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Abstract—This paper examines the multidimensional 

character of contemporary China-Africa relations 

through an integrated analysis of geopolitical strategy, 

soft power initiatives, and literary representations. 

Drawing upon both academic scholarship and African 

literary works, the study investigates how China's 

engagement with Africa particularly through the Belt 

and Road Initiative has reshaped diplomatic, economic, 

and cultural landscapes across the continent.  

The research employs qualitative content analysis of 

policy documents, academic literature, and creative 

writing to interrogate the complex interplay between 

official narratives and ground-level experiences.  

Key findings reveal that while China's infrastructure-led 

approach offers alternative development pathways, it 

simultaneously generates anxieties around sovereignty, 

debt sustainability, and asymmetrical power relations. 

African literary voices, through works such as Yvonne 

Adhiambo Owuor's The Dragonfly Sea and Tendai 

Huchu's "The Sale," provide critical counter-narratives 

that complicate dominant Western and Chinese 

discourses.  

The paper concludes that China-Africa relations 

represent a contested terrain where African agency, 

though constrained by structural inequalities, continues 

to negotiate spaces for strategic autonomy within the 

evolving multipolar international system. 

 

Index Terms—China-Africa relations, Belt and Road 

Initiative, soft power, African agency, geopolitics, 

literary representation, infrastructure diplomacy 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

The twenty-first century has witnessed a dramatic 

reconfiguration of Africa's position within the global 

political economy, with the People's Republic of China 

emerging as the continent's most significant bilateral 

partner. This transformation extends beyond mere 

economic metrics China has become Africa's largest 

trading partner, surpassing traditional Western powers 

to encompass intricate networks of political, cultural, 

and security cooperation that challenge established 

paradigms of North-South relations. The Belt and 

Road Initiative, launched in 2013 as President Xi 

Jinping's signature foreign policy vision, has 

accelerated this engagement, positioning African 

nations as critical nodes within China's reimagined 

Silk Road architecture. 

Yet beneath the veneer of "win-win cooperation" and 

"South-South solidarity" lies a more complex reality 

characterized by competing narratives, unequal power 

dynamics, and genuine anxieties about the long-term 

implications of deepening Sino-African ties. Western 

commentators frequently frame China as a "rogue 

creditor" engaged in "debt-trap diplomacy," while 

Chinese officials emphasize historical anti-colonial 

solidarity and mutual development aspirations. 

African voices whether expressed through diplomatic 

channels, civil society activism, or creative literature 

present a third perspective that resists simplistic 

categorization, simultaneously welcoming Chinese 

capital while interrogating its conditions and 

consequences. 

1.1 Problem Statement 

Existing scholarship on China-Africa relations has 

predominantly adopted either Sino-centric or Western-

centric analytical frameworks, often marginalizing 

African perspectives and agency. Geopolitical 

analyses tend to reduce African states to passive 

recipients of great power competition, while economic 

studies focus narrowly on trade flows and investment 

statistics. This research gap is particularly acute 

regarding the intersection of material infrastructure 

development and cultural-ideational dimensions of the 
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relationship. Moreover, the voices of African writers, 

artists, and intellectuals who offer crucial 

ethnographic insights into lived experiences of 

Chinese engagement remain underutilized in academic 

discourse. 

 

1.2 Research Objectives 

This study pursues three interconnected objectives: 

To critically examine the geopolitical architecture of 

China's engagement with Africa, particularly through 

the Belt and Road Initiative, situating it within broader 

debates about global order transformation and 

developmental alternatives. 

To analyze China's soft power strategies and cultural 

diplomacy initiatives, exploring how ideational 

constructs of "friendship," "partnership," and "shared 

destiny" operate alongside material interests. 

To interrogate African literary representations of 

Chinese presence, examining how creative writers 

navigate and contest dominant narratives about Sino-

African relations. 

 

1.3 Significance of the Study 

This research contributes to international relations 

scholarship by adopting an explicitly decentered 

analytical approach that privileges African agency and 

multiplicity of perspectives. By integrating literary 

analysis with traditional IR methods, the study 

demonstrates how creative writing serves as both 

ethnographic archive and theoretical intervention, 

offering insights unavailable through conventional 

social science methodologies. The findings have 

practical implications for policymakers, development 

practitioners, and civil society actors seeking to 

navigate the complexities of contemporary China-

Africa cooperation. 

 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1 Theoretical Frameworks for Understanding China-

Africa Relations 

Scholarly engagement with China-Africa relations has 

evolved through several theoretical paradigms, each 

offering distinct analytical purchase while carrying 

particular blind spots. Realist interpretations 

emphasize resource competition and strategic 

positioning, viewing Chinese engagement primarily 

through the lens of geopolitical rivalry with Western 

powers. This perspective finds support in China's 

substantial investments in extractive sectors and 

strategic infrastructure, particularly ports and 

telecommunications networks that possess dual-use 

capabilities. 

Constructivist approaches, conversely, foreground the 

ideational dimensions of Sino-African relations, 

examining how discourses of "South-South 

cooperation," "non-interference," and "mutual 

respect" shape policy frameworks and diplomatic 

practice. These analyses reveal how China 

strategically deploys historical narratives of anti-

colonial struggle and shared developmental challenges 

to differentiate itself from Western engagement 

modalities. The concept of "alternative development 

pathways" emerges as particularly salient, challenging 

the hegemonic Washington Consensus model that 

dominated African political economy throughout the 

1980s and 1990s. 

Liberal institutionalist frameworks examine China's 

participation in multilateral mechanisms, particularly 

the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC), 

which has evolved since 2000 into the primary 

institutional architecture governing Sino-African 

relations. Research demonstrates how FOCAC 

operates as both diplomatic theater and practical 

coordination mechanism, facilitating governmental 

and corporate engagement across multiple sectors. 

More recently, postcolonial and critical geopolitical 

approaches have interrogated the power asymmetries 

embedded within ostensibly cooperative frameworks. 

Scholars working within this tradition emphasize the 

importance of centering African agency and voice, 

resisting narratives that position African states as mere 

objects of great power competition. This decentering 

methodology acknowledges structural constraints 

while recognizing the diverse strategies through which 

African governments, businesses, and civil society 

organizations navigate relationships with China. 

 

2.2 The Belt and Road Initiative in African Context 

The Belt and Road Initiative represent the most 

ambitious infrastructure development program since 

the Marshall Plan, encompassing over 150 countries 

and touching approximately 75 percent of global 

energy reserves. For Africa, BRI integration offers 

potentially transformative infrastructure development 

across transport, energy, and telecommunications 

sectors domains where chronic underinvestment has 
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long constrained economic growth and regional 

integration. 

The initiative comprises two principal components: 

the Silk Road Economic Belt, establishing six land 

corridors connecting China's interior to Central Asia 

and Europe, and the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road, 

which establishes maritime routes from the South 

China Sea through the Indian Ocean to East Africa and 

the Mediterranean. African participation centers 

primarily on the maritime corridor, with strategic ports 

in Djibouti, Kenya, Tanzania, and South Africa 

serving as critical nodes. 

Chinese BRI financing departs significantly from 

traditional development assistance models. Rather 

than the conditionality-laden structural adjustment 

programs characteristic of Bretton Woods institutions, 

Chinese loans typically prioritize infrastructure 

construction using Chinese firms and labor, with 

repayment structures linked to resource exports or 

revenue streams from completed projects. This 

"infrastructure-for-resources" model has proven 

attractive to African governments frustrated by 

decades of Western prescription and surveillance. 

However, critical scholarship has identified several 

problematic dimensions of BRI implementation. Debt 

sustainability concerns have intensified as numerous 

African states confront repayment challenges, with 

cases like Zambia's copper collateralization 

arrangements raising sovereignty questions. 

Environmental and social impact assessments 

frequently fall short of international standards, while 

labor practices on Chinese construction sites have 

generated local resentment. The opacity surrounding 

loan agreements compounds these concerns, limiting 

public scrutiny and parliamentary oversight. 

 

2.3 Soft Power and Cultural Diplomacy 

China's African engagement extends beyond material 

infrastructure to encompass sophisticated soft power 

initiatives designed to shape ideational landscapes and 

cultivate favorable perceptions. Confucius Institutes 

have proliferated across the continent, offering 

Mandarin instruction alongside cultural programming 

that promotes particular visions of Chinese civilization 

and contemporary governance. Media cooperation 

agreements have facilitated expanded presence for 

Chinese state media organizations, including 

dedicated African bureaus and content-sharing 

partnerships with local broadcasters. 

Party-to-party relations represent a distinctive 

dimension of Chinese soft power, with the Chinese 

Communist Party's International Department 

conducting extensive training programs for African 

political parties. These programs emphasize 

organizational capacity-building and ideological 

education, transmitting models of "democratic 

centralism" and developmental state governance. 

Ethiopia's now-defunct Ethiopian People's 

Revolutionary Democratic Front developed 

particularly close ties with the CCP, with scholars 

describing it as China's "most eager student" for 

ideological training. 

The concept of a "community of common destiny," 

elevated to constitutional status within China, provides 

the overarching framework for these soft power 

initiatives. This formulation positions China and 

Africa as natural allies bound by shared historical 

experiences of colonialism and common grievances 

regarding the existing international order. Chinese 

Foreign Minister Wang Yi has explicitly described 

China's relations with Africa as a "template" for 

implementing this vision globally. 

Yet the efficacy of these soft power initiatives remains 

contested. Survey research reveals complex and 

sometimes contradictory African attitudes toward 

Chinese presence appreciation for infrastructure 

development coexists with resentment regarding labor 

practices and business competition. Moreover, the top-

down, state-centric character of Chinese cultural 

diplomacy may limit its resonance compared to more 

organically evolved cultural exchanges. 

 

2.4 African Agency and Literary Representations 

Recent scholarship has increasingly emphasized the 

necessity of centering African agency within analyses 

of China-Africa relations, moving beyond frameworks 

that position African actors as passive recipients of 

external influence. This "decentering" approach 

examines the diverse strategies through which African 

governments, businesses, civil society organizations, 

and ordinary citizens navigate relationships with 

China, negotiating spaces for strategic autonomy 

despite structural constraints. 

At the state level, African governments demonstrate 

considerable sophistication in leveraging Chinese 

engagement against Western partners, cultivating 

competitive dynamics that may enhance their 

bargaining position. Regional organizations like the 
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African Union have negotiated memoranda of 

understanding that attempt to align BRI projects with 

African-defined development priorities articulated in 

Agenda 2063. At local levels, communities develop 

varied responses to Chinese presence, from 

entrepreneurial adaptation to organized resistance. 

African literature provides particularly rich resources 

for understanding ground-level experiences and 

perceptions of Chinese engagement. Writers 

interrogate official narratives through fictional 

explorations that foreground ordinary African voices 

and experiences. Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor's The 

Dragonfly Sea examines Sino-East African encounters 

through the story of a young Kenyan woman studying 

in China, exploring themes of belonging, identity, and 

transnational connection. Tendai Huchu's "The Sale" 

deploys speculative fiction to imagine dystopian 

futures shaped by unconstrained Chinese extraction, 

while Mukuka Chipanta's a Casualty of Power 

explores Zambian elite complicity in predatory 

agreements. 

South African literature contributes additional 

perspectives, with Abigail Godsell's "Taal" and 

Mandisi Nkomo's "Heresy" examining how Chinese 

presence intersects with existing racial hierarchies and 

post-apartheid anxieties. Ulfrieda Ho's Paper Sons and 

Daughters: Growing Up Chinese in South Africa 

offers insider perspectives on Chinese diaspora 

communities navigating between African and Chinese 

identities. 

These literary works collectively challenge both 

celebratory Chinese narratives and alarmist Western 

discourse, instead foregrounding complexity, 

ambivalence, and the heterogeneity of African 

experiences. They demonstrate how creative writing 

serves as crucial ethnographic archive and theoretical 

intervention, offering insights into affective 

dimensions of geopolitical transformation unavailable 

through conventional social science methodologies. 

 

III. METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1 Research Design 

This study employs a qualitative research design 

combining content analysis, discourse analysis, and 

literary criticism. The multimethod approach enables 

triangulation across different types of sources—policy 

documents, academic scholarship, and creative 

literature—generating a more comprehensive 

understanding of China-Africa relations than would be 

available through any single methodology. 

The research is fundamentally interpretivist in 

orientation, recognizing that social realities are 

constructed through discourse, narrative, and practice 

rather than existing as objective, observer-independent 

phenomena. This epistemological positioning aligns 

with the study's commitment to decentering analysis 

and recognizing multiple, sometimes contradictory, 

perspectives on Sino-African engagement. 

 

3.2 Data Collection 

Data collection proceeded through three principal 

channels: 

Academic Literature: Systematic searches of major 

databases (Google Scholar, JSTOR, Web of Science) 

identified peer-reviewed articles, books, and policy 

reports addressing China-Africa relations published 

between 2000 and 2025. Search terms included 

"China-Africa relations," "Belt and Road Initiative," 

"OBOR," "soft power," "infrastructure diplomacy," 

and related concepts. Priority was given to recent 

scholarship reflecting current dynamics while 

incorporating foundational earlier works. 

Policy Documents: Official documents from Chinese 

government sources (white papers, Foreign Ministry 

statements, FOCAC declarations), African Union 

publications, and individual African government 

policy statements were collected and analyzed. These 

provide insights into official framings and stated 

objectives, though they must be read critically given 

their propagandistic functions. 

Literary Works: A purposive sample of African 

creative writing engaging with Chinese presence was 

selected, prioritizing works by African authors that 

have received critical attention and demonstrate 

literary quality. The corpus includes novels, short 

stories, and creative nonfiction spanning Anglophone 

Africa, with particular attention to East African and 

Southern African perspectives given these regions' 

intensive Chinese engagement. 

 

3.3 Analytical Framework 

Analysis proceeded through multiple stages: 

Thematic Content Analysis identified recurring 

themes, concepts, and narrative patterns across the 

corpus. Coding was conducted both deductively 

(applying existing theoretical concepts) and 
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inductively (allowing themes to emerge from close 

reading). 

Discourse Analysis examined how language 

constructs particular understandings of China-Africa 

relations, attending to metaphors, framing devices, and 

rhetorical strategies deployed by different actors. This 

analysis illuminated power dynamics and ideological 

commitments embedded within ostensibly neutral 

descriptive language. 

Literary Criticism applied close reading techniques to 

fictional works, examining narrative structure, 

characterization, symbolism, and genre conventions. 

This analysis considered how aesthetic choices shape 

political meaning and affective response. 

Comparative Analysis systematically compared 

representations across different source types and 

national contexts, identifying convergences, 

divergences, and tensions. This comparative 

dimension enabled assessment of whose voices 

dominate particular forums and which perspectives 

remain marginalized. 

 

3.4 Limitations 

Several limitations constrain this research. Language 

barriers restricted analysis primarily to English-

language sources, potentially missing important 

Chinese-language scholarship and African-language 

literature. Time and resource constraints necessitated 

selectivity in literary corpus construction, inevitably 

excluding worthy works. The rapidly evolving 

character of China-Africa relations means that 

findings represent a temporal snapshot rather than 

definitive assessment. Finally, the study's qualitative 

orientation precludes statistical generalization, instead 

offering theoretical insights and interpretive depth. 

 

IV. FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

 

4.1 Geopolitical Architecture: The BRI as 

Development Alternative and Strategic Instrument 

Analysis of policy documents and academic 

scholarship reveals that the Belt and Road Initiative 

operate simultaneously as developmental program and 

geopolitical instrument, with these dimensions 

proving inseparable in practice. Chinese official 

discourse emphasizes the BRI's economic rationality 

and mutual benefits, framing it as infrastructure 

provision responding to African demand. The Forum 

on China-Africa Cooperation serves as primary 

institutional mechanism, with successive summits 

announcing increasingly ambitious financial 

commitments from USD 60 billion in 2015 to USD 60 

billion again in 2018, maintained despite global 

economic headwinds. 

Infrastructure projects cluster in several strategic 

domains. Transportation infrastructure particularly 

railways and port facilities receives substantial 

investment, exemplified by the USD 4 billion Addis 

Ababa-Djibouti railway, Africa's first fully electrified 

transnational rail line. This project, 70 percent 

financed by China Exim Bank and constructed by 

state-owned Chinese firms, dramatically reduced 

transport times and costs between landlocked Ethiopia 

and Red Sea port access. Similar investments in the 

Standard Gauge Railway connecting Mombasa to 

Nairobi reflect patterns of Chinese-financed, Chinese-

built infrastructure linking resource-rich hinterlands to 

coastal export facilities. 

Energy infrastructure constitutes a second priority 

area, with Chinese firms constructing hydroelectric 

dams, coal-fired power stations, and increasingly 

renewable energy facilities. Telecommunications 

infrastructure, dominated by Huawei and ZTE, has 

expanded mobile and internet connectivity while 

generating Western security concerns regarding 

surveillance capabilities and data access. 

The developmental impact of this infrastructure 

remains contested. Proponents emphasize how roads, 

railways, and power generation address genuine 

constraints that have long hampered African economic 

diversification and regional integration. The African 

Union's explicit endorsement of BRI alignment with 

Agenda 2063 reflects recognition that Chinese capital 

and construction capacity enable infrastructure 

development at scales unavailable through traditional 

development partners. 

Critics, however, highlight problematic dimensions of 

BRI implementation. Debt sustainability concerns 

have intensified as multiple African states confront 

repayment difficulties. Zambia's struggles exemplify 

these dynamics extensive Chinese lending for 

infrastructure projects contributed to debt distress, 

with copper collateralization agreements raising 

sovereignty concerns. In 2022, China announced 

forgiveness of 23 interest-free loans to 17 African 

countries, tacit acknowledgment of sustainability 

problems. The opacity surrounding loan terms 
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compounds these concerns, limiting public oversight 

and democratic accountability. 

Environmental and social impacts present additional 

concerns. Chinese projects frequently bypass rigorous 

environmental impact assessment, while labor 

practices on construction sites generate local 

resentment. The predominance of Chinese firms and 

workers in construction limits technology transfer and 

employment generation for local populations, 

undermining stated objectives of mutual development. 

From geopolitical perspective, the BRI advances 

multiple Chinese strategic interests. Securing stable 

access to natural resources petroleum, minerals, 

agricultural products remains paramount for 

sustaining China's economic growth and industrial 

base. Infrastructure investments create dependencies 

favorable to Chinese interests while establishing 

networks of influence that may translate into 

diplomatic support within multilateral forums. The 

establishment of China's first overseas military base in 

Djibouti in 2017 underscores how economic 

engagement provides foundation for expanded 

security presence. 

China's engagement also challenges Western 

hegemony within African political economy. By 

offering development finance without the governance 

conditionalities attached to Bretton Woods lending, 

China provides African governments with genuine 

alternatives, potentially enhancing their bargaining 

position. This "regime complexity" enables forum-

shopping and may reduce Western leverage over 

African economic and political trajectories. 

 

4.2 Soft Power and the Discourse of Friendship 

China's soft power initiatives in Africa deploy 

sophisticated discourse emphasizing historical 

solidarity, cultural affinity, and shared developmental 

aspirations. The concept of "friendship" serves as 

central organizing metaphor within official Chinese 

rhetoric, positioning Sino-African relations as 

fundamentally different from Western colonialism and 

neocolonialism. This friendship discourse draws 

heavily on historical narratives Bandung Conference 

solidarity, support for national liberation movements, 

Zhou Enlai's 1960s African tour constructing 

contemporary engagement as continuation of anti-

imperialist alliance. 

Foreign Minister Wang Yi's annual practice of making 

Africa his first overseas destination each year 

maintained since 1991 exemplifies the symbolic 

investments through which China signals Africa's 

importance. FOCAC declarations routinely invoke 

terminology of "brothers," "partners," and "shared 

destiny," positioning the relationship as grounded in 

mutual respect rather than hierarchical paternalism. 

Confucius Institutes represent the most visible 

dimension of cultural diplomacy, with over 60 

institutes operating across Africa. These institutions 

offer Mandarin instruction, cultural programming, and 

academic exchanges, promoting particular visions of 

Chinese civilization and contemporary governance. 

However, their impact remains uncertain enrollments 

fluctuate, and concerns regarding academic freedom 

and political influence have generated controversies in 

several countries. 

Media cooperation initiatives attempt to shape 

information landscapes through expanded Chinese 

state media presence, content-sharing agreements, and 

training programs for African journalists. Critics 

contend these initiatives promote authoritarian 

governance models and constrain press freedom, while 

defenders emphasize how they diversify media 

landscapes dominated by Western outlets. 

Party-to-party relations constitute a distinctive soft 

power dimension, with CCP International Department 

conducting extensive training for African ruling 

parties. These programs transmit organizational 

models and ideological frameworks emphasizing party 

discipline, developmental state governance, and 

"socialism with Chinese characteristics." Ethiopia's 

former ruling coalition received particularly intensive 

engagement, with trainings focusing on "revolutionary 

democracy" and cadre development. 

Yet the efficacy of these soft power initiatives remains 

questionable. Survey research reveals that while 

Africans generally appreciate Chinese infrastructure 

development, attitudes toward Chinese people and 

business practices are mixed, with concerns about 

labor standards, environmental impacts, and 

competition with local enterprises. The top-down, 

state-centric character of Chinese cultural diplomacy 

may limit organic resonance, particularly among 

younger, urban populations more attuned to global 

cultural flows dominated by Western entertainment 

industries. 
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4.3 Literary Representations: Complicating Official 

Narratives 

African literature engaging with Chinese presence 

offers crucial counter-narratives that complicate both 

Chinese official discourse and Western alarmism. 

These works foreground ordinary African voices and 

experiences, exploring how geopolitical 

transformations manifest in everyday life, 

interpersonal relationships, and individual 

consciousness. 

Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor's The Dragonfly Sea 

examines Sino-Kenyan encounters through the story 

of Ayaana, a young woman from Lamu who receives 

a scholarship to study in China. The novel explores 

themes of belonging, displacement, and the 

possibilities and constraints of transnational 

connection. Owuor's treatment refuses simplistic 

celebration or denunciation, instead foregrounding 

complexity and ambivalence. The scholarship that 

enables Ayaana's mobility also generates anxieties 

about obligation and instrumentalization. Romantic 

and intellectual connections formed in China coexist 

with experiences of racial othering and cultural 

incomprehension. 

Critically, Owuor positions Chinese engagement 

within longer histories of Indian Ocean circulation, 

reminding readers that Sino-African connections 

predate contemporary BRI infrastructure. This 

historical depth challenges narratives presenting 

Chinese presence as unprecedented intrusion, instead 

situating it within centuries-long patterns of coastal 

cosmopolitanism and maritime exchange. 

Tendai Huchu's "The Sale" deploys dystopian 

speculative fiction to imagine futures shaped by 

unconstrained Chinese extraction. The story depicts 

Zimbabwe's literal sale to Chinese interests, with 

citizens reduced to fungible commodities within 

systems of debt and dispossession. Huchu's satirical 

mode expresses anxieties regarding sovereignty and 

agency, imagining worst-case scenarios of neocolonial 

subordination. Yet the story's exaggerated premise 

also ironizes alarmist Western discourse, suggesting 

that anxieties about Chinese neo-colonialism may 

themselves function ideologically. 

Mukuka Chipanta's a Casualty of Power examines 

Zambian elite complicity in predatory agreements with 

Chinese mining interests. The novel explores how 

domestic political corruption and self-interest enable 

external exploitation, refusing to externalize blame 

exclusively onto Chinese actors. By foregrounding 

African agency however compromised and self-

serving Chipanta complicates victim narratives while 

insisting on African responsibility for developmental 

outcomes. 

South African works contribute additional 

perspectives informed by that society's particular 

racial histories. Abigail Godsell's "Taal" examines 

how Chinese business presence intersects with 

existing racial hierarchies, exploring tensions between 

Black South African aspirations and Chinese 

immigrant entrepreneurship. The story refuses easy 

resolutions, instead depicting how multiple 

marginalities and competing claims to indigeneity 

generate complex ethical terrain. 

Mandisi Nkomo's "Heresy" similarly explores post-

apartheid racial anxieties through encounters with 

Chinese presence. The story examines how 

transformation promises remain unfulfilled while new 

actors enter South African economic landscapes, 

generating resentments and conspiracy theories that 

project frustrated expectations onto visible outsiders. 

Ulfrieda Ho's Paper Sons and Daughters: Growing Up 

Chinese in South Africa offers insider perspectives on 

Chinese diaspora communities navigating between 

African and Chinese identities. Ho's memoir examines 

how multigenerational South African Chinese 

populations experience contemporary Chinese 

engagement simultaneously as cultural reconnection 

and reminder of difference. The work illuminates 

often-overlooked heterogeneity within "Chinese" 

presence, distinguishing between established diaspora 

communities and recent migrants. 

Jean Tardif Lonkog's The Black Man and His Visa 

examines African perspectives on mobility and 

migration, exploring how visa regimes and 

immigration restriction’s structure unequal 

transnational relations. While not exclusively focused 

on China, the work situates Chinese engagement 

within broader patterns of constrained African 

mobility and aspirational imaginaries of elsewhere. 

Collectively, these literary works demonstrate how 

creative writing serves as ethnographic archive and 

theoretical intervention. By foregrounding affective 

dimensions anxiety, hope, resentment, fascination—

literature captures experiential textures unavailable 

through policy analysis or economic modeling. The 

works refuse to reduce China-Africa relations to 

simple formulas, instead insisting on complexity, 
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contradiction, and the irreducibility of human 

experience to geopolitical calculation. 

 

4.4 African Agency: Strategic Autonomy and 

Structural Constraints 

Analysis reveals that African actors demonstrate 

considerable sophistication in navigating relationships 

with China, deploying multiple strategies to maximize 

benefits while minimizing costs. At state level, 

governments leverage Chinese presence to enhance 

bargaining positions with traditional Western partners, 

cultivating competitive dynamics that may increase 

aid flows or reduce conditionalities. Rwanda's skilled 

diplomacy exemplifies this approach, positioning the 

country as attractive investment destination while 

maintaining relationships with diverse external 

partners. 

Regional organizations attempt to channel Chinese 

engagement toward African-defined priorities. The 

African Union's 2015 Memorandum of Understanding 

with China on infrastructure development sought to 

align BRI projects with Agenda 2063's vision for 

continental integration. However, implementation 

remains uneven, with many projects reflecting 

primarily Chinese logistical and commercial 

considerations rather than African developmental 

priorities. 

At local levels, communities develop varied responses 

to Chinese presence. In some contexts, entrepreneurial 

actors exploit opportunities created by infrastructure 

development and expanded trade. African traders in 

Guangzhou and other Chinese commercial centers 

exemplify how individuals navigate new economic 

geographies, though they confront racial 

discrimination and precarious legal status. Within 

Africa, some local businesses have successfully 

integrated into supply chains serving Chinese 

construction projects or adapted products for Chinese 

expatriate markets. 

Resistance movements also emerge, as communities 

affected by extractive projects or labor competition 

organize protests and advocacy campaigns. Zambian 

copper belt communities have periodically mobilized 

against Chinese mining operations, citing safety 

violations, environmental damage, and exploitative 

labor practices. These mobilizations demonstrate that 

African populations are neither passive victims nor 

uncritical celebrants of Chinese engagement, instead 

actively negotiating its terms and conditions. 

Civil society organizations provide critical oversight 

and advocacy, investigating loan agreements, 

monitoring project implementation, and amplifying 

affected community voices. Research by African 

institutions like the South African Institute of 

International Affairs contributes evidence-based 

analysis that informs public debate and policy 

deliberations. 

However, this agency operates within severe structural 

constraints. Asymmetries in economic capacity, 

technological capability, and diplomatic leverage 

fundamentally shape negotiating dynamics. African 

states desperate for infrastructure investment occupy 

weak bargaining positions, particularly when 

traditional Western sources have contracted or 

imposed onerous conditionalities. The opacity of 

Chinese decision-making processes limits African 

influence over project selection and implementation 

details. 

Moreover, African states are far from unified, with 

China skillfully exploiting national rivalries and 

prioritizing bilateral over multilateral engagement. 

This fragmentation limits collective African 

bargaining power and enables divide-and-rule 

dynamics. Elite capture represents another constraint, 

as ruling elites may prioritize personal enrichment or 

political survival over developmental outcomes, 

accepting unfavorable agreements in exchange for 

immediate benefits. 

 

V. DISCUSSION 

 

5.1 Theoretical Implications: Beyond Binary 

Frameworks 

The findings challenge prevailing binary frameworks 

that dominate discourse on China-Africa relations. 

Neither celebratory narratives of "win-win 

cooperation" nor alarmist warnings of "debt-trap 

diplomacy" adequately capture the complexity 

revealed through systematic analysis. Instead, the 

relationship manifests as contested terrain 

characterized by genuine opportunities, serious risks, 

and ongoing negotiation among multiple actors with 

diverse interests. 

The concept of "regime complexity" offers useful 

analytical purchase, highlighting how the proliferation 

of governance frameworks and potential partners 

creates both opportunities and challenges for African 

states. While Chinese engagement provides 
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alternatives to Western hegemony, it does not 

necessarily enhance African autonomy—instead, it 

may substitute one form of dependency for another or 

generate new vulnerabilities through debt 

accumulation and infrastructure control. 

The study's integration of literary analysis with 

traditional IR methods demonstrates how creative 

writing serves crucial functions beyond aesthetic 

expression. Literature provides ethnographic insights 

into lived experiences of geopolitical transformation, 

captures affective dimensions often excluded from 

social science analysis, and offers theoretical 

interventions that challenge dominant frameworks. 

The ambivalence, complexity, and refusal of easy 

resolution characteristic of the literary works analyzed 

reflect important truths about China-Africa relations 

that more programmatic discourse obscures. 

 

5.2 The BRI as Developmental Alternative: Promises 

and Pitfalls 

The Belt and Road Initiative undoubtedly address 

genuine African infrastructure needs long neglected by 

traditional development partners. Roads, railways, 

ports, and power generation constitute necessary 

though insufficient conditions for economic 

transformation and poverty reduction. Chinese 

willingness to finance and construct infrastructure at 

scale, without the governance conditionalities attached 

to Western lending, represents potentially 

transformative intervention in African political 

economy. 

However, the sustainability and appropriateness of 

BRI projects remain deeply problematic. The 

infrastructure-for-resources model may perpetuate 

extractive relationships rather than enabling genuine 

economic diversification. Debt sustainability concerns 

are not mere Western propaganda but reflect real fiscal 

vulnerabilities that may constrain future policy 

autonomy. The environmental and social costs of rapid 

infrastructure development risk generating long-term 

liabilities that outweigh short-term benefits. 

Moreover, infrastructure alone does not guarantee 

development. Economic transformation requires 

complementary investments in human capital, 

institutional capacity, technological capabilities, and 

productive sectors. Without such complementary 

investments, new railways may simply expedite 

resource extraction rather than catalyzing 

industrialization. The limited technology transfer and 

local employment generation characteristic of Chinese 

projects constrains their developmental impact. 

 

5.3 Soft Power Limitations and the Politics of 

Representation 

China's soft power initiatives face significant obstacles 

in generating genuine affinity and influence. The 

friendship discourse, however historically grounded, 

cannot overcome contemporary experiences of 

exploitation, discrimination, and environmental 

destruction. Confucius Institutes and media 

cooperation agreements reach limited audiences and 

may provoke backlash when perceived as propaganda. 

Party-to-party relations transmit governance models of 

questionable appropriateness for African democratic 

aspirations. 

More fundamentally, soft power requires attractive 

substantive content beyond mere repetition of slogans. 

China's authoritarian governance model, however 

effective in delivering infrastructure and economic 

growth domestically, contradicts African aspirations 

for democratic participation and human rights 

protection. Chinese soft power may succeed in 

securing elite support but struggle to cultivate broader 

popular legitimacy. 

The literary analysis reveals how official narratives 

whether Chinese or Western fail to capture the 

complexity and ambivalence of actual African 

experiences. The heterogeneity of responses, the 

mixing of appreciation and resentment, hope and 

anxiety, demonstrates that African publics engage 

Chinese presence critically rather than passively 

accepting either celebration or denunciation. 

 

5.4 African Agency: Between Autonomy and 

Constraint 

The study confirms that African actors possess and 

exercise agency in navigating relationships with 

China, refusing reduction to passive objects of external 

influence. Strategic leverage of Chinese presence 

against Western partners, creative adaptation to new 

economic opportunities, organized resistance to 

exploitative practices, and critical intellectual 

engagement all demonstrate active African 

participation in shaping Sino-African relations. 

However, this agency operates within severe structural 

constraints that fundamentally limit its effectiveness. 

Economic asymmetries, technological gaps, and 

political fragmentation restrict African bargaining 
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power. Elite capture and corruption subvert collective 

developmental interests in favor of narrow personal 

enrichment. The legacy of underdevelopment 

inherited from colonialism and sustained through 

neocolonial extraction leaves African states desperate 

for capital and willing to accept unfavorable terms. 

The concept of "strategic autonomy" better captures 

the constrained character of African agency than 

unqualified celebration of "partnership." African states 

seek to maximize room for maneuver within systems 

not of their making, leveraging what limited 

advantages they possess while managing serious 

vulnerabilities. Success in this endeavor varies 

dramatically across countries, leaders, and policy 

domains. 
 

VI. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

6.1 Summary of Key Findings 

This research has examined China-Africa relations 

through integrated analysis of geopolitical strategy, 

soft power initiatives, and literary representations, 

yielding several key findings: 

The Belt and Road Initiative operate simultaneously as 

developmental program and geopolitical instrument, 

addressing genuine infrastructure needs while 

advancing Chinese strategic interests. The relationship 

is neither purely exploitative nor authentically 

mutualistic but reflects complex interactions among 

multiple actors with diverse interests. 

Chinese soft power initiatives face significant 

obstacles in generating genuine African affinity, with 

friendship discourse unable to overcome 

contemporary experiences of exploitation and 

discrimination. Party-to-party relations transmit 

governance models of questionable appropriateness 

for African democratic aspirations. 

African literary representations complicate both 

Chinese official narratives and Western alarmism, 

foregrounding complexity, ambivalence, and the 

heterogeneity of African experiences. Creative writing 

serves as crucial ethnographic archive and theoretical 

intervention, offering insights unavailable through 

conventional social science methodologies. 

African actors demonstrate considerable 

sophistication in navigating relationships with China 

but operate within severe structural constraints that 

fundamentally limit the effectiveness of their agency. 

The concept of "strategic autonomy" better captures 

this constrained reality than unqualified celebration of 

partnership. 

 

6.2 Theoretical Contributions 

The study makes several contributions to international 

relations scholarship. Methodologically, it 

demonstrates the value of integrating literary analysis 

with traditional IR approaches, showing how creative 

writing provides crucial insights into geopolitical 

transformation's human dimensions. Theoretically, it 

advances decentered analytical frameworks that 

privilege African agency and multiplicity of 

perspectives, challenging both Sino-centric and 

Western-centric approaches. 

The research complicates binary narratives through 

systematic examination of how different actors with 

varied interests negotiate China's African engagement. 

By foregrounding African voices whether expressed 

through diplomatic practice, entrepreneurial 

adaptation, organized resistance, or creative literature 

the study resists reductionist frameworks that position 

African actors as passive recipients of external 

influence. 

 

6.3 Policy Implications 

For African policymakers, the findings suggest several 

priorities: 

Enhanced Transparency: Loan agreements and project 

contracts should undergo rigorous public scrutiny and 

parliamentary oversight. Civil society participation in 

negotiation and monitoring processes should be 

institutionalized. 

Coordinated Regional Approaches: African states 

should leverage collective bargaining power through 

regional organizations rather than allowing China to 

exploit national rivalries. The African Union should 

play stronger coordination and oversight roles. 

Diversified Partnerships: While engaging China, 

African states should maintain diverse external 

partnerships to prevent excessive dependence on any 

single partner. Strategic autonomy requires multiple 

options and competitive dynamics among potential 

partners. 

Complementary Investments: Infrastructure 

development must be accompanied by investments in 

human capital, institutional capacity, and productive 

sectors. Technology transfer agreements and local 

content requirements should be vigorously negotiated 

and enforced. 
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Debt Sustainability: Rigorous debt sustainability 

analysis should precede all borrowing decisions. 

Independent technical assessments should evaluate 

project viability beyond government and lender 

claims. 

For Chinese policymakers, genuine partnership 

requires moving beyond rhetoric to substantive 

reforms: 

Enhanced Transparency: Publishing complete loan 

terms, environmental assessments, and social impact 

analyses would demonstrate good faith and facilitate 

constructive engagement with African civil society. 

Improved Labor and Environmental Standards: 

Adopting and enforcing international best practices 

would reduce local resentment and enhance project 

sustainability. 

Greater Technology Transfer: Meaningful technology 

transfer and training programs would demonstrate 

commitment to African capacity-building beyond 

rhetoric. 

Respect for African Agency: Genuinely consulting 

African stakeholders in project design and 

implementation would enhance appropriateness and 

local buy-in. 

For Western policymakers, the findings suggest 

moving beyond simplistic denunciations toward 

constructive engagement: 

Competitive Development Finance: Rather than 

merely criticizing Chinese lending, Western countries 

should offer genuinely competitive alternatives that 

address African infrastructure needs without onerous 

governance conditionalities. 

Collaborative Approaches: Where appropriate, 

triangular cooperation arrangements might harness 

Chinese capital and construction capacity alongside 

Western technical expertise and governance standards. 

Support for African Agency: Rather than imposing 

preferences, Western partners should support African 

capacity for independent assessment and negotiation 

of external partnerships. 

 

6.4 Limitations and Future Research Directions 

This study's limitations suggest productive avenues for 

future research. Language constraints restricted 

analysis primarily to English-language sources 

multilingual research incorporating Chinese, French, 

Arabic, Portuguese, and African-language materials 

would yield richer insights. The literary corpus, while 

diverse, remains necessarily selective comprehensive 

mapping of African creative engagement with Chinese 

presence represents important future work. 

Longitudinal research tracking the evolution of 

specific BRI projects from inception through 

implementation and operation would illuminate gaps 

between promise and delivery. Ethnographic research 

examining Chinese expatriate communities and 

African communities affected by Chinese projects 

would provide granular insights into everyday 

encounters and cultural negotiations. Comparative 

research examining Chinese engagement across 

different African regions and countries would 

illuminate contextual factors shaping outcomes. 

Finally, research examining how younger African 

generations—digital natives with global cultural 

competencies—navigate Chinese presence would 

inform understanding of future trajectories. This 

generation's perspectives, shaped by different 

historical memories and contemporary realities, may 

diverge significantly from those examined in this 

study. 

 

6.5 Final Reflections 

China-Africa relations represent one of the twenty-

first century's most consequential geopolitical 

developments, reshaping both African development 

trajectories and global power configurations. The 

relationship's complexity resists reduction to simple 

narratives of cooperation or exploitation, partnership 

or predation. Instead, it manifests as contested terrain 

where multiple actors with diverse interests negotiate 

opportunities and constraints within rapidly evolving 

contexts. 

African voices whether expressed through diplomatic 

practice, entrepreneurial innovation, organized 

resistance, or creative literature insist on recognition 

of African agency and perspective within this 

transformation. These voices refuse both uncritical 

celebration of "win-win cooperation" and alarmist 

warnings of "debt-trap diplomacy," instead 

foregrounding the ambivalence, complexity, and 

heterogeneity of actual experiences. 

The literary works examined in this study demonstrate 

how creative writing captures dimensions of 

geopolitical transformation unavailable through 

conventional analytical frameworks. Literature 

foregrounds the human dimensions aspirations, 

anxieties, hopes, resentments that statistical models 

and policy analyses necessarily abstract away. By 
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attending to these affective and experiential registers, 

scholars and policymakers might develop more 

nuanced understandings that recognize both the 

genuine opportunities and serious risks embedded 

within contemporary Sino-African engagement. 

Ultimately, the trajectory of China-Africa relations 

will be determined not by external powers but by 

African actors themselves governments, businesses, 

civil society organizations, intellectuals, and ordinary 

citizens as they navigate the complex terrain of 

globalized political economy. The challenge for 

scholarship is to develop analytical frameworks 

adequate to this complexity, frameworks that center 

African agency while acknowledging structural 

constraints, that recognize both promise and peril, and 

that remain open to the genuinely novel rather than 

reducing the future to tired repetitions of colonial 

pasts. 
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