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Postcolonial images of the “other” in French
and Chinese foreign policy rhetoric in Africa

Abstract. The research relevance is determined by the influence of the rhetoric of leading global actors on the formation
of postcolonial stereotypes in approaches to interaction with African countries. The study aimed to identify common
features in the construction of the image of Africa as “other” in the rhetorical strategies of France and China, as well
as to analyse their impact on political and economic strategies for cooperation with African states. Content analysis,
comparative analysis and a historical and cultural approach were used, which enabled a systematic and comprehensive
study of the characteristic features of foreign policy strategies towards Africa. The study showed that despite different
rhetorical strategies, France and China maintain paternalistic views of Africa, reproducing stereotypes about the continent
as “immature” or “underdeveloped”, requiring external management and supervision. France, relying on its historical
responsibility, continues to influence political processes in Africa through security and diplomatic interventions, using
the concept of “la Francafrique” (“French Africa”) as a basis for continuing its presence in the region. China, on the other
hand, is implementing a “win-win cooperation” strategy, emphasising economic partnership, but in fact maintaining
the economic dependence of African countries through its investments and infrastructure projects. Most of the benefits
from these projects go to China, since Chinese companies mostly control the infrastructure, tech processes, and labour
resources, while African countries often see limited economic benefits from the cooperation. The results emphasised that
both discourses, although formally rejecting the colonial legacy, continue to treat Africa as an object of external influence
in practice. This confirmed the existence of post-colonial structures in contemporary international relations. The practical
significance of the study is determined by the possibility of using its results in the activities of state bodies of African
countries, international organisations and analytical centres to analyse and refine approaches to cooperation with leading
global actors, in particular France and China, to reduce asymmetry in interaction and limit post-colonial influences
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Introduction

The research relevance is determined by the need for a fur-
ther analysis of contemporary processes in Africa, including
the influence of external actors on the political situation on
the continent. The African continent has long been shaped
by colonial rule and subsequent decolonisation process-
es, which have had a significant impact on the character-
istics of its contemporary political and economic devel-
opment. In the context of globalisation transformations,

there has been an intensification of interaction between
African states and external actors, among which China
and France occupy a special place. Their presence in the
region is accompanied by a rethinking of established mod-
els of international cooperation and generates scientific
discussions about possible manifestations of neocolonial
practices. An analysis of the interaction between lead-
ing states and African countries reveals how postcolonial
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narratives, geopolitical interests, and mechanisms of eco-
nomic engagement influence the degree of political auton-
omy and the trajectory of socio-economic development in
African countries. One substantial aspect is the analysis of
linguistic and political constructs used to shape the im-
age of Africa as “other” in the rhetoric of these countries.
France, with its history of colonial influence on many Afri-
can countries, and China, as a new geopolitical actor that
actively uses economic instruments to strengthen its in-
fluence in Africa, employ different strategies that interact
with local political realities. The image of Africa as “oth-
er” emphasises the difference and alienation from these
countries, placing it in a hierarchically inferior position.
Africa is portrayed as a continent in need of external in-
tervention, assistance or “tutelage” from more developed
states. In the context of potential long-term consequenc-
es of these strategies for African countries, their analysis
is relevant for contemporary research in the field of in-
ternational relations. V.V. Vakhrushev (2024) emphasised
analysis of regional differences in the political vocabulary
of Arab countries, outlining the peculiarities of the func-
tioning of political terms in the context of foreign poli-
cy discourse and interregional interaction. The findings
of V.V. Vakhrushev specified the role of political rhetoric
in shaping perceptions of external actors, particularly
France and China, in the Arab political space. The stag-
es of decolonisation in Africa and the influence of ethnic
and cultural aspects on the current political situation on
the continent are examined by O.M. Maiboroda (2023).
The study examined the use of ethnic and sociocultural
factors by external actors, in particular France, in shaping
strategies for interaction with African states, which made
it possible to identify the influence of historically formed,
in particular colonial, ties on contemporary foreign poli-
cy approaches. U.V. Ugonna (2020) analysed China’s for-
eign policy strategy in Africa, focusing on the instruments
used to strengthen its economic and political influence, in
particular through investment activities, technical assis-
tance and the implementation of infrastructure projects.
According to conclusions by U.V. Ugonna, Chinese policy
in Africa is based on the principles of “mutual benefit”, but
in practice, these strategies often lead to a new form of
economic dependence of African countries on China.

The concept of “special relations” to justify French
military interventions in Mali and the Central African
Republic was addressed by J. Auerbach (2022). The study
emphasised that France, relying on historical responsi-
bility towards former colonies, legitimises intervention
by highlighting the significance of stability and security
in these countries. A. Hastie (2023) revealed how cinema
reflects post-colonial geopolitics and France’s interaction
with its former colonies in the Maghreb, as well as the role
of the media in shaping public opinion on French foreign
policy. The role of youth activism in Africa, which has be-
come a substantial factor in countering French influence
in the Sahel, was examined by D.M. Ndjerareou (2024). The
study emphasised how new generations of Africans are
actively changing the political landscape and striving for
more equitable and equal relations with Western states.
J. Tenzin (2022) conducted a postcolonial analysis of Chi-
na’s rise as a global actor, focusing on the specifics of its
interaction with African countries. The study determined

that Chinese policy in Africa can be interpreted through
the prism of neocolonial approaches, given the use of
economic instruments of influence and the formation of
asymmetrical dependencies in relations with individual
African states. The neocolonial aspects of China’s pres-
ence in Africa and Latin America were analysed in a pub-
lication by J. Dever & J. Dever (2021), which, in particu-
lar, emphasised the growing role of modern technologies
and information resources as instruments of geopolitical
influence. At the same time, M.B. Rapanyane (2021) sys-
tematised the key features of Chinese influence in Africa
using the examples of Angola, Kenya and Zambia, demon-
strating how investment activities and economic coop-
eration can contribute to the formation of asymmetrical
dependencies in relations with African states. An analysis
of previous publications has revealed a significant body
of research focusing on specific aspects of the economic,
political and cultural influence of the above-mentioned
states on African countries. At the same time, there is still
a need in scientific discourse for a comprehensive compar-
ative analysis of foreign policy strategies towards the Af-
rican continent, incorporating the post-colonial context.
The study aimed to identify common structural features
in the construction of the image of Africa as “other” in the
foreign policy strategies of France and China, in particular
through the prism of postcolonial images and new forms
of neocolonialism. The research objectives included anal-
ysis of the rhetorical strategies of France and China in the
context of African countries; investigation of post-colo-
nial relations and their impact on the political situation
in Africa; assessment of how new geopolitical actors are
changing traditional forms of cooperation with African
countries while maintaining asymmetry in relations.

Materials and Methods

The study was conducted using content analysis, com-
parative analysis and a historical and cultural approach,
which was used for a comprehensive examination of the
characteristics of France’s foreign policy strategies to-
wards Africa. Content analysis was used to systematically
review official documents and policy materials reflecting
the key directions of French policy in the areas of securi-
ty, development, and cultural interaction. The source base
of the study consisted of official documents published in
2022-2024, in particular materials from the Republic of
France (2022), which made it possible to assess the se-
curity and economic priorities of French policy towards
the African continent. Official documents of the Chinese
Ministry of Foreign Affairs containing strategic plans for
cooperation with African countries within the framework
of the China-Africa Forum, in particular the Beijing Dec-
laration on Jointly Building... (2024) and the Beijing Dec-
laration of the Conference... (2024), were used to assess
China’s strategic initiatives in Africa. The study was also
based on postcolonial theory, in particular the concepts
of EW. Said (1977), G.C. Spivak (2004) and H.K. Bhab-
ha (1994). All materials were selected based on their rel-
evance, as well as incorporating the influence of other
states, in particular Turkey, on the formation of French
and Chinese rhetoric on Africa.

Comparative analysis was used to correlate the de-
clared goals and practical instruments of foreign policy
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implementation of the above-mentioned countries re-
garding the African continent, while the historical and
cultural approach addressed the influence of colonial her-
itage and long-standing socio-cultural ties on contempo-
rary political decisions. The combination of the above
methods and approaches identified the main rhetorical
constructs used by France and China in their relations
with African countries. The concepts identified, such as

» e ” «

“special relations”, “joint development”, “mutual benefit”,
“civilisational mission”, “technocratic approach”, “sta-
bility”, “security”, “democratic transition”, “state build-
ing”, “fight against corruption”, “terrorism”, “migration
pressure”, “white man’s burden”, “instability”, “win-win
cooperation”, and “empty space” were classified and an-
alysed in terms of their impact on the political situation
in Africa. Emphasis was placed on the role of language
as an instrument of power and cultural hegemony in the
foreign policy discourses of France and China. A compar-
ative analysis of rhetorical strategies involved studying
the linguistic constructions used to construct the image
of the African “other” and to support the cultural domina-
tion of these states. This was used to assess how linguistic
practices were used to legitimise political and economic
strategies that reproduced post-colonial and neo-colonial
models of interaction.

Results

France: Civilisation mission and non-paternalism in
foreign policy. A study of France’s official rhetoric and
diplomatic documents revealed a persistent postcolonial
framework within which the image of the African “other”
was constructed. The central element of this discourse was
the rhetoric of “special relations” and indirect referenc-
es to the concept of “la Francafrique” (“French Africa”).
Constant references to these concepts created an image
of Africa not as a collection of sovereign states, but as a
special space of historical responsibility and constant care
on the part of the former metropolis. This rhetoric con-
tributed to the reproduction of ideas about Africa as an
integral, controllable part of France’s foreign policy orbit.
Speeches by representatives of the French elite repeat-
edly emphasised the special nature of these ties, which
was presented as justification for continued interference
in the internal affairs of African countries (Chafer, 2002;
2005). A substantial aspect of this rhetoric is the use of
terms that function as instruments of ideological control.
In particular, the concept of “co-development”, which for-
mally meant partnership, often contributed to the repro-
duction of asymmetrical relations in practice. The term
“co-development” masked France’s dominant role, as de-
velopment goals and priorities were largely determined
by the French side (Audino, 2018). Similarly, the concepts
of “stability” and “security” often acquired meanings
that corresponded to French geopolitical interests rather
than the objective needs of African countries. As noted by
S. Boeke & B. Schuurman (2015), this maintained French
influence in Africa, even while declaring rhetoric of aid
and support. Diplomatic documents, in particular the Re-
public of France (2022), reproduce the image of Africa as
an “immature” partner. An analysis of official documents
from France and China revealed numerous references to
the need for African states to be taught the principles of
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democracy, good governance and human rights by France.
This wording directly reflected the colonial legacy, trans-
formed into modernised rhetoric, which nevertheless re-
tained the core of the concept of the “white man’s burden”.
Therefore, France was considered a “mentor”, responsible
for guiding and managing Africa’s development, setting
the directions and standards that the continent had to fol-
low. This construct justified interference in political pro-
cesses and the imposition of certain models of governance,
maintaining paternalistic relations that identified Africa
as “immature” or “underdeveloped”, requiring constant
care from more developed states. Compared to other glob-
al actors, particularly China, French rhetoric differed in its
emphasis on cultural and civilisational proximity. While
Chinese discourse was built around economic partnership
and a technocratic approach, as confirmed by an analy-
sis of the Beijing Declaration of the Conference... (2024),
French rhetoric exploited ideas of shared historical des-
tiny and moral obligations, which made it resistant to
criticism. France emphasised that it had a special mission
in Africa, defined not only by economic but also by civi-
lisational ties. In contrast to the United States of Ameri-
ca (USA), which often used the rhetoric of democratisation
in a more open and universalist manner, promoting the
spread of democratic values as universal for all countries
(including Africa), the French approach focused on bilat-
eral relations and historical responsibility for former col-
onies (Republic of France, 2022). France was perceived as
a country with a moral responsibility for the stability and
development of its former colonies, which made its rheto-
ric less susceptible to criticism from African countries.
The security component was substantial in French
discourse. The results of the analysis emphasised that Af-
rica was predominantly presented as a source of threats
such as terrorism, organised crime and uncontrolled mi-
gration. Through this perspective of instability and chaos,
the goals and objectives of French foreign policy on the
continent were presented. This representation served as a
key justification for the continued military presence, par-
ticularly in the context of Operation Barkhane in the Sa-
hel, as well as for France’s positioning as the region’s “gen-
darme”. The French army’s operations in the Sahel, aimed
at combating terrorist groups, have in fact become a tool
for supporting French interests on the continent. Instead
of responding to external threats, France institutionalised
themwithin its security discourse as a basis for maintaining
along-term presence in Africa, which helped it to preserve
its leading position in the field of regional security (Co-
hen, 2022). Since 2020, there has been a certain evolution
in this discourse under the influence of external factors.
The influence of other countries, such as Turkey, on the
rhetoric of France and China regarding Africa is notable.
Growing competition from this country creates new chal-
lenges for traditional post-colonial relations. For example,
Turkey’s increased activity through private military com-
panies and diplomatic initiatives in the Central African Re-
public and Mali could lead to a shift in the balance of pow-
er, which in turn would influence the rhetorical strategies
of France and China in these regions (Gumrukcu, 2024).
According to L. Chen & J. Cash (2024), China may begin
to shift its rhetoric towards corporate social responsibili-
ty and environmental issues to reduce criticism from the
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international community. France, in turn, may strengthen
its appeal to European identity as a counter-strategy to
new challenges. France has begun to appeal to European
identity by presenting itself as part of the broader Euro-
pean Union (EU) project in Africa. Despite these changes,
the basic structures of the discourse remained intact: the
image of Africa as a space in need of leadership remained
relevant, only taking on new rhetorical forms. For exam-
ple, new initiatives aimed at “joint development” with the
EU still retain the foundations of a paternalistic approach,
with France central in economic and political reforms (Re-
public of France, 2022). In practice, France’s neo-paternal-
ism is manifested through specific initiatives that contin-
ue to justify the French presence in Africa. This includes

military operations, economic aid, and diplomatic initia-
tives through which France determines the strategic di-
rections of African countries’ development. Military oper-
ations, such as Barkhane, have demonstrated how France
uses security as a tool to maintain control, presenting
itself as an essential actor for stability in the region (Co-
hen, 2022). In addition, France’s continued involvement in
financing infrastructure projects and natural resource de-
velopment in Africa helps to maintain economic influence,
even though formally it is presented as cooperation. The
term “co-development” serves as a cover for maintaining
French hegemony in African countries. To visualise the
key images identified in French discourse, the results of
the analysis are systematised in Table 1.

Table 1. Key images of Africa in French foreign policy discourse and their function

Key image Specific rhetorical constructions The function of image in discourse Examples of real projects
category and terms
Special “ e« . S Justification for continuing Operation Barkhane in the Sahel,
i ) la Francafrique”, “special relations”, . ) R . .. -
relationships s L) » intervention and maintaining French peacekeeping missions in the
historical ties”, “common space - - - -
and care asymmetrical relations Central African Republic
. “democratic transition”, e e .
Immaturity “strengthening of institutions”, Legltlmlsathn of thq French rt.)l.e as Supporting reforms in Mali and Chad
and need for b e . mentor and imposition of political . s
; state building”, “fight against through French diplomatic initiatives
guidance .5, models
corruption
terrorism te{’rlf.o v, m 1g£at10n Justification for military presence | France’s military presence in Mali as
Source of threat pressure”, “instability”, . - . .
« . » and interventionist policy part of Operation Serval
security threat

Source: compiled by the authors based on C. Cohen (2022), Republic of France (2022)

Table 1 shows how key images of Africa in French for-
eign policy discourse are used to support asymmetrical re-
lations and prolong French influence. The image of “spe-
cial relations and tutelage”, which includes terms such
as “la Francafrique”, “historical ties” and “shared space”,
serves as a justification for France’s continued inter-
vention in African countries, such as through Operation
Barkhane in the Sahel or French peacekeeping missions
in the Central African Republic. The image of “immaturi-
ty and need for guidance”, expressed through terms such
as “democratic transition” and “fight against corruption”,
legitimises France’s role as a mentor that defines politi-
cal models, particularly through its support for reforms in
Mali and Chad. The image of a “source of threat”, includ-
ing “terrorist territory” and “migration pressure”, justifies
France’s military presence and interventionist policy, as
evidenced by Operation Serval in Mali. These rhetorical
strategies support France’s post-colonial influence in Af-
rica through various military and diplomatic initiatives.
Thus, France’s foreign policy discourse on Africa remains
steeped in neo-paternalism. Despite formal recognition of
the sovereignty of African countries, through the rhetoric
of “special relations”, mentorship, and security, the image
of Africa as a space in need of external guidance, control,
and civilisational influence from the former metropolis
continues to be constructed. These findings confirm that
contemporary French rhetoric continues to exploit post-
colonial notions with deep historical roots, even in the
context of changes in the global architecture of power.

China: Technocratic paternalism and the rhetoric
of “win-win cooperation”. An analysis of Chinese offi-
cial discourse revealed the formation of a clear rhetorical

strategy which, while formally distancing itself from
Western colonial models, created new forms of asymmet-
rical perceptions of the African continent. A key feature
of the Chinese approach was the consistent rejection
of colonial heritage and an emphasis on the principles
of sovereignty and non-interference in internal affairs.
However, this depoliticised rhetoric, prioritising econom-
ic interaction, shaped the image of Africa as a political-
ly neutral space for the realisation of Chinese economic
interests. The concept of “win-win cooperation” became
central to this approach, presenting the relationship as
entirely mutually beneficial. In practice, however, Chinese
investments were structured in such a way that the real
benefits remained in China, in particular through control
over projects and the use of Chinese resources such as
labour and technology, which further strengthened the
economic dependence of African countries (Abegunrin
& Manyeruke, 2020). Economic determinism became the
main framework through which Chinese discourse con-
structed the image of Africa. The African continent was
presented through the prism of its economic needs and
resource potential. The concept of “empty space” in this
context did not mean uselessness or lack of value, but
rather the creation of an image of a territory with unreal-
ised economic potential that needed Chinese investment,
technology and management approaches to be fully im-
plemented. This rhetoric emphasised aspects such as
infrastructure development, industrial potential and the
need for investment, creating a technocratic image of Af-
rica as a place for large investment projects, where China
was ready to apply its development tools to realise the
continent’s potential (Obeng-Odoom, 2022).
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A substantial element of Chinese discourse was the
construction of China’s image as a successful model of de-
velopment that African countries should emulate. China’s
path to economic growth was a model for African states.
This created a hierarchical model of “teacher-student” re-
lations, where African countries were positioned as passive
recipients of Chinese experience and knowledge. Although
China emphasised the mutual benefits of cooperation, the
image of Africa as an active recipient of Chinese aid with
little influence on decision-making processes persisted
within this rhetoric. Despite formal recognition of the
equality of partners, this rhetoric reproduced traditional
paternalistic ideas about the distribution of roles in inter-
national relations, in which China acts as a leading actor
capable of providing Africa with the economic models it
needs for development (Beijing Declaration on Jointly

Building..., 2024). Since 2020, there has been an evolution
in Chinese discourse under the influence of growing inter-
national competition in Africa. The emergence of new ac-
tors, such as Russia and Turkey, as well as changes in Chi-
nese domestic priorities, have led to a certain rethinking
of rhetoric. China began to emphasise the social respon-
sibility of its companies and the environmental aspects of
cooperation more often, which indicated an adaptation to
international criticism. However, the basic principles of
technocratic paternalism remained unchanged, and the
changes in rhetoric did not lead to a change in the essence
of Chinese policy in Africa. For example, in new economic
agreements, China is still positioned as the main supplier
of technology and capital, while African countries remain
consumers of these resources (Chen & Cash, 2024). The
characteristics of Chinese discourse are shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Key characteristics of Chinese discourse on Africa

Key cha}ractenstlc Specific rhetorical constructions Implementation examples

of discourse

Win-win “mutual benefit”, “joint . .

- .« . . Agreements on infrastructure projects, trade agreements
cooperation development”, “mutual assistance
Technocratic “infrastructure construction”, Ral}way, power plant and port projects, such as the Mombasa-Nairobi
« . RETA railway (Kenya), the Kafue Gorge hydroelectric power plant and the
approach technological modernisation . .
Chisamba solar power plant (Zambia)
Development “Chinese path”, “modernisation Educational programmes, internships for African specialists, and Chinese
model experience” investment in agriculture

Source: compiled by the authors based on The Export-Import Bank of China (2022), Zambia Kafue Gorge... (2023), Beijing
Declaration on Jointly Building... (2024), Zambia launches largest grid-connected... (2025)

Table 2 outlines the main characteristics of Chinese
discourse on Africa, which determine the country’s main
rhetorical strategies. The concept of “win-win coopera-
tion” emphasised mutual benefit and joint development,
which is implemented through agreements on infrastruc-
ture projects and trade treaties, although in practice these
agreements are often asymmetrical. The technocratic ap-
proach was implemented through specific infrastructure
projects, which became the hallmark of China’s presence
in Africa. Chinese infrastructure projects in Africa, in par-
ticular the standard-gauge Mombasa-Nairobi railway in
Kenya, the Kafue Gorge hydroelectric power station and
the Chisamba solar power station in Zambia, have become
key elements of China’s strategy on the continent, com-
bining financing, technology and labour to implement
large-scale infrastructure initiatives. These projects have
improved transport and energy infrastructure and serve
as symbols of development and progress, but at the same
time, they provide limited knowledge transfer to local
workers and reinforce economic dependence on China,
demonstrating its technocratic approach and role as the
main actor in the implementation of the New Silk Road.
The development model proposed by China through the
concepts of the “Chinese way” and “modernisation expe-
rience” includes educational programmes, internships for
African specialists and Chinese investment in agriculture,
which reinforce the technocratic approach but maintain
control over Africa’s development. Thus, analysis of Chi-
nese discourse has shown that technocratic paternalism
has become the basis for constructing the image of Af-
rica in Chinese foreign policy rhetoric. Despite a differ-
ent conceptual basis compared to the French approach,
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Chinese discourse also reproduced asymmetrical percep-
tions of the African continent, presenting it as a space for
the realisation of economic interests and an object for the
application of technocratic development models. These
findings confirm that different foreign policy approaches
can reproduce similar structures of the “other” through
different rhetorical strategies.

Comparative analysis of rhetorical strategies used
by France and China in shaping the image of “the oth-
er”. A comparative analysis of French and Chinese foreign
policy discourses reveals significant structural similarities
in the construction of the image of the African “other”,
despite differences in historical context and rhetorical
strategies, such as the emphasis on “special relations” and
“civilisational mission” of France and “common devel-
opment” and “mutual benefit” of China. Both discourses
demonstrate the reproduction of basic binary oppositions
that form the basis for asymmetrical perceptions of Africa.
For example, French rhetoric uses terms such as “civilis-
ing mission” (especially in the context of Franco-African
relations), which creates an image of Africa as an unciv-
ilised space in need of civilising assistance. Diplomatic
statements often cite examples of “unstable” countries
that demonstrate a lack of development compared to civ-
ilised Western states (Said, 1977). On the Chinese side,
the image of Africa is framed in the context of an “eco-
nomically backward” continent in need of investment
for development. For example, Chinese representatives
emphasise the need for support through infrastructure
projects within the framework of the “win-win coopera-
tion” concept, highlighting the economic needs of African
countries, which appear to be economically backward.
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According to A. Amtenbrink (2024), in French discourse,
this is manifested in the opposition between “civilised
leadership” and “an unstable space in need of guidance”,
while Chinese discourse is based on the opposition be-
tween “technocratically developed” and “economically
backward”. These oppositions form the basis for the forma-
tion of hierarchies and power structures in global relations
between Africa and its external partners. Africa is present-
ed as “other”, different from Western or Eastern standards,
confirming the reproduction of colonial models of think-
ing in the postcolonial era. One substantial aspect of com-
parative analysis is the role of language as an instrument
of power and cultural hegemony. French, as a cultural and
administrative legacy of the colonial period, continued to
function as a symbol of status and access to resources in
many African countries. The Chinese language, in turn,
has become an instrument of economic integration and
learning, gradually acquiring a similar role in new spheres
of influence. Both languages mark the linguistic space
of Africa and reproduce cultural hegemony, creating ad-
ditional barriers to the participation of African actors in
international dialogue on equal terms. French retains its
dominant position in many African countries due to its co-
lonial heritage, while Chinese, supported through projects
and study programmes, is also becoming substantial for
African countries in their cooperation with China (Amten-
brink, 2024). The study showed that both discourses min-
imised the agency of African states. Africa was presented
not as a collection of sovereign entities with internal polit-
ical will, but as an object of external projections, interven-
tions and various forms of “aid”. In the French case, this
manifested itself through the rhetoric of security inter-
vention and civilisational tutelage, while the Chinese ap-
proach emphasised economic interaction and technocratic

leadership. Despite the difference in terminology, both
approaches reinforced the asymmetrical relationship be-
tween African countries and their external partners. In
Chinese discourse, technocratic paternalism emphasises
the economic benefits of technology and investment, but
these are implemented without genuine involvement of
local actors, confirming the asymmetry between African
countries and China (Chen & Cash, 2024).

Despite the overall asymmetrical structure of the dis-
courses, the analysis revealed moments of hybridity and
ambivalence. African countries demonstrated an ability to
actively manipulate the rhetorical strategies of both part-
ners for domestic purposes. For example, during negotia-
tions with France, some African leaders actively manipu-
lated the French “sense of historical guilt” by highlighting
the injustices of the colonial past, which provided addi-
tional economic and military benefits. In their discourse
with China, African states used the rhetoric of “win-win
cooperation” to obtain more benefits from Chinese invest-
ments, for example, by increasing the share of local com-
panies in infrastructure projects or demanding greater
economic benefits from agreements (Amtenbrink, 2024).
Nevertheless, these manifestations of strategic agency did
not undermine the basic asymmetrical structure of rela-
tions, but only slightly modified its external forms. African
countries manipulated rhetoric to gain benefits, but this
did not change the structural inequalities that remained
relevant to both Chinese and French relations with Africa.
The rhetoric of “win-win cooperation” remained a way to
conceal China’s economic interests and, in practice, led to
the continuation of asymmetry. To visualise the common
structural features in the rhetorical strategies of France
and China, the results of the comparative analysis are sys-
tematised in Table 3.

Table 3. Comparative analysis of French and Chinese rhetoric on Africa

Structural characteristics French discourse

Chinese discourse Shared effect

Binary positions Civilised/uncivilised

Developed/underdeveloped Reconstruction of hierarchy

Language as a government tool French (cultural heritage)

Chinese (economic integration) Cultural hegemony

Denial of agency Safety intervention, mentoring

Technocratic leadership Objectification of Africa

Hybridity Manipulation of historical guilt

Use of “win-win cooperation”

rhetoric Partial adaptation

Source: compiled by the authors based on A. Amtenbrink (2024)

The rhetorical strategies of France and China towards
Africa share structural similarities despite their different
approaches. Both discourses use binary oppositions, cre-
ating hierarchies where Africa is presented as the “other”
in need of external guidance, with France appealing to
civilisation and China to economic development. In both
cases, language becomes an instrument of power: French
supports cultural hegemony, while Chinese supports eco-
nomic integration. Both discourses deny Africa’s agency,
with France emphasising security intervention and men-
torship, and China emphasising technocratic leadership.
The rhetoric of hybridity in France manipulates historical
guilt, while China uses the concept of “win-win cooper-
ation”, but both approaches continue to support asym-
metrical relations, partially adapting to new conditions.
A comparative analysis revealed that, despite differenc-
es in historical context and rhetorical framing, the for-
eign policy discourses of France and China reproduced

similar structures of “otherness” regarding Africa. Both
cases demonstrated the preservation of asymmetrical per-
ceptions, which, although assuming different forms de-
pending on the specific actor, continued to be based on the
fundamental opposition between the “developed” West or
East and “backward” Africa. These results confirmed the
main hypothesis of the study about the structural similar-
ity of postcolonial discourses of different actors in foreign
policy towards the African continent.

Discussion

A comparison of the results of this study revealed signif-
icant parallels in the rhetorical strategies of France and
China towards Africa, particularly in terms of stability, se-
curity and economic development. In particular, the study
by Y. Kaneko (2020) analysed peacebuilding practices in
post-conflict Timor-Leste, with an emphasis on the role
of the concept of sustainability as a tool for legitimising
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foreign policy strategies. In this context, France and Chi-
na take a similar approach, using their strategies in Africa
to support stability in the region. However, in contrast to
peacebuilding, their strategies emphasise only security but
also domestic economic interests, maintaining dominant
positions in the economic and political processes on the
continent. Such strategies reflect the current geopolitical
conditions, within which the concept of stability is used as
a discursive tool to justify the pursuit of internal interests.
M.R. Sundstrom et al. (2021), analysing Sweden’s foreign
policy, also addressed the role of rhetoric in the process of
spreading political norms at the international level. At the
same time, a comparative analysis demonstrates that, in
contrast to the Swedish approach, which emphasises the
declaration of partnership relations, the rhetorical prac-
tices of France and China regarding Africa were charac-
terised by a distinct asymmetry. France uses the concept
of “special relations” with former colonies, which conceals
its dominance in shaping political and economic priorities
on the continent. China, on the other hand, offers a strat-
egy of “mutual benefit”, which often leads to economic
dependence of African countries, as the benefits of such
relations largely remain in China’s favour.

The study by O. Tella (2021) on African soft power
also highlighted the continent’s potential to develop its
soft power through cultural and political values. Howev-
er, the strategies of France and China focus on economic
domination, leaving Africa as an object of external influ-
ence rather than an equal participant in international re-
lations. This is confirmed by the results of a study, which
states that, despite the official rhetoric of “joint devel-
opment” and “mutual benefit”, the real policies of both
countries contribute to the preservation of asymmetry in
relations with Africa. F. Ostermann & B. Stahl (2022) em-
phasised that France often uses the concept of “special
relations” to legitimise its military interventions in Mali
and the Central African Republic. This is consistent with
the findings of this study, where France also legitimises
its intervention in Africa through the idea of historical
responsibility and stability, which maintains a military
and political presence on the continent. Diplomacy, as a
foreign policy tool, is a substantial instrument for France
and China in their interaction with Africa. Both countries
use diplomatic means to strengthen their economic and
political positions on the continent. In the context of the
historical responsibility and economic dependence of
African countries, the data from V.K. Kombo (2021) con-
firmed the results obtained, as it analyses the political
consequences of the Napoleonic legacy for African states,
particularly in Mali. B.K. Kombo emphasised that French
strategies are combined with ideas of historical respon-
sibility, which is used by France to employ the rhetoric
of “non-intervention”, although in practice this conceals
real interference in the internal affairs of African states.
This study identified a similar mechanism, whereby
France justifies its military interventions by the need to
maintain stability, which is also reinforced by the idea of
“special relations” with its former colonies. The study by
S.A. Kpetsu (2025) on the influence of the French Revo-
lution on contemporary political processes in Mali, Niger
and Burkina Faso revealed the theoretical complexity of
France’s relations with these countries. This correlates
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with the results obtained, where France uses historical ties
to legitimise interventions, even while formally promot-
ing the principles of self-determination and sovereignty
of African states. Within the framework of French strate-
gy, Africa remains an object of influence, where countries
on the continent often lack sufficient autonomy in polit-
ical decision-making. According to the findings of D. Che
& A. Bodomo (2023), China actively promotes the idea of
“win-win cooperation” in Africa, which strengthens eco-
nomic influence through investments and infrastructure
projects. At the same time, this leads to economic de-
pendence of African countries on China. In this study, a
similar trend was noted in China’s rhetorical strategies,
where China presents its policy as mutually beneficial,
but in practice, the economic benefits remain largely in
China’s favour, creating a new form of dependence.

The study by L. Dong (2025) on the theoretical foun-
dations of socialism with Chinese characteristics deter-
mined that China uses their governance model as a tool to
influence other countries, particularly through economic
and political strategies. The study noted that China em-
phasises infrastructure and technology development but
does not always ensure the proper involvement of local ac-
tors in the decision-making process. This correlates with
the findings that China, while offering benefits to Africa,
often retains control over key processes on the continent.
An analysis by J. Zhang et al. (2022) on the role of Chi-
nese urban strategy also confirmed the findings, as China
actively promotes its technocratic approach to develop-
ment, which includes designing “smart” cities and using
technological tools to strengthen its economic influence
on African countries. This approach is consistent with
China’s rhetoric of “mutual benefit”, but in practice cre-
ates a situation where control remains in China’s hands. A
comparison with the study by O. Hodzi & J.H. Aberg (2020)
on the strategic application of the Chinese model in Af-
rica also shows how China pursues its interests through
economic investment, creating new forms of dependency.
China is actively developing its infrastructure and finan-
cial presence in Africa, but this process does not include
the active involvement of local communities in key pro-
cesses. The significance of the principles and concepts
used by China to gain Africa’s support within its national
interests is highlighted in a study by D.H. Shinn & J. Ei-
senman (2020). The study determined that China uses its
principles of cooperation with Africa to achieve strategic
goals, which is consistent with the findings of this study
on China’s “mutual benefit” strategy, which in practice
often leads to economic dependence of African countries.
Similarly, X. Ding et al. (2020) examined China-Africa eco-
nomic and trade cooperation, focusing on the concept of
“mutual benefit”. The study emphasised that China active-
ly uses this concept to create favourable economic condi-
tions while assisting African countries. This is consistent
with the findings of this study, which states that although
China offers economic cooperation, it retains control over
key economic processes in Africa, leading to new forms of
dependence. Thus, the results of the study showed that,
despite the diversity of France’s and China’s rhetorical
strategies towards Africa, both countries use similar mech-
anisms to maintain and strengthen their influence on the
continent. Such strategies, implemented in particular
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through economic cooperation, investment and diplomat-
ic measures, keep African countries dependent on exter-
nal actors. At the same time, the rhetoric of “shared de-
velopment” and “mutual benefit” actively used by France
and China conceals real asymmetries in relations, where
one side (France or China) determines strategic priorities.
Thus, despite formal declarations of partnership, African
countries remain subject to external influences, reflecting
deep post-colonial structures in international relations.

Conclusions

The study determined that France and China’s foreign
policy discourses on Africa reproduce postcolonial percep-
tions and asymmetrical models of African states, despite
differences in the rhetorical strategies used. The French
approach, based on a narrative of historical responsibil-
ity, retains elements of the concept of “la Francafrique”,
which is used for maintaining political and security in-
fluence in the region, through military presence and dip-
lomatic mechanisms. The analysis has demonstrated the
persistence of postcolonial discourse, within which Africa
is represented as an area of “special responsibility” used
to legitimise foreign policy intervention. Despite rhetor-
ical modifications, the hierarchical structure of relations
and the limited recognition of the agency of African states
remain unchanged. China’s discursive practices regarding
Africa, despite their declared mutual benefit, reproduce a
persistent asymmetry in political and economic relations.
China positions its presence in Africa in terms of econom-
ic partnership and the principle of “win-win cooperation”.

At the same time, China’s investment practices are often
accompanied by maintaining control over project imple-
mentation and the use of domestic resources, which con-
tributes to the formation of economic dependencies and
limits the involvement of local actors in decision-making
processes. In the rhetorical strategies of both states, Afri-
ca appears as an object of external orientation and man-
agement that requires support and guidance. The French
model is characterised by an emphasis on mentoring and
regulatory reform, while the Chinese approach focuses on
infrastructure and technology without creating inclusive
mechanisms for participation. In general, both models of
interaction contribute to the reproduction of economic
dependence of African states and do not create the pre-
conditions for an equal partnership, masking asymmetry
with discursive constructions of “joint development” and
“mutual benefit”. Prospects for further research are relat-
ed to the analysis of the influence of other external actors,
in particular Russia and Turkey, as well as the study of the
reactions and strategies of African states, including their
use of foreign policy rhetoric to pursue domestic interests.
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