
WRPE 2.1 Produced and distributed by Pluto Journals WRPE.plutojournals.org

BOOK REVIEW

THE RISE OF CHINA AND INDIA IN AFRICA: 
CHALLENGES, OPPORTUNITIES  
AND CRITICAL INTERVENTIONS

EDITED BY FANTU CHERU AND CYRIL OBI

Published 2010 by Zed Books, London, in association with the  
Nordic Africa Institute. ISBN-10: 1848134371, paperback, 272 pages

Mandisi Majavu

China and India are home to over one-third of humanity (Pilling 2010). In the 
foreword of the The Rise of China and India in Africa, Gunilla Carlsson describes 
China and India as two giant economies and emerging powers. This book is a 
collection of 17 essays which essentially aim to illustrate how these two emerging 
powers have become Africa’s most important economic partners. According to the 
editors of the book—Fantu Cheru and Cyril Obi—it locates China’s and India’s 
engagement in Africa in the context of the shift in the balance of power in the 
global economy.

Cheru and Obi further argue that China’s and India’s growing footprint on the 
continent is transforming Africa in a dramatic way. For instance, Africa no longer 
has to rely solely on the West for aid and access to international markets. It is also 
worth pointing out that the strategies utilized by China and India to extend their 
influence in Africa are not identical. Chinese investment in Africa is dominated by 
large state-owned enterprises (SOEs), while, on the other hand, investment from 
India is largely private sector driven, according to Cheru and Obi.
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Although India and China differ in their approach to Africa, their goal is the 
same—and that is to have a large share of the African oil market. Research shows 
that China has the bigger share of the African oil market than India. In part one 
of the book, Sanusha Naidu points out that India has, in fact, lost significant oil 
contracts to China. For example, the Chinese outbid the Indians in a 2003/04 deal 
with Royal Dutch Shell to acquire 50 percent of their equity in one of Angola’s 
offshore oil blocks for US$600 million.

The Chinese were able to outbid the Indians partly because China’s SOEs receive 
both political and financial support that enables them to undercut other competitors 
in the African market. The Indian private sector investors, on the other hand, lack 
this kind of support.

Timothy Shaw shows in chapter one of the book that there are already about 800 
Chinese SOEs in Africa. Further, in just a few years, China has become Africa’s 
second-largest trading partner after the US, ahead of France and Britain. Shaw 
argues that China takes over 60 percent of Sudan’s oil, and owns 40 percent of the 
Sudanese oil sector. Angola is the biggest single oil supplier to China.

In chapter two, which also forms part one of the book, Dot Keet notes that the 
Industrial and Commercial Bank of China uses Standard Bank—a South African 
bank in which it has a 20 percent stake—to “facilitate” Chinese operations in the 
rest of the continent. Many African governments have signed bilateral agreements 
with Beijing, writes Keet. These include about 30 “framework agreements” on soft 
loans from China to African governments, which are largely connected to various 
projects on the ground. Additionally, there have been some 28 bilateral trade and 
investment agreements signed by African governments with China, and these include 
guarantees for the protection of Chinese investment.

Unlike China’s bilateral trade focus, India’s business involvements in Africa are 
aimed at horizontal trajectories with regional trade blocs such as the Common Market 
for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA), the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC), and the Economic Community of the West African States 
(ECOWAS), according to Naidu. The ONGC Videsh Limited (OVL) activities in 
Africa—the international division of the Indian state-owned Oil and Natural Gas 
Corporation (ONGC)—include:

• a 23.5 percent interest in Côte d’Ivoire’s offshore block CI-112;
• a 49 percent participating interest in two onshore oil exploration blocks in 

Libya;
• a concession agreement to explore for oil in Egypt’s North Ramadan Block;
• identified oil and gas properties in Gabon with potential investments of over 

US$500 million. (Naidu: 36)
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Further, between 1999 and 2005, India’s Ministry of External Affairs’ aid to Africa 
was US$12 billion, according to Naidu. India assists Africa in various areas such as 
infrastructure, pharmaceuticals, health, IT and automotive industries. Additionally, 
through the Technical and Economic Cooperation (ITEC) program and the Special 
Commonwealth African Assistance Programme (SCAAP), India assists a select 
number of African countries to develop capacity through training and study tours. 
To date, “ITEC has provided more than US$1 billion worth of technical assistance 
and training of personnel” (Naidu: 45).

Similarly, China’s engagement in Africa includes providing education and 
technical training to African countries. To that end, Liu Haifang points out in part 
two of the book that China trained more than 10,000 Africans in various sectors 
between 2003 and 2006. In addition, China provides 4,000 scholarships annually to 
African countries. Apart from human resources training, other cultural cooperation 
projects that China has initiated include:

• establishment of African Confucius Institutes;
• organization of symposiums and forums;
• the National Volunteer Project;
• municipal foreign policy and the Sister Cities Program;
• the African Cultural Visitor Program. (Haifang: 59–61)

According to Haifang, the Chinese government allocates about 5–6 million yuan 
(CNY) annually for cultural diplomacy initiatives with African countries.

In part three of the book, Alemayehu Geda and Atnafu Meskel raise the question 
of whether African exports are displaced by Chinese and Indian growth in the third 
market. They grapple with this question by utilizing the “gravity model” approach. 
The model has been widely used to study the determinants of bilateral trade flows 
among trading countries, according to Geda and Meskel.

Based on the UN Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA), Geda and Meskel 
used probability sampling to choose 13 African countries that export clothing and 
accessories. Between 1995 and 2005, 73 percent of the African exports of clothing 
and accessories came from these 13 countries. Geda and Meskel found that over 
the period 1995–2005, China’s exports of clothing and accessories “significantly” 
displaced African exports from the third market “with a statistically significant 
elasticity coefficient of minus 2.25.” Interestingly, they found a positive elasticity of 
2.1 for India. They explain that this “may entail a rather close link between Indian 
and African manufacture-exporting firms compared to that between Chinese and 
African firms” (Geda and Meskel: 99). Geda and Meskel point out however that 
their claim requires further study using micro-level data.
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Economists use the concept of elasticity of supply and demand to explain and 
predict how much the supply and demand for goods will change when their price 
changes (Hahnel 2003). The elasticity of supply and demand is an important concept 
because it predicts how revenues of sellers will be affected by changes in supply, 
according to Hahnel (2003).

It is worth noting, as Hahnel (2003) further points out, that the principal factors 
that affect the elasticity of market demand are the availability and closeness of 
substitutes for the good, as well as the bargaining power of potential buyers. 
Similarly, the key factors that determine the elasticity of market supply are the 
mobility of productive factors into and out of the industry, and the bargaining 
power of potential sellers.

It is vital to keep the above in mind when attempting to grapple with the question 
that Fantu Cheru and Magnus Calais pose in the last chapter of the book: “How can 
African countries harness these new relationships with China and India and avoid 
being subordinated in a neo-colonial type of relationship reminiscent of the past 
century with Europe?” (Cheru and Calais: 221).

Cheru and Calais do not view the New Partnership for Africa’s Development 
(NEPAD) as a suitable framework with which to harness China’s and India’s 
investment in Africa to support Africa’s development agenda in a way that does not 
reinforce neo-colonial relationship. They argue that the NEPAD project is steeped 
in neoliberal philosophy, and does not focus on distributive justice and it pays lip 
service to the sovereignty of African nations and their citizens. Thus, they suggest 
that the NEPAD project ought to be transformed or, alternatively, African countries 
should start thinking of a new collective policy strategy on how to engage with 
China and India.

African countries would be well advised to seriously consider Cheru and Calais’s 
argument, for history teaches us that international trade investment is often utilized 
as an instrument through which more advanced economies at the “center” of the 
global economy exploit less advanced economies in the “periphery” (Hahnel 2003). 
Additionally, historical analysis shows that international borrowing tends to entangle 
poor countries in debt traps from which it is impossible for them to escape.

It remains to be seen if African governments have learnt anything from this history.
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