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Whatever the proximate cause, China is an authoritarian regime, and its foreign as well as its domestic policies emanate from that immutable fact.
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Thus it is noteworthy that the Chinese themselves have traditionally conceptualized the Middle Kingdom not as one bounded state in the company of others, but as a civilization so uniquely superior that it cannot be presumed to have frontiers.
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INTRODUCTION

The Chinese Arrive

The African continent has been on Chinese horizons for centuries.1 Rather than colonizing the continent piecemeal in European fashion, early Chinese interest focused on commerce and interaction with the African people, particularly in greater Eastern Africa.2 Internal politics and war led the Chinese to turn inward, leaving the continent for several centuries until the establishment of the People’s Republic of China (also known as the PRC, Communist China, modern China, or China) in 1949. During the Cold War, Western scholars paid modest attention to China’s relations with fledgling African nations and independence movements.3 In contrast, Communist China devoted considerable amounts of its attention to the African continent. Over time, the Chinese came to understand Africa as a continent comprising multifarious people, cultures, societies, and nations. Within this expansive and resource-laden environment, China perceived the distinct possibility for political, economic, and, ultimately, strategic exploitation. China chose to engage the African continent to gain influence and to achieve its strategic objectives.

The purpose of this book is to provide a historical examination of China’s activities in Africa, which is an important yet overlooked aspect of the general topic of China in Africa today. The book is suitable to a general audience, but particularly to students and analysts, as well as to policymakers interested in understanding the policy of China in Africa in the heart of the twentieth century. One must analytically scrutinize modern China’s historical presence in Africa in order to understand the context of its current and future actions on the continent.

China in the past meddled in the affairs of Africa. It did so for self-interest, for the benefit of the Communist Party of China (Communist Party, or CPC), specifically for its leaders’ strategic objective, which was to demonstrate influence in the world, that is, power in international politics. Though its material resources were scant in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, China nevertheless used them, in addition to devoting time and attention to Africa. It was exploiting Africa to serve Chinese interests.

China was not required to devote time, attention, and resources to Africa. But it did. China skillfully used its limited diplomatic, intelligence, and economic means to gain traction on the continent. It sought influence with a combination of tools—through shaping perceptions (for example, regular public statements), developing personal relationships (key and senior leadership influence through frequent exchange visits), and providing tangible assistance (immediate, human-needs, and symbolic projects—development and security oriented).

Since early 2004 Western observers have paid attention to China’s involvement in Africa. While some analysts have focused narrowly on Chinese interests in raw materials, others have recognized China’s broader interests on the continent.4 As in the past, China has continued to emphasize its historical ties and shared common experiences with African nations, voicing the position that China too is part of the developing world (also called the Third World or Global South).5 Also as in the past, however, Western assessments of China’s operations in Africa have been flawed. Western policymakers, diplomats, and academics have cited China’s recent increased or rising interest and engagement in the region and identified its objective of attaining status as a major player on the world stage.6 However, their commentaries have demonstrated a general lack of understanding of or concern for China’s historical presence on the continent.

Works on China in Africa have been in abundance, even overabundance, since the mid-2000s. While African authors have written about the presence of the Chinese in their own lands, much of the literature has been from a Western perspective, American and European. Most, if not all, tend to view China’s presence as new or singularly focused on gaining access to natural resources. Notable contemporary single-author works on China in Africa include those by Chris Alden, Deborah Brautigam, and Ian Taylor.7 Significant contributions of edited works include those by Robert Rotberg; Arthur Waldron; and Alden, Daniel Large, and Ricardo Soares de Oliveira.8 The only recent book to attempt to capture China’s role across the entire African continent, including some historical content, is by David Shinn and Joshua Eisenman.9

All of these works add to the debate about China’s current presence in Africa, with potential ramifications for the future. What these works tend to overlook, however, is the great import of China’s early entrance into and presence on the African continent.10 This oversight is cause for alarm, for the origins of China’s presence in Africa reveal much about its approach to the continent today. Thus, the main aim of this book is to fill the void in contemporary literature on China in Africa, focusing from the very beginning on Chinese meddling on the continent.

There was a rhyme and reason to China’s early approach to the continent, and that rhyme and reason remains much the same today. Viewed in the broader historical and strategic context, China’s current presence in Africa demonstrates continuity with the past rather than a renewed focus in the present or altered direction for the future. This book contributes a vital message to the discourse on Sino-African history and adds to the contemporary strategic understanding of and debate about China in Africa.

While the Chinese for the past century have been interested in Africa—from the Strait of Gibraltar to the Cape of Good Hope—three regions in particular have garnered Chinese attention. North, West, and East Africa are all strategically significant to the PRC because of their positions on major bodies of water: the Mediterranean Sea, the Atlantic Ocean, and the Indian Ocean. In addition, like much of the African continent, North, West, and East Africa are blessed with vital natural resources such as minerals, petroleum, and natural gas. Since the African continent is large and diverse, it is prudent to isolate and examine specific historical cases to study China in Africa. Geographically, therefore, the book focuses on China’s presence in three specific African countries—Algeria, Ghana, and Tanzania.

This book will analyze China’s operations in Africa from 1955 to 1976, during the era of Mao Zedong’s rule.11 An argument could be made to examine Communist China’s operations through 1976 and perhaps to the present. However, it is more logical to examine the latter period in a different study altogether.12 In addition, the period under Mao was marked by an active foreign policy. No other Chinese leader, in all likelihood, will ever gain as much power and influence on the state apparatus in Communist China as Mao did. Comprehending China in Africa during the Maoist era reveals the nature and character of its operations in Africa, providing conclusive evidence that China’s approach—pragmatic and long term—remains the same today as it was in the past.

From the African perspective, Chinese operations in Africa and interaction with Africans were readily apparent from the mid-1950s onward. One African, who spent time as an exchange student in China, wrote in 1967, “Africa figures prominently in the scheme of Chinese political designs.”13 While not as noticeable as white Europeans who dominated the African landscape for centuries, the Chinese were immediately recognizable in any African country or colony. But their presence was not a clear indication of Chinese strategic interest. “Red China [had] multi-facet [sic] dealings with Africa, which [made] it complicated for Africans to discern the Chinese communist policy and get a clear picture.”14

For non-Africans, the Chinese presence in Africa was both puzzling and fascinating, much as it is today. European nations that had an interest on the continent made note of the Chinese, and some went so far as to monitor Communist Chinese activity.15 For the rest of disinterested Europe and the remainder of the world, China’s active participation in Africa and interaction with Africans throughout the continent came as a surprise. Why would an Asian nation, fresh from a civil war and from establishing itself as a nation-state in October 1949, concern itself with events in Africa? Moreover, in the aftermath of the Korean War (1950–1953) and the First Indochina War (1946–1954), as well as continual tension over the renegade Republic of China on Taiwan (also known as ROC or Taiwan), why would China devote any effort, time, or resources to distant Africa? The answer lies not so much in the words of Communist Chinese leaders as it does in the simple fact that China—taking into account its central geographic position, its size and population, and its enduring history—was and continues to be determined to become a great world power.

Before examining specific case studies of China in Africa, therefore, one must understand China’s central objectives to comprehend its main purpose for being in Africa. The book begins with a discussion of the strategic objectives of China, explaining the country’s international motivations and intentions and describing the organizations used to influence events in Africa. Each region involved different geographic, political, and economic realities between 1955 and 1976. Thus, China used differing tools to obtain its objectives. At the same time, while each context was unique, China’s main purpose for being on the continent remained steadfast, through both successes and failures.

This book examines China’s objectives and organizations by in-depth case studies of China’s activities in Algeria, Ghana, and Tanzania. In each case, China used a mix of international political support, tangible development aid, and economic and security assistance, both covert and overt. In order to place Chinese activities into context, it is necessary also to have a cursory understanding of each country, historically and politically, so each case study begins with local background histories leading up to relations with China. China’s tangible support for Algerian independence from France is often overlooked, as is the intimacy of relations between China and Ghana’s first leader, Kwame Nkrumah.16 By the time it extended its activities into East Africa, China had learned from experiences in North and West Africa. Along the Indian Ocean, Tanzania became one of China’s closest yet most unnoticed allies on the continent, and remains so today. Taken together, the three case studies provide a realistic, historical picture of China in Africa.

The Chinese arrived on the African continent without fanfare, yet maintained an active and influential presence, a presence that ultimately was more pragmatic than revolutionary. Though often couched in ideological rhetoric, China’s behavior in Africa in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s demonstrated goals and actions of an aspiring great power in the world. Contemporary China receives much more attention in Africa, as it does everywhere else around the world. Nevertheless, it is crucial to understand the nature and character of China’s historical actions on the African continent in order to properly grasp its policies, today and tomorrow. Rather than merely looking forward, one must look backward to comprehend the true nature of China in Africa.


PART I
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WHY AFRICA?


One

OBJECTIVES

The desire for great power status motivated China to gain a foothold and, later, influence on the African continent, and to maintain a strategic, political, and economic presence there. The words and statements of China’s leaders, if examined carefully, reveal the objectives of the Communist nation. To identify, as precisely as possible, and analyze Chinese objectives, I will make a distinction between China’s central and secondary objectives. But identifying and ascertaining Communist Chinese objectives is an exceedingly difficult task. Very little scholarship has been devoted to this specific endeavor. Chapter 1 uses an “educated skepticism” to determine China’s objectives.1 Moreover, as with any nation with global interests, China’s objectives may have changed over time according to international and domestic political contexts; this adds to the complexity of determining its objectives. This book analyzes China in Africa from 1955 to 1976. It is necessary and, indeed, essential, however, to delve into the words and statements prior to 1955 to determine long-term strategic Chinese objectives: China’s historical words, ideas, and objectives may continue to influence China’s actions today.

China’s central objectives were global, strategic, and long term. Its secondary objectives were, for the most part, regional and short term. Although in reality there might not have been such a clear or neat distinction between the two, this book separates central from secondary objectives to clarify the motives and intentions behind China’s actions in Africa. It is convenient—and easy—to note China’s actions in the narrow context of each domestic and international political situation. For example, one might conclude, inaccurately, that China pursued relations in Africa solely to gain representation in the United Nations (UN). But examining China’s policy in such a vacuum belies the strategic outlook throughout Chinese history. Therefore, this book first and foremost considers China’s central objectives. Emmanuel John Hevi leans toward hyperbole in his statement, but it is worth noting nonetheless: “Few subjects are as complicated as China’s African policy and the motives behind it.”2 This chapter clarifies China’s intentions in Africa.

China’s central, strategic objectives may be derived from its desire to become a great power, which requires the attainment of substantial military, political, and economic power. This simple assertion may be deduced from China’s geographic size and historic self-perception of superiority, as well as from the policy statements of its leaders. In a Communist dictatorship, few leaders exerted as much power over the entire population of a country as did Mao Zedong. Chairman Mao, Premier Zhou Enlai (who was also foreign minister), and a select group of high-ranking Communist Party of China officials determined and dictated the objectives of the People’s Republic. Chairman Mao, more than any other Chinese official, influenced the fate of the PRC. Therefore, one must carefully analyze his words and statements for their implications for Chinese policy and objectives.

On 15 June 1949 Mao delivered a speech at the Preparatory Committee meeting of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference. He stated in plain terms the central objective of the forthcoming People’s Republic: “We will build up an entirely new, strong, and prosperous People’s Democratic Republic of China, not only in name but in fact.”3 Although this simple statement of intent may be viewed as an obvious desire of any new nation, one cannot overlook its importance in the context of Chinese political culture.4 The emphasis on creating a strong and prosperous China was the clear, central objective of the Communist government. Howard L. Boorman made an accurate assessment of China’s central objective in 1960: “Internationally, revitalized Chinese national power, under Communist control, has signaled Peking’s primary foreign-policy goal: recognized status as a major world power on its own terms.” Boorman added a significant and useful caveat, namely by identifying Communist China’s self-perception of a major world power with the words “on its own terms.”5 With his speech, therefore, Mao set the tone for later policy statements.

A little over two weeks later, commemorating twenty-eight years of the Communist Party, Mao’s On People’s Democratic Dictatorship was released. In this seminal policy pronouncement, Mao laid out the direction for China—politically, economically, and socially. Most relevant to this historical analysis of China in Africa, Mao espoused a clear line for China’s foreign relations: “Externally, we must unite in a common struggle with the peoples of all countries and with those nations which treat us as equals. This means allying ourselves with the Soviet Union, with every New Democratic country, and with the proletariat and the broad masses in all other countries. This means fostering an international united front.”6 For a new nation such as China, it was vital to identify nations and peoples who might have been friendly; this was part of China’s central objectives.

Mao expanded on China’s strategic direction by reiterating who China’s allies were. He stated, “Internationally we belong to the side of the anti-imperialist front, headed by the Soviet Union. We can only turn to this side for genuine and friendly assistance, not to the side of the imperialist front.”7 It is important to recognize here that Mao, in one of his earliest policy statements, envisioned the Chinese on the side of the anti-imperialists rather than in the Communist or Socialist bloc.8 Although later viewed as a radical ideologue, Mao was principally a pragmatist in international politics. He used Communism as a vehicle to unify the Chinese people within the PRC; thus, Mao intentionally created an authoritarian government to rule China. That China continues to be dominated by a select group of CPC members today supports this assertion. During his lifetime, Mao’s statements and China’s foreign relations supported the essential pragmatism of the nation.

A second important objective derived from On People’s Democratic Dictatorship was the international united front objective. Similar to the Soviet Union and “every New Democratic country,” a central objective was to gain the support of the “proletariat” and “the broad masses” around the world.9 China aimed to obtain as much support from peoples and nations around the world as possible—to become a global power. This international united front objective was part and parcel of Communist China’s desire to be strong and prosperous. By gaining the support of foreign nations and peoples, the PRC would profit from the exchange of peoples, goods, and services, and would thereby be capable of building China’s economic, political, and military power—all of which are essential for a great world power. Moreover, an international united front would naturally place China in a superior position because of its geographic size and population. Thus, On People’s Democratic Dictatorship laid down clear objectives for China.

On 29 September 1949, shortly before the inauguration of the People’s Republic, the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference, led by the Communist Party, released its Common Program.10 The Common Program was the first strategic document for the Chinese government, acting in the same way that an interim constitution would for a developing democracy.11 Article 54 of the Common Program stated clearly China’s foreign policy objectives: “The principle of the foreign policy of the People’s Republic of China is the safeguarding of the independence, freedom and integrity of territory and sovereignty of the country, supporting of international lasting peace and friendly cooperation between the people of all countries, and the opposing of the imperialist policy of aggression and war.”12 Although not citing this important document, two scholars echo the Common Program’s foreign policy objectives. According to journalist Alan Hutchison, the central PRC objectives were “to ensure the security of the state of China and to ensure the continued authority of the Communist party within that state.”13 Professor Bruce Larkin asserted something similar: “The central end is that the Chinese state endure, and endure with continued CCP [CPC] authority throughout China.” The critical aspect of China’s objectives, then, was to maintain the security of the PRC and the authority of the CPC. Another aspect was to create an international environment conducive to the economic, political, and social development of the People’s Republic. The emphasis on cooperation with the peoples of all countries and the identification of imperialism as the only enemy are noteworthy. Although not citing the Common Program directly, Larkin noted strategically, “The CCP [CPC] strives to establish and maintain Chinese freedom of choice. To attain that end fully it attempts nothing less than to restructure and to transform the world.”14 Larkin made a significant point, associating China’s international sovereignty and its desire to create, in effect, a new international order. This pragmatic and realist analysis reveals China’s central objective.

The Common Program clarified two issues associated with China’s central objective: diplomatic and economic relations. With regard to diplomatic relations, the Common Program was explicit in requiring the severance of relations with the ROC government prior to the establishment of relations with the PRC. “The Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China may negotiate and establish diplomatic relations on the basis of equality, mutual respect for territory and sovereignty with foreign governments which sever relations with the Kuomintang reactionaries and adopt a friendly attitude towards the People’s Republic of China.” On the other hand, the Common Program was more flexible in economic relations. “The People’s Republic of China may restore and develop trading and commercial relations with foreign governments and people on the basis of equality and mutual benefit.” The Common Program envisioned restoring and developing economic relations with foreign governments and peoples. Rather than focusing exclusively on governmental institutions, the Common Program was congruent with Mao’s united front objective of gaining the support of all peoples around the world, by political and economic means. Moreover, the Common Program was prescient in its advocacy of developing a scientific and technological base for Communist China. “Efforts shall be made to develop the natural sciences to place them at the service of industrial, agricultural and national defense construction. Scientific discoveries and inventions shall be encouraged and rewarded and scientific knowledge shall be popularized.”15 Clearly, the Communist Party–led CPPCC understood the strategic implications of science and technology for national power. Therefore, a robust scientific and technological base forms part of the basis of national power, regardless of a nation’s political ideology. In 1962 the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) noted, “[T]he country is ruled by a strong regime which is determined to make China a modern industrial power.”16 China wanted to become militarily powerful and, thus, a strong and prosperous nation—and a global power—and moved toward that goal by developing diplomatically, economically, and scientifically.

The Common Program, released shortly before the establishment of the PRC, was explicit in identifying China’s central, strategic objectives. Maintaining the security of the nation-state of Communist China and the authority of the CPC government were two clear long-term objectives. Also apparent were Chinese aims to create an international united front and to develop China’s economic, scientific, and technological bases. Thus, PRC security, CPC authority, international unity, and economic and scientific development were the central objectives of the People’s Republic. These objectives remain central to China today. For example, China’s important 1998 National Defense white paper stated, “Mankind is about to enter the 21st century of its history. It is the aspiration of the Chinese government and people to lead a peaceful, stable and prosperous world into the new century.”17 China’s central objectives all contributed directly to its paramount aim of becoming a world power.18

Another Chinese official of considerable influence was Liu Shaoqi. Although Liu was speaking as Beijing’s labor representative at an international unionist conference, he also held the following governmental positions: vice chair of the Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China (since 1949), vice chair of the Chinese People’s Revolutionary Military Council (since 1943), member of the secretariat of the Central Committee of the CPC (since 1943), and member of the political bureau of the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party (since 1932). Liu thus was a high-ranking official speaking with authority for the PRC government.19 His World Federation of Trade Unions (WFTU) speech in Beijing on 16 November 1949 was a significant Chinese policy pronouncement, particularly because it was delivered immediately after the establishment of Communist China. This speech indicated China’s desire to become a leader in the world Communist movement and, by implication, a global power. In Marxist-Leninist terms, Liu Shaoqi enunciated this objective: “To fight for national independence and people’s democracy is therefore the supreme task of the working class in the colonial and semicolonial countries.” To achieve this supreme task, Liu echoed Mao’s call for a united front. “It is therefore necessary for the colonial and semicolonial people and the working people in the imperialist countries to unite together to fight against their common enemy—imperialism.”20 Liu’s policy statement was not novel in nature but it was novel in character.21 Earlier, Mao noted the importance of uniting with the proletariat and the broad masses; in his WFTU speech in Beijing, Liu specified uniting with the working class (or proletariat) in colonial and semicolonial countries. This was one of the earliest references in Communist China to what was then called the Third World, and now is known as the developing world or Global South. Professor George T. Yu later asserted, “Like the interaction with select Third World states, China’s identification with and support of issues of common interest has been directed at establishing a united front with the Third World. China has consistently supported the Third World’s demand for a restructuring of the international order, one not dominated by the superpowers. China’s Third World policy has sought a new international order.”22 The CIA noted, somewhat more mildly, “[T]he Chinese Communists will probably be increasingly active in encouraging and supporting indigenous left-wing revolutionary movements throughout the underdeveloped world.”23 This perspective, like Larkin’s, integrated China’s central objectives and placed them in a strategic context. Furthermore, Yu noted, “Peking’s campaign to impose its leadership upon Africa represents a long-term goal.”24 By restructuring the international order, China aspired over the long term to become a world power.

Nearly a decade prior to the publication of On People’s Democratic Dictatorship, Mao hinted at China’s objective of becoming a global power. In 1940 Mao’s On New Democracy was released. In it, Mao wrote, “[W]e want to change a politically oppressed and economically exploited China into a politically free and economically prosperous China.” Moreover, Mao indicated his desire for the new China to have freedom of action to ally with whomever it chose. “All the imperialist powers in the world are our enemies; so if China wants independence she can never attain it without the aid of the socialist state and the international proletariat.”25 Although Mao differentiated a Socialist and a non-Socialist state here, the differentiation was not in a strict ideological context. Rather, as Mao put it, “We must draw a clear distinction between ourselves and the enemy.”26 But Mao was not averse to working with the enemy, either.

Bearing in mind his objective of international unity, Mao viewed it expedient at times to compromise with imperialists. According to the Spring 1964 issue of Orbis, the Peking Review of 20 December 1963 quoted him as stating, “Sometimes it is necessary for the socialist countries to reach compromises with the imperialists.”27 Although perhaps novel to uninformed Western scholars at the time, his statement of compromise was not new. Returning to Mao’s On New Democracy, the paramount leader of the PRC wrote, “China should assimilate from foreign progressive cultures in large quantities what she needs for her own culture and we did not sufficiently do so in the past. We must assimilate whatever we find useful today, not only from contemporary foreign socialist or new-democratic cultures, but also from the older cultures of foreign countries, such as those of the capitalist countries in their age of enlightenment.”28 Mao’s words here were written in 1940. Clearly, he wrote from a pragmatic and realistic point of view, and China’s central objectives reflected this perspective.

Mao’s On the Ten Major Relationships is perhaps the most neglected policy document of China today. Although published globally in 1977, this work was originally released in 1956. On the Ten Major Relationships provided a realist point of view of power and explained the importance of economic development to a strong national defense. It stated from the onset Mao’s conception of the central objective for Communist China. “In short, we should mobilize all forces whether direct or indirect, and strive to build China into a powerful socialist country.”29 Again, the “powerful” character of Mao’s statement should take precedent over the “socialist” one. This was a simple, yet profound, restatement of China’s central objective—to become a global power.

To achieve great power status, Mao espoused learning from foreign nations how best to build China’s national power. He reiterated the need to learn from foreign countries and cultures, even those of the imperialists. “Our policy is to learn from the strong points of all nations and all countries, learn all that is genuinely good in the political, economic, scientific and technological fields and in literature and art. But we must learn with an analytical and critical eye, not blindly, and we mustn’t copy everything indiscriminately and transplant mechanically.”30 Rather than acquiring foreign equipment and technologies blindly, Mao encouraged the pragmatic application of foreign goods and ideas to the Chinese context.31

Western scholars often credit Mao’s successor, reformist leader Deng Xiaoping, with promoting and enacting the transformational Four Modernizations in China, which emphasized the need to strengthen China’s agriculture, industry, science and technology, and defense. But in 1956 Mao had already noted the central relationship between economics and national defense in his work On the Ten Major Relationships. Ever the realist, Mao wrote, “National defense is indispensable.” Mao understood the role of the economy in national defense. “Only with the faster growth of economic construction can there be more progress in defense construction.” He always prioritized national defense development over economic development, however: “We must strengthen our national defense, and for that purpose we must first of all strengthen our work in economic construction.” At the end of this 1956 work, Mao again advocated for China to become a global power: “We must do our best to mobilize all positive factors, both inside and outside the Party, both at home and abroad, both direct and indirect, and build China into a powerful socialist country.”32 Mao’s long-term objective was building the PRC in a comprehensive manner into a global power; moreover, the Chinese leadership supported this objective.

In 1956 the Eighth National CPC Congress convened. It was the first National CPC Congress after the establishment of the People’s Republic and may, therefore, be viewed with particular significance. Mao’s opening statement was unambiguous about China’s central objectives: “To achieve a lasting peace in the world, we must further develop our friendship and cooperation with the fraternal countries in the camp of socialism and strengthen our solidarity with all peace-loving countries.” Again, Mao emphasized the objectives of international unity and international peace, the latter of which would safeguard Chinese security and, therefore, CPC authority. Mao also reiterated some aspects of the 1949 Common Program: “We must endeavor to establish normal diplomatic relations on the basis of mutual respect for territorial integrity and sovereignty, and equality and mutual benefit, with all countries willing to live peacefully together with us.” But he introduced a new and significant objective as well: “We must give active support to the national independence and liberation movements in countries in Asia, Africa, and Latin America as well as to the peace movement and righteous struggles in all countries throughout the world.”33 The Chinese government also made explicit reference to establishing a “beachhead in Africa,” according to the CIA.34 While Liu Shaoqi introduced the concept of colonial and semicolonial countries of the world in 1949, Mao’s statement at the Eighth National CPC Congress made one of the earliest references to “active support [to the] national independence and liberation movements [in] Asia, Africa, and Latin America” as a policy.35 This objective fully supported one of China’s four central objectives, namely international unity. It also clarified the type of international unity the Chinese sought: unity that restructured the world with China as a global power.

Liu Shaoqi presented a report to the Eighth National CPC Congress that restated one of Mao’s objectives from On People’s Democratic Dictatorship: “In order to build our country into a great Socialist State, we must not only unite with all the forces at home that can be united with; we must also strive to bring about all favorable international conditions and unite with all forces throughout the world that can be united with.”36 Here was another top Communist official citing international unity as an objective in 1956. These pronouncements demonstrated the importance of international unity and were part and parcel to China’s paramount objective of becoming a global power. But Liu also added a condition that cut across all four central objectives by enunciating the desire to create “all favorable international conditions” for the People’s Republic. By creating “favorable international conditions,” China could maintain national security and the CPC could maintain authority; the Chinese could seek international unity; and China could develop its economic and scientific communities. Therefore, keeping the international environment favorable in the long term allowed China to develop into a great world power (or “strong” and “prosperous,” in Communist phraseology), which was the central objective.

Another top Chinese Communist official who exerted tremendous influence over Chinese policymaking was Premier Zhou Enlai.37 Zhou, who as aforementioned concurrently held the post of foreign minister for a period, reiterated China’s desire for international unity in 1955.38 At the Afro-Asian Bandung Conference in 1955, which was organized with China in mind, Zhou mirrored Mao’s and Liu’s earlier calls to create a united front.39 “The Chinese Delegation has come here to seek common ground, not to create divergence,” Zhou proclaimed in his memorable supplementary opening speech.40 Moreover, at one of the Political Committee meetings, Zhou asserted, “We should leave aside our different ideologies, our different state systems and the international obligations which we have assumed by joining this side or that side. We should instead settle all questions which may arise amongst us on the basis of common peace and cooperation.”41 Clearly, Zhou was attempting to create international unity—again, one of China’s central objectives.

Zhou understood well the importance of international unity for China’s growth to great power status. He also knew the relationship between the international situation and building a strong China: “We all recognize that Socialist construction and Socialist transformation are gigantic and arduous tasks. Therefore, at home, we need the strength of a united people; and abroad, we need a peaceful international environment.” While the Socialist aims of Zhou’s statement should not be overlooked, there was a clear association between building internal strength and maintaining external tranquility, much as there is today. Moreover, Zhou perceived Asia, Africa, and Latin America to be central to China’s objective of creating international unity and maintaining a peaceful international situation. “We sympathize with and support all the peoples and countries of Asia, Africa and Central and South America in their struggle to achieve or safeguard their national independence.” Later in 1955 Zhou made a direct correlation between the two. “Their victory will strengthen the forces for peace and deal a blow to the forces of war.”42 By creating such favorable conditions, Zhou advocated for a strong and prosperous China globally—the central objective envisioned by Mao prior to the establishment of the People’s Republic.

The continuity of messages derived from China’s top leaders—Mao Zedong, Liu Shaoqi, and Zhou Enlai—was a significant indication of China’s central objectives. At their heart was China’s desire to become a great world power. To attain this status, Beijing’s leaders recognized that the PRC required national security, central authority, international unity, and economic and scientific development. “By acting in Africa, China contribute[d] to her own strategic [and] economic . . . aims.”43 Yet Communist China also had other objectives, objectives of lesser importance.

“The immediate purpose of Red China in Africa, to eliminate Western and particularly American influence, seems clearer than its longer-term goals.”44 In contrast to its central objectives, however, China’s secondary objectives were short term and regional: “The short-range objectives [were] much more bound to particular situations.”45 Without discounting their significance, the secondary objectives should be viewed as subsidiary to China’s central objectives because they contributed to and, in some cases, furthered the central objectives. This is the same today. Moreover, they represented goals that were more immediately tangible. Because of this tangibility, however, some analysts have tended to overemphasize China’s secondary interests while overlooking the central objectives; this is still true today. This simple variation of analytical emphasis results in remarkably different conclusions as to the motives and intentions of Chinese actions in Africa.

According to Yu, the three Chinese objectives in Africa were anti-imperialism, anti-revisionism, and Asian-African unity.46 Yu did not misread the statements of Communist China’s leaders. For example, while Zhou Enlai was in Ghana on his ten-nation tour from 1963 to 1964, he stated, “Imperialism is the enemy of the people of the world and the enemy of world peace. In order to defend world peace and promote the cause of human progress, the people of Asia, Africa and Latin America should unite, the people of various continents of the world should unite, all peace-loving peoples and countries should unite, to wage a resolute struggle against the imperialist policies of aggression and war.”47 Apparent from Zhou’s statement, anti-imperialism was one of China’s objectives. But, in itself, anti-imperialism was secondary compared to China’s central objective of creating international unity, with China as a world leader. Identifying anti-imperialism as an end in itself overlooks China’s long-term, strategic objectives.

Another secondary objective was China’s campaign to secure international recognition and support.48 This campaign was intimately related to Communist China’s goal of Asian-African unity as well as purportedly achieving political objectives in the developing world in general.49 According to this objective, China sought to gain recognition from newly formed African countries as the sole legitimate government of China and to take over the ROC’s permanent seat on the UN Security Council (UNSC).50 This was a tangible objective for Beijing, and time was on the side of the larger and more influential Communist nation vis-à-vis the island republic of the ROC. From the strategic perspective, however, gaining international recognition and the permanent UNSC seat was ephemeral compared to China’s central objectives. As stated in the 1949 Common Program, being identified as the sole legitimate government of the Chinese people was a part of the PRC’s objectives, but it represented only a small part of the larger objective of becoming a strong and prosperous Chinese nation.

Anti-revisionism, or the Sino-Soviet conflict, may be considered another secondary Communist Chinese objective.51 Sinologists often cite the ideological aspects of China’s foreign policy when referring to the Maoist period, including in Africa.52 Mao himself was repeatedly perceived as a radical Communist firebrand.53 The secondary objective of replacing “Moscow as leader of and spokesman for socialist countries” was a political aim for China.54 However, the primary rationale for the Chinese-Soviet riff was not ideological but strategic. Located geographically on the same Eurasian landmass, the two historically proud and geographically large nations, with similar aspirations of becoming great world powers, were bound to clash. Throughout his life, however, Mao’s statements of Chinese objectives were realist and pragmatic. With an expanding ballistic missile and nuclear war-fighting capability, the Soviet Union was the only true threat to China, despite the many accusations of U.S. aggression.55 If anything, the Communist ideological battle between China and the Soviet Union served to deter and confuse outside observers, but it was not an end in itself.56

Another notable secondary objective centered specifically on the contest for sole Chinese representation worldwide. Although the PRC-ROC battle was present throughout the world, it served as a prime example of an overemphasized Chinese objective, especially in Africa. Journalist John K. Cooley described China’s manipulative aims in this manner: “What Peking ultimately demand[ed] from Africans, as from Asians, [was] choice: choice between Peking and Taiwan, between Peking and Moscow, and certainly between East and West.”57 Cooley was accurate in his analysis of Communist Chinese persuasion techniques, but he failed to elucidate China’s strategic objectives. Writing from a more contemporary context, Professor Ian Taylor was correct when he wrote, “[T]he PRC vs. [italics in original] ROC theme should not be exaggerated when examining Beijing’s behaviour on the [African] continent.”58 Clearly, the Communist government desired sole representation of the Chinese people throughout Africa and the rest of the world. But, once again, this secondary objective was part and parcel of China’s central objective of becoming a strong and prosperous global power.

Many of Communist China’s secondary objectives complemented its central objectives. While not citing any Chinese authorities directly, Professor Joseph Smaldone summarized some of China’s secondary objectives: “[T]o gain international recognition and influence; to achieve a position of leadership among third-world nations; to win the mantle of ideological guide in the Communist world; and to undermine Western influence in the international system.”59 China’s secondary objectives were short-term goals targeted specifically at certain countries and regions. Putting the central and secondary relationships into perspective, Chinese author Chang Ya-chun wrote pragmatically, “Politics is the object of Peiping’s association with African countries, who look for economic benefit in their dealings with Red China.”60 This is quite the same for China in Africa today. Chinese pragmatism outweighed strictly ideological considerations during the Maoist era. And Communist China’s central objectives demonstrated pragmatic strategic planning.

Clearly, then, China’s secondary interests were a part of its central objectives, which were long term and strategic. “With a view toward a long-range goal of leadership of the Afro-Asian community, Peking consistently stresse[d] the great similarity between its suffering under the heavy hand of imperialism and that of the other Afro-Asian states.”61 Analyzing China’s operations on the African continent with one or the other lens leads us to drastically different conclusions. Taking an example from a different part of the world, “Neutralism and nonalignment, as the Chinese recognized a decade ago, may be acceptable ways of securing China’s long-term interests in Asia without excessive costs and risks.”62 Were one to perceive China’s desire for nonalignment in Asia from the narrow perspective as a peace among neighbors objective, one would overlook the true intent of Beijing’s leaders—namely to promote demilitarization and, therefore, to dominate strategically the Asian region. Secondary objectives were not insignificant; rather, these objectives were simply more superficial and more ephemeral. Thus, if prudent, one must analyze Chinese policies from a strategic perspective. Accordingly, China’s central objectives should take precedence over all others.

In the final analysis, China’s central objective—in Africa as elsewhere in the world—is to become a world power. Thus, its national security is paramount and essential, as is the authority of the CPC. Forming international unity as well as economic and scientific development were part and parcel of China’s central objective as well. And Africa fits squarely in to China’s long-term objectives.
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