, were considered non-biased with over 90 percent of their articles being non-

biased. 

 

There is no way to say how wide this bias is within the newspapers’ respective societies 

as there was not enough information to support such speculations. Nonetheless, it seems 

that this section has proved that power-politics can be transferred to the pages of 

newspapers, and the fear of the US of losing power, and the easily-provoked (or 

insulted) Chinese are increasingly having a dialogue through media and taking it to 

further extreme. The discussion begins from what is beneficial for the Africans, but the 

political game and the bias within Western and Eastern aid narratives have somewhat 

diverted the attention away from important things. Existence of bias within important 

media may hold the potential to increase one-sidedness in societies, polarizing views to 

further extremes. 

 

This section, despite small size of the African database, has revealed something about 

the African motivations in development cooperation too. More independence and self-
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reliance is desired, but to achieve this, especially monetary support from both the 

traditional and new donors is required. Without a change in the external conditions, a 

change in the international system to favor opportunities for low-income countries, 

there is little hope of achieving long-lasting benefits. Multiform, all-around, and 

multilateral foreign assistance that China has supported may well provide opportunities 

that support African nations into empowerment.  
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6. Combining Results of the Research Project 
 

 

6.1. Key Findings 

 

The aim of this research was to identify bias within aid narratives, particularly in 

regards to Chinese African aid. The objective was to examine variation between 

regionally established narratives that were produced in socio-cultural contexts in China 

as well as the Western and African countries. These regionally manifested narratives 

were expected to portray bias depending on observer’s relative background. It was 

argued, that the inter-regional relations that take place within the realm of these aid 

narratives, would be skewed if there were distorted and factually misinformed 

perceptions towards Chinese foreign assistance. It was also claimed, that as China 

becomes acknowledged as a major international power and its role as a donor expands, 

attention towards the Sino-African topic grows in volume creating narratives that are 

increasingly pronounced. 

 

In response to the research questions, the findings of this study suggest that the Chinese 

and Western narratives about Chinese foreign assistance in Africa have become more 

and more biased. The bias was observed to vary in intensity over time and within the 

regional contexts under examination. The direction of the bias was manifested with the 

use of certain signifiers, the overall tone of the articles, and the amount of references 

towards selected disputed issues. Empirical results concluded that there existed a strong 

positive bias within Xinhua news articles towards China’s aid, whereas The New York 

Times had a tendency to report in a negatively biased way about the topic. The African 

news periodicals under scrutiny on the other hand, provided consistently neutral or 

factual information, remaining somewhat positive towards China’s abilities to boost 

development on the continent. 

 

Other empirical findings suggest that power-politics can be identified in the narratives 

as news periodicals advanced some political aspirations and agendas. Especially the 

governmentally owned Xinhua expressed politically flavored dialogue, which praised 

communist party politics and defended China’s foreign policies and aid. Xinhua articles 

had the largest amount of political content and they also expressed the strongest bias out 

of all news sources. In addition to political contents, the news periodicals under scrutiny 

demonstrated references towards regionally relevant historical contexts such as 

colonization and the Cold War, as well as socio-cultural phenomena and worldviews of 

the contemporary societies. The African news periodicals for example were preoccupied 

with aid and trade news, whereas The New York Times concentrated on the issues of 
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human rights and presented oil-related and security concerns. As time passed the 

number of The New York Times articles surged as hypothesized and although all aid 

was examined critically, the Chinese aid model was handled in especially critical tone. 

These findings suggest that the overall bias was indicative to how the Chinese African 

cooperation was perceived as observed from each regional entity. 

 

One of the key notions of this thesis was the fact that like other researchers have 

suggested, the narratives about China’s foreign assistance and overall actions in Africa 

are exaggerated. The Chinese narrative takes the positive bias furthest, but there is also 

criticism overload in the Western publications. This criticism makes China’s increased 

cooperation with African countries come across as conquest operation, when in reality 

the scope of engagement is wider, but not much more than the in the case of other 

countries. The maps introduced in section 4, show that China is not the only nation 

exercising cooperation and trade with Africa, but the Western countries are still the 

biggest donors and trade partners with African countries, and the largest oil importers of 

African oil.  

 

6.2. Discussion 

 

Findings 

The empirical findings about bias within aid narratives confirm the hypotheses of the 

thesis. In addition it was noted, how media replicates the official government views and 

twists discussion towards extremes. This raises interesting questions about media’s role 

as an information source and the possibility to trust even privately owned free media 

shows. How much are contemporary publications of aid in media guided by political 

interests or are they merely portraying these interests? To what extent does the narrative 

presented in news periodicals affect decision-making?  It is possible that rather than 

causality, a dynamic interaction between the media and society affects how deep the 

impact of narrative is on societies’ future. However, if the risk of bias spreading from 

news sources is high, this may result in a concentration of misleading information that 

lead decision-making to extreme ends. Surely if this is the case, the dichotomy that 

exists in aid narratives would be likely to draw attention from the real needs of Africa to 

more political discussions. 

 

Nonetheless, one of the most significant results of this thesis is the fact that Africa’s 

importance globally seems to be on the rise. China’s actions in Africa have raised 

Africa’s strategic importance and more attention is paid to what happens in Africa. 

Even if bias would lead discussion away from factual and relevant topics, more people 

could become aware of the problems that exist in contemporary development aid and 
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the international system. Also, as the example of Finnish foreign assistance changes in 

relation Chinese aid shows, the increased engagement of China in Africa prompts other 

donors to re-shape their aid programs. International pressure might just be the thing that 

can transform policies into action. International pressures and attention do not only 

shape the traditional aid, but also Chinese aid has gone through some changes and 

reform in response to criticism from the West. The Chinese have become increasingly 

transparent about their aid, and reporting includes more factual information than before.  

 

Chinese aid 

Although the Chinese have been providing aid since the 1960s, there remain plenty of 

myths and mysteries regarding Chinese aid and the actual forms of aid are hardly 

examined. The Chinese complete projects are a good example of China’s mutual benefit 

principle, as the construction project provides Chinese citizens with employment and 

among others it boosts China’s construction industry, but at the same time the recipient 

countries get improved infrastructure for their own use free-of-charge. The long-term 

effects of such projects are debated and some claim these projects hinder the 

development of domestic construction industries of recipients and intra-African trade, 

while others argue that basic infrastructure easies development of other industries. 

Based on this research it should be noted, that at least in the government plans 

continuity is given a thought. As the complete projects end when the project is finished, 

the technical cooperation includes training for maintenance of project outcomes. This 

thesis however, does not provide information on whether or not these plans are executed 

properly in reality and therefore, the real impacts of complete projects cannot be 

assessed within the framework of this research. 

 

It is interesting that while China has many similar aid practices to the Western 

countries’ aid, existing literature speaks little about Chinese medical assistance, 

emergency relief, and volunteer programs. Take for example the voluntary programs 

sending teachers to teach Chinese in Africa. This is a topic hardly discussed in the West, 

although it should be beneficial for Africans – or to anyone else for that matter – to 

receive free training in the most spoken language in the world. Also, Chinese medical 

teams provide a combination of Western and traditional Chinese medicine, which is an 

interesting special feature of China’s medical aid. Traditional health practices are often 

affordable by the very poor as they don’t necessarily require expensive medicine as part 

of the treatment; they also promote the status of traditional, indigenous knowledge, 

which does not cost a thing to the recipients. 

 

The findings suggest that Western sources tend to neglect China’s human aspects for 

development, although China has become increasingly active in humanitarian aid, and 



119 

 

as a provider of education for the developing countries. One of the most useful ways to 

build a country’s own capacities for development in the long run is to provide training. 

Yet in the case of China, there is no distinction provided as to who in the recipient 

countries will really benefit from the training: will it increase the power of elites or does 

the training in fact reach the poorer rural populations? A lot of educational projects are 

also implemented by Western countries, but what is certain is that there will be a 

substantively growing Chinese cultural influence in recipient countries such as those in 

Africa. Also the mere number of Chinese living or temporarily working in Africa will 

have a socio-cultural impact on these societies. 

The findings related to the African aid narrative about Chinese aid were also interesting. 

The Chinese and Western donors seemed to have different statuses or roles; based on 

the data of this research the African voices seem to portray China as a ‘big brother’ or a 

‘peer’, who shows that an alternative path to development is possible. The Chinese were 

considered as effective and keeping their promises when it came to aid volumes and 

completion of infrastructure projects and so forth. The Chinese were also seen as be 

more respectful than Western donors, starting the partnership from more equal 

premises. This is especially interesting as a lot of research in West has been done on the 

power-relations that aid partnership includes due to differential monetary standing. 

These findings might prove that money is not the only thing keeping distance between 

the Western donors and their Southern partners, but the historical ties, culture, as well as 

style of political dialogue may be part of the problem. 

 

Future of aid 

The above notions about China’s aid raise thoughts about the future of international aid. 

It is clear that both Western and Chinese aid have their challenges. They both also have 

their positive sides, and it seems: more in common than surface scrutiny would imply. 

The biggest difference between Western and Chinese aid is conditionality, but there is 

yet too little research or knowledge to make firm conclusions on which one would be 

more beneficial. And maybe even more important question than ‘which’, would be: if 

foreign aid continues to exist, will it become an amalgamation of the two models or 

transform into something completely different? The all-around aid model of China, 

which not only provides monetary and infrastructural boosts for development, but tries 

to shape the surrounding world-system beneficial, has been rather positively accepted in 

the African countries. Even Western analysts admit that this model has potential, 

regardless of the fact that China is and most likely will remain promoting its own 

agendas. 

 

This research also suggests that there is an increasing motivation in Africa to take 

matters into their own hands. It must be remembered that the research only presented 

the views of two African news periodicals based on rather small databases, but the 
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African narrative constituted from these two sources presented a desire to tighten 

cooperation among African nations and in the spirit of China’s aid: help Southern 

countries help each other. It might well be that the future of aid is an all-around 

cooperation that is dictated by the Southern countries themselves. This might be a good 

direction to go, since it seems rather pointless to focus on competing on which aid 

model is the best. After all, the two models are not really even comparable as the data 

construction about Western and Chinese aid is different. 

 

As the Chinese aid system still lacks transparency in comparison to other international 

aid and despite their increased efforts to improve in this, availability of more 

information might turn the threats into mere challenges. With more patience and inter-

cultural competence, many of the other threats might disappear on their own. This 

would require promotion of dialogue from all parties involved as well as more research 

to back up the decisions. Increased amount of research could also help preventing bias 

developing towards the extreme ends of the range within which the narratives and 

discussion exists. Critical examination can be extended to cover efforts on self-

reflection as development is always about learning.  

 

Narratives  

The aid narratives, which were the main focus of this research, seemed to replicate the 

idea presented in the beginning about bias being driven to the extremes by the 

narratives. As the Western aid narrative was twisted towards the negative domain of the 

reality, and the Chinese narrative was distorted towards the positive domain, a 

dichotomy was revealed in the way China’s foreign assistance to Africa was viewed. 

Another interesting difference between the Western and Chinese aid narratives was the 

way Africa was portrayed. The Western perception of Africa was based on ‘otherness’ 

of the continent, making a division to ‘us’ and ‘them’. Africa was also seen as poor and 

still the old stereotype about the ‘dark continent’ seems to be alive. The Chinese 

narrative on the other hand, talks in the terms of ‘us’ as equals, and they thank Africa 

from all the things they can learn from them. This acknowledgement of innovativeness, 

local knowledge, and the huge potential of African cultures and societies, marks a clear 

difference to how Africa is traditionally discussed in Western publications. 

 

The findings on the narratives also revealed an interesting phenomenon about the 

motivational grounds of the Western aid narrative. The social identity that is being 

promoted by the Western aid narrative relies on the idea of being a savior. This 

psychological need to rely on the idea of being the ‘savior of Africa’ marks a co-

dependency between Western countries and Africa. The West does not only need 

Africa, but it needs to feel needed by Africa. The Western aid narrative is based on 
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fulfilling the needs of the ‘underdeveloped’ where the needs of Africa are used as 

justification for a need that actually seems to lie within the Northern nations themselves. 

This phenomenon is pronounced by the material needs from the African continent. 

From this perspective, it makes sense that there is a desire to ‘reveal’ how China is 

actually driving its own benefit by reinforcing its ties with African nations. The 

narrative of the West is challenged by the Chinese, making China a threat to the entire 

aid narrative itself. 

 

6.2. From Conclusions towards a Different Future 

 

The main limitations to this research were the availability of data. It was difficult to 

gain access to materials about China’s African aid, especially in China, where the 

research was mostly completed. Restrictions on the internet and scarcity of English-

language sources were at times challenging. Also the availability of official figures and 

reliable statistics caused occasional problems as some of the sources were available 

solely in Chinese. Due to the intermediate level of the researcher’s Chinese, some of 

these documents were more or less dispensable for profound analysis. In the case of 

Chinese media this also means that the results of this research should not be generalized 

to cover the Chinese language media. Also the availability of resources hindered the 

possibilities of comparability. 

 

Other issues were related to how the research could have been done better. Perhaps the 

greatest drawback was the small scale and resources of this research. With more time 

and work force the validity of all results regarding bias in narratives would be more 

reliable. Considering this specifically in relation to implementation of the content 

analysis, the validity of the content analysis would have increased had the analysis been 

done more than once. If signifiers can be looked at after a longer period of time; and if 

all the databases are of similar size and bigger than what was the case with this 

research; this too would improve the trustworthiness of the research. Therefore, the 

greatest deficiency in this research was that the analysis was done by one person. If the 

data were collected and analyzed by more than one person simultaneously and later the 

findings combined, the findings would be more profound. This research used both 

quantitative and qualitative analyzing methods to examine narrative bias, in order to 

maintain relative objectivity and to gain depth at the same time. Both these aspect can 

be further developed to provide more profound insights as this research only represents 

the initial steps in recognizing the narrative bias towards Chinese African aid.  

 

For future research, in addition to expanding knowledge on aid narratives and the 

positive or negative bias that exists towards Chinese aid, the effects of these biases 
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would be an interesting target for study. If the findings of this research are repeated and 

confirmed, it would be possible to make further arrangements to test their effect on 

societies and to see how widely spread these narrative biases are in public. From the 

basis of this research, it cannot be assumed that the news sources would actually portray 

the narratives that exist among people of the respective societies. If the research was 

removed from macro-scale to the local level, the validity of the research would be 

increased further. 

 

How to do it better? 

 The word frequency chart could have been more meaningful; a lot of ideas came 

afterwards including more binaries that could have been included. Also, 

counting how much more Chinese articles included metaphors, which are very 

commonly used in everyday life in China, would have been interesting. 

 The data-collection did not include the length of the articles. This would have 

given indication to how much the length of an article affects the amount of 

negative or positive bias. Based on superficial analysis, it seemed like short ones 

were often less biased, but sometimes even short articles included a lot of 

propaganda. 

 If there were no time-constraints and more people were working on this, each 

article could have a bias-percentage counted for each sentence. 

 Possible weak points in the content and discourse analysis: badly chosen sources 

(handpicked by the researcher); bad search words (left something out), not 

enough data for drawing conclusions, choosing of articles (why certain were 

chosen why others not), bad analysis (interpretation mistakes). 

 The search of news articles was done by using certain keywords, which affected 

what kind of news articles were found, and whether some relevant articles were 

left out. 

 Many Xinhua articles claim that China is paying increased attention to its 

relations with Africa and it is true that the growing relations and multiplied 

number of partners in Africa has increased the number of articles that are written 

about China-Africa. Yet, it would be interesting to see a comparison of all 

Xinhua articles from the same period of time to see whether this increase is 

really the result of increased interest and attention or if it is in fact an indication 

to an overall rise in the number of articles published by Xinhua. 

 Had the names of the writers been easier to categorize, the bias could have been 

looked at from a gender perspective. The names were unfamiliar, sometimes 

absent, or it was just hard to say which gender they were; therefore not enough 

information was available to do comparisons between genders. 

 More information on the reader-base of news sources would have enabled 

further conclusions on how the results of this research would affect people. 
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Final Words 

The news sources deliver a message that says: Western aid has pretty much failed in its 

purpose to bring about development and economic prosperity to Africa; whereas the 

Chinese aid, despite its deficiencies, has created tangible changes benefits within many 

African nations. But where lays the success of Chinese aid? China speaks of Africa as a 

‘friend’ or a ‘partner’ not as backward place that lacks opportunity and potential. In the 

New York Times the picture about Africa remains more backward and poor, a mere 

location for power-battle. It is the continent of resources, but not much can be learned 

from there. This is different with the Chinese, who vocalize the need for China to learn 

from the Africans, and China and Africa do share information and know-how on 

mining, agriculture, as well as construction. The acknowledgment of this potential and 

respect, as well as ability to transfer domestic skills suit the local conditions in Africa, 

are considered as key to China’s success in Africa by many writers and interviewees in 

all the news sources. 

 

One of the key aspects why China’s aid seems to bring about results is the fact that it 

concentrates on changing the environment for the African countries. Even with injuries, 

you can give a child a band-aid, but only if you teach the child how to fall down right 

with a bicycle, or adjust the bicycle with help-wheels, it is more likely than in the future 

there will be no fall or no injury. The same principle works here, the reason why 

African nations have difficulties to fully take advantage of their potential, is the fact that 

the international system and world trade keep holding them down. To give a better 

chance the environment should be changed and if then you provide the nations with 

right amount of incentive capital, will it be easier for them to prosper in the more 

advantageous environment. China is on the right path here by not just providing aid, but 

trying to change the environment. 

 

This does not mean that the Chinese development model would be without problems. 

There is a lot of room to fix issues regarding the evaluation of projects or securing the 

African industries future and participation in the projects. The problems and challenges 

are real, but like many scholars too have acknowledged, these challenges can be turned 

into opportunities and the African communities, by their own will, should be granted the 

chance to decide how to take these opportunities. 

 

In addition to problems with implementation, a lot of critique exists about the Chinese 

advancing their own agendas with partnering with Africa. This is by no means hidden or 

refuted by anyone and the Chinese do advance their own agendas as they cooperate with 

the Africans. But some of the Chinese agendas, such as more developing country voices 

in international arenas, also advance the African countries. And while China gains votes 
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in the UN by having good relations with the Africans, the Chinese representatives do 

keep their word and bring up the issues of the Africans. They promote both of agendas 

and if this wasn’t the case, how come the African media is still quite positive towards 

the Chinese? The Chinese would lose their support from Africa eventually, if their 

projects would not gain any benefits. It is not just a thing about Africa needing funders 

and wanting to get away from Western funders, who previously colonized their nations, 

but also China needing Africa. 

 

As Brazil, Mexico, India and others have begun in the wake of China to raise their 

efforts to aid others; the international aid scene is likely to witness plenty of changes in 

the forthcoming years. Perhaps it is time for an era of more dialogue and more 

cooperation between the traditional and new donors – and maybe finally, this would 

give the recipients better chances to vocalize their needs. 
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