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Once upon a time, a very large, poor, but re-
source-rich country emerging from a period of  
intense conflict decided to focus on develop-

ment. “We need to modernize our infrastructure,” they 
said. “We need to develop our power plants.” And soon 
they were visited from a wealthy Asian country that 
was already a major consumer of  their oil. This Asian 
country said to them: “We’ll make you a bargain. We’ll 
give you a line of  credit worth $10 billion and you can 
use that credit to improve your infrastructure and power 
plants. You can import technologies from us, and our 
companies can help you develop your mines.”

Now many people in the poor country were very con-
cerned about this offer. It was quite controversial and 
the negotiations went on for several years. But eventual-
ly they agreed, and the work began.

Now you probably have some idea of  which countries 
I’m referring to. China is one of  the countries. But 
China was the large, poor country with oil, and the 
wealthy Asian country was Japan. The time was the 
1970s when China was just emerging from the Cultural 
Revolution. When the controversial negotiations began, 
Mao was still in power, but they were concluded under 
Deng Xiaoping. 

I tell you that story because it shows how East Asians 
think about development partnerships. Japan’s outreach 
to China was not foreign aid. It was a commercial loan 
put together by the Japanese government alongside a 
consortium of  banks with the intent of  benefitting Ja-
pan. But even as the deal would benefit Japan, it would 
benefit China as well.

At the time, the Chinese were hungry for moderniza-
tion, but they didn’t have the technology or the capital 
to make it happen. No international bank would lend to 
them, they had no credit rating, and they were Commu-
nist. But Japan was willing to take the risk because they 
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saw profit and potential. They knew that the more Chi-
na developed, the more they could do business there. 

This is the essence of  the mutual benefit approach the 
Chinese are taking in Africa. It’s not about aid. It is a 
different set of  relationships.

On hearing of  one major Chinese deal in the Demo-
cratic Republic of  the Congo, an editor at the Financial 
Times wrote, “Beijing has thrown down its most direct 
challenge yet to the West’s architecture for aiding Afri-
ca’s development.” The project valued about $9 billion 
and involved building infrastructure. Moreover, the 
Chinese would help set up a mine whose profits would 
then repay the infrastructure loans.

That’s not to say that China’s emergence in Africa 
doesn’t come without challenges. It does. There are 
opportunities, but there are challenges as well.

To start, the arms trade is a problem. Chinese compa-
nies that once were under the Ministry of  Defense have 
been detached and are now out to make a profit. If  they 
can sell arms to two countries that want to fight each 
other, they will. And they did with Eritrea and Ethio-
pia. They’ll also sell largely unregulated arms into any 
conflict in Africa. 

The second area is in environmental protection. Many 
governments in Africa are trying to conserve their 
resources. Timber, hard woods, fish along the coasts, 
abalone in South Africa, elephant ivory, and rhinoc-
eros horn, for example. At the same time, because the 
Chinese do not have a well-developed sense of  conser-
vation, there is a big market in China for all of  these 
products. And again, this activity isn’t well regulated. 

Finally, the Chinese government will engage with any 
government in Africa that will grant them diplomatic 
ties. This means that they can undermine Western dip-
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lomatic pressures such as sanctions or other tactics. Su-
dan is perhaps the best example, where for many years 
Chinese diplomatic engagement was directly counter to 
Western goals, which I think were right in that case. 

But I think the biggest challenge is this: That Africa is 
rich, and we in the West have not figured out how to 
link Africa’s riches to its development. 

Africa is rich, and we in the West 
have not figured out how to link 

Africa’s riches to its development.

Make no mistake; the West is very interested in African 
resources. We’ve been investing there all along. But our 
interest in profitable investments and our interest in 
African development seem to be totally separate. There 
is nothing in between to link them together except for a 
few social corporate responsibility initiatives. 

But the Chinese are actively trying to link Africa’s re-
source wealth with its development. They are not doing 
it because they are benevolent. They are doing it for the 
same reason that Japan invested in China in the mid 
1970s—because it made sense. African companies are cap-
ital poor and have enormous needs. If  they can secure 
a loan with payments from an export stream funneling 
into an escrow account then they can borrow more. 
Then, of  course, they can invest that in infrastructure 
that will be built by Chinese companies. That’s the 
benefit for the Chinese. That’s why the loan.

The Chinese ambassador in Niger put it very well 
when he told the Financial Times in 2010, “[Niger] has 
already seen uranium extraction for nearly 40 years, But 
when one sees that the direct revenues from uranium 
are more or less equivalent to those derived from the 
export of  onions each year, there’s a problem.” And 
as a matter of  fact, the reason why their earnings were 
so low was because French companies had locked in a 
low price for that uranium. The Chinese offer African 
countries other options. 

So what are the drivers of  Chinese engagement in Af-
rica today? Natural resources of  course are important, 
but there are a few other things:

Strategic diplomacy. Taiwan, Tibet, and votes in the 
U.N. For the Chinese, Africa represents 54 votes or 54 
possible coalition partners for initiatives they might 
want to pursue in the World Trade Organization on 
a multilateral basis. As a result, a lot of  Chinese aid is 
directed to this kind of  strategic diplomacy. 
Business is also important and the primary interest. 

We know that Chinese trade is very large in terms of  
Chinese inflows, but African trade is not very big. It’s 
only about 4% of  China’s global trade. But for Africa 
the engagement is much larger. China is Africa’s largest 
trading partner. It’s well over $120 billion a year in two-
way trade.

Also, in 2010 Chinese companies recorded $35 billion 
in revenues from infrastructure contracts across the con-
tinent. Now a lot of  that activity was in North Africa; 
nevertheless, this is a huge amount of  business, which 
fits very neatly into African needs. The World Bank 
estimates that African governments should be spending 
about $90 billion a year on infrastructure. They are 
spending far less than that, but much of  the spending 
they are doing, the Chinese are carrying out. 

To conclude, Beijing’s approach to Africa is fundamen-
tally different than the Wests’. One of  China’s five core 
foreign policy principles is that relations between coun-
tries should be based on mutual benefit. And therefore, 
the concept of  altruism and foreign aid is not one that’s 
consonant with how they think about international re-
lations. For them, it should be much more of  a partner-
ship, not one-way transfers. 

They also believe in non-intervention in the internal 
affairs of  other countries. They are very uncomfortable 
with trying to change politics or impose conditions. 
They don’t know what other countries need to develop, 
and they don’t offer recipes. China approaches Africa 
saying: You tell us what kind of  assistance you want, 
and we’ll go in that direction. But that’s not how we 
approach development in the West. We say: We know 
what you need to do, and you should do it, and we’ll put 
conditions on you until you do. 

The Chinese also think differently regarding devel-
opment and governance. Despite China’s communist 
regime, they are doing fairly well economically. Con-
sequently, they don’t think countries need to be demo-
cratic to develop. They believe development starts with 
infrastructure. There is a saying in China: “If  you want 
to become prosperous, first build a road.” 

Finally, China thinks like an East Asian developmental 
state. They use numerous instruments to generate differ-
ent outcomes, whereas the United States mainly uses 
aid. All of  this to say, China’s approach offers lessons for 
engaging with Africa, but these lessons must be tem-
pered with the apparent challenges that China faces on 
the continent.  

This article was adapted from a talk Dr. Brautigam 
gave at Sagamore Institute on April 26, 2013.
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“I’ll love you dear, I’ll love you till China and Africa meet, and the river jumps over the 
mountain and salmon sing in the street.” –W.H. Auden

China’s interest in Africa raises tough questions the 
world over. Maybe most pressingly for the United 
States: What does China’s pragmatic, multifaceted 
agenda on the African continent mean for African 
democracy, especially in light of the failures of Western 
aid? Time will provide the answer, but in the meantime 
westerners need a new way to approach Africa.

Perhaps ironically the West can learn from China on 
how to better engage with Africa: in 2009 China ex-
ceeded the U.S. as Africa’s largest trade partner; more 
than 2000 Chinese companies have invested so far in 
Africa; and between 1956 and 2006 some 160 Chi-
nese officials visited Africa while 524 African officials 
made 676 visits to China. The Dragon of the East’s 
engagement on the continent should certainly come 
with a healthy dose of skepticism, but the sheer level 
and diversity of interaction merits consideration beyond 
the West’s largely aid-based approach to the continent. 
From these factors alone, it should be clear that trying 
to buy development with aid alone must become an 
idea of the past.

Over the last 30 years, China’s meteoric growth has 
catapulted it from a third world country to one of the 
world’s heavyweights. Today China boasts the sec-
ond largest economy in the world with a GDP of $7.3 
trillion. In the process, 600 million of its people have 
been lifted out of poverty. At the same time, China’s 
extraordinary rise has caused concerns in other parts 
of the world, and despite its assurance of a peaceful 
ascension, questions remain: Is China a competitor or a 
partner? Are they a threat, a nuisance or an opportunity? 
What does China’s rise mean for international relations 
as the world encounters a new great power? And what 
does China’s growth model mean for democracy and 
freedom? 

Questions like these are playing out in bold colors on 
the African continent. China’s interest in Africa over the 

The African Lion and the 
dragon in the East

last twenty-some years has caused both head scratching 
and hand wringing in the West. In a hearing on “China’s 
influence in Africa” before the House of Representa-
tives in July 2005, Rep. Donald Payne of the House 
Committee on International Relations stated succinctly, 
“China’s economic and political pursuits appear to be 
undermining United States success in alleviating pov-
erty and expanding US influence [in Africa].”1 For their 
part, Africans have welcomed China with a healthy 
dose of skepticism: Is this neocolonialism? How do Af-
rican countries seize opportunities and mitigate harmful 
interests?  

With China’s increasingly muscular ties to Africa, the 
answers to questions like these will no doubt be com-
plicated. China’s involvement on the continent stretches 
back centuries and includes business, government, mil-
itary, immigration, and a myriad of other linkages. All 
of this to say, “China in Africa” is a topic teeming with 
complexities, and the intertwining of Dragon in the East 
with the African Lion brings with it equally as complex 
benefits, opportunities, challenges and troubles. 

Chinese Interests on the Continent
Unlike China’s ideological agenda that drove its inter-
action with the continent during the Cold War, the coun-
try’s current interests on the continent are more varied. 
They are threefold and are embedded in their stated 
policy of mutual benefit, respect and non-intervention:2

China’s most prominent interest in Africa is resources. 
Writing in “China in Africa: Savior or Self Interest?,” 
Ambassador David Shinn notes that, “China obtains 
about one third of its oil imports from African countries 
and significant mineral resources: for example about 90 

1  U.S. Africa Policy Beyond the Bush Years: Critical Challenges for the 
Obama Administration. Ed. Jennifer G. Cooke and J. Stephen Morrison. CSIS 
2009: pg 154.
2  This framework is borrowed from Amb. David Shinn writing in Great Deci-
sions 2012 “China in Africa: Savior or Self Interest?”



44  | AMERICAN OUTLOOK  AMERICAN OUTLOOK | 45Special Edition

percent of its cobalt, 35 percent of its manganese and 30 percent of 
its tantalum.” Africa is so significant in this regard that Shinn attests, 
“It would be difficult for China to meet all of its mineral needs from 
non-African sources.” 

Secondly, China’s interests are driven by its expanding export 
market. Africa’s population of nearly 1 billion people and huge labor 
force provide a huge opportunity for China to grow its exports. In 
fact, between 2000 and 2010 China’s exports to Africa grew by a fac-
tor of thirteen. Overall according to 2011 measures, China’s exports 
to sub-Saharan Africa are triple those of the United States. 

On April 26, 2013 Sagamore Institute 
and the Confucius Institute hosted a 
symposium called “China in Africa: A 
new model of international develop-
ment?” The event featured the foremost 
experts on the topic to discuss tough 
questions about Africa’s development 
from Western, Chinese and African per-
spectives. The event’s keynote speakers 
included Dr. Deborah Brautigam, author 
of The Dragon’s Gift: The Realm Story of 
China in Africa and Professor of Inter-
national Development at Johns Hopkins 
SAIS; as well as Michael Fairbanks, 
co-founder of the SEVEN Fund, the 
OTF Group, ISOKO Institute and Senior 
Economic Advisor to President Paul 
Kagame. 

These two experts offered their 
insights on this pressing topic. Dr. 
Brautigam’s talk drew out the contrasts 
between the Western aid-based ap-
proach to development in Africa and 
China’s multifaceted engagement on the 
continent. Writing as a strategist cum 
academic, Michael Fairbanks dispelled 
myths about China so as to reduce stra-
tegic errors among nations, governing 
institutions, and multinational corpora-
tions. 
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Third, Africa is crucial to China’s geopolitical strate-
gy. China’s accession to the UN Security Council is a 
prime example of the essential role African countries 
have provided to China. In 1971, China succeeded 
in unseating Taiwan from the Security Council with 
heavy support from African countries. Currently only 
four African countries still recognize Taipei, and China 
is interested in completely eliminating recognition of 
Taipei on the continent. Though China does not attach 
conditions to its aid, it has historically required Afri-
can governments to recognize the one-China policy in 
exchange for assistance. 

Of course, these are state-level interests. China’s basis 
for interaction with Africa is much more complex than 
Western caricatures tend to depict. 

Extent of China’s Involvement with Africa

Foreign Aid.

Chinese “aid” does not fit squarely into the Western 
assistance paradigm. Chinese grants and loans qualify 
as ODA, but most of China’s public finance transfers 
to and from Africa do not. These conflicting definitions 

of aid are perhaps best demonstrated by the 
fact that China wrote its first white paper 
on foreign aid in 2011, many decades after 
Western power considered foreign aid as a 
policy tool.3 

Nevertheless, the Beijing has distributed 
$37.7 billion in aid, of which $15.6 billion 
comes from grants, $11.25 billion from 
zero-interest loans, and $10.8 billion from 
concessional loans. In the same white 
paper, the Chinese government stated that 
its foreign aid had grown 29.4% annually 
between 2004 and 2009. Most noteworthy 
is that 45.7% of Chinese aid was directed 
to Africa, significantly larger than its next 
biggest recipient, Asia, which totaled only 
32.8%.4 This percentage reflects China’s 
fierce interest in the African continent. Of 
course, these numbers must be viewed in 
the context of other significant aid flows. 
According to figures from the OECD, China 
gave $1.2 billion in ODA in 2008, com-
pared to $4.1 billion from the World Bank, 
$7.2 billion from the U.S., and $2.6 billion 
from the U.K.5 

Immigration.

China’s history of immigration into Africa dates back to 
the Ming Dynasty, as Chinese international trade spread 
throughout the Indian Ocean region. The longest-stand-
ing Chinese populations are found primarily on Africa’s 
eastern coast in South Africa, Reunion, and Madagas-
car. On the other hand, there have never been significant 
populations of sub-Saharan Africans in China, neither 
in the past or the present.

But in recent years the level of people-to-people in-
teraction has increased noticeably. In 2006, Hu Jintao 
proclaimed that China aimed to train 15,000 African 
professionals over a three-year span.6 A growing num-
ber of African students see China as a way to expand 
their academic and professional careers in light of 
contracting opportunities in Europe. A less significant 
push has been made to compel working African adults 
to travel to China. Nigeria, for instance, has established 
expatriate communities in the Middle Kingdom. Like 
in other parts of the world, sub-Saharan Africans face 
3  Brautigam in Rising China, 207-211. For further discussion of the discrepan-
cies between Chinese and OECD reporting, see Sven Grimm’s “Transparency 
of Chinese Aid: An analysis of the published information on Chinese external 
financial flows.”
4  Grimm. 31.
5  Brautigam in Rising China, 211.
6  Brautigam, Deborah. “China’s African Aid: Transatlantic Challenges,” pg. 3.

Source: Li, Jackie. “Regional Focus: China-Africa.” The China Analyst. The Beijing Axis.
Jan 2010. <http://www.thebeijingaxis.com/tca/editions/the-china-analyst-jan-2010/74>
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racism and discrimination in China; yet this has not 
prevented them from seeking out the vast landscape of 
opportunity that China holds.

The exact numbers of Africans in China and Chinese 
in Africa are unclear. One source estimates that, “The 
Chinese community in [Africa] has surged from 80,000 
in the 1980s to an estimated 350,000 in 2006, though 
overall migration to Africa is declared by Beijing to 
be only 750,000 (with other estimates higher).”7 Even 
“Chinatowns” have appeared in cities such as Dakar, 
Lagos and Cape Town.8 While these numbers may seem 
insignificant in a country of billions, they represent a 
depth of interaction unseen from the West.

Trade and Investment.

The Chinese trade relationship with Africa is grow-
ing in size and significance. “Between 1995 and 2000 
commercial exchanges [between China and Africa] 
more than doubled from 4 billion USD to 10 billion 
USD, having quadrupled in the following five years 
(42 billion USD in 2005) and the figure surpassed 
106 billion USD in 2008.”9 According to the Heritage 
Foundation, China’s non-bond transactions—a form 
of foreign investment—reached $31 billion from 2005 

7  Alden, Chris. “The Changing Dynamics of China’s Engagement in Africa,” 
pg. 190. For other estimates see Politzer or the African-Caribbean Pacific 
Observatory on Migrations, “South-South extraregional migration: An overview 
of emerging trends.”
8  David Shinn. China in Africa: Savior or self-interest. Great Decisions. 2013
9  Alden. pg. 190

to 2010 to Sub-Saharan Africa, compared with 29.7 
billion for East Asia, 36.7 billion for Europe, and 22.9 
billion for the US.10 In 2011, China’s total foreign direct 
investment reached $14.7 billion, though the number is 
believed to be closer to $40 billion.11 Additionally, more 
than 2000 Chinese companies have invested in Africa. 
To provide some perspective, China’s investments may 
outweigh that of the U.S. or any single European coun-
try, but the cumulative investment of the West exceeds 
what China has contributed. 12 

With $166 billion in trade, China has surpassed the U.S. 
as Africa’s largest trading partner. According to 2010 
figures, China exported about $60 billion to Africa con-
sisting primarily of machinery, textiles, and transporta-
tion equipment. At the same time, China imported just 
over $60 billion worth of goods—over 80% of which 
are minerals. 
The trend has been upward. China’s total trade with 
Africa grew from $6.3 billion in 1999 to $166 billion 
in 2011. Chris Alden, African foreign policy expert at 
London School of Economics notes that, “While Afri-
ca’s share in Chinese exports grew from 1.7% in 1996 
to 2.7% in 2006, the share in imports expanded from 
1% to 3.6% in the same decade.”13  The results have 
not been homogenous, however. Africa’s oil exporters 
generally have large trade surpluses while the poorer 
10  Scissors, Derek. “Tracking Chinese Investment: Western Hemisphere Now 
Top Target,” pg. 3
11  Shinn. 2013
12  Shinn. 2013
13  Alden. pg. 185

Kermeliotis, Teo. “Is the west Losing out to China?” Marketplace Africa. CNN. 9 Sept 2011 <http://edition.cnn.com/2011/BUSINESS/09/08/america.losing.
influence.africa/index.html>
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countries tend to run deficits.

Overall, the results seem to be positive. Brautigam 
explains, “Before trade with Chinese picked up, African 
consumers did not really have much choice of things 
that they could buy at the low end … I think African 
countries are happy that they have a diversity of trade 
partners, that they do not have their trade locked into 
their former colonizers and that they do not have it 
going in just one direction.”14 

State-to-State Relations 

The early years (1960-2000) of Chinese foreign 
relations with Africa occurred largely in the con-
text of Sino-Taiwanese tensions. But in 2000, China 
established the Forum for China Africa Co-operation 
(FOCAC) as part of its “go global” strategy. The forum 
occurs every three years, alternating locations between 
China and Africa, and serves as a platform to announce 
new Chinese lending programs, development projects, 
or debt forgiveness. While such events are becoming 
more and more commonplace in the 21st century, LSE’s 
Alden sees in FOCAC a certain “dynamism lacking 
14  http://www.chinaafricaproject.com/deborah-brautigam-discuss-
es-the-us-and-chinas-relations-with-africa/

in many other trans-regional initiatives.”15 This may 
be due to the fact that China often reserves revealing 
its policy initiatives until such conferences, whereas 
Western powers decide aid packages in congressional 
proceedings at different times and locations than official 
announcements of new aid or trade packages. 
At one FOCAC meeting held in November 2009 in 
Sharm El Sheik, Egypt, Wen Jiabao revealed a “10 bil-
lion USD package of concessional loans, commitments 
to raise African agricultural productivity, to reduce or 
eliminate tariff barriers for Africa’s poorest countries, 
build hospitals and schools, new or expanded training 
programmes to address human development, provisions 
for 100 clean energy projects and greater support for 
peace and security.”16 The fifth, and most recent, FO-
CAC was held in July 2012, and included the creation 
of Afreximbank—Africa’s trade finance bank.

Most representative of the level of Sino-African en-
gagement are the number of official visits exchanged 
between continents. Over the last 50 years, some 160 
Chinese dignitaries have visited Africa and 524 Afri-
cans with the rank of minister of higher have made 676 
visits to China.17 President Hu has been to Africa six 

15  Alden. 194
16  Alden, 191
17  Shinn. 2013

Above: Source: durden, Tyler (alias). “’The Beijing Conference’: See How China Quietly 
Took Over Africa.” zerohedge.com. 8 Aug 2012. <http://www.zerohedge.com/news/
beijing-conference-see-how-china-quietly-took-over-africa> Image source from China 
Business Review from open-source material.   Right: Source:  Li, Jackie. “Regional 
Focus: China-Africa.” The China Analyst. The Beijing Axis. Jan 2010. <http://www.
thebeijingaxis.com/tca/editions/the-china-analyst-jan-2010/74>
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times during his tenures as 
vice-president and president. All 
U.S. presidents combined have tak-
en eight trips to sub-Saharan Africa.

Conclusion
This overview of China in Africa 
just scratches the surface. Sino-Af-
rican interactions also include 
intermarriage, military training 
exercises, and black markets to 
name a few. China’s interaction with 
Africa is rife with opportunities and 
troubles in equal measure, but it 
does represent the movement of a 
continent out of the margins of glob-
al politics and economics. China’s 
presence on the continent, like that 
of other world powers, comes with 
its own suite of problems. There are 
saddening tales of the decimation 
of the African elephant from the 
illegal ivory trade (in part fueled 
by Chinese demand), and arms 
transfers that have found their way 
into conflict zones. Finally, China in 
Africa is not a monolithic story, but 
rather a complex array of interac-
tions. Time will judge the ultimate 
intentions of China in Africa, but 
the responsibility falls on Africans 
themselves to manage and mitigate 
their own interests against the inter-
ests of other state-actors. 
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CHINA IN AFRICA

dambisa 
Moyo on 
China in 
Africa
Amidst her critique of the West-
ern aid regime in her 2009 book 
Dead Aid, Dambisa Moyo looked 
east for answers to Africa’s 
development questions. “China’s 
African role is wider, more so-
phisticated and more businesslike 
than any other country’s at any 
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time in the post-war period,” Moyo 
writes in her chapter “The Chinese 
are our friends.”

For Moyo, and others like her, 
Africa’s future is not in aid but in 
the language of the marketplace: 
trade, entrepreneurship, investment, 
FDI, etc. “ . . .  in a strange way it’s 
exactly what we need in terms of 
delivering economic growth and 
meaningfully reducing poverty,” 
Moyo told CNN. “We need jobs, 
we need investment, we need trade, 
we need foreign direct investment, 
whether investment domestically 
but also from the outside.” 

Today China is emerging as one of 
the pre-eminent market forces on 
the continent—something the West 
has noticed, but through a com-
petitive lens. For Moyo, China’s 
coloring as an imperial power 
or neo-colonial force is rubbish. 
Language like that, according to 
her, is more a function of great 
power politics. In a New York Times 
op-ed she explained, “Since China 
began seriously investing in Africa 
in 2005, it has been routinely cast 
as a stealthy imperialist with a 
voracious appetite for commodities 
and no qualms about exploiting 
Africans to get them. It is no won-
der that the American government 
is lashing out at its new competi-
tor—while China has made huge 
investments in Africa, the United 
States has stood on the sidelines 
and watched its influence on the 
continent fade.” 

In the same article Moyo explains 
that China’s true interests on the 
continent are driven by domestic 
needs: 

To satisfy China’s population 
and prevent a crisis of legit-
imacy for their rule, leaders 
in Beijing need to keep eco-
nomic growth rates high and 
continue to bring hundreds 

of millions of people out of 
poverty. And to do so, Chi-
na needs arable land, oil and 
minerals. Pursuing imperial 
or colonial ambitions with 
masses of impoverished peo-
ple at home would be whol-
ly irrational and out of sync 
with China’s current strategic 
thinking.

In much the same way that China’s 
demographics destined it to expand 
into Africa, Africa’s youthful pop-
ulation and growing middle class 
has spurred the continent’s interest 
in China. “Remember, 70% of the 
population of these places is under 
the age of 24,” Moyo told CNN 
in a recent interview. “There is no 
escape: we have to create jobs.” 

While some Africans might chafe 
under the prospect of inviting 
another great power into the region, 
Moyo (herself from Zambia) says 
that most Africans view China’s 
presence on the continent as a good 
thing. Citing a 2007 Pew Research 
Center survey in her op-ed, Moyo 
points out that “in Senegal, 86 
percent said China’s role in their 
country helped make things better, 
compared with 56 percent who felt 
that way about America’s role. In 
Kenya, 91 percent of respondents 
said they believed China’s influ-
ence was positive, versus only 74 
percent for the United States.” The 
Pew statistics display a more amia-
ble China; hardly the resource-hun-
gry leviathan Western caricatures 
make China out to be. 

In her book Winner Take All: Chi-
na’s Rush for Resources and What 
it Means for the Rest of the World 

Moyo addresses the role of China’s 
voracious appetite for hard (metal 
and minerals) and soft (timber and 
food) commodities. Her analysis in-
cludes, of course, China’s interests 
in Africa. Always even-handed, 
Moyo displays how China’s myriad 
trade and investment interactions 
with the African continent have far 
outweighed the weak-tea outcomes 
of Western aid.

It’s not that Moyo is a China fanat-
ic; she’s just looking at China in 
Africa with economic sense: Econ-
omies grow when they increase 
the use of land, labor and capital 
through changes in productivity. 
Africa is doing that (ten of the fast-
est growing economies in the world 
are in sub-Saharan Africa) and 
China is helping. Moyo explained 
to CNN,

I’m not saying that China 
should be given a red carpet, 
carte blanche, to come into 
Africa or, indeed, anywhere 
in the world, and do that they 
like. We do need the invest-
ment, we need job creation 
and we do need actual trade 
in these places. But I think 
what’s really essential is to 
focus on what China can do 
for Africa, we well as what 
Africa can do for China.

While much for the dialogue gets 
its exposure in the Western and 
Eastern media circles, the conver-
sation ultimately belongs to Africa. 
Driving home the point Moyo said, 
“Ultimately, the responsibility of 
how China engages in Africa is 
really at the domain of the African 
governments.”  

Ultimately, the responsibility of how 
China engages in Africa is really at the domain 

of the African governments.
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Myths and realities about China’s ambitions in Africa 
abound: China is monolithic, mired in stale ideology, 
subverting the Bretton Woods system, and unwilling to 
provide global public goods. Another is that China has 
no “soft power,” that is, the ability to engage almost one 
billion Africans by persuasion, attraction, and market 
relations rather than brute economic and military force.

These myths, which cause some to conclude that China 
is interested in a “resource grab,” or aiming to displace 
the West, may cause strategic errors by other nations or 
the global governing institutions. It hurts the interests 
of Africans who have made great strides to eradicate 
poverty, build democratic institutions, and integrate into 
global networks of trade and investment.

China’s History in Africa

China’s involvement in Africa, which dates as far back 
as 618 A.D., is seen as a unique advantage (see Figure 
A). It may be divided into three periods. The first period 
leading up to 1949 is the episodic phase where The 
T’ang (618-907 A.D.), Sung, and Ming dynasties traded 
tusks and horns, slaves, and light-manufactured goods, 
respectively. In the late nineteenth century, the first 
wave of Chinese immigrants came to Africa, especially 
after the Boxer rebellion in 1899. The second wave of 
immigrants came to Africa after the formation of the 
People’s Republic in 1949.

By Mthuli Ncube and Michael Fairbanks

The second period is the ideological or “symbolic 
phase” and began in 1960 and lasted until 1989. This 
was characterized by open conflict and competition 
with the Soviet Union and the West, and the beginning 
of the Cultural Revolution in 1966. Other salient events 
of the time included the construction of the Tan Zam 
railway (1970-1976), China replacing Taiwan on the 
UN Security Council with African support in 1971, and 
in 1982, when the Communist Party of China (CPC) 
defined the principles of “Mutual Respect and Non-in-
terference.”

The third or “symbiotic phase” began in 1990 and per-
sists to the present. It is characterized by the moderniza-
tion of the People’s Liberation Army, the restructuring 
of State Owned Enterprises, and the development of 
the “Socialist Market Economy.” China went from oil 
exporter to oil importer, and in 1996, China’s acquisi-
tions in Africa take off. Consequently, a “Third Wave” 
of Chinese immigrants to Africa begins.

Comprehending the history of China in Africa is fun-
damental because it forms the basis of China’s identity 
in Africa as another developing nation, a benign not 
colonial presence, which sets the foundation for their 
espoused strategy of “mutual benefits,” and non-inter-
ference in sovereign issues.
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Demographics drive Strategy
China’s strategy in Africa may be partly linked to its 
demographics. The greatest challenges facing China 
are aging population, gender disparity, migration to 
cities, rural health care, and income inequality. Poverty 
declined from over 60 percent to less than 7 percent 
since 1978, eradicating more poverty than in the rest of 
human history.

China has been the world’s most populous nation for 
many centuries. Its national population density (137/
km2) is not very high. The overall population density 
of China conceals major regional variations; that is, 
the western and northern areas have only a few million 
people.

China now has an increasingly aging population; it is 
projected that 11.8 percent of the population in 2020 
will be 65 years of age and older. Health care has im-
proved dramatically in China since 1949. Many major 
diseases have been brought under control. Life expec-
tancy has nearly doubled.

According to the 2010 census, males account for 51.3 
percent of China’s 1.34 billion people, while females 
make up 48.7 percent of the total. In most western 
countries the sex ratio at birth is around 105 boys to 
100 girls. In some parts of China, the number may be as 
high as 128 boys to girls.

China’s internal migrants can be divided into those 
with and without local residency rights. There will be 
an increase of almost 400 million migrants to the major 
cities over the next 15 years.

In 1979, the year Deng Xiaoping introduced sweeping 
economic reforms, the rural health-care system start-
ed to disintegrate. Subsidies disappeared, and local 
hospitals were sold to the private sector. As a result, 
the proportion of rural residents covered by the gov-
ernment’s medical cooperative system fell from 90% to 
9.8% by 1985, where it remains today. The incidence of 
cancer, heart disease and tuberculosis has increased and 
become a serious social issue between the governing 
elites and rural poor.

China’s Gini coefficient has climbed to 0.5, from less 
than 0.3 before Deng’s reforms. The government plans 
to conduct a nationwide income survey in 2012 to help 
it calculate wealth inequality. Premier Wen Jiabao is 
signaling that curbing pollution, inequality, and the risk 
of financial instability are more important than econom-
ic growth. They may be moving the economy to greater 

consumption and away from exports and investment, 
a shift that may mitigate global imbalances blamed for 
the last financial crisis.

Some social scientists suggest that a Gini coefficient 
of around 0.4 predicts a large degree of social unrest. 
Mass incidents, including strikes and riots doubled to 
at least 180,000 in 2010 from 2006. In February 2012, 
one analyst projected the figure in 2012 to be 300,000 
incidents.

Chinese leaders are concerned over how to manage 
changing demographics and technological and political 
innovation. China has a history of bottom-up rebellion 
that is unmatched in the history of the world. A number 
of questions betray inherent contradictions and threats 
to their current model.

For example: How can the Chinese see their own histo-
ry as a force for unity when it is replete with recurring 
cycles of economic turmoil and peasant revolts? How 
can the leaders of China embrace information technol-
ogy as a force for positive change, and be the world’s 
biggest censor? How can China speak of its unity while 
brutally suppressing ethnic groups? How can they 
decentralize power while corruption at local levels is so 
great? How can China keep the military leaders happy 
while entrepreneurs become more important?

Chinese demographics undergird China’s strategy 
in Africa. Africa represents oil and minerals to fuel 
employment and growth at their thousands of factories, 
a place to send young men to work (some say there 
are 500,000 Chinese workers in Africa), and a place 
to invest some of its excess liquidity to keep domestic 
inflation down.

China—the Principle Beneficiary of 
globalization?

China was once a revolutionary force bent on over-
turning world order. It has now become the principle 
beneficiary of globalization, and a member of most 
international regimes: the Nuclear non-proliferation 
Treaty, World Trade Organization, the United Nations 
Security Council, and founding member of the G-20.

China has not formulated a view of how it would 
contribute global public goods (cyber space, climate 
change, and regional security). This is a source of frus-
tration to many. It is probably because it is struggling to 
reconcile its double identity as a developing nation and 
global economic power.
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Twenty organizations make international strategy in 
Beijing. They use the broadest range of instruments of 
any nation: diplomatic instruments, financial incen-
tives for infrastructure investments, Special Economic 
Zones, development assistance, military cooperation, 
and peacekeeping.

One thing is certain, however. Growth was always 
the main goal of China’s globalization strategy. Gross 
domestic product expanded 9.2 percent last year, down 
from a 10.4 percent gain in 2010. China’s economic 
growth will slip to 8.59 percent this year due to Eu-
rope’s problems; inflation will decline to 3.3 percent; 
the pace of the Yuan gains will decelerate this year due 
to a declining trade surplus and slowing capital inflow. 
Growth in imports will outpace exports, according to a 
Xiamen University and National University of Singa-
pore joint forecast.

Liberalizing the economy on a massive scale is what 
kept the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in power 
over the last two decades. But it also created problems 
and asymmetries: coastal areas grew faster than the 
interior, and inner cities are characterized by social 
disparity. The elites are sometimes viewed as exploiting 
the poor, and local authorities can be corrupt. These, to-
gether with the cyclical overheating of the export-based 
economy, are the side affects of miracle growth.
China’s approaches to wealth creation should resonate 
in the West—China boasted the largest economy in the 
world for two thousand years. The interruption, which 
is often referred to as “The Century of Humiliation,” 
began with the Opium War of 1842 when Britain forced 
concessions on China for trade and foreign settlement. 
They see growth as their natural trajectory. The new 
theory of the state is the “socialization of individu-
al happiness.” Wealth is part of a narrative of social 
cohesion and destiny, proof of Chinese exceptionalism. 
Deng Xiaoping, the leader widely credited with China’s 
“Going Global Strategy” said, “To get rich is glorious!”
China intends to get rich by looking for more influence 
in global governance and participating in vision of a 
“harmonious” world order. China places a heavy em-
phasis on multilateralism, some say, a greater emphasis 
than the United States does. It views the United Nations 
as the primary framework for legitimizing collective 
action, and the preferred platform for multilateral 
responses to common challenges. It also sees the United 
Nations as the only way to constrain American unilater-
al behavior.

Within this context, China intends to slowly remake the 
world order, not just geopolitically, but normatively, as 
non-western ideals and beliefs compete with western 

liberalism. Its relationship with Japan is not an easy 
one, and its relationship with the United States—com-
plicated by arms sales to Taiwan, the Dalai Lama’s 
White House visit, and the value of the Yuan—has been 
difficult.

China’s Strategy for Africa

China’s explicit state-to-state strategy in Africa is based 
on “Mutual Benefit” and Constructive Engagement. The 
principles are: “Sincerity, equality and mutual benefit; 
solidarity and common development.” Premier Wen has 
said, “Hegemony is raising its ugly head,” and that rela-
tionships with African nations will be “without political 
conditions.” He stated on other occasions that China’s 
broader strategic purpose was “to counter western 
dominance.”

China’s engagement strategy in Africa is rooted in its 
rise as a world economic power, but it employs a broad 
scope of diplomatic instruments, financial incentives in 
the forms of infrastructure investments, and develop-
ment assistance, as well as peacekeeping and military 
cooperation.

China has a strategy of engaging with three types of 
African nations, in order of increased political prob-
lems: democracies with diversified economies (South 
Africa), weak democracies that hold sub-soil assets in 
abundance, and some countries considered to be pariah 
states in the eyes of the west. It is important to compre-
hend that China’s approach with the latter are funda-
mentally opportunistic.

China is sensitive to western criticism that it enables 
regimes that violate international norms. It sees its strat-
egy as constructive engagement and argue that military 
force and sanctions are ineffective, most controversial 
issues are domestic, and that their concrete economic 
and political interests offer the opportunity for softer 
forms of persuasion.

In a couple of decades, China has made Africa into 
a proving ground for its diplomacy and international 
businesses. It has broken the western aid monopoly 
in Africa without engaging in the intricate dance of 
western conditionality, which some Africans view as a 
menace to their sovereignty.

Sino-African trade increased from US $125 billion 
in 2010 to US $155 billion in 2011. More than 2000 
Chinese private businesses are in Africa. China’s share 
of Africa’s total exports has increased from 1 percent to 
about 15 percent in a decade.
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The improvement in Africa’s terms of trade, which has 
increased by 4.3 percent on average between 2000 and 
2008, may be attributed to China’s demand. China’s 
exports to Africa enable access to inexpensive manufac-
tured goods: electronics, toys, and even cars. This raises 
purchasing power and improves the quality of life.
China’s industries have caused pollution, but not more 
than western investments. Labor disputes exist, but 
some evidence suggests they treat workers the same in 
China, and are willing to improve this.

China’s low-cost manufacturing exports have undercut 
some local manufacturing firms, especially clothing and 
footwear. But, they have also helped develop manu-
facturing by investing in infrastructure and increasing 
their imports. And, there is a vast potential for Africa’s 
agricultural goods in China.

China’s foreign direct investment in Africa reached 
US$ 5.5 billion in 2008, up from only US$70 million in 
2003. Many observers think it is based on extractive in-
dustries, but since 2003, resource-rich nations have re-
ceived only 37 percent of Chinese investment. China’s 
official foreign aid has increased from US$800 million 
in 2005 to US$1.4 billion in 2009, but when one takes 
into account concessionary loans, export trade credits 
and other mechanisms, it compares favorably with the 
World Bank’s annual flow.

Coordination between the United States and China 
would be valuable since so many complementarities 
exist between the two nations. US aid to Africa goes 
toward democratization efforts, public health programs, 
counterterrorism cooperation, and improved regulatory 
regimes. It often comes with stipulations or conditional-
ities. The Chinese invest in infrastructure and enterpris-
es, and are less interested in exporting their beliefs and 
values. Though this might change as their stakes on the 
continent rise.

The Chinese also invest in countries with a high credit 
risk rating such as Sudan, Zimbabwe, and Sierra Leone. 
This is not due to their desire to invest in difficult politi-
cal circumstances. It is because there is less competition 
for new Chinese multinational corporations, they need 
to fuel their growth at home, and because they strongly 
adhere to the principles of non-interference in sovereign 
issues. This frustrates many in the international commu-
nity and in Africa, and there has been some flexibility 
of late.

China’s firm-level strategies follow a clear path in 
Africa: First, they must find commercial success in the 
Chinese domestic market, and then scale it; second, find 

access points to global supply chains through trade; 
third, raise funds in the global capital markets; fourth, 
pursue mergers and acquisitions to gain global econo-
mies of scale; and fifth, develop and obtain global man-
agement expertise and technology to compete globally.

China does not have a competitive edge over many 
Western firms in globally open markets. But in inward 
looking markets, like in Africa, Chinese companies are 
able to gain from state-to-state or bilateral influence. 
They have an explicit willingness to work with any 
state, to be the low cost bidder based on lower wages 
for workers and managers, and to bundle diplomatic 
attention, support for prestige projects, and low interest 
loans and outright grants to beat the competition. The 
result is that over 800 Chinese state-owned businesses 
are now working in Africa.

China’s strategy has hurt some small business people in 
Africa. China has brought new goods closer to consum-
ers, but threatened established retailers. It is not just 
the importation of light-manufactured goods that have 
out-competed indigenous manufacturing, (that is, in 
Nigeria, 250,000 workers have been laid off because 80 
percent of the textile factories have been closed); the 
emergence of new Chinese retailers all across Africa 
have squeezed out indigenous entrepreneurs.

The Chinese entry strategy is basic: an initial entre-
preneur, perhaps some one who left a state-sponsored 
construction job, opens a shop and sells merchandise 
through superior access to Chinese goods. He uses fam-
ily labor and sells a very broad scope of products. Other 
Chinese see the success and open similar shops. Profits 
are driven down, which drives diversification and focus. 
Africans are hired to do menial work, but the Chinese 
retailers use a form of indentured servant and family 
members for higher ordered work, which increases the 
supply of future Chinese business people. If the local 
authorities tighten regulations, they find it difficult to 
enforce given these lucrative investments.

The problem is bound to increase; the Chinese are 
now exporting refrigerators, air conditioners, and even 
vehicles. Emigration from China is no longer limited 
to a few segments of society. It is an option for those 
who live and work all across China, and it has rapidly 
become a reasonable aspiration.

Tens of thousands of African entrepreneurs attend 
business festivals in southern China, Nigerian primary 
students are learning Chinese, Confucian institutes, 
which are the equivalent of the Alliance Francaise and 
Goethe Institutes, are springing up.
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Western fears have reduced China to caricatures
As with all caricatures, they are reminiscent of the 
truth, but incomplete. And in the high stakes world of 
trade and development, possessing part of the truth is 
dangerous.
The Aggressor, China, is interested in a resource grab, 
which takes little account of local needs or desires. 
They see Africa as a dumping ground, are callous to en-
vironmental and human rights concerns, which negate 
African developmental gains.

The Hegemonist: China’s new relations with Africa, 
since 1996, are aimed at displacing the West, forging re-
lationships with autocrats and elites under the banner of 
south-to-south solidarity, and can only result in a form 
of political control over the continent.

The Partner: China is a partner in Africa as part of long-
term strategic commitment to the global poor. It is driv-
en by China’s economic needs, but also a commitment 
to convey its historical experience on the periphery to 
the global system with all African nations, as well as a 
desire to build effective partnerships across the devel-
oping world.

Cardinal Peter Turkson, a Ghanaian Cardinal of the 
Catholic Church said, “Many Africans believe that 
the West has had it chance.” Many outside observers 
agree that “China will act as an alternative model to 
the West, embodying a very different kind of political 
tradition, a post-colonial, developing country, a com-
munist regime, a highly sophisticated statecraft, and an 
authoritarian-Confucian rather than democratic polity.” 
Paul Romer, a Fellow at the Center for Global Develop-
ment, says, “A world in which many countries provide 
development assistance is better than a world where the 
U.S., Europe, and the World Bank are the only game 
in town. Even if countries like China or Brazil pursue 
self-interested assistance strategies, as the existing play-
ers do, recipient countries will benefit from the ability 
to choose among a richer menu of options.” Michael 
Kremer, a leading development economist at Harvard, 
says, “The policy discussion over China is simplistic. 
China is more people to do business with, their purchas-
es create jobs, and their products create value.”
Despite the existence of these Western characteriza-
tions, one thing is for certain: the relationship between 
Africa and China is evolving. Grand statements and 
gestures have given way to practical experiences that 
have built trust in some cases and skepticism in others.

It is probably true that Africa is more important to 
China than it is to the West, and that China, without 
the explicit goal of altruism, has done more to allevi-

ate poverty in Africa than anything ever attempted by 
western colonialism or the initiatives of the multilateral 
institutions.

China has an Africa strategy, but Africa does not have a 
China strategy. Leaders throughout Africa are address-
ing this. But those outside the continent that are mired 
in myths, old assumptions, and the self-sealing logic 
of ideology will remain flat-footed, flummoxed, and 
miss the opportunities that China sees in Africa. As one 
European official said recently, “Thanks to China, we 
have discovered that Africa is not a continent of crises 
and misery, but one billion new business partners.” 
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When Singapore gained its independence 
from Great Britain in 1965, it was consid-
ered a “basket case.” Wealth was scarce at 

$400 GDP per capita, unemployment was high (14%), 
and sanitation and education services were poor. Lack-
ing in natural resources and possessing almost no land 
space in which to grow, it was plagued by a depleted 
treasury, tense labor standoffs, and widespread social 
indiscipline. This instability earned Singapore a reputa-
tion as one of  the world’s riskiest places for investment, 
with some even fearing a communist takeover. 

Fast-forward fifty years and the island city-state bears 
almost no resemblance to its former self. It boasts the 
world’s third-highest GDP per head, and ranks second 
on the Global Competitiveness Report. Singapore 
has become a top-tier global exporter with a sterling 
business reputation, having developed with astounding 

Singapore and Africa 
– Lessons from Singapore
By donald L. Cassell, Jr., AIA, Senior Fellow, Jordan Clark, Research Assistant, Sagamore Institute 

speed and efficiency into an economy that thrives on 
exports in consumer electronics, IT products, pharma-
ceuticals and the financial sector. But Singapore’s rise 
wasn’t alchemy. The country’s transformation from 
backwater to business hub is attributed to its leaders’ 
pragmatic blend of  posture and prioritization. 

Singapore is a completely urbanized state with no hin-
terland. Its 276 square miles (716.1 square km) contain 
a dense and diverse population of  Chinese, Malay, and 
Indian. Its government mostly functions as a Parlia-
mentary democracy, a legacy from its British colonial 
past as an entrepot. Its sole natural resource remains 
its deep-water port. Its land constraints are even more 
acutely felt given its population growth. Singapore’s 
case is no doubt unique, but an examination of  its 
ascent can provide valuable insights for the leaders of  
Africa’s developing countries.

© lucazzitto - Fotolia
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In 1965, Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew took the helm 
of  the newly independent state of  Singapore that was 
widely expected to fail. After nearly a century and a 
half  of  British rule and an unsuccessful merger with 
neighboring Malaysia, the tiny nation was on its own. 
Understanding the limits inherent in Singapore’s pre-
carious position, Lee Kuan Yew identified and priori-
tized the country’s most pressing needs, while cultivat-
ing an administration of  practical problem-solving. His 
non-ideological approach to statecraft, rooted in a firm 
grasp of  the landscape and an espousal of  innovative 
policy solutions, has been dubbed “strategic pragma-
tism.” Given regional tensions and its own dearth of  re-
sources, Lee concluded that Singapore needed to attract 
substantial foreign investment, and towards that end, it 
must present itself  as the most efficient, best-equipped 
partner in the region. Lee would later write: “We had 
one guiding principle for survival that Singapore had to 
be more rugged, better organized, and more efficient 
than others in the region.”

Performance

In formulating a strategy for economic development, 
Lee sought outside advice and studied successful models 
worldwide. His economic team tailored an approach 
compatible with Singapore’s idiosyncrasies and goals. 
Lee insisted upon the need “to create a new kind of  
economy, try new methods and schemes never tried 
before anywhere else in the world, because there was no 
other country like Singapore.”

In his own words, Lee was focused on “getting the 
basics right.” He identified the country’s top priorities: 
defense and security, law and order, the economy, and 
people. Lee bolstered Singapore’s defenses against its 
hostile neighbors by forging friendly international ties 
beyond its neighborhood. Its international partnerships 
allowed it to build a defense and security apparatus 
from scratch. Lee’s government also passed legislation 
that curbed the effects of  potentially destabilizing do-
mestic forces.

Abandoning failed ventures in input substitution, 
the government shifted to export-oriented growth 
by attracting American multinational corporations 
(MNCs). These MNCs would bring technology, new 
jobs, advanced technical and managerial training, and, 
ultimately, marketable goods for export. Singapore 
attracted the attention of  American MNCs by offering 
perks like cheap labor, tax relief, and stability, and by 
displaying an aptitude for speed and efficiency. Believ-
ing that the country’s tiny economy could not afford to 
wait for homegrown industries to grow up on their own, 

Lee’s team decided on a heavy use of  foreign direct 
investment (FDI) to generate rapid growth domestical-
ly. Essentially internationalizing the local economy by 
courting FDI, Singapore’s leaders fashioned an out-
ward-looking society and tied the country’s success to 
international trade and commerce.

Singapore has been able to be the sort of  nimble, 
resilient partner that attracts outside investment in large 
part because of  the robust, catalytic role of  the govern-
ment in economy. Its Economic Development Board 
(EDB) was responsible for identifying and recruiting 
MNCs, and making the investment process a smooth 
one. Lee made eliminating corruption an early priority, 
and gave the Corrupt Practices Investigation Bureau 
wide authority to pursue and strictly punish corruption 
in all sectors. To further disincentivize corruption, and 
to attract top-level talent, Lee’s team remunerated civil 
servants well. Top government positions garner sala-
ries comparable to those of  top private sector earners. 
Moreover, bonuses and many departmental budgets 
were tied to the country’s GDP performance. Early pol-
icies were enacted to encourage a more orderly, stable, 
and cleaner state in what commentators have referred 
to as a Confucian bargain between the Singaporeans 
and their leaders.

The true root of  the success of  the Singaporean state, 
of  course, lies in its people. In the words of  historians 
Will and Ariel Durant, “Man, not the earth, makes 
civilization.” The city-state has clearly been blessed with 
talented, visionary leaders who have shown remarkable 
incorruptibility and pragmatism in handling Singapore’s 
political, economic, and educational priorities. They 
have proved a determined and inventive force capable 
of  both casting and implementing a coherent vision for 
the success of  the whole.

Leadership, moreover, is reflective of  the communi-
ty. Lee Kuan Yew’s strong, disciplined approach to 
governing aligns with (and largely works because of) 
the values embraced by Singapore’s people. Though 
not a monolithic bunch, Singaporeans can be said to 
share the standards of  hard work, discipline, obedi-
ence, self-sacrificing, thrift, and purposefulness. There 
exists a profound respect for hierarchy and education, 
and responsiveness to competent leadership, a strong 
commitment to the family unit, and an appreciation 
for the greater good. In their ability and willingness to 
perpetually strive for excellence, it is the people who are 
ultimately responsible for making Singapore the center 
of  continued growth and learning that its leaders have 
envisioned. Wealth creation requires a cultural context.
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Lee Kuan Yew and his team imagined a Singapore 
that would become a first-world oasis in a third-world 
region. In Lee’s own words: “We did not measure up 
as a cultivated, civilized society and were not ashamed 
to set about trying to become one in the shortest time 
possible. First we educated and exhorted our people. 
After we had persuaded and won over a majority, we 
legislated to punish the willful minority.” This is a 
bold and somewhat hyperbolic statement that must be 
understood in a broader context. It reflects Lee’s sin-
gle-mindedness in seeking solutions to overcome Singa-
pore’s depressing conditions and go beyond the heritage 
of  their ancestors. It is important to note that Lee’s 
government has had a constant reputation for trans-
parency, efficiency, and responsiveness. The muscular 
Singaporean regime, in practice, is one that provides 
stability, safety, and opportunities for the population and 
not exploitation. Nevertheless, for Singapore’s “miracle” 
to persist, the leadership and its people must remain in 
harmony, embracing respect and the larger concerns of  
the community.

Conclusion

In fostering an atmosphere that emphasizes order, hard 
work and ingenuity, Singapore has been able to turn its 
fortunes around and create a space filled with oppor-
tunities for its citizens. Its leadership, with a grasped of  
local and international trends, has formulated economic 
policies that helped open doors to rapid advancements 

in the education, health, and wealth of  its people. Its 
intolerant stance toward corruption plays a major role 
in luring investment, sustaining a competent meritoc-
racy, and fostering the popular confidence necessary to 
maintain legitimacy. Singapore thrives because of  these 
core values: industriousness, discipline, purposefulness, 
thrift, and respect for competent authority, education, 
and the needs of  the community as a whole. 
 
African leaders would do well to find lessons in the 
Singaporean “miracle.” This does not imply a simple 
copy-and-paste procedure. Rather, Africa’s leaders 
must take stock of  their countries’ assets and liabilities 
(both physical and societal), and prioritize accordingly. 
The larger lessons of  Lee’s “strategic pragmatism” 
are eminently translatable to the African context. 
Transformation requires thorough and sustained effort. 
A firm, competent, and creative leadership, governing 
with transparency, honesty, and a clear commitment to 
the people’s wellbeing, results in a more stable society 
where people can flourish and add value to the state. 
As in the case of  Singapore, postcolonial resentment 
ought not to undermine potentially advantageous 
international relations. There is value in reconciliation 
and partnership. An emphasis on education and 
ethical standards is imperative. As Africa learns from 
Singapore, she will do well to remember that men and 
women do not live by bread alone. For humankind, 
there must also be a sacred fire to tend.
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