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Across economic, political, and security domains, the growth of China’s presence in Africa 
has been swift and staggering, which has fed both simplistic caricatures of China’s role 
on the continent and fears of renewed geopolitical competition. A closer look reveals a 
more balanced picture. This report examines how China’s growing engagement affects the 
United States’ role in Africa and offers policy recommendations for U.S. military leaders.
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

• What are the economic, political, and security interests driving Chinese engagement with African states? 

• What are the potential medium-term changes in Sino-African relations across these three dimensions?

• How do China’s interests and behavior in Africa affect the interests of the United States?

KEY FINDINGS

A Range of Stakeholders and Interests Drive Contemporary Chinese Behavior in Africa

• China’s government and commercial actors have three primary economic interests in Africa: a source 
for natural resource imports, a growing and relatively underutilized market for exports and investment, 
and an opportunity for Chinese firms to increase employment and gain global experience. China’s 
African relationships are not a strategic threat to American interests in Africa.

• China’s principal political interests in Africa include bolstering China’s international image and 
influence, isolating Taiwan, countering problematic international norms, and supporting the stability 
of economic partners.

• China’s emerging security interests in Africa are driven by Beijing’s larger interests in safeguarding 
economic development and increasing political influence. Its foremost emerging security interest is 
protecting the growing number of citizens and assets from internal instability, popular backlash, 
terrorism, and kidnapping.
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China’s Engagement with Africa Has Changed Dramatically and Will Likely Continue to Do So

• The explosive economic growth of the previous decade should slow as Chinese growth slows and the 
surge of capital released by the “Go Global” policy subsides. Beijing may have to navigate issues of debt 
sustainability with African states if economic ties do not balance.

• Significant mismanagement of security crises in Africa could put Beijing’s domestic legitimacy and its 
principles of foreign noninterference in tension. 

• The United States and China share fundamental interests in the stability of African states and 
functioning markets as a prerequisite for the economic benefits, deepening relationships, and global 
leadership image that each hopes to develop.

It Is Important That the United States Keep Perspective on Chinese Activities in Africa

• Recent Chinese engagement in Africa has been driven primarily by economic rather than national 
security considerations. 

• It is possible that Chinese investment in African economies and infrastructure has produced greater 
benefits for African stability and prosperity than the negative effects of Beijing’s opposition to Western 
political norms and displacement of some indigenous industries.

• U.S. statements comparing the worst of Chinese practices with the best of U.S. ideals suggest to 
Africans that American leaders are misinformed or ill-intentioned.

• The depth and effects of Sino-American disagreement over pariah states are often overstated.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Keep China’s unfavorable activities in Africa in perspective. U.S. and Chinese critics both tend to 
compare an idealized version of their own nation’s involvement with a selective criticism of the other’s.

• Avoid elevating low-level competition to bilateral strategic tension. 

• Recognize that China’s approach to Africa is likely to be resistant to major change. 

• Recognize that China will neither leave Africa nor become a dominant force there.

• Reinvigorate U.S. diplomatic and economic engagement with Africa. To support U.S. leadership and 
buoy international norms, the United States should focus on reinvigorating its African relationships 
rather than competing with China in Africa.

• Distinguish between PLA crisis reaction and condition-shaping capabilities. There is a critical 
distinction between forces designed and scaled to react to crises (humanitarian assistance, disaster 
relief, etc.) and those attempting to shape security conditions.

• Insulate Sino-American relations in Africa from broader geopolitical tensions. U.S. decisionmakers 
should strive to prevent disagreements over security interests in Africa from disturbing the broader 
Sino-American relationship.

• Seek opportunities for cooperation with China in Africa. The emerging security threats that the PLA 
will face in Africa are familiar to the Joint Force, particularly the Army, opening the potential for 
meaningful exchanges between the respective services. If AFRICOM seeks opportunities for greater 
engagement with the PLA in Africa, it could undercut containment rhetoric, demonstrate the value of 
reduced tensions, and lessen anxiety in African capitals over great-power rivalry.
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