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Abstract 

Essentially based on the analysis of documentary and oral sources collected in libraries and 
from networks, this paper reexamines the Chinese approach in the field of development aid. It 
is based on the premise that the Chinese aid policy in Africa combines realism and idealism 
to reach its foreign policy goals in Africa, and this singularity is firmly rooted in 
old-fashioned principles stemming from the Chinese strategic culture. To show this assertion 
is relevant, the article includes three sections. The first section analyzes the cultural principles 
which determine the Chinese foreign policy as a whole; whereas the last two sections explain 
their relevance on the realist and idealist dimensions of China’s aid policy in Africa. Finally, 
we discuss the implications of China’s approach in the field of development aid. 
Keywords: Foreign aid, Smart power, Singularity, Culture, China-Africa 
1. Introduction 
Smart power is “the ability to combine hard and soft power into a successful strategy” (Nye, 
2007). Much more explicitly, it is “the full range of tools at our disposal — diplomatic, 
economic, military, political, legal, and cultural — picking the right tool, or combination of 
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tools, for each situation” (Hertzberg, 2009). The concept was first used by Suzanne Nossel in 
an article published in 2004 in Foreign Affairs, and further spread by Joseph Nye (2004), the 
author of Soft Power. According to Nye, hard power is the capacity of a country to reach its 
goals by using military might and economic influence. This tradition was key to the old world 
of military violence that waned at the end of WWII. During the Cold War, the world enters 
into a time of dissuasion that commands persuasion and negotiation which mark the 
emergence of soft power in post-Cold War era. It puts forwards new forms of cooperation that 
include culture, economy, law, communication in order to win the hearts and minds of the 
people. As the world is growing more and more complex under the influence of globalization 
and the rise of non-traditional threats (e.g., terrorism, environment, etc.), the concept of smart 
power suggests an intelligent use of hard and soft powers in accordance with countries 
designed policy goals. In this paper, we argue that China uses its aid as a smart power tool to 
instigate a different partnership and cooperation model in Africa. For a sound understanding 
of this assertion, there is a need to review the concept of foreign aid and the state of China’s 
aid in Africa.  
Foreign aid or “cooperation for development’’ refers to a sovereign country’s decision (or an 
international institution’s) to transfer financial and technical resources to another country or 
region through the world (Zamora, 1997; Callan, 2000).  This concept initiated by the USA 
was institutionalized in the late 1940s after the success of the Marshall Plan (April 
1948-December 1951), and the allied countries’ agreement to transfer important sums of 
money and their technological know-how to Asian and African countries which had just 
acquired their independence (World Bank, 1998). Therefore, foreign aid is, at the beginning, 
a Western ideological construction that is part and parcel of donor and recipient countries’ 
foreign policies (Thérien, 2008).  
At the beginning of this 21st century, The People’s Republic of China (PRC) has become a 
key player in the field of aid for development. The amount of its foreign aid to developing 
countries rose from $ 20 billion during the conference of the Forum on China-Africa 
Cooperation (FOCAC) in 2012 to a promise of $ 60 billion in 2018 (La Croix, 2018). This 
Chinese commitment in Africa testifies to the idea of a paradigm change in the foreign aid 
policy in this early millennium (Thaler, 2012). The first official report on Chinese foreign aid 
published in 2011 confirms this remark. In it, it is said China has procured financial 
assistance all over the world, and till 2009, the country paid out Yuan 256.29 billion. Africa 
was given 47.5%, followed by Asia (33%), then Latin America (13%) and last Oceania (4%) 
(Huang & Ren, 2012). The second official report on the Chinese foreign aid published in July 
2014 shows that from 2010 to 2012, Africa remained the main destination of China’s aid 
(Xinhua, 2015). It received up to 51.8% of the entire aid estimated to Yuan 89.39 billion 
(about $ 14.41 billion) compared to 30.5% for Asia and 8.4% for Latin America and the 
Caribbean (Office of the State Council, July 2014). The Center for Democratic Governance 
(CDG) corroborates these data. It shows that emerging countries’ aid for development varies 
from $ 11 to 42 billion every year and China is the main emerging donor, which presently 
procures, much more financial aid than the World Bank (Thaler, 2012). 
The Chinese entire aid significantly evolved from 2002 to 2009, going from $ 603 million in 
2002 to $ 1,033 million (2006), and $ 1,945 million (2009) (Huang & Ren, 2012). The 2014 
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official report completes these data with a cumulative amount of $ 14.9 billion from 2010 to 
2012 (The State Council, 2014). It is obvious these figures are much more impressive than 
those of the Cold War period, even though the latter remains important when referring to the 
context according to Li (2011). Best, nowadays, China is also the country possessing the most 
important world exchange reserves estimated to 3.103.698 billion far before the remaining 
four superpowers of the United Nations Security Council (The People’s Bank of China, 2019). 
Better than any other country, China is at the best position to invest, lend, or offer donations 
to countries in real needy situations. Therefore, for the first time, in the history of foreign aid, 
an emerging oriental power possesses political, military and particularly economic assets to 
establish itself on the international scene as a key aid-giver to African countries in addition to 
traditional Western givers. This new order requires the understanding of philosophical 
foundations which underlies the Chinese aid policy on the continent. Therefore, this article 
defends the idea that China’s approach is, particularly, distinguished by its taking roots in the 
ancient principles of the Chinese strategic culture.  
2. The Chinese Approach: A Cultural Singularity 
China or People’s Republic of China in full is a former Asian state which, officially, became a 
communist state in 1949 under Mao Zedong’s leadership (Bergère, 1987). Like contemporary 
states, it conceived a foreign policy, which determines the key objectives guiding the 
country’s general activities in the framework of its relations with other countries all over the 
world (Ethier, 2010). Aid is part and parcel of China’s foreign policy, so it difficultly escapes 
from the influence of the Chinese strategic culture. That is to say the originality of the 
Chinese approach to development aid depends on the fact that its formulation is inspired by 
ways the Chinese display in their attempts to solve or think about some national and 
international security issues.  
“Chinese Strategic Culture” is usually discussed in relation to Chinese foreign policy. For 
example, Lin (2008) highlights the influence of Chinese strategic culture in Chinese recent 
foreign policy evolvement. First, the persistence of the three (3) principles: “One country, 
two systems”, “peaceful unification”, and the “non-renunciation of the use of force against 
Taiwan”. Second, the country’s attachment to orthodox order and the use of Chinese 
traditional dialectics of opposing wills: yin-yang in handling the Cross-Strait policy. Hunt 
(1996) uses a historical perspective to describe Chinese communist foreign policy stressing the 
importance of history to understand Chinese foreign policy. Shih (1993) addresses the 
influence of “morality” forms by legacies of humiliations impacting China’s foreign policy 
making. Fairbank (1968) explains that Chinese foreign policy is a mixture of Sun and 
Confucius and realism. Iain (1995), similarly, asserts that every country has its own strategic 
culture and strategic culture approach does not reject rationality. In developing the ideas 
sustaining the argument abovementioned, we are particularly stressing Chinese dialectics of 
opposing wills: yin-yang which is different from Western perception. As pointed out here, 
“Western dialectical thinking is fundamentally consistent with the laws of formal logic, and 
aggressive in the sense that contradiction requires synthesis rather than mere acceptance.  The 
key difference is that Chinese dialecticism does not regard contradiction as illogical and tends 
to accept the harmonious unity of opposites” (Nisbett, 2003).           
In Chinese tradition, the Yin-yang, being the sources of everything, is the driving force of the 
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world in all its aspects. The Yin is considered passive, docile, and protecting, whereas the 
Yang is active, prevailing, and creative. These concepts were abundantly spread by Taoism 
and Confucianism among many other Chinese philosophical schools (Huang & Huang, 
1987:7). Although it is difficult to find for it a conceptual definition, despite interpretation, 
application and appropriateness differences of the concept, three basic themes are mentioned 
in the Chinese philosophy: (1) Yin-yang as a coherent manifestation, of the nature and mind, 
is present in any existence, (2) Yin-yang as an interaction between cosmic and human reality, 
and (3) Yin-yang as a harmonization process which ensures a dynamic and constant balance 

between things (Wang 1983). Thus, the Chinese terminologies Yin (陰) and Yang (陽), though 

representing different realities, are integrated and complementary. They refer to “coherence”, 
“interaction”, and “harmony” in the Chinese cosmogony (JDBN, 2016). In this article, the 
premise is that similarly to the Yin-yang alternation, China’s foreign policy is devised to 
concomitantly satisfy its national interests while caring about those of its international 
partners. And this is because without the satisfaction of national interests, it is difficult to be 
powerful on the international scene, and without a significant international influence, the 
satisfaction of national interests is not guaranteed for a long period. All this process takes 
place in a specific Shi (world context).  
The Shi expresses power configuration and change process in which a player acts or interacts. 
In the field of international relations, this generally refers to contemporary world’s features 
and international power configuration (Guojigeju) (Zhu, 2010). In his book entitled, The 
Seven Treaties of Ancient China’s Military Art, Sawyer highlights a philosophy of similar life. 
A conciliating dualism (yin-yang) teaches flexibility and combination of means to get adapted 
to internal and external circumstances (Shi) (Sawyer, 1993). The classics of the Chinese 
strategy such as the Art of War by Sun-Tzu (1971), I Shing (Zhu, 2010), Tao Te King by 
Lao-Tseu (2016) teach these principles. Ubiquity (shi) and the simultaneous use of 
conventional and non-conventional means (yin-yang) are very important to ensure victory in 
front of a more powerful enemy (Lai, 2004), with only a small and less expensive army. Better 
than any other strategist, Sun Tzu (1971) clarifies these key concepts of the Chinese strategic 
culture. His treatise, concise, is a world-famous one. Many contemporary authors quote him, 
and his principles are more and more promoted by the Chinese political community in its 
efforts to defend the idea of a ‘’peaceful development of China” (Xinhuanet, 2018).  
In the coming sections, the relevance of these principles is analyzed in accordance with the 
Chinese aid policy in Africa. It starts with the third section that discusses the elements of a 
realist policy but, which is, deeply rooted in the above-described Chinese strategic culture.  
3. The Chinese Aid to Africa: A Realist Policy but Flexible  
According to the authors from the realist school of international relations, aid is an instrument 
for China’s foreign policy to defend its own self-interests (Gabas, & Chaponnière, 2012) 
China’s presence in Africa is first and foremost motivated by its own political and economic 
interests. Even if the Sino-African relation is always renewed, Africa remains the 
energetic/mineral raw material supplier, and China an ideal financial partner whose aid for 
development does not depend on any political condition (Lafarge, 2005). What’s more, China 
is in fact nothing, but a former giver that reacts in an international environment undergoing 



Journal of Social Science Studies 
ISSN 2329-9150 

2021, Vol. 8, No. 1 

http://jsss.macrothink.org 18

massive changes and a major restructuring to promote the objectives of its home policy 
(Chaponnière, 2008). For others, the content and approach of the Chinese aid represent great 
challenges to traditional aid for development (Wang, 2012). China’s aid is mainly interested 
in China’s strategic objectives and economic needs, such as infrastructures to get access to oil 
and gas resources, but particularly markets that are necessary to China’s economic 
development (Weston, Campbell, & Koleski, 2011). If these authors describe a certain reality 
of China’s aid policy in general, they are less specific about the cultural singularity of China’s 
bilateral aid policy in African countries. This policy is realistic, but also flexible. It is realistic 
because it obeys conditions which match China’s political and economic interests. The main 
difference with Western aid policy is at the level of constraint types required by China in 
return to its aid for development. If the conditions of Western aid are hard and inflexible, 
those of China are simple, flexible and open to recipients’ countries. As it appears, China’s 
approach seems to be inspired by Sun Tzu asserting that “supreme excellence consists in 
breaking the enemy’s resistance without fighting”  (Sun Tzu, 1971). 
For instance, politically, the only constraint expressed by China’s aid policy is the recipient 
countries’ submission to the “One China” policy which has been required since the 1950s. All 
the African countries having diplomatic relations with People’s Republic of China (PRC) are 
kindly requested to abide by this principle. This is an obligation clearly stated in the 
principles of the Chinese policy as follows:  
Bearing in mind the five principles of peaceful coexistence, China respects the rights of 
receiving countries to freely choose their own way and model of development; in addition to, 
it believes that every country should explore a way to development in tune with its own reality. 
China has never used foreign aid as a means of interfering in receiving countries’ internal 
affairs or seeking privileges for itself (Xinhua, 2014). 
Thus, China has continuously refused to have formal political relations with African countries 
considering Taiwan as an independent country. But this requirement seems to be accepted by 
African countries which, one by one, broke their diplomatic ties with Taiwan and established 
new ones with PRC. The number of countries receiving China’s aid went up from a small 
group of 14 partner countries (pro-communist) in the 1960s to 34 after PRC became a 
permanent member of the United Nations Security Council in the 1970s. During this first 
period, the most remarkable aid is a financial disbursement of F Switzerland 20 million for 
Egypt which was facing Western powers about its rights on the Suez Canal (1956), the 
building of sport and economic facilities in Guinea Conakry (1960), seven farming specialists 
to help Mali in its experience of sugar cane and tea plantations between 1961 and 1962. In 
1965, a team was sent by the Chinese authorities to study the feasibility of Tanzania-Zambia 
railway. Moreover, about the late 1960s, China successively sent medical teams to Tanzania, 
Somalia, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Mali and Guinea, etc. (Li, 2006). Not only did 
these countries have any relation with Taiwan, but they were particularly pro-Communists.  
In the 1980s, a period of economic reforms and opening-up policies, about ten countries 
added to this number. Nowadays, apart from Eswatini (which is still having diplomatic 
relations with Taiwan), all the African countries have formal diplomatic ties with the Middle 
Kingdom (PRC). Therefore, throughout time, the political condition has remained the same: 
the recognition of China’s full sovereignty on Taiwan (considered as China’s Province). This 
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condition is direct, simple and easy to be satisfied by African countries which are facing 
difficulties to satisfy political conditions and complex regulations imposed by the aid system 
of Western democracies. It is also remarked that if in the 1960s and 1970s China’s aid was 
dependent on an adherence to the communist ideology, it got rid of this for a policy more 
adapted to the international political context prevailing at the end of the Cold War (Shi). The 
fourth section presents these changes with more details. 
4. An Idealistic but Pragmatic Policy    
The idealists agree with the realists to consider the Chinese aid for development as a foreign 
policy instrument, but with much more positive objectives. The individuals hold, generally, a 
more nuanced view. For example, Moyo, a pessimist of foreign aid in Africa is much more 
conciliating with that of China (Easterly, 2009). According to her, aid is the problem but not 
the solution to African development. The solution is a trade-centered approach, which the 
Chinese aid must conform to (Moyo, 2013). As stated by Mayo, China’s growing presence is 
an opportunity which should be seized by African countries to boost their economic 
development. The Chinese player is a giver whose aid completes the efforts of traditional 
Western aid (Brautigam, 2011). On the whole, these authors highlight aspects showing a 
certain degree of ambivalence in their perceptions of China’s aid in Africa. The Chinese 
player’s words and actions, much more, clarify this singularity.  
The Chinese player’s words have evolved through time and space to get adapted to current 
political and economic circumstances, but still remaining courteous. For instance, in the 
1960s the then-Chinese Prime Minister, Chou Enlai, had a set of eight principles published: 
The eight principles for economic development and technical cooperation with other 
countries: 1. Equality and mutual benefit between donors and receivers should be guaranteed. 
2. Non-interference in domestic affairs and respect for national sovereignty. 3. Loans with no 
interest or loans with preferential interests are granted. 4. The main goal of aid is 
consolidating receiving countries’ self-dependence. 5. Support projects which produce fast 
results, increased income, and accumulate the capital; 6. Development projects are 
implemented with quality Chinese equipment. 7. Technical aid and local people’s vocational 
training are guaranteed. 8. Chinese aid volunteers should adopt local people’s standards of 
living (Lengauer, 2011).  
These principles were edited and published in the Cold War context which is characterized by 
bipolarization. China, as a communist country, evolving in the framework of South-South 
cooperation offered its aid to countries which submitted to its principles, but in addition to 
this, were also communists. After the Cold War and particularly in the early 21st century 
major changes occurred in the Chinese foreign policy, mainly in its approach to foreign aid. 
Firstly, for the first time in its history, China published two official reports in 2011 and 2014. 
These documents reveal the procedure, means and goals of its aid policy. This evolution 
testifies the renewed importance of aid in China’s African policy as it is shown in the second 
official report:  
China is the largest developing country in the world. While developing, it made efforts to 
integrate Chinese populations’ interests into those of populations in other countries, offering 
assistance at the top of its capacity to other developing countries in the framework of 
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South-South cooperation, support and help other developing countries, particularly the less 
developed countries (LDC), reduce poverty and improve their living conditions. China has 
pro-actively promoted international cooperation and development and played a constructive 
role in this aspect. When it offers foreign aid, China adheres to the principles of imposing no 
political condition, non-interference in receivers’ domestic affairs, fully respecting their right 
to choose, freely, their own ways and models of development  (Information Office of the 
State Council, 2014). 
This speech was delivered to reassure and bring countries closer together. Despite being a 
superpower, China puts itself on the same level as Africa. The following sentence “China is 
the largest developing country” plays two roles: the first is to convince countries receiving 
aid that it (China) knows and understands very well their situation because it had faced 
similar problems in the past. The second is to show that it remains a friend endeavoring to 
help them in their development process. Following the same logic, it does not fail in being 
pragmatic. It offers aid depending on its capacities. While helping others, it accomplishes a 
duty incumbent on its international great power status of contributing to the common good 
(fighting poverty by helping countries which are facing difficult economic conditions). It 
reasserts its adherence to equality and mutual benefit. It is a brotherly, courteous speech but 
at the same time direct and pragmatic. Here, the use of conciliating dualism of Chinese 
strategy can be noticed. It proposes a speech different from that of the Western aid, because it 
praises the ego of Africans who have, for long, been despised and frustrated by the 
disbursement process and traditional aid conditions.  
Also, Chinese leaders have never failed to claim their expertise in foreign aid matters. As 
Bräutigan (2011) explained, “The Chinese have six decades of experience with aid in Africa. 
They’ve spent time analyzing their own past failed aid projects, and they’ve come up with a 
different model of engagement, much of which does not actually involve official 
development aid”. 
5. Conclusion 
The analyses of the political conditions and the Chinese player’s speech started in the 
above-mentioned sections testify to the conciliating dualism of the Chinese aid policy in 
Africa through time and space. This policy is neither realistic nor idealistic. It associates 
elements of both paradigms by getting its inspiration from ancient principles resulting from 
the country’s strategic culture. This specificity was mentioned by Henri Kissinger (2002) 
when he says the Chinese “exceptionalism” is deeply rooted in the Chinese culture, 
proclaiming no institutional hegemony out of China. This policy is also getting closer to 
contemporary theories and concepts of international politics such as the ‘’smart power’’ used 
by the American economist Joseph Nye (2019), meaning, the capacity of combining an 
attractive power with a coercive one and associating both to an economic power. 
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