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Abstract

Introduction

Recent critical studies on international competition in Africa have raised
concerns about China’s expanding influence in African societies and its
cooperation with both national and local elites. While some observers voice
apprehension, many African intellectuals and practitioners see China’s
presence as both effective and beneficial—particularly highlighting the
transformative impact of Chinese infrastructure investments across the
continent. The importance of addressing the issue of national image in
international relations can be understood from multiple perspectives. The
promoted image refers to the impression a country actively projects
through its policies and strategic use of institutions and tools. The
perceived image pertains to the impression others have of a country within
the international arena, which influences how states manage their relations
with it. The self-image is the perception that a government—or sometimes
the nation as a whole—holds about itself, which in turn shapes its
international actions.

Method

Employing a qualitative methodology within a descriptive-interpretive
analytical framework, this article examines China’s grand strategy in Africa,
alongside an analysis of China’s image of Africa and Africa’s perception of
China.
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Discussion and Results

The diverging perceptions in China-Africa relations have led to recognizing
three distinct perspectives on the emerging images. Some Africans view
China from a global standpoint, seeing it as an emerging power that
provides a strategic alternative to Western-led liberal institutions and acts
as a counterbalance to US hegemony. This perspective often reflects the
idea that China offers a means for African nations to diversify their
international partnerships. However, this does not necessarily mean
forming a comprehensive alliance; rather, it signifies a strategic alignment
based on mutual interests.

Others perceive China’s engagement less as a threat and more as an
element of strategic competition, with concerns often centered around the
potential undermining of Western interests rather than the direct welfare
of African nations. The core hypothesis of this study is that the images of
China in Africa, and Africa in China, are not solely shaped by China’s
competition with major powers. Instead, the agency of African states plays
a crucial role. These states actively pursue diversification of their
international partnerships, creating a competitive environment where they
construct a positive self-image while simultaneously shaping a negative
perception of China.

Conclusion

The portrayal of China’s presence in Africa has become a geopolitical
battleground, where competing narratives influence perceptions of
Beijing’s role on the continent. Western powers, particularly the United
States and Europe, often frame China’s engagement as "debt-trap
diplomacy." However, a closer examination suggests that such narratives
are primarily aimed at maintaining Western dominance rather than
accurately representing the economic realities of China-Africa relations.
While China’s policies in Africa are subject to critique—particularly
regarding issues like transparency in trade agreements, environmental
degradation caused by resource extraction projects, and claims of unfair
labor practices—these concerns have resulted in a more nuanced and
contested image of China’s role in Africa. This complexity underscores the
multifaceted nature of China’s engagement on the continent and highlights
the importance of understanding these dynamics beyond simplistic
narratives.
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