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Systemic Asymmetries (I)
§ China does not welcome foreign investment in telecommunication 

and media/information industries, even from countries/regions 
that the Chinese government considers “friendly”

§ Only one foreign company is present in China’s telecom sector… 
Telefónica with 1 per cent (!!) stake in China Unicom.

§ It is a highly regulated market, considered very sensitive by Chinese 
authorities.

§ For many years, foreign investment regulations prevented foreign capital 
from being the majority in joint ventures. Naspers’ ownership of Tencent 
(31 per cent) has been declining.
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Systemic Asymmetries (II)
§ Random (yet regular, and increasingly systematic) curtailment of 

reporting within China. 

§ Chinese reporters (like others) expect to be able to report freely across the 
world, but the world is not expected to report freely in China. 

§ Some foreign media are inaccessible in China.
§ Foreign correspondents are frequently “invited for tea” and their visas are 

not renewed when needed and decided by Beijing.

§ Chinese journalists report from every corner of the world. Very 
(very) few African journalists report from China—those who do are 
often “invited” by Chinese organizations.
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Systemic Asymmetries (III)
§ China severely restricts the media content market, and limits the 

import of audiovisual content (both TV and cinema). 
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(Year 2016) TV Series Animation Documentaries

Africa
Imports 0 0 3
Exports 4 19 106

Europe
Imports 82 416 1,245
Exports 11 41 15

United States
Imports 109 1,041 376
Exports 30 419 240

Rest of America
Imports 1 0 34
Exports 36 270 717



Systemic Asymmetries (IV)
§ Chinese global media have small but relatively loyal audiences.

§ Chinese dramas (dianshiju) circulate globally and are said to be popular. A 
“Beautiful Daughter-In-Law” (�������) had audience ratings of 3.2 
in Egypt. In Tanzania, it had “six million viewers”.

§ Netflix has acquired Chinese content from Youku and iQiyi. Audience 
figures are non-existent.

§ Forthcoming research by Madrid-Morales & Wasserman, estimates CGTN’s 
news content to be reaching between 2 and 8 per cent of elite audiences 
in Kenya, Nigeria and South Africa.

§ In 2018, China’s TV & radio chief regulator “called for patience 
regarding Chinese media engagement with Africa”.
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Ahistorical scholarship
§ The study of contemporary Sino-Africa mediated exchanges lacks 

critical readings of shared history, and, crucially, a diachronic 
perspective (rather than the prevalent synchronic accounts).

§ As Sverdrup-Thygeson (2017) has noted, history has been used as 
a “tool” in China’s Africa policy. Particularly, three historical event 
have been appropriated and fetishized:

§ Admiral Zheng He’s 15th century travels to the “West seas”.
§ Sino-African shared colonial subjugation.
§ Chinese material support to Africa under Mao Zedong’s rule.
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Sino-African Historical Tropes (I)
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Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6ncVxLoH4iM

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6ncVxLoH4iM


Sino-African Historical Tropes (II)
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Source: https://america.cgtn.com/2014/05/03/chinese-premier-to-start-first-visit-to-africa

https://chineseposters.net/themes/african-friends.php
https://america.cgtn.com/2014/05/03/chinese-premier-to-start-first-visit-to-africa


Sino-African Historical Tropes (III)
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Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qCnaG_l9zCM

http://www.sohu.com/a/251161272_516458
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qCnaG_l9zCM


Sources
☑ Memoirs, official records and histories written by Chinese 

journalists and scholars.
☑ Contemporaneous (now declassified) research reports, public 

opinion polls, audience surveys, memoranda and correspondence 
from the US Information Agency (Record Group 306, US National 
Archives).

☑ Contemporaneous press reports, “propaganda” material and 
copies of Chinese publications (Jay Lovestone Papers, Hoover 
Institution Library, Stanford University)

☒ Contemporaneous official records (PRC’s Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs Archives)
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Missing African narratives
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Reach of Chinese media
§ The earliest examples of Chinese media reaching African 

audiences were magazines, such as Peking Review, China 
Reconstructs and China Pictorial in the 1950s

§ In Tanzania, “a number of young intellectuals and activists in urban 
centres avidly read the Little Red Book” in the 1950s.

§ Radio arrived 1957 when the first Arabic broadcasts started. 
French was added in 1956, then Swahili (1961) and Hausa (1963).
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Missing African contributions
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The role of Chinese correspondents

“I sent a telegram to [Malian] President Keita. Two days later, he 
called back and invited me for an interview. I immediately flew from 
Conakry to Bamako. I had been to Bamako more than three months 
ago. (…) I explained to the President China’s rejection of the “Two-

Chinas”. He replied to me frankly by saying that they had not 
established diplomatic relations with Taiwan. He said he had heard a 
Taiwanese national was in the country and guaranteed me he would 

be expelled”

Wang Shu, China’s first correspondent in Guinea
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African voices
§ A few months before Radio Peking decided to launch Swahili radio 

services, a group of Swahili speakers were hired as “foreign 
experts” and brought to Beijing.

§ They trained several Chinese reporters to be able to report in 
Swahili.

§Once Chinese reporters (thought) they were comfortable with the 
language, the Tanzanian “foreign experts” were sent back. They 
never went on air.
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Missing African audiences
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Listeners and readers
§ China’s official historiography highlights the success of radio 

broadcasting to Africa
§ At the Hausa department, between 1963 and 1978, 47,414 letters were 

received.
§ In 1990 alone, more than 35,000 letters were received.
§ According to journalists working at the time, these numbers were higher 

“than the BBC or Voice of America received annually”

§ Survey research at the time reveals a different picture. Chinese 
broadcasts never developed an audience. There was no market for 
it (like there was none for other international broadcasters).
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Foreign Radio Listeners in 1960
BBC RTF VoA Radio Cairo Radio Moscow Radio  Peking

Nigeria

Every day 41% 1% 7% 1% 2% 1%
Several times a week 12 4 7 1 3 1
Once a week 1 2 5 2 2 #
Once of twice a month 1 # 1 # 1 1
Less often # 1 1 # # #

Ivory Coast

Every day [7] 10% [5] [2] [5] [1]
Several times a week [22] 16 [15] [2] [13] [4]
Once a week [14] 11 [17] [2] [20] [5]
Once of twice a month [1] 1 [3] [1] [9] [6]
Less often [3] 2 [2] 0 [1] 0
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Enduring Asymmetries
§ The asymmetries in Sino-African mediated engagements today 

have their roots in the history of China’s foreign 
information/propaganda campaigns:

§ Preponderance of official narratives and ideological messages.
§ Small audiences for Chinese content, no audience for African content in 

China.
§ (To a lesser extent), limited African voices and narratives

§ Sparks has called for “[r]esurrecting the imperial dimension in 
international communication” (2015).
§ Soft power might not be the most appropriate construct.
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