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On May 25, 1964, Tung Chiping arrived in Bujumbura, Burundi from the People’s Republic of China (PRC). Tung was a newly hired diplomatic assistant and at 24 years old represented the fresh face of China’s growing interest and influence across the African continent. The following day, Tung defected to the US Embassy in Bujumbura and was soon granted political asylum in the United States. Arriving in New York, Tung delivered to reporters and government officials one simple message: China “does not care about Burundi. What they really care about is the Congo (Leopoldville). Mao Zedong has said that if ‘we can conquer the Congo, we will be in a position to conquer the whole of Africa.’ ”

What was so important to China about this large Central African nation four years out from colonial rule? China at the time was a developing East Asian country that had just emerged from civil war fifteen years prior. The leaders of the PRC recognized the preeminence of developing their own country, but increasingly looked to the nations of Asia, Africa and Latin America for political allies that were not aligned with either of the world’s superpowers: the US and the USSR. China was and remains to this day a staunch, vocal opponent of nations meddling in others’ affairs, but has its engagement with other developing countries always been purely altruistic and friendly in nature? Official Chinese rhetoric cited throughout this study argues in the affirmative, often by equating the struggles and conditions of foreign countries with its own domestic situation. The real answer, however, has never been so clear-cut. In order to parse out the myriad implications of this question, I will focus this study on how China’s foreign relations with Congo have shifted over time. By examining a period of over fifty years, I hope to determine the historical validity of China’s claims of altruism toward and solidarity with nations like Congo.

Although Tung’s quote might have been apocryphal, the history that has played out subsequent to this allegation makes it plausible in substance. Starting in 1955 with the Bandung Conference – a bellwether of Afro-Asian ties to come – China made repeated concerted efforts to engage diplomatically, economically, militarily and on a people-to-people level with the nations of Africa. The Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), in its various historical incarnations,
 has almost always played a central role in China’s strategic engagement with Africa. Over time, as China’s internal politics have changed and its economic output has grown to previously unanticipated levels, the Congo has remained prominent in China’s relations with Africa and serves as a useful case study for uncovering the larger trends in Sino-African ties since 1955.

Much of the existing literature on Sino-Congolese ties is folded into works that comment on broader trends in China-Africa relations. Of these, many were written in the 1960’s and 1970’s, when China’s relationship with the outside world as well as its internal conditions underwent highly significant changes. They are generally marked by perceptions of China as a Cold War adversary of the US.
 Most of these sources view the ideological rift that grew over the 1950’s and 1960’s between China and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) – then the world’s two preeminent Communist regimes – as based on opposing views of foreign policy. Africa, and Congo in particular, played a key role in this process.

Overall, the literature generally supports the view espoused by Ogunsanwo that “On the whole Chinese policy in Africa has resulted from the diplomatic initiative of the People’s Republic of China, rather than of the African States themselves.”
 The received wisdom of these books is that China had a direct political agenda in Africa to promote its own ideology and geopolitical stature without sensitivity for local issues and local people. China’s actions in Africa supposedly represented its strivings to distinguish itself from the global superpowers of this era (the US and USSR) in order to gain international political and economic clout. Up until the late 1960’s, this included the goal of fomenting a worldwide Marxist revolution to undermine US and Western influence. From the early 1970’s onward, China largely worked within the normative international system to gain global influence. African nations’ political support was crucial to the PRC’s efforts when it supplanted Taiwan from the China chair at the United Nations (UN) in 1971, and when it acceded to the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001, 

More recent sources are generally concerned only with the history of Sino-African ties within a post-2000 time frame, that focuses on the concepts of the “China miracle” and the “Beijing consensus.”
 It regards China’s influence in Africa as a function of 30 years rapid economic growth (following market reforms introduced in the late 1970’s and early 1980’s by Deng Xiaoping) as well as its accession to the World Trade Organization in 2001.

I believe both these bodies of works fail to include a cohesive and more nuanced view of the evolution of Sino-Congolese relations throughout the Cold War and into the contemporary period. Relations in the 1980’s and 1990’s, for example, are largely ignored in the literature. Writing a comprehensive history of China’s relations with post-colonial Africa over 50-60 years is certainly out of this project’s scope; however, by focusing on the Congo, a country that has been central to this relationship, I hope to illuminate the larger forces at play throughout this critical time period.

Philip Snow’s The Star Raft provides an alternative to the Cold War-era literature. He asserts that “the vital issue” driving Sino-African ties “was not so much a political or economic one as one of human relations.”
 Indeed, China’s contact with the peoples of Africa has been shown to span over at least the last 600 years.
 Snow’s book presents a fairly comprehensive history of Sino-African relations from their beginnings until roughly the mid-1980’s, and it also attempts to see these ties as part of a continuum which encompasses issues of politics and economics, aid and investment, and people-to-people ties. Likewise, Devon Curtis has focused on the broad strokes of Sino-Congolese relations throughout history.
 I hope to provide more historical context to this relationship than does Curtis, and, by contrast with his chronological narrative, to tell the story in a more thematic fashion a la Snow. By doing this, I hope to illuminate the fact that China’s engagement in Congo has not always been as successful as it has appeared in the 21st Century alone. Perhaps its more recent “success” can be attributed to the internalization of lessons learned by China in the early period of its engagement with Congo.

Moreover, the majority of my research relies on a number of studies of Congolese history.
 Often, these sources have been more useful than much of the China-Africa-focused literature, as they have allowed me to very firmly contextualize the Sino-Congolese engagement in the realm of Congolese history. I feel that this is the element that has been most often omitted from previous studies that address the topic of Sino-Congolese engagement. Ogunsanwo’s hypothesis that China was the sole driver of Sino-African relations may be mostly valid, but it lacks nuance. Instead, I hope to show that China’s actions have often been reactions (albeit at times aggressive) to conditions on the ground in Congo, rather than simply generated in a vacuum.

I have also utilized a number of primary resources, ranging from speeches given by Chinese and Congolese political leaders, to periodicals, to firsthand studies of China’s economic impact in the DRC. These provide a significant underpinning to the entire study, as they often clearly illuminate the intentions of the state actors and the reactions of the common people involved in this entire process at work. Furthermore, they are excellent mile markers in the (at times confounding) fusion of Congolese history, China’s shifting foreign policy agenda, international influence in the Congo, and the changing geopolitical atmosphere of the late 20th and early 21st Century that this paper attempts to undertake.

Overall, I focus primarily on the actions and intentions of state-level actors; this is due to the fact that they have created the most tangible impact on Sino-Congolese ties to date. As such, primary and secondary sources tend to focus on the upper echelons of engagement. Secondly, I did not have enough archival material and enough space to devote to an in-depth analysis of the role that non-state and grass-roots actors have played in the evolution of bilateral ties; nonetheless, it is a crucial factor inherent in this history that begs new research.

Sino-Congolese engagement has always been complex, dynamic and shaped by many different factors. In this study, I will attempt to ascertain if China has lived up to its frequently made assertion that Congo was a sort of reflection of its own self: separated by geography, culture and history, but nonetheless facing the same fundamental challenges of economic and political development. First, I will focus on the early years of engagement between the PRC and the newly independent DRC, ranging from 1955 to 1983. Owing to the internal politics of each state, this engagement tended to be very politically- and militarily-focused, though it was rather small in scale. After the 1983 visit of Chinese Premier Zhao Ziyang to Zaire, this early style of engagement endured, but became secondary to more multifaceted strategies. This era began with the establishment of diplomatic relations between China and Zaire in 1972, and was marked by the increased importance of economic ties and a variety of Chinese aid and infrastructure programs in Congo/Zaire. As such, I will then examine the post-1972 relations between the nations and demonstrate how each country’s incentives for bilateral engagement had changed from the early period. In this section, I will also include a case study of the most recent controversial development in Sino-Congolese relations, which contrasts the troubling trajectory of Congolese history with China’s geopolitical and economic ascendancy.

POLITICAL FOLLIES IN THE COLD WAR: FAILURE AND REVISION (1955-1983)
“If I die tomorrow, it will be because a White has armed a Black.”
 Patrice Lumumba’s prophetic statement came true on the evening of January 17th, 1961. Lumumba and two associates had been imprisoned and extradited to the breakaway Congolese province of Katanga, which remained under significant Belgian influence. On the orders of the Katangan government, likely at the behest of its Belgian backers, the three men were assassinated in a grassy clearing by a firing squad of eight Katangan soldiers and nine police officers.
 Lumumba was the closest ally China would find in Congo for another decade.

Just over six months prior to this tragic event, Lumumba was sworn in as the first Prime Minister of the newly independent Republic of the Congo. The young politician’s ardent nationalist beliefs earned him many adversaries; nonetheless, he had a consistent ally in the People’s Republic of China throughout his political rise and fall in the years surrounding Congolese independence. Both were vociferous critics of imperialism and neocolonialism in the midst of the Cold War’s grip on geopolitics, but they were also self-serving in their agendas. To Lumumba, China was a generous third party that was useful for its aid and support, as well as enhancing his ability to play major world powers off one another for political advantage. For China, Lumumba represented the exciting possibility of Maoist revolution taking hold in Africa, and naturally supported him and his backers as a way to counter Western interests in the Congo. China’s support of Lumumba mirrored the support lent by the Soviet Union, but soon after his death, China maneuvered its support for Lumumba’s successors in a way that highlighted the widening schism of the Sino-Soviet relationship of the time.


In this section, I will argue that China’s early engagement with Congo (1955-1983) was highly political in nature. Prior to 1972, rhetorical expressions of solidarity dominated their approach. China also extended a modicum of financial and military aid to certain actors in the Congolese political scene provided they were in ideological agreement on geopolitical issues, namely opposition to US and Western neocolonialism. Quite simply, this approach failed. The forces China backed in Congo faced long odds against the Western-backed central government; likewise, China’s ability and willingness to extend direct military aid to their Congolese allies was minimal compared to that of the Western nations. Acknowledging this defeat, China adapted their foreign policy agenda by establishing formal diplomatic relations between Zaire and itself in 1972. Following this move, the politically consolidated Mobutu regime supplanted (in more than one way) the various rebel groups as the benefactor of Chinese involvement in Zaire. Though the target of engagement had shifted, the methods were similar: lending political and military support in measured quantities to those who opposed its adversaries (at that point, the USSR). Given that China had only emerged from its own civil war in 1949, it was struggling with issues such as industrialization and feeding its own population. As such, its concern with issues in Congo only extended up to a point. In the latter period of this study (1972-2011), these limitations were significantly relaxed, therefore creating different incentives for Chinese involvement in Congo. Nonetheless, during this period, China was primarily concerned with gaining geopolitical clout via political overtures and military aid.

Early Sino-African Engagement

Chinese engagement in African affairs can be traced back to the Asian-African Conference, held from April 18-24, 1955 in Bandung, Indonesia. Twenty-nine nations, including six African states (Libya, Egypt, Sudan, Ethiopia, Gold Coast (later Ghana), and Liberia) were in attendance.
 The ruling Communist Party of China (CPC) had been in power for almost six years by this point, and was looking to reach out to other nations that shared experiences of imperial domination and exploitation. Even at this early stage in its rule, the CPC was starting to grow wary of the degree of influence its main ally, the Soviet Union, wielded on China’s foreign policy agenda. Though the Sino-Soviet split would take years to play out, China’s intentions in excluding the Soviets from the Bandung Conference and their other Afro-Asian solidarity groups could not have been more clear: China intended to strike out on its own path in global politics. However, having recently emerged from the ravages of colonial influence and a civil war at home, China was primarily focused on modernizing its own industry (including its fledgling military). Political leaders therefore chose to maintain close relations with the Soviet Union in order to ensure a base of international security and support.

The Bandung Conference encapsulated China’s foreign policy ideology in this era. Speeches by Chinese diplomats there emphasized the key principles of anti-imperialism and anti-neocolonialism, as well as anti-racism, national self-determination, and international cooperation. Also key to the proceedings was China’s use of rhetorical equivalency between itself and the other nations of Asia and Africa. In his first speech at Bandung, Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai asserted, “the common desire of the peoples of the Asian and African countries cannot be anything other than to safeguard world peace, to win national independence and accordingly to promote friendly co-operation among nations.”
 Following this modestly successful conference, China reveled in the “spirit of Bandung” by generating additional Afro-Asian solidarity organizations and by continuing to pursue diplomatic relations with newly independent African nations as well as developing nationalist movements in colonial Africa.

At the time of the Bandung Conference, the dream of independence for the people of the Belgian Congo seemed very distant. There were presently no sub-Saharan African nations that had achieved independence, and decades of harsh colonial rule by the Belgians had kept the people of the Congo largely uneducated, uninformed and politically inactive. Indeed, “there was a pervasive sense of dependence imposed on the colonized by [their] subjugation,” instilled over decades of colonial rule.
 As such, both Belgians and Congolese assumed that any prospective decolonization would take decades to enact, and that the King of Belgium would remain sovereign over the Congo for the foreseeable future beyond this point. In 1956, the future militant nationalist Patrice Lumumba wrote of his support of a prospective “new Eurafrican society…administered and directed jointly by Belgians and Congolese.”
 Yet within the next several years, the Republic of the Congo had become a sovereign nation.

The Rise and Fall of Lumumba

In 1955, Lumumba was part of a small sect of so-called évolués, an elite group of Africans within the “petty bourgeoisie” of Congolese society that consisted of Western-educated men with the most success in fields such as business, the Catholic Church, schooling, and the civil service.
 A crop of independence-era political leaders, including Lumumba, emerged from this group following the legalization of political parties in the Belgian Congo in October 1958. Lumumba and a group of Congolese intellectuals started the Mouvement National Congolais (MNC), “the first truly national movement” capable of “transcending tribalism” to arise in the Belgian Congo.
 The MNC quickly gained traction in the Congo, and Lumumba’s political connections and noted oratorical skills scored him an invitation to the December 1958 meeting of the All-African People’s Conference (AAPC) in Accra, Ghana.
 Chinese diplomat Yang Shuo also attended this conference as an observer, making this the first formal contact between Lumumba and a Chinese official.

The AAPC summit had a profound effect on Lumumba’s political trajectory. Being exposed to political leaders of independent African nations such as Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana and Sékou Touré of Guinea galvanized Lumumba’s political activity at home, which from that point forward focused on “national unity, economic independence and pan-African solidarity.” On December 28, 1958, the MNC held a rally in Léopoldville calling for “total and genuine independence.”
 The MNC rally set a precedent for political movements backed by all strata of society, not simply the évolués. One week later, Joseph Kasa-Vubu and the Alliance des Bakongo (Abako) attempted to hold a rally in Léopoldville, but permission to do so was denied. Many people still showed up, “refused to disperse peacefully, and responded with violence by throwing rocks at the police and attacking passing white motorists, European-owned shops, and all other symbols of white privilege and authority.”

The Léopoldville riots lasted for three days and were recognized “as a virtual death knell for the [colonial] system.”
 A confluence of factors, including rising unemployment in the late 1950’s, rapid urbanization, and the beginning of Belgium’s slow expansion of civil liberties (e.g. local elections) exacerbated resentment against the harsh conditions in which the Congolese people lived and provoked a greater understanding of the unfairness of colonial rule.
 As a case in point, in 1958, the national income in Congo was distributed at the ratio of approximately 58% to the Congolese and 42% to the Europeans. At this time, there were roughly 13,540,182 Congolese and 100,000 Europeans to divvy up their respective pieces of the economic pie.
 As African nations began gaining independence by means both peaceful and violent in the around this time, the Belgian leadership determined that independence in Congo was inevitable on January 13, 1959. Given this conclusion, attempting to transfer power in a peaceful manner was a more attractive option than any violent alternatives.

While this political radicalization was underway, Lumumba attended the Second Afro-Asian People’s Solidarity Conference (AAPSC) in Conakry, Guinea, from April 11-15, 1960. 
 A large number of Chinese delegates were in attendance, which helped to strengthen China’s ties with Lumumba and the MNC-L.
 In May 1960, the Congolese people voted, mostly along ethnic lines, resulting in the installation of Kasa-Vubu as head of state and Lumumba as Prime Minister of Congo’s new coalition government. The rapid pace at which Congolese political movements jumped from not existing to being the sovereign institutions of a newly independent state produced a “dangerous gap between power and responsibility” that would unravel the new government.
 More specifically, the goal of the “petty bourgeoisie” on the whole appeared to be to simply replace the Belgian colonial administration, rather than to redress the many flaws inherent in the colonial system of governance.

At the June 30, 1960 ceremony that marked the transfer of power from colonizer to colonized, Prime Minister Lumumba gave a rousing speech that was sharply critical of the nearly 80 years of Belgian colonial rule in the Congo. He also rejoiced at the prospect of independence:

Together, my brothers, we are going to begin a new struggle, a sublime struggle which is going to lead our country to peace, prosperity and grandeur…. We are going to show the world what the black man can do when he works in freedom, and we are going to make the Congo the center of radiance for the whole of Africa.

This type of rhetoric echoed the calls of China and other non-aligned nations for strong, sovereign nationalist ideology to pave the way for economic advancement. Unfortunately, this was easier said than done.
The period following Lumumba’s idealistic independence day speech mark the period known as the “Congo crisis.” The crisis was caused by ineffective leadership in the face of the massive issues posed by Congo’s decolonization process,
 and was marked by public protests, guerrilla rebellions, foreign military interventions, a litany of changes within the Congolese government, provincial secessions, and general social turmoil. Ultimately, this crisis came to a close with the military coup of General Joseph-Desiré Mobutu on November 25, 1965. Throughout the Congo crisis, China supported the liberal nationalist Lumumba and his ideological successors in various ways against the interests of moderate federalists including President Kasa-Vubu.
 This support often, if not always, attempted to undermine the interests of the US, Belgium and other actors with neocolonial aspirations in post-independence Congo.

Any hopes of stability under Lumumba’s rule were dashed on July 5th, 1960, mere days after he took office. The Force Publique (FP), the armed police forces of independent Congo, had retained its identical staff after the transfer of power from Belgian to Congolese leadership. To wit, the leadership of the FP was exclusively white and Belgian. Though Lumumba had promised promotions for Congolese members of the FP, he wished to do this only after a period of training. Belgian FP General Emile Janssens had other ideas about this. At a meeting of African non-commissioned officers on July 5 he wrote his central message on a chalk board: “before independence = after independence.”

Mutiny quickly spread throughout the FP. Congolese soldiers were disillusioned at the prospect of independence bringing literally no change to their social, vocational or economic standings. Subsequently, many Europeans fled the Congo for fear of armed reprisals. In the two weeks following independence, the European population in the Congo plummeted from over 80,000 to approximately 20,000; those who fled comprised most of the administrative bureaucracy and economic leaders in the Congo.
 Lumumba, dismissed Janssens, promised to “Africanize” the officer corps, and pledged to promote all Congolese soldiers. This was insufficient to stop the mutiny from spreading across the country within a week of its nexus in Léopoldville, and accordingly he and Kasa-Vubu requested assistance from the UN on July 12. Lumumba also promoted his then-protégé Mobutu as chief of staff of the ANC.
 At that point Mobutu had had connections to the CIA for roughly two years


Amidst the chaos, Belgium sent armed forces to Congo, ostensibly to protect its citizens and their property. From July 10 to July 18, Belgian troops took action in 28 places in the Congo, most of these being in Léopoldville and Katanga. This included “an entirely unnecessary bombardment” of the port city Matadi on July 11, despite the fact that all Europeans had been previously been evacuated from there.
 On the same day, the mineral-rich southern province of Katanga, under control of Moïse Tshombe, seceded from the Congo. Belgian military support was instrumental in this process; not coincidentally, Belgian corporations and individual settlers had significant interests in the mining operations in Katanga.
 These events significantly soured relations between Congo and Belgium and led many to believe “the thesis that Belgium was ‘reconquering’ its lost colony.”
 Both China and the Soviet Union condemned the actions of Belgium and decried the Congo’s perceived re-colonization as a Western conspiracy. 
 The USSR initially proposed to remedy this via UN Security Council action, while China argued, “the United States has always endeavoured to supplant Belgium in the Congo” and “it is making every use of the name of the United Nations to cover up its large-scale infiltration into the Congo.”


Lumumba’s political standing continued to worsen following the August 8, 1960, secession of the region of South Kasai, under control of Albert Kalonji. Kalonji was backed by Belgium and Tshombe’s Katanga, as both were interested in the rich natural resources of South Kasai and the opportunity to further undermine the Lumumba government. This became further complicated when a directive to reign in Tshombe’s secession led to chaos as the ANC traveled through South Kasai en route to Katanga. Orders (of unknown origin) were given to the ANC to quash the South Kasai secession before proceeding to Katanga.
 This was successful at first, but quickly deteriorated “into a massacre of Baluba [ethnicity] civil population.”
 Lumumba received the brunt of the blame for these crimes against humanity. This blame, combined with his request for and grant of “ten Soviet aircraft and sixty trucks” in early September 1960, spelled the end of Lumumba’s political career.

President Kasa-Vubu publicly dismissed Lumumba from his position as Prime Minister on September 5, 1960, an illegal action that “created a constitutional crisis for the young republic.” This set the stage for Mobutu’s first military coup on September 14, 1960, accomplished with the assistance of the CIA and other foreign actors. Mobutu installed an interim government led by Justin Bomboko, arguing that this was a way to neutralize Lumumba and Kasa-Vubu. Soon, it became clear that Lumumba was the only true target of this coup.
 Over the course of the next four months – the last of his life – Lumumba was held under house arrest in Léopoldville by UN blue helmets and ANC troops. On one occasion, in late November 1960, he was able to escape, yet he was recaptured before being able to reach the Lumumbist stronghold in Stanleyville, Orientale province headed by Congolese Vice Prime Minister Antoine Gizenga.
 The radical nationalist agenda of Lumumba and his allies had been effectively neutralized. Liu Chang-sheng, President of the Chinese-African People’s Friendship Organization commented on this situation in a speech on November 28, 1960, reflecting the view of the Chinese government about the political upheaval in Congo to date:

What has happened in the Congo proves that all the imperialist and colonialist forces, including even such lesser colonial powers as Belgium, never willingly give up their colonial rule. When the colonial peoples rise to struggle resolutely everywhere, these forces find it necessary to retreat temporarily in order to advance again later, promising these peoples a certain degree of independence in order to slow down the struggle and thus to maintain their own colonial interests. But when the fundamental interests of the imperialist and colonialist forces are threatened by the people’s struggle, they at once reveal their true face and ruthlessly and ferociously suppress the national independence movement…. The struggle between the colonial peoples on the one hand and imperialism and colonialism on the other is inevitably one of life and death…. Comrades, Friends, the 650 million Chinese people firmly support the struggle of the Congolese people to safeguard their national independence, support the legal government represented by Lumumba and condemn the scheme of U.S. imperialism and its agents which is to undermine the Congo’s independence and unity.


China’s official response to the death of Lumumba
 denounced publicly

the ferocious face of the imperialist bloc headed by the United States of America in its aggression against the Congo and Africa. The United Nations bears an unshirkable responsibility for this crime of the imperialist bloc…. Imperialism and its agents must eventually pay for their bloody aggressive crimes in the Congo.

In doing so, China was able to maintain solidarity with the Congolese people and radical Congolese nationalists. Its overt display of visceral emotion aimed at colonial and neocolonial actors resonated amongst non-aligned political leaders of the world, though it is uncertain if this message reached many Congolese people. China simultaneously portrayed itself as the vanguard of national self-determination and distanced itself from the USSR, which was working on the issues of the Congo crisis primarily within the structure of the UN.

Though the Chinese government launched a wholehearted rhetorical support for Lumumba, privately it held “only modest expectations for the Lumumba-Gizenga group.”
 An internal Chinese military memo regarding the revolutionary prospects in the Congo written shortly before Lumumba’s assassination notes, “The situation is favourable but the leadership is weak.” It also projected three possible outcomes of the Congo’s political struggles: neocolonial domination, internal division with some imperialist influence, or national unity brought about by “internal and external revolutionary forces.”
 Before Lumumba’s demise in Katanga on January 17, 1961, the fullest extent of China’s aid to the nationalists in Congo consisted of a grant of £1,000,000 in September 1960 (just two days before the Mobutu coup) in response to a plea by Vice Prime Minister Gizenga for a variety of military, human, food and monetary aid. At the time, China claimed it was unable to extend any additional material aid for logistical reasons.
 The increasingly aggressive Chinese rhetoric of the time, however, foreshadowed increased support to radical Congolese nationalists.

The “Second Independence” Movement
Shortly after the assassination of Lumumba, China, along with the USSR and a number of other non-aligned nations, recognized the Gizenga government in Stanleyville as the official government of the Republic of the Congo. A People’s Daily editorial published on February 22, 1961 declared, “justice and truth are on the side of the Congolese people and the Gizenga Government.” To further bolster the legitimacy of this and other claims, the editorial asserted, “The Chinese and Congolese peoples have shared a similar fate. Like the Congolese people today, the Chinese people once suffered protracted imperialist and colonialist aggression and oppression…. Therefore, although China and the Congo are separated by oceans and thousands of miles, we face the same enemy and are waging a common struggle.”
 The tangible support backing up this claim of equivalency, however, was not as strong as official Chinese rhetoric might have conveyed. China established diplomatic relations with Stanleyville on February 20, 1961 but did not dispatch an ambassador there until July 31 of that year,
 nor did they offer Ginzega’s government any material aid during its existence.

Four governments were now at odds with one another in the Congo, each with conflicting claims of territorial legitimacy and respective armies to enforce and/or expand these: Tshombe’s Katanga, Kalonji’s South Kasai, Gizenga’s Republic of the Congo (Stanleyville), and Kasa-Vubu’s Republic of the Congo (Léopoldville). Kasa-Vubu had appointed Joseph Ileo as the Léopoldville government’s new Prime Minister on February 9, 1961.
 By the end of the month, Ileo, Tshombe and Kalonji had signed a military accord, likely to band together against the advancing military force of the Stanleyville Lumumbist contingent.
 Meanwhile, the Organisation des Nations Unities au Congo (ONUC) – the UN’s peacekeeping mission established in the Congo in the days following the first Mobutu coup – was granted “sweeping powers” by the UN Security Council on February 21, 1961 “to use military force if necessary to prevent civil war, to arrange ceasefires, to halt military operations, to prevent clashes, to make arrests, to detain or expel individuals and to reorganise the Congolese National Army.”

The UN also facilitated diplomatic talks between the various political factions in the Congo over the course of 1961, in the hopes of bringing about a new coalition government. The Chinese government viewed these talks with great suspicion, as reflected in a March 23, 1961 People’s Daily editorial:

The vicious and venomous plan of U.S., Belgian and other imperialists to carve up the Congo has become quite obvious. The so-called ‘round-table conference’ of the various Congolese rebel cliques recently held under their direction openly ‘decided’ to turn the Congo into a ‘confederation’ of several ‘independent states’ in place of the unified Republic. It is reported that this ‘confederation’ would be represented internationally by a ‘president of the confederation,’ and that the imperialist agent Kasavubu had been appointed its president. At the same time, the rebels also declared that the legal Congolese Government led by Gizenga would become an ‘illegal’ regime if it opposed this ‘arrangement.’ All this is obviously a treacherous move made by the U.S., Belgian and other imperialists in collusion to further undermine the Congolese national independence movement, overthrow its legal government, dismember and partition the country through their agents in the Congo.

Nonetheless, in August 1961, with pressure from the UN mounting, an agreement was reached between the Gizenga, Ileo and Kalonji factions to form a new unity government under Cyrille Adoula, the Minister of the Interior in the Ileo-led government, with Gizenga being re-instated as Deputy Prime Minister. 
 This arrangement earned the “blessings” of the Soviet Union, while China denounced Adoula as a “Western stooge” (in part due to his government’s diplomatic recognition of the Republic of China) and maintained that the Lumumba-Gizenga regime was the legitimate government of the Congo.
 Accordingly, China recalled its ambassador from Stanleyville on September 16, a mere six weeks after he had arrived.
 This tacit admission of failure merely confirmed China’s worst suspicions of the weak leadership within radical political circles in the Congo.

Gizenga returned to Stanleyville in October 1961 in hopes of re-igniting the political and military force he had conjured earlier that year. This would soon backfire, because he “was now in overt rebellion against a government of indisputable pedigree; he was no longer head of a regime which could make a debatable but plausible claim to be the legitimate successor to the Lumumba government.” Gizenga was captured and imprisoned in January 1962. He would remain incarcerated for the next two and a half years.
 In addition to the elimination of Gizenga from the political scene, “under Adoula the militant Lumumbists were excluded from power at all levels of government and administration.” This consolidation of power in the hands of pro-Western moderates was made possible by significant military and economic aid from the United States. 

Meanwhile, ordinary Congolese people were becoming increasingly distraught by the chaos of independence. In contrast to the many idealistic campaigns in the run-up to the 1960 elections, there were minimal improvements in standards of living under the successive Lumumba, Bomboko, Ileo and Adoula governments. “The blacks who had replaced [white colonialists] as rulers and administrators were just as bad, oppressive and at times cruel…. They were the ‘new whites,’ black in skin but white in their thinking.” These conditions spurred popular support for a “second independence.” Congo’s formal independence had been achieved on paper on June 30, 1960, but “the struggle against neocolonialism and its internal allies” continued due to the utter lack of improvement in the lives of the majority of Congolese since that day.

Guerrilla Training


Given the impasse China had reached in supporting the leading Lumumbist actors in the Congolese political scene by early 1962, it needed to open new avenues of engagement outside of official diplomatic channels. One of these was broader cultural engagement with the Congolese people. China had been making inroads to Congolese intellectual leaders since the late 1950’s by encouraging Congolese students to visit China and enroll in its universities. Cooley estimates that by 1962, approximately 140 Congolese students had visited China.
 This figure is particularly stunning given the fact that the first Congolese student enrolled in a non-vocational university in 1952 and by 1960, there were only 30 Congolese university degree holders and just over 500 Congolese students were enrolled in universities.
 In subsequent decades, China’s promotion of higher education exchange programs became an even more significant part of its international engagement strategy.


During this period, China continued to establish diplomatic ties with other African nations. This effort was typified by Chinese Prime Minister Zhou Enlai and Foreign Minister Chen Yi’s trip to ten African nations (mainly in the northern part of the continent) spanning from December 1963 to February 1964. Zhou’s African tour constituted a massive public diplomacy campaign that both demonstrated China’s strong interest in African affairs and emphasized its increasing divergence in policy with the Soviet Union.
 The growing chasm in Sino-Soviet views on Africa had two main causes. China tended to support national independence movements that were in accord with their ideals of national sovereignty, non-alignment and anti-neocolonialism, while the Soviet Union tended to back other nations’ Communist parties. At times, as with the Gizenga regime in Stanleyville, the interests of China and the USSR aligned, but China increasingly came to view the Soviet Union as an agent of imperialism. Regarding the Congo, China “criticized the revolutionary lukewarmness of the Soviet Union and saw in the UN intervention signs of a Soviet-US ‘plot.’”
 Another important issue widening the Sino-Soviet split during Zhou’s African tour was the issue of nuclear weapons. The USSR, US and United Kingdom signed the Limited Test Ban Treaty on August 5, 1963, the chief goals of which were “the speediest possible achievement of an agreement on general and complete disarmament,” to “put an end to the armaments race and eliminate the incentive to the production and testing of all kinds of weapons, including nuclear weapons.” China did not sign the treaty.
 One major task of Zhou’s African tour was to articulate the “peaceful” intentions of China’s own evolving nuclear weapons program and its desire for complete “destruction of all nuclear weapons” in the world. Zhou also derided the Soviet Union (along with the US and UK) for dictating global nuclear policy while simultaneously holding a monopoly on the world’s supply of nuclear weapons.


Around the time of Zhou’s African tour, China established diplomatic relations with two key neighbors of the Republic of the Congo: Burundi to the east on December 23, 1963, and the Republic of the Congo-Brazzaville to the west on February 24, 1964.
 Both countries would become instrumental to China’s aiding of Congolese guerrilla rebels. In Burundi, the ruling monarchs from the majority Tutsi ethnicity “obligingly gave the Chinese a free hand to turn their country into a major supply base for the Congolese campaign.” As such, China established four rebel training camps where soldiers were equipped with “food, funds and arms” for their impending guerrilla struggles in neighboring Congo and Rwanda.
 With its newly established diplomatic relations in the region, China was able to route arms from the Tanzanian port city of Dar es Salaam, through Tanzania, Burundi and Uganda, and ultimately to rebels in Congo and Rwanda.
 Likewise, China trained rebels at three camps in Congo-Brazzaville, a country that had had a popular revolution that overthrew its right-wing regime in August 1963.
 In addition to training guerrilla rebels in camps across Africa, China brought over a number of radical Africans to train in guerrilla tactics in China. Speaking at a banquet comprised of such guerrilla trainees in China in the early 1960’s, CPC Chairman Mao Zedong claimed, “China and Africa… were one and the same.”
 


The most successful rebellion in the Congo was orchestrated by the Conseil national de liberation (CNL, National Liberation Council), a revolutionary anti-neocolonial movement headquartered in nearby Brazzaville and active mainly in Congo’s northern and eastern provinces. Two branches of the CNL had emerged soon after its formation; one, led by Davidson Bocheley (CNL-Bocheley) and backed by China, planned “a broad-based guerrilla struggle”; the other, led by Christophe Gbenye (CNL-Gbenye) and backed by both China and the USSR, favored large and rapid military action. While CNL-Bocheley was only moderately successful, CNL-Gbenye and its army, the Armée populaire de libération (APL), were able to take over half the territory in the Republic of the Congo by November 1964.
 On September 7, 1964, Gbenye established the People’s Republic of the Congo with its capital city the CNL-held Stanleyville.
 Despite its apparent success, CNL-Gbenye “leaders clearly lacked the will and the ability to play the role of revolutionary intellectuals. Their goals, as exemplified by their mode of governance, were not different from those of the neocolonial ruling clique” in Léopoldville.

By this time, circumstances had shifted yet again in the political terrain of the Congo. On July 10, Kasa-Vubu appointed Tshombe as Prime Minister and tasked him with creating a new government. Tshombe attempted to bring figures of all political persuasion into his government, and as a sign of good faith he released about 600 political prisoners, including Gizenga, soon after he took office. At this point, Gizenga had not officially thrown his support behind Mulele, Bocheley or Gbenye, and upon his release from prison he started the United Lumumbist Party (ULP); he was placed under house arrest in September 1964 after being sharply critical of Tshombe’s actions to stop the ongoing rebellions. 
 Furthermore, June 30, 1964 marked the official end date of the UNOC operation in the Congo. With the lack of UN troops and the CNA’s apparent inability to quash the various insurrections, Tshombe leaned on an old ally of his: the United States.

A US-China proxy war in Congo was nigh. The United States extended military aid to quash the Chinese-backed rebellions in the form of

…six U.S. Department of Defense T-28 fighter planes armed with rockets and machine guns, ten C-47 military transport planes, six H-21 heavy-duty helicopters… 100 ‘military technicians’ to show the Congolese how to operate and maintain their new equipment, and ‘several’ counterinsurgency advisers for Congolese commanders.

Furthermore, the US Air Force provided a handful of B-26 bombers, which “gave critical air support to government troops and mercenaries, in addition to dropping napalm and other deadly agents on people.”
 Skeptical of this development, Chinese media asserted the US was involving itself in a “second South Vietnam.”
 Support from the US (as well as Belgium, Israel and other nations) culminated in Operation Red Dragon on November 24, 1964. This assault on Stanleyville and other rebel strongholds left over 1,000 dead and officially marked the end of the People’s Republic of the Congo and indeed the entire second independence movement in the Congo.
 In response to this turn of events, Mao issued a rare statement on November 28, 1964, which simultaneously denounced US influence in the Congo and drew an explicit parallel between the politics of China and the Congo:

The United States has all along attempted to control the Congo. It has used the United Nations forces to perpetrate every kind of villainy there. It murdered the Congolese national hero Lumumba and subverted the lawful Congolese Government. It imposed the puppet Tshombe on the Congolese people and dispatched mercenary troops to suppress the Congolese national-liberation movement. And now, in league with Belgium and Britain, it is carrying out direct armed intervention in the Congo. The purpose of U.S. imperialism is not only to control the Congo, but also once again to enmesh the whole of Africa – particularly the newly independent African countries – this time in the toils of U.S. neo-colonialism. U.S. aggression has encountered heroic resistance from the Congolese people and aroused the indignation of the people of Africa and the whole world….

People of the Congo, you are not alone in your just struggle. The entire Chinese people are behind you. The people throughout the world opposing imperialism are behind you. The U.S. imperialists and reactionaries of all countries are paper tigers. The struggle of the Chinese people has proved this. The struggle of the Vietnamese people is proving it. The struggle of the Congolese people will surely prove this too. By strengthening national unity and persevering in protracted struggle, the Congolese people will certainly triumph, and U.S. imperialism will certainly be defeated.

People of the world, unite and defeat the U.S. aggressors and all their running dogs!

The UN passed a resolution on December 28, 1964 urging nations to cease interference in the sovereign affairs of the Congo,
 but by this point the damage had been done and the revolution had been effectively terminated.

Mobutu: The Early Years

Exactly one year to the day after Operation Red Dragon, Joseph Mobutu staged his second successful coup of the Congolese government. This time, he placed President Kasa-Vubu under house arrest and claimed presidential responsibilities for himself for the next five years. Mobutu’s “externally backed autocra[tic]” reign in Congo ultimately lasted 32 years.
 In the year between Operation Red Dragon and the Mobutu coup, politics in the Congo continued to be erratic in nature and China’s tenuous influence on Congolese politics faded almost entirely out of existence. In fact, one reason the United States had for supporting the Mobutist coup was to put to rest fears that Kasa-Vubu was moving towards the left and considering recognizing the PRC (amongst other socialist and/or non-aligned nations) after his dismissal of Prime Minister Tshombe in October 1965.

China’s subsequent retreat from the action-packed Congolese political scene indicated a tacit acknowledgement of its “failure of policy” in its engagement with post-independence Congo to date. 
 Likely due to Mobutu’s long-standing alignment and collusion with the interests of Western powers, China heartily dismissed his regime the day after the coup, as evidenced by claims in Chinese state-owned media that asserted he was “one of the murderers of the Congolese national hero Patrice Lumumba, and… was a notorious running dog of the imperialists.”
 The political circumstances in the Congo (i.e. Mobutu’s rise to power and the quashing of a majority of rebel activities) coincided with the beginning of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution in late 1965 in China. A new era began in which the energy of the Chinese government focused significantly more on its internal affairs; consequently, “much of China’s normally active diplomacy was suspended” across Africa until roughly mid-1969.
 In brief, the Cultural Revolution (in terms of domestic policy) revolved around how the CPC grappled with the problem of “how to sustain and protect a successful communist party revolution, especially their own, rather than to make revolution and take over state power in the first place.”
 Mao’s response to this issue was essentially to laud those in the CCP who were deemed to be genuinely of the proletariat, while ousting those who were thought to be promoting capitalist ideology. This caused a major revision in Chinese foreign policy. Under this new Maoist addition to Marxist-Leninist ideology, the Soviet Union became “the prototype of successful bourgeois counterrevolution in a socialist society.” Thus, the Maoist ideologues in power came to view the Soviet system 

…as presenting a mortal challenge to the future of China. As a result, the USSR replaced the United States as China’s Public Enemy Number One, and revisionism [i.e. contradictions to orthodox Marxist ideology] superseded imperialism as the primary issue around which both Chinese domestic and foreign policies revolved.

This development would have significant ramifications on China’s ties with the Congo and with the world at large in the years to follow.


Amidst the developments towards a Mobutist dictatorship in Congo, which I will address in the next section, the PRC accomplished perhaps the most significant advance in its foreign relations since it came to power in 1949. On October 25, 1971, the Beijing government garnered the necessary two-thirds majority vote at the United Nations to recognize the PRC as the sole legitimate government of China, thereby ceasing recognition of Beijing’s adversary, the government of the Republic of China (ROC) based in Taipei. The PRC had lobbied for this outcome for over two decades, and its accession to the UN both legitimized its growing international stature and supplied Beijing with tangible powers, namely a seat on the UN Security Council (UNSC). This diplomatic coup for the PRC was made possible in large part due to the support of African governments. To wit, out of 111 votes cast at this session of the UN General Assembly (UNGA), 76 were cast in favor of recognizing the PRC; of these favorable votes, 26 came from African nations.
 Congo voted against recognizing Beijing, as they had held diplomatic relations with Taipei since the Belgians (also allies of Taiwan) ceded power in 1960. Throughout the 1960’s, as Beijing’s actions in Congo alienated the Congolese government, Taipei endeared itself to the Mobutu regime by signing agricultural cooperation agreements. The zenith of ROC-Congo relations occurred just months before the UNGA vote, when President Mobutu and his wife visited Taiwan in April 1971. Mobutu and Taiwanese President Chiang issued a joint communiqué affirming agricultural cooperation between the two countries and pledging to increase bilateral ties in the years to come.
 This would not come to pass.


With the PRC now sitting on the UNSC and more concerned with criticizing the USSR than the US, a rapprochement between China and the US became significantly more probable. By extension, under these circumstances, China and Zaire were increasingly likely to bury the hatchet and establish diplomatic ties. The latter would occur roughly a year after the PRC’s accession to the UN, though it was not necessarily a foregone conclusion at the time of the 1971 UNGA vote. The Mobutu government was quite critical of China following the landmark visit of US President Nixon to Beijing in February 1972. In response to the visit, Zairian state media asserted:

The Zairean people cannot easily forget the flagrant interference by People’s China in their internal affairs during the dark and tragic period of rebellion in their country. As long as the Chinese authorities fail to give any proof of a radical and absolute change in their attitude towards us, there will never be any question of our recognizing the People’s Republic of China.

This sentiment notwithstanding, China and Zaire established normal diplomatic relations with one another on November 24, 1972.

Political and Military Alliance


Once Sino-Zairian relations had been made official, Zaire became one of (if not the single) closest allies of China in Africa. Throughout the 1970’s and 1980’s, the regimes of these two countries based their bilateral relationship on mutually beneficial political actions and Chinese military aid to Zaire. Via its ties to Zaire, China was able to establish a base for its opposition to Soviet military activities in Africa; via its ties to China, the Mobutu regime was able to burnish its credentials of non-alignment amongst other African nations (perhaps to counter criticisms regarding its close ties with the US), thereby projecting its power in the region.
 President Mobutu paid his first state visit to Beijing January 1973. In his candid first encounter with Chairman Mao, Mao is reported to have told Mobutu, “I wasted a lot of money and arms trying to overthrow you.” To this, Mobutu replied, “Well, you backed the wrong man.”
 The big takeaway from this meeting (aside of mutual goodwill) was China’s extension of a $100 million line of credit to the Zairian government, free of interest.
 It was clear that China’s approach to engagement in Zaire and Africa at large had changed markedly since the early 1960’s. Snow writes, “Never mind if the leaders were emperors, or military dictators: that was a matter for Africans, for China was no longer in the business of crusading against conservative regimes.”
 With a few notable exceptions, this strategy of Chinese foreign relations in Africa has stayed true to the time of this writing. One such exception would play out in dramatic fashion throughout the remainder of the 1970’s along Zaire’s western border.


During the first Mobutu visit to China, Beijing assured him that it would extend material and instructional military assistance to the Zaire-based and Mobutu-backed National Front for the Liberation of Angola (FNLA) in its struggle for power in neighboring Angola.
 Angola remained under colonial rule by Portugal until April 1974, when the Portuguese government was overthrown and the new rulers decided to voluntarily relinquish their colonial holdings in the near future. Subsequently, the FNLA, along with two other guerrilla movements, the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) and the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA), vied for political supremacy in post-colonial Angola. China had aided all of these groups to some degree since the early 1960’s, but since the MPLA had come under significant Soviet influence over time, China had an extra incentive to check any power it was gaining in the country. As such, China supplied the FNLA with some 450 tons of arms to its base in Kinkuzu, Zaire by August 1974. What ensued was a veritable proxy war between the Soviet Union and Cuba (backing the MPLA) and China and Zaire (backing the FNLA). By late 1975, the MPLA and its backers had a significant edge in the civil war, largely due to its use of superior Soviet military technology. Around this time, the US and South Africa began to intervene on the side of the FNLA and UNITA, while China quietly withdrew its support for the FNLA. The MPLA had solidified victory over the other rebel movements in Angola by February 1976.
 Not only had China failed again in backing a guerrilla faction (this time against the Soviet Union), but it also compromised its anti-racist ideals by fighting on the same side of the war as apartheid South Africa.
 Zaire would soon face serious repercussions for its actions in the Angolan civil war.

On March 8, 1977, the Angola-based National Front for the Liberation of the Congo (FLNC) launched an invasion of Shaba province with the goal of inciting a revolution in Zaire that would overthrow the Mobutu government. The FLNC leadership was ideologically descended from a group of former Katangan gendarmes who had helped Tshombe’s secession effort in the early 1960’s and had unsuccessfully attempted to spark mutinies in the ANC in 1966 and 1967. In the Angolan civil war, the FLNC had backed the MPLA against the FNLA, and thus had received some training from Cuban mercenaries. Although the invasion (known as Shaba I) entailed only 1,500 to 2,000 FLNC soldiers, the FAZ did not put up much resistance.
 At this time, the FAZ was heavily reliant on Chinese and other foreign armaments; in addition to its possession of “over 100 Chinese light tanks… the field guns, anti-aircraft and anti-tank artillery, and mortars were mainly Chinese.”
 That notwithstanding, the FLNC’s incursion into Shaba was largely unimpeded until its withdrawal in May 1977 after Mobutu had persuaded Morocco to send troops to help repel the FLNC. Following the FLNC retreat, the FAZ waged a “punitive ‘pacification’ campaign” in the Shaba region, which resulted in some 200,000 Zairians fleeing to exile in neighboring Angola.
 In May 1978, the FLNC launched another invasion into Zaire (known as Shaba II), this time entering from Zambia, on Zaire’s southern border. Shaba II followed a similar pattern to Shaba I, though it lasted for a shorter period of time, was concentrated mainly in the town of Kolwezi, and resulted in more casualties at the hands of the FLNC, the FAZ and the local population. Mobutu was able to garner foreign assistance from the US, France and Belgium to quell this rebellion in short order.
 The Shaba I and Shaba II episodes exhibited the continued weakness of Zaire’s armed forces in spite of the significant amount of aid it had received from the US, Belgium, China, North Korea and other foreign powers.

After these skirmishes, Zaire and Angola achieved a tentative peace; however, it was clear that the security situation within Zaire remained quite fragile. In response to this, China increased its military assistance to the Mobutu regime. One reason for this was stated by Chinese Foreign Minister Huang Hua during his June 1978 visit to Kinshasa: “As Zaire occupies an important position in the heart of Africa, Soviet social-imperialism and its agent [sic] want to gain control over Zaire. This is part of the Soviet global strategy for world hegemony.”
 Over the next several years, Chinese military experts trained the commandos of the 41st Brigade in the FAZ,
 the elite Kamanyola Division, which later was absorbed into Mobutu’s presidential guard,
 and sent advisers to assist the coast guard of Zaire.
 Mobutu expressed his satisfaction with the increase in Chinese aid during his third official visit to China in March 1980: “If you know I am concerned with my country's security and territorial integrity, you may understand how I pay attention to, and how I am grateful for, the unforgettable assistance your country rendered us.”

The Diminishing Significance of Early Strategies of Engagement


Though China maintained military ties with Mobutu until his regime was toppled in 1997, over time the military became significantly less central to Sino-Zairian relations. This was due to a number of factors, including shifting circumstances in Zairian politics, Chinese politics and geopolitics. Security conditions in Zaire were relatively stable in the period starting after Shaba II and ending in the mid-1990’s, and during this period, Mobutu’s rule became increasingly kleptocratic and focused on maintaining his singular authority on the Zairian political scene. PRC domestic and foreign policy underwent significant changes after its first major leadership succession. Chairman Mao died in 1976, thereby marking the official end of the Cultural Revolution. Deng Xiaoping assumed control of the CPC in 1978 and soon thereafter began the gradual introduction of market reforms in China. This solidified economics, not politics, as the prime focus of China’s international relations agenda. In geopolitics, China and the United States established normal diplomatic relations in 1979, and the Soviet Union began its own introduction of political and market reforms in the 1980’s; it ultimately collapsed in 1991, and along with this the Cold War officially came to a close, though Soviet hegemony and international influence had been weakening for years before this.


Throughout the initial period of Sino-Congolese engagement (1955-1883), political and military antagonisms and cooperation largely defined the relationship between these two countries. Many of the specifics of this engagement can be attributed to the tumultuous conditions on the ground in Congo/Zaire; however, the overarching thrust of the engagement was determined by China’s own strategy for foreign engagement and the attendant actions it considered most prudent to advance its own agenda. At first, this consisted of aiding its ideological brethren in Congo such as Patrice Lumumba, Antoine Gizenga and Christophe Gbenye in their revolutionary goals to put a halt to US and Western influence in the Congo. Following the rise of Mobutu dictatorship and China’s diplomatic rapprochement with the US, China normalized relations with Zaire and began to extend military and political support to Mobutu in order to counter Soviet influence in the region. By the early 1980’s, China was beginning to gain the confidence to chart its own course in international affairs – one, at least, not based off of its opposition to the global hegemon du jour. It therefore decided to de-prioritize its early strategy of minimalist and ideological politico-military engagement. This shift was typified by the visit of PRC Premier Zhao Ziyang to eleven African nations (including Zaire) in 1982-1983, which echoed in many ways Premier Zhou Enlai’s 1963-1964 African trip. Zhao’s trip, like Zhou’s, coincided with a number of economic and military deals with African nations. Interestingly, however, the 1982-1983 trip

had a new and imaginative quality. For the first time China was not asking Africans to take its side in a duel with another foreign power. The premise was unchanged: China and Africa were identical. But Zhao did not go on to harass Africans with news of a common enemy. His theme was a grander and more positive one. China and Africa were the same, he argued, because both were part of the Third World, the league of the poor.

China would continue to marshal this rhetoric of “Third World” solidarity by equating itself to Africa as time progressed. Though the rhetoric remained the same, China’s end game had changed. It was no longer about political gain; economics reigned supreme.

THE TIES THAT BIND: THE ECONOMY AND BEYOND (1972-2011)
On a September 2010 podcast, international affairs analyst and part-time Kinshasa resident Eric Olander shared an anecdote about China’s contemporary presence in the DRC:

One of the people that I worked with, one of my former Congolese colleagues, when I asked him, I said, “What are you going to do” – (“you” referring to the Congolese) – “What are you guys going to do when the Chinese leave?” And that is… who’s going to maintain these roads and the ports and all the things that the Chinese are building, from hospitals to power generation and whatnot. And he looked at me and he said, “They’re not leaving.” You know, he says, “Unlike the other mundele [non-Congolese, foreigners], they’re not leaving.” …He got the sense that the Chinese were laying down roots… for a very long time.

Though the comment of one person cannot represent the thought of an entire nation as vast and diverse as Congo, it was certainly indicative of a trend in China-Congo relations that began during the Mobutu years and continued to intensify greatly over time. Economic engagement dominated the solidifying of Sino-Zairian relations after 1972. Throughout this period, Sino-Congolese engagement also became more multifaceted and complex. This shift took several decades to unfold, and is still developing at present, as the above comments indicate. The escalation can be largely attributed to China’s economic rise during the time period. But it also derives from the lessons China learned in the early years of Congolese independence. For the Congo, by contrast, the last 50 years have seen dire economic stagnation, kleptocratic political rule, multiple wars resulting in millions of casualties, and severe public health crises. The increased disparities between the two nations in terms of economics, security and international standing undermined to China’s oft-used official rhetorical that equated China and Congo. It also raises the question of China’s true role in Congo. Did China assume a position significantly different than that of former colonial and neocolonial powers in the troubled African nation? By parsing out my discussion of these three points, I hope to provide nuance to the overly simplistic narratives that paint China either as enacting a neocolonialist agenda in Congo, or as a wholly genuine partner acting out of pure solidarity. I will end this section of the paper with a case study on the history of Sicomines and Chinese involvement in the Congolese mining industry. This may come to embody the pinnacle (or perhaps the new baseline) of Sino-Congolese ties. Through the emphasis of investment in infrastructure and the economy, as opposed to military and political groups, China’s engagement with Congo has become more focused on long-term stability than short-term gambles.

The All-Weather Friendship


It is difficult to ascertain with any degree of certainty how much influence China wielded on Zairian economic policy in the early years of the countries’ bilateral ties. In the early 1970’s, the political and economic engagement between China and Zaire did, however, coincide with a rather unique period of economic policy fluctuations in Zaire. The early Mobutu regime effectively dealt with the nightmare that was the economy under the First Republic: it curbed the massive inflation, balanced the national budget, increased import and export levies, real public wages began to rise, and price levels stabilized by 1968. This undertaking was actively encouraged and assisted by Western nations and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), leading some to criticize the regime for acting on behalf of Western interests.
 During this same time period, the government moved to nationalize the largely foreign-owned mining industry in Congo, an issue I will address in greater depth later in this paper. China could have approved of this take over had it not been a vociferous critic of the Mobutu regime at this point in time. Congo/Zaire realized great benefits of this nationalization for several years hence. Copper in particular became crucial to the economic growth enjoyed by Congo/Zaire through this period. Congo’s exports of this metal had remained relatively stagnant throughout the First Republic; the industry then experienced growth of roughly 72.8% from 1965-1975. At its peak in 1975, Zaire was exporting 496,000 metric tons of copper annually.
 Over this same period, tax revenue from copper exports increased by about 600%. Accordingly, following the nationalization of the mining sector in Congo, revenue from copper exports became a significant portion of Congo/Zaire’s GDP. This system was sustainable in the short-term, as global copper prices had been high and rapidly rising throughout much the 1960’s and early 1970’s. Yet the 1974 crash in the price of copper on global markets by over 50% of its peak value proved Zaire’s overreliance on copper to be imprudent. Hyperinflation and massive external debts ensued, which, combined with the effects of Mobutu’s political agenda, ushered in what Young and Turner called the beginning of “state decay” in Zaire.

President Mobutu utilized the first several years of his reign in Congo to consolidate political power at first for his ruling clique, but increasingly for himself alone. Mobutu was quick to place a five-year moratorium on all political party activities save for that of his own party, the Mouvement Populaire de la Révolution (MPR, Popular Movement of the Revolution), after its establishment in 1967. The number of Congolese provinces was shrunk from twenty-one to eight, and the role of provincial governments became significantly more subordinate to the interests of the central government. In October 1966, Mobutu dismissed Prime Minister Mulamba and officially eliminated the office of the premiership, thereby concentrating executive authority in his hands alone. Soon thereafter, in March 1967, Mobutu dissolved the Congolese Parliament for almost the entire remainder of his five-year term in office. A number of high-ranking First Republic officials were purged under the auspices of prosecuting treasonous behavior. This purge would later be extended to other members of the Binza Group serving in the Mobutu administration, including Bomboko and Victor Nendaka, both of who were placed under house arrest for one year for allegedly conspiring to assassinate Mobutu in October 1971. In addition, independent labor and student unions were abolished and replaced by equivalent organs loyal to the MPR. Mobutu’s reign in Congo did not take long to establish that political “opposition… carried mortal perils.”
 Indeed, in the 1971 presidential election, Mobutu ran unopposed; the government reported that only 157 votes had not been cast in Mobutu’s favor.

The crafting of a patrimonial regime around Mobutu had ramifications for all aspects of Congolese society, even its language. On October 27, 1971, Congo officially changed its name to the Republic of Zaire.
 Along with this name change, a number of others took place as well: Léopoldville became Kinshasa, Stanleyville became Kisangani, Katanga became Shaba, the ANC became the Forces Armées Zairoises (FAZ, Zairian Armed Forces), etc. These name changes, many of which have persisted beyond the Mobutu regime, signified a rejection of colonial nomenclature in favor “authentic” terminology. “Authenticity,” later known as Mobutism, was a concept introduced by Mobutu in April 1971 that soon became a key pillar of his mode of governance.
 This concept was also used to justify the forced abandonment of Christian names for all Zairian individuals, mandating that they be replaced with “authentic” appellations.
 Though these changes were symbolic in nature, the intensely nationalistic “authenticity” campaign resulted in more concrete actions to increase the control of Mobutu and the MPR of religious institutions, the economy, the military and local chiefs in Zaire. All of these factors resulted in “an astonishing personal hegemony” enjoyed by President Mobutu.

Before the crash of copper prices in 1974, Mobutu enacted some of the most significant economic policies of his regime. In a November 30, 1973 speech, Mobutu began what is now known as “Zairianization.” As an extension of his doctrine of “authenticity,” Mobutu mandated the seizure of all foreign owned farms, plantations and small- and medium-sized enterprises in Zaire. Elite politicians, businessmen and civil servants were the primary recipients of the spoils of these seizures.
 Though this measure was officially marketed as a way to benefit all Zairians alike, the manifestation of this policy program proved to benefit those connected to the Mobutu regime, rather than the Zairian people in general. This would become indicative of an all too common of a trend in the Mobutu government towards outright kleptocracy. Zairianization created a significant amount of inefficiencies in Zaire’s already faltering economic picture, and the program’s beneficiaries quickly became unpopular throughout the country. For those who had reaped the benefits of Zairianization, however, life was undoubtedly improving. As such, “On the [one year] anniversary of the Zairianization measures Mobutu bitterly announced that Zaire had broken all African records for Mercedes imports in 1974.”
 Never mind that Zaire was presently on the verge of bankruptcy and many of its citizens were mired in poverty.


Soon, Mobutu would adopt China as a model for Zaire’s development. During the next month, in December 1974, Mobutu had planned to visit the USSR; however, these plans fell through at the last minute and he instead paid his second official visit to China. It is not likely that the PRC leadership advised him on how to carry out policy in Zaire, but Mobutu “appeared to have been deeply impressed by the contrast between the disarray and distress at home and what he perceived as the sense of revolutionary discipline in China.” Immediately upon his return to Zaire, Mobutu enacted a new wave of reforms in an attempt to spur a “radicalization of the revolution.”
 The measures attempted to rid Zairian society of its ten most prevalent “scourges,” including unemployment, inflation, food shortages, and “individualism and egoism,” to name a few. The response prescribed for all of these identified social and economic ills was increased state control. With regards to the economy, this became manifest via increased government planning of the country’s markets and increased government intervention in key industries. The logic flowed in part from the thought that “there was no inflation, it was said, in China.”
 While the rhetoric of Zairianization had focused on the ills perpetrated by foreign interests, rhetoric about the radicalization program tended to place the blame for Zaire’s problems on the bourgeoisie, evoking a parallel to official PRC rhetoric during the Cultural Revolution. Another parallel between the political situations in Zaire and China commented on by the US media at the time was “the way Mobutu has stamped his personality on the country…. The smiling visage of ‘the Guide’ beams down from virtually every building, as omni-present as the portraits of Mao Tse-tung in China.”

By February 1975, Mobutu clarified the purpose of political and economic radicalization: it was meant to decrease external economic reliance, not to be a war on the bourgeoisie. Radicalization, in fact, enforced and amplified the aims of Zairianization, and as such it led to growth in the already severe disparities in Zairian society.
 Before  the regime abandoned the Zairianization and radicalization programs in 1976, they had not only failed in many of their stated goals, but they had indeed greatly worsened some of the most serious problems Zaire faced at the time. As the country plunged into bankruptcy in 1975, it was ironically forced to turn to the IMF for external assistance, which resulted in a new path of “retrocession,” or “deradicalization,” from 1975-1978 resulting in much of the seized assets being returned to their original foreign owners.
 Nonetheless, this episode in Zaire’s history only cemented the personalized patrimonial and kleptocratic rule of Mobutu, “for whom the state and its resources were indistinguishable from his own personal possessions.”


Throughout this tumultuous period, China had begun exercising its new strategy for engagement with its erstwhile adversary. Whereas China’s pre-1972 strategy in Congo was calculated to exert the maximum impact in favor of its own political agenda, in the early period of normalized Sino-Zairian relations (after 1972), China aimed to broaden its influence with the Mobutu regime in a very concrete fashion while almost entirely relinquishing any assertions of political ideology. What remained of the ideological thrust of its engagement with Zaire was philanthropic efforts. Whether they came from a standpoint of genuine compassion or calculated political maneuvering is beyond the scope of this paper to determine; nonetheless, these gestures of goodwill toward Zaire and other African nations at a time when China itself was roughly as poor as they were spoke volumes. As Snow wrote, “Meagre, backward China had decided not just to give economic aid to African countries, but to aid them on terms more generous than the rich world had ever thought of making available.”

In Zaire, this extension of Chinese goodwill initially took the form of economic and military aid, agricultural assistance and prestige projects. As noted above, China did not hesitate to begin exporting arms to Zaire after relations were normalized. From this point until 1976, the value Chinese arms exports to Zaire was about $21 million, making Zaire the second only to Tanzania amongst African nations engaged in arms exchanges with China. Barring Tanzania, these exchanges amounted to just shy of one-third of all Chinese arms exports to Africa from 1967-1976. 
 Zaire’s importance in China’s Africa strategy extended to the economic realm as well. During Mobutu’s first visit to China in January 1973, the two countries

…signed an economic and technical cooperation agreement and a trade agreement… under which Peking granted Kinshasa an interest-free loan of 5 billion Belgian francs ($100 million) with an “unprecedented” moratorium period. This was one of the largest loans received by any African country from Peking.

Dispatches of dozens of Chinese agricultural experts and doctors to Zaire to work with local experts in their respective industries soon followed this generous economic aid package. Throughout the 1970’s, China established and executed a number of similar aid programs in Zaire.
  No doubt, the friendship and level of mutual goodwill grew between China and Zaire along the way. More visibly, China initiated some prestige projects, including funding and implementing construction of the $42 million Palais du Peuple (People’s Palace) in Kinshasa from 1975 to 1979; currently, the Parliament of the DRC currently convenes here. Indeed, this trend of China extending its goodwill towards Zaire via a multitude of diplomatic gestures such as those outlined above continued throughout the remainder of Mobutu’s rule in Zaire. Prominent amongst them was significant military assistance to the Mobutu regime. Another was the construction of the $38 million Stade Kamanyola (Kamanyola Stadium, later renamed the Stade des Martyrs, or Martyr’s Stadium) in Kinshasa, which began in the late 1980’s and was completed in 1994. To this day, the 80,000 capacity Stade des Martyrs is the largest stadium in Congo.


Just as the Stade des Martyrs persisted beyond the rule of Mobutu, so too did China’s multifaceted engagement with Congolese civil society continue after the 1997 Laurent Kabila coup that toppled the Mobutu regime. In fact, during the post-Mobutu era, Sino-Congolese ties enhanced beyond their previous levels, due in large part to China’s rapidly growing economy and the commensurate increase in its geopolitical stature. Educational exchanges, long an important facet of China’s cultural engagement abroad, increased with regards to Congolese students by a large margin as time progressed. Beginning in the 1980’s, China has granted five-year scholarships to a set number of Congolese students to study at universities in China. “From 1985 to 2003, 5-8 students were sent annually. During 2004-2006, 11 Congolese students were sent to China annually, in 2007 the number was 23 and in 2008 it reached 32.” In the medical field, an important Chinese project in the DRC has been the Sino-Congolese Friendship Hospital, located in the Kinshasa suburb of N’Djili. Jansson wrote:

Construction of the hospital started in 2004 and it was inaugurated and handed over to the Congolese government in 2006. A Chinese medical team operates at the hospital. The team comprises 18 members divided into four sub-teams stationed in the country for a period of two years each. They originate from the Hebei Province, which is paying for all the expenses of the team…. China first started sending medical teams to the DRC in 1993. 

While individually these projects might appear relatively small (though growing) in scale, they were very concrete manifestations of Chinese engagement in Congo, and stood in stark contrast to China’s engagement with Congo in the 1960’s, which included an abundance of strong, idealistic rhetoric but produced few tangible links between the two countries. This trend from minimalist towards maximalist engagement has been rather successful for China, and has also reaped benefits for the Congolese people, though kleptocratic, dictatorial rulers have often attempted to concentrate the gains amongst their inner circles. Even throughout the 1990’s and 2000’s, as Congo/Zaire became engulfed in a number of political and humanitarian crises, China’s presence hardly wavered. In fact, China emerged from this period even more emboldened in its quest to forge stronger ties with the DRC.

Mobutu’s decades-long rule led to the complete decay of the Zairian economy and civil society; thus, his overthrow became increasingly likely as his stay in power wore on. The way in which Mobutu fell, however, was by no means inevitable.  The 1994 genocide in neighboring Rwanda was a major contributing factor in bringing about a decade of war and chaos to Congo/Zaire. During the hundred days of genocide in Rwanda, members of the majority Hutu ethnic group conducted mass killings predominantly of the minority Tutsi ethnic group. When the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), a majority Tutsi-backed political movement, overthrew the ruling Hutu government in Kigali, the genocide was put to a stop and roughly 2 million Rwandan Hutu fled to Zaire’s eastern provinces of North Kivu and South Kivu.
 Amongst these refugees were a significant number of perpetrators of the Rwandan genocide. Subsequently, the Hutu residing in Zaire engaged in conflict with the RPF in Rwanda as well as those of the Tutsi ethnicity in Zaire.
 Amidst this milieu of inept rule and state collapse in Zaire combined with the waging of regional warfare, the Alliance des Forces démocratiques pour la Libération du Congo (AFDL, Alliance of Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Congo) was forged between four rebel groups in Zaire in October 1996.
 Laurent-Désiré Kabila, an opponent of the Mobutu regime who had waged guerrilla warfare in Congo/Zaire throughout the 1960’s, stood at its helm. On May 17, 1997, the AFDL took Kinshasa, thus ending what became known as the First Congo War. In a matter of months, the AFDL and its international allies had succeeded in ending thirty-two years of rule by Mobutu Sese Seko. 

In September 1997, Kabila anointed himself as President of the newly renamed Democratic Republic of the Congo. He promised reforms of the kleptocratic corruption that had become routine government activity under Mobutu, “but Kabila soon revealed himself to be a second Mobutu.”
 Kabila had not been in power for long before continued ethnic violence and internal meddling by neighboring countries in the DRC spilled over into the Second Congo War, also known as “Africa’s First World War.” This war lasted much longer than the first (1998-2002) and resulted in an estimated 3.8 million deaths (including the assassination of President Kabila in 2001) due to violence, disease and malnutrition.
 The response from the UN to this unfolding crisis proved slow and unsatisfying. A resolution was passed in February 2000 that authorized the UN to deploy 5,537 troops to the Mission de l’Organisation des Nations Unies au Congo (MONUC, United Nations Mission in the Congo) to help enforce ceasefire agreements and assist in peace talks in Congo. These troops were not fully deployed until over two years after this resolution was passed.
 By 2003, after Joseph Kabila (son of Laurent Kabila) was sworn in as the DRC’s transitional president, the MONUC force had nearly doubled in size.
 Starting in April 2003, China became one of the nations contributing troops to the MONUC peacekeeping effort. Initially,

China sent 228 military personnel to the DRC as part of MONUC, including 219 troops and 9 military observers. This was a significant number for China, as it only had a total of 323 military personnel serving in UN missions at the time. Since then, China’s contribution to MONUC has remained fairly constant (approximately 250 troops) but it has sent even larger numbers of peacekeepers to other UN missions in Africa.

China also contributed to the Comité international d’accompagnement de la Transition (CIAT, International Committee in Support of the Transition) from the time of its founding in December 2002. CIAT was active in “provid[ing] a framework through which the ‘international community’ could guide the Congolese actors as they moved from war to peace.” The effort culminated in the 2006 presidential elections, won by Joseph Kabila. In Turner’s estimation, these elections would not have been possible “without substantial international support,” although some opponents of Kabila alleged that the international community tipped the balance in his favor.
 At any rate, China’s engagement with Congo/Zaire throughout this uncertain, often catastrophic period has, instead of faltering, only grown stronger. Over time, however, China’s philanthropic leanings towards Africa in general, and Congo/Zaire in particular, became increasingly intertwined with commerce.


Direct economic linkages between China and Congo have solidified the bilateral relationship as much as, if not more than, China’s more philanthropically oriented overtures. Premier Zhao Ziyang set this trend in motion during his 1983 visit to Zaire. During his stay in Zaire and other African nations, Zhao emphasized the importance of increased variety of Chinese aid programs in Africa, but also made clear that any aid flowing out of China should “bring practical advantages to donor and recipient alike.” Not only did Zhao’s visit symbolize the shift from engagement on terms of minimalist idealism to maximalist realism, but it also stipulated that this new path would prioritize quid pro quo exchanges. This strategy took the form of economic barter. As previously mentioned, China had extended an interest-free $100 million line of credit conditions to Zaire in 1973. Now, it was willing to forgive $10 million of this debt, but only under “the sole, ingenious condition… that the cancelled $10 million should be invested in China’s cherished joint venture schemes.”
 This strategy became a hallmark of Chinese engagement in Africa subsequent to Zhao’s visit and particularly in the 21st Century. As China’s economy continued to grow at a rapid clip throughout the 1980’s, 1990’s and 2000’s, it required an increasing amount of natural resources to fuel its industrialization and its newfound role as the manufacturing center of the world. To assist in this process, China turned to a resource-rich African nation it could call a friend: the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

Friends With Benefits: A Case Study of Sicomines and the Congolese Mining Industry

Controversy and imagination sparked the world over on April 22, 2008. On this day, China and Congo signed a $9 billion economic barter (alternately, resources-for-infrastructure) agreement that would be a true game changer in China’s role in the DRC. This high-stakes, long-term investment plan ensured China would play a more significant role in shaping the future of the DRC than ever before. This enhanced level of engagement has the potential for positive outcomes, including massive infrastructure improvements in Congo, and the increased ability for the extractive industry to add value to the minerals it exports. It also has the potential for negative outcomes, such as the continued concentration of Congo’s mineral wealth in the hands of Congolese elites and foreign business interests, and social tensions associated with China’s increased economic and cultural influence in Congo.

The tenets of the deal stipulated a joint-venture mining company would be formed between the Chinese state-owned enterprises (SOEs) China Railway Engineering Corporation (CREC) and Sinohydro (bankrolled by the China Export-Import Bank), and the Congolese state-owned mining company Gécamines, with future proceeds to be split 68-32 in favor of the Chinese partners. This new joint-venture company was dubbed “Sicomines,” and was expected to reap over 10 million tons of copper and 620,000 tons of cobalt over the course of its existence.
In exchange for the mining concessions, China pledged to extend loans to Congo, which would be paid off over time via profits from Sicomines. The agreement arranged for $6 billion of loans (in two $3 billion tranches) to pay for the aforementioned Chinese SOEs to build up Congolese infrastructure.
 Planned infrastructure projects included:

• 3,215 kilometres of railways… (upgrading, modernisation, and construction).
• 3,400 kilometres of asphalted roads….

• 2,738 kilometres of beaten earth roads…
• 550 kilometres of urban roadways….

• A modern 450-bed hospital in Kinshasa.
• 31 150-bed hospitals distributed among the 26 future Provinces.
• 145 health centres with 50 beds, being one health centre per territory.
• Two hydroelectric dams….
• 2,000 accommodation units in Kinshasa and 3,000 more in the Provinces.
• Two large modern universities, the locations of which are still to be determined by the Government.
• Two electricity distribution networks in Kinshasa and Lubumbashi (upgrading).
• Two vocational training centres for the construction and public-works sectors, in Kinshasa and Lubumbashi.
• Two airports at Goma and Bukavu (upgrading).

Concerned about the size of Congo’s national debt, the IMF pressured the two parties to delay the second $3 billion tranche of loans for infrastructure projects under an October 2009 contract revision.
 Nonetheless, CREC and Sinohydro began executing some of these infrastructure projects, and are expected to complete the implementation of the first $3 billion tranche of infrastructure investment by 2012. The remaining $3 billion in loans would cover investment in the Congolese mining sector. During the negotiations of the particulars of this contract, President Kabila defended these projects to the Congress of the DRC as such: 

[They] do not constitute simply a slogan, nor are they a Utopian dream. This is a project. Better, it is a contract concluded with the people. This means we have an obligation to achieve a result, and we must find the financial resources to make these undertakings a reality. In exchange for mineral concessions, operated in partnership with publicly owned Congolese enterprises, providing employment for the Congolese people and added value at the local level, Chinese banks have undertaken to contribute to the financing of [these] undertakings. For the first time in our history... the Congolese people will at last be able to see to what use their cobalt, their nickel, and their copper can be put!”

With the mining efforts of Sicomines not set to begin until 2013 at the earliest, I am not able to comment on how this project has borne out at the time of this writing. Clearly, however, Kabila believed Sicomines would succeed in ways that previous mining activities in Congo had failed.


The second largest country in Africa, Congo is a vast and diverse terrain that has frequently been exploited throughout history for its staggering wealth of natural resources. A 2009 estimate placed the total value of untapped natural resources in the DRC at roughly “$24 trillion – equivalent to the GDP of Europe and the United States, but this vast region… remains staggeringly poor and underdeveloped.” Some of the many resources Congo is endowed with include copper, cobalt, coltan, gold, diamonds and uranium.
 The ability to profit off of this natural wealth was what motivated King Leopold II of Belgium to establish the Congo Free State in 1885. While at first Congo was somewhat of Leopold’s own personal fiefdom, Belgium began its colonial occupation of the then-renamed Belgian Congo in 1908. At the heart of Leopold and Belgium’s interest in Congo was the ability to harvest its natural resources. In 1906, several Belgian corporations with ties to Leopold founded the Union Minière du Haut-Katanga (UMHK, United Mines of Upper Katanga), which accrued enormous profits off of mining resources in Katanga province during Belgian colonial rule. By the 1950’s, roughly two-thirds of the tax revenue collected by the colonial administration in Congo came from UMHK; in this period, it was earning net profits of “between 2.5 and 4.5 million Belgian francs per year.”

After independence, Belgium was reluctant to relinquish this veritable cash cow that the government had grown comfortable with. Thus, during the Katanga secession, “Belgium sent troops to its former colony, the main objective [being] to protect its colonial treasurehouse.” De Witte argues that Belgium played a more sinister role than the above lets on:

[T]he secession was a blessing for the Union Minière in the short term. The UMHK did not lose a single day’s work in 1960. Copper production even rose from 280,000 tonnes in 1959 to 300,000 tonnes in 1960. Katanga had only just seceded when the Union Minière paid 1.25 billion Belgian francs into Tshombe’s bank account, an advance on the 1960 taxes which it should in fact have paid Lumumba’s government.

Indeed, Tshombe’s secession effort may not have been sustainable if not for Belgium’s support, obviously motivated by its interest in maintaining the status quo at UMHK. By 1965, the Congolese state owned a 17.95% share in UMHK, which was sufficient to contribute about half of Congo’s annual state revenue. In 1966, the Mobutu government introduced the Bakajika Law, under which all public land (and the land’s attendant natural resources) in Congo became state-owned. This initiated a protracted struggle between UMHK and other colonial corporations operating in Congo and the Mobutu government. On January 1, 1967, the Congolese government created the wholly state-owned Générale des Carrières et des Mines (Gécamines, General Company of Quarries and Mines), which assumed control of UMHK mining operations in Katanga. Over the next several years, the Congolese/Zairian government mandated increases in copper production at Gécamines, as copper exports were a substantial portion of the country’s GDP. After the crash in copper prices in 1974, the Zairian economy began its inexorable decline from which it would never truly recover. During the Mobutu era, the leadership of Gécamines lost most of its Belgian members, and became increasingly staffed with Zairians. 
 While seemingly innocuous, the Zairians in control of the mining company aided in large-scale kleptocracy by Mobutu and his inner circle that further contributed to economic disaster and state decay in Zaire.

As the Mobutu era was coming to a close, the World Bank/IMF encouraged Zaire in 1995 to privatize Gécamines. This seemed logical, as during his rule, “reinvestment in mines and refineries nearly stopped,” but it did not come to pass. Several smaller foreign mining companies attempted to win big in the Zairian mining industry by funding Kabila and the AFDL in the First Congo War. While this financial backing proved to be instrumental in Laurent Kabila’s rise to power in the DRC, he dismissed them soon after becoming President due to their apparent inadequacies in the face of the major problems encompassing Congo’s mining industry. Over the course of the first Kabila administration and the Second Congo War, the mining sector plunged into chaos as Kabila and his allies proved to be as corrupt as Mobutu, and looting of raw materials increased during the fog of war. In the aftermath of the Second Congo War (1998-2003), as stability slowly began to return to Congolese society and the mining sector, foreign mining operations regained interest in investing in mining operations in the DRC. A contributing factor to this was the rising global commodity prices in the early years of the 21st Century, due in large part to the rapid economic growth in China and India, which in turn made each country more reliant on natural resources.
 Of particular interest to China was copper from Katanga.


China’s entry into the Congolese mining sector came not from the top down, but rather from the bottom up. Starting in the early years of the 2000’s, dozens of micro-, small- and medium-sized Chinese companies came to Congo and set up businesses in the mining sector. Almost none of these companies received funding from the Chinese government; rather, they were mainly private start-up ventures of Chinese entrepreneurs. Concentrated primarily in Katanga province, these businesses operated in mining, processing or trading of natural resources (primarily cobalt and copper). Of these, the ore processing (e.g. copper smelting) businesses were most successful, particularly from around 2003 until the late-2000’s global financial crisis began in 2008.
 At the height of this boom, a July 2008 Bloomberg report noted,

Since 2005, the Chinese have become the primary owners of furnaces that rely on ore from hand diggers, says Katanga Governor Moise Katumbi. He says more than 60 of Katanga's 75 processing plants are owned by Chinese companies and adds that 90 percent of the region's minerals go to China.

The global financial crisis and the commensurate decline in global commodities prices caused many of these Chinese-owned businesses to close down.

Serious problems have arisen due to this influx of Chinese businesses in the DRC’s mining sector. Jansson, Burke and Jiang’s 2008-2009 survey of private Chinese companies operating in the Congolese mining sector reports, “All foreign respondents argued that it is a necessity to bribe the local officials for each step when establishing [and operating] a business” in Congo; “The payoffs were termed as ‘structural requirements’ by one of the Chinese company representatives interviewed.” The authors conclude that the normalization of industry corruption was mainly a reflection of the lack of transparency in governance in the DRC, as opposed to lack of transparency amongst Chinese businesses operating there.
 On the other hand, allegations arose that private Chinese companies perpetuated substandard labor practices (at least indirectly), namely the use of child labor in the mines of Congo. The aforementioned Bloomberg report describes the situation with the following anecdote:

Adon Kalenga works seven days a week collecting minerals from the ground with his bare hands.

He is 13 years old and lives in Katanga province in the Democratic Republic of Congo….

Mostly, he works, earning about $3 per day….
Adon and his peers practice a chaotic form of capitalism, with little supervision from either the company or the state. The hand diggers aren't employees; they're freelancers who sell what they've dug and cleaned to brokers such as Patrick Nsumba.

The middleman pays Adon to wash the copper ore, which the man sells to a smelter in Lubumbashi, Katanga's capital. The plant is run by a unit of Tongxiang, China-based Zhejiang Huayou Cobalt Co., which processes Katangan copper and cobalt….

Chinese smelters buy cobalt and copper from mines across Katanga that use child labor, says Patricia Feeney, who campaigns for the rights of Congo's miners.

No easy solutions exist to solve these and other problems presented by the DRC mining industry in general, and Chinese companies operating there in particular. Thus, in the aftermath of the Sicomines barter deal, concerns abounded about Chinese involvement in the sector increasing by an order of magnitude.


The Sicomines deal comprised a significant enhancement of Sino-Congolese economic ties, but in the second half of the 2000’s, these ties had already begun to grow rapidly. A rapid increase in the export of natural resources (in various stages of processing) from the DRC to China caused the major growth in bilateral trade during this period. During the Second Congo War, bilateral trade was understandably low between the countries. By 2006, bilateral trade reached a value of approximately $437 million ($368 million being DRC exports); in 2008, this had almost increased fourfold at a value of $1.8 billion ($1.57 billion being DRC exports).
  This figure was very substantial compared to the DRC’s 2008 GDP of about $20.6 billion.
 The size of the Sicomines deal (either $6 billion or $9 billion, though spread out over a number of years) is even more staggering relative to the annual GDP of the DRC. Undoubtedly, China played a significant role in the increase in DRC GDP (PPP) to $22.7 billion in 2010, and this influence will likely grow stronger as the Sicomines partnership unfolds in the future.

Multifaceted Bilateral Engagement

While the size of the Sicomines deal appeared very large at the time it was announced, it was not necessarily unforeseeable. In 2000, China and dozens of African nations launched the Forum for China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC), an organization focused on increasing China’s official economic involvement in the African continent on old projects and new initiatives, such as “debt relief, training programs, [and] an investment fund… to move its economic cooperation with Africa forward.” As the 2000’s progressed, Chinese trade, aid and investment across Africa surged. In 2000, annual bilateral trade between China and Africa exceeded $10 billion;
 by 2008, it had surpassed $100 billion.
 At the landmark November 2006 FOCAC summit, forty-eight African nations sent delegations (often including their heads of state) to Beijing to meet with President Hu Jintao and the PRC leadership. Hu welcomed the delegates with a message that asserted the importance of Sino-African ties:

Though vast oceans keep China and Africa far apart, the friendship between our peoples has a long history and, having been tested by times, is strong and vigorous. In the long course of history, the Chinese and African peoples, with an unyielding and tenacious spirit, created splendid and distinctive ancient civilisations. In the modern era, our peoples launched unremitting and heroic struggle against subjugation, and have written a glorious chapter in the course of pursuing freedom and liberation, upholding human dignity, and striving for economic development and national rejuvenation. The progress and development of China and Africa are a major contribution to the advancement of human civilisation.

During the past five decades, the Chinese and African peoples have forged close unity, and our friendship has flourished. China-Africa exchanges and cooperation have grown in all fields and yielded fruitful results. In international affairs, China and Africa enjoy trust and cooperate closely to uphold the legitimate rights and interests of the developing world.

In all these years, China has firmly supported Africa in winning liberation and pursuing development….

Today, China-Africa friendship is deeply rooted in the hearts of our two peoples, and our friendship has endured the test of time and changes in the world. This is because we have never strayed from the principle of enhancing friendship, treating each other as equals, extending mutual support and promoting common development in building our ties.

Mutual friendship was the main theme of Hu’s speech, but the assertion of Sino-African equivalency was still present. Also in this speech, Hu promoted a plan of action for the future development in Sino-African ties. Key amongst his policy prescriptions were the plans to “deepen political relation of equality and mutual trust” and to “broaden win-win economic cooperation.”


In the aftermath of this FOCAC summit, Sino-African engagement continued to flourish, as did Sino-Congolese ties in particular with the signing of the Sicomines barter deal. This deal made clear China intent to promote its long-term involvement in the DRC. Although China’s historical engagement with the DRC has been complex and remains far from perfect, it appears that China’s involvement has created some material benefits for the Congolese people. Brautigam notes, “The DRC insisted that at least 80 percent of the workers” hired under the Sicomines deal “must be Congolese.”
 Furthermore, China’s investment in the DRC has gone a long way not only to build infrastructure but also to build capacity for Congolese industry. The inability for Congolese industry to add value to the raw minerals coming out of its terrain has been a major factor in retarding historical economic development in the DRC. It is too soon to say if China’s involvement in the DRC will truly be “win-win.” But, if it can help the Congolese people reap more reasonable rewards from their land in ways that domestic politicians and foreign powers have never done, it may be a worthwhile endeavor.


In the second period of engagement (1972-2011), China learned from the shortcomings of its early engagement with Congo that focused on politics and military. These elements were not totally abandoned, just subordinated to economic engagement and a variety of other strategies. In addition to marking a shift from minimalist to maximalist bilateral engagement, this strategy shift also represented a move from high risk to relatively low risk. Funding a Congolese hospital rather than a Congolese guerrilla rebellion, for example, represents China’s ability to internalize the lessons of earlier failures as well as its increasing mastery of global public relations as its international profile attracts greater attention and scrutiny. Finally, the tangible benefits for China and Congo appear to be greater under the programs of the later period of engagement. The benefits to China of having an ideological ally in Congo were rather abstract in 1964; having a realistic ally in Congo in 2011 directly benefits its own development, and also potentially creates benefits for the Congolese state and its people.

CONCLUSION


Tunga “Mimi” Mbia, a native of Kinshasa and a successful Congolese television producer, commented in 2010 on the recent trend in Sino-Congolese relations: Chinese immigration. Speaking of the Chinese living in Kinshasa, Mbia gives the following analysis:

I think the Chinese have been well received.… The local Congolese will tell you: not only do they integrate, not only do they live in our… townships, and not only do they eat our food, but… they have these great plans and great ideas about how they’re going to develop the country. Obviously… there are people who disagree with that, but I think the majority of the Congolese feel that way.

This migration wave represented the latest facet of China’s increasingly heterogeneous engagement with Congo since 1960. What started as broad, ideological and overtly political overtures from one corner of the world to another was now also manifested in the form of humble, tangible interactions of two different peoples living in the same environment, with ambivalent results. Mbia continues:

I remember a friend of mine complaining about the fact that, in his neighborhood, the best beignet maker –beignet is a kind of like a local doughnut – is an old Chinese woman who lives not far from his house…. He was saying, “I don’t understand. If the best beignet maker in my neighborhood is a Chinese woman, then what’s going to happen to our local mamans – our local ladies who were considered experts in these kind of things?”

Indeed, in this regard, Chinese engagement in Congo has often proved paradoxical during its span of over fifty years.


When China first met Congo in the late 1950’s, so to speak, Congo had not yet achieved independence from Belgium. The precipitous end of colonial rule led to chaos in the independent Congo, while the Cold War imposed a battlefront in the new nation. While cautious of the ramifications of its actions, China made no bones about choosing (and arming) sides in the post-colonial Congo crisis. This strategy, with the calculated aims of counterbalancing US influence and asserting China’s growing geopolitical prowess, soon failed. In retrospect, whether or not China backed the true vanguards of the Congolese people, the end result was the same: in 1965, the US-backed Mobutu regime came to power for the next thirty-two years. Not long into Mobutu’s rule, China decided to make amends with Mobutu, and quickly became one of his closest allies by inaugurating formal diplomatic ties in 1972. This time, China was motivated by anti-Soviet political sentiment and an increasingly pragmatic view of geopolitics that said: we can’t beat the US and Mobutu, so why not join them?


Before long, this pragmatism had overtaken Chinese foreign policy almost entirely. Some ideological vestiges remained, including, for example, militaristic pandering to Mobutu’s Zaire. But, after the death of Mao and the rise of Deng Xiaoping and the post-Mao generation of political leaders in China, pragmatism reigned supreme. Accordingly, China ramped up aid, trade, and investment in Congo/Zaire over time, thereby broadening the breadth and depth of its engagement with its African ally. Throughout the 1980’s, 1990’s and 2000’s, China benefited greatly from market reforms in its domestic economy, which in turn enabled it – or perhaps required it – to look to Congo and other nations not simply for geopolitical alliances, but also to provide the various fuels necessary to continue to operate its impressive economic engines. Coming from the position of a “developing,” poor, and formerly colonized nation. However, China was more able than most to respect the historical position Congo arose from.

Over time, this strategy became the norm in China’s international relations with the DRC and beyond. In 2004, then-deputy foreign minister Zhou Wenzhong synthesized China’s position as: “Business is business. We try to separate politics from business.”
 The statement entirely belied the thrust of China’s initial engagement with Congo. Back then, everything was politics. But in the 21st Century, China’s emphasis on economics and business has surpassed all else. This, however, oversimplifies China’s engagement in Congo. Clearly, there has been an increasing amount of economic activity, both generated from the large Chinese SOEs in partnership with Congolese SOEs and from Chinese entrepreneurs making their way in the private sector in Congo. At the time of writing, bilateral engagement also encompasses a wide variety of areas including higher education, public health, infrastructure, people-to-people relations, agricultural exchanges, and more. As Mbia’s above quote indicates, the influx of Chinese immigrants in Congo has ushered in a new and extremely significant chapter of bilateral ties. This study could not address the myriad and complex issues of direct people-to-people engagement between China and Congo, largely due to the nascent and under-documented nature of the subject matter.
 Future studies on this subject would provide fascinating insights on the rapid and dynamic nature of change in Sino-Congolese ties. In general, relations have become more comprehensive over the passage of time, while eschewing the perhaps hasty and ideologically obsessed political ends originally pursued.

Has China always been an altruistic ally of Congo? No. Has China often been more able to promote mutually beneficial relations with Congo than have Western powers? Perhaps. Though China and Congo share some similar historical experiences and are currently closer in terms of average standard of living than either is to a country like the United States, they quite obviously have played very different roles in their relationship in the period of this study. China often has been the proactive party in relations, whether this meant backing a particular guerrilla movement in Congo with abundant rhetorical support and military training, or engaging with the Congolese government to execute a multibillion-dollar resources-for-infrastructure deal. Simply put, over time, China has had the advantage over Congo in terms of economics, technology and shrewd political skill. As China’s economy grew tremendously in the post-Mao era, the gap only widened. Given these circumstances, China’s actions in Congo have, for the most part, appeared to be imbued with a degree of non-patronizing, practical-minded philanthropy that Western nations and international governance have not managed to muster. While undeniably imperfect (often due to the prioritization of promoting its own interests), China may prove to be able to help Congo in the long run. If no one else, not even the Congolese, can accomplish this feat, then China may be the best hope to bring about a prosperous future for Congo and its people.
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