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China, Sub-National Actors,
and Structural Factors
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Abstract This chapter serves as a concise general introduction to the volume, which
scrutinizes the frequently ignored agency of the Global South sub-national actors in
their interactions with rising China. Far from being passive recipients of Beijing-
constructed images and cooperation models, these actors are fully aware of their
identity and interests and respond accordingly to China’s increasingly visible pres-
ence in theGlobal South. At the same time, however, we acknowledge the importance
of structural constraints at national, regional, and international levels. To analyze
the diverse and, at times, surprising resulting combinations, we have chosen case
studies that cover heterogeneous geographies of the Global South ranging from
Papua-New Guinea to Argentina and from Madagascar to the Russian Far East.
They are enriched by a multidisciplinary approach that brings together insights from
International Relations, Political Geography, Government, Development Studies,
Anthropology, Cultural Studies, Media Studies, and International Communication
Studies. Moreover, the authors of individual chapters work on China in different
regions of the world. Their various linguistic, cultural, and scholarly backgrounds
and expertise are conducive to unique perspectives on China’s global expansion. The
chapter ends by discussing the content of each contribution, as well as its position in
the volume’s overall architecture.

Keywords China ·Global South · Sub-national actors ·Agency · Structural factors
Using amultidisciplinary approach and case studies based on fieldwork in nine coun-
tries scattered across Asia, Africa, the Caribbean, Latin America, and Oceania, this
volume scrutinizes the frequently ignored agency of the Global South sub-national
actors in their interactions with rising China. It analyzes how these actors respond to
China’s emergence as an increasingly consequential power in the Global South and
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whether they are attracted by cooperation models proposed by Beijing or deterred
by its newfound assertiveness. Each chapter of this volume identifies and fills a gap
in the literature on China’s rise by offering a nuanced perspective on its relations
with the Global South that captures such variables as social context, intersubjective
meanings, and identities. They also illuminate often neglected aspects of China’s role
in the international politics of development and identify emerging trends in South-
South cooperation. Critically, the central argument of the volume is that the agency
of sub-state and non-state actors in developing countries meaningfully influences
the evolution of their interactions with China. Far from being passive recipients of
Beijing-constructed images and cooperation models, these actors are fully aware of
their identity and interests and respond accordingly to China’s increasingly visible
presence in the Global South. At the same time, however, we place our analysis
in the context of the structure-agency debate that is at the core of constructivist
approaches to international relations, and hence we acknowledge the importance of
broader political, economic, social, and environmental conditions and institutions at
national, regional, and international levels. China’s interactions with countries of the
Global South are shaped by diverse and, at times, surprising combinations of sub-
national agency and structural constraints that the existing literature largely tends to
ignore. To explore the variety of these combinations, we have chosen case studies
that cover heterogeneous geographies of the Global South ranging from Papua-New
Guinea to Argentina and from Madagascar to the Russian Far East. All case studies
engage with two interrelated questions. What are the real economic, political, and
social impacts of China’s growing presence in the Global South? And, more criti-
cally, how do the state and societies of the Global South frame and interpret their
interactions with China amid its rise?

From the beginning of this project, we set out to engage the most diverse range
of contributors, convinced that the best perspective on China’s relations with the
Global South is provided by scholars from different fields who are spread out across
the various continents andhavefirsthand experiencewith the central issue of the book.
The volume brings together academics working on China in different regions of the
world. Their various linguistic, cultural, and scholarly backgrounds and expertise
are conducive to unique perspectives on China’s global expansion. This diversity
further enhances the book’s ability to unveil and analyze seldom ignored aspects of
this complex and multifaceted phenomenon.

All chapters are based on extensive fieldwork and intimate knowledge of spaces
whose dynamics often seem complicated or obscure to outside observers. Building
their analysis on firsthand empirical findings, each contributor provides an improved
and nuanced understanding of China’s interactions with diverse, frequently diver-
gent, and complex state-society systems of the Global South. A multidisciplinary
approach enriches the volume and allows us to bring together insights from Interna-
tional Relations, Political Geography, Government, Development Studies, Anthro-
pology, Cultural Studies, Media Studies, and International Communication Studies.
The value and importance of such an approach are highlighted in the next chapter
by Anna Kuteleva that explores gaps in the existing literature on China’s rise in
the Global South and emphasizes the need to examine China’s relations with the



1 Not the Relationship You Would Expect: China, Sub-National … 3

countries of the Global South as a discourse and as a practice in the context of the
structure-agency dialectic.

Following Kuteleva’s detailed introduction of the volume’s aims, the first cluster
of chapters—China’s Image and Its Reception in the Global South—provides an
overview of different readings of China’s rise in the Global South and highlights
limitations of China’s public policy in theGlobal South. It opens upwith TaraMock’s
chapter that explores the construction of China’s national brand in Africa as a mani-
festation of its far-reaching geopolitical interests on the continent. The chapter pays
particular attention to how the Chinese state builds its image in Africa through the
use of cultural artifacts representative of not only China but Africa as well. Drawing
on the analysis of official speeches, magazine covers, editorials, and advertisements,
the chapter critically unpacks the semioticmessaging and rhetorical intent of artifacts
indicative of China’s national branding. By doing so, Mock’s chapter captures the
contours of China’s brand across the continent, critically examining broad themes
and outlining overarching discursive patterns. Deconstructing the hegemonic Africa-
China narrative reproduced by the Chinese state or enterprises affiliated with it, this
chapter shows how “brand-China” evolves into a powerful geopolitical tool. Mock
brings to the fore questions about China’s strategic self-presentations in Africa and
convincingly argues that bothAfrican leaders andordinary citizens should paygreater
attention to how their states engage in various performative practices. Mock’s study
sets the stage for the two case studies on how local audiences respond to China’s
self-promotion.

YuXiang’s chapter explores the discursive politics inChina’s relationswithAfrica
further, pointing out that, as confrontation between China and the West escalates,
China has to seek the Global South’s approval for the globalization model that it
proposes through such projects as Xi Jinping’s Belt and Road Initiative. Her chapter
explores how China’s national-branding strategy attempts to create a new discursive
hegemony in Africa by examining the attitudes of African students in China to
media content produced by China Global Television Network (CGTN). Similarly,
the chapter of Pablo S. Morales examines how CGTN’s region-specific content is
perceived in Latin America, with a focus on Mexican and Argentinian audiences.
Based on series of focus groups and individual interviews with news-watchers from
Africa and Latin America, both chapters provide nuanced and critical perspectives
on the appeal, tools, and success of China’s public diplomacy.

Overall, Part I shows that China brings to the Global South not only much-needed
investment but also new discourses of development, reframing patterns of the South-
South cooperation andpromoting the so-calledChinamodel.Chinesemedia carefully
customize narratives of “win–win” cooperation for different audiences of the Global
South and multiply images of China as a new global leader and trendsetter. These
self-representations are rigid, monolithic, and almost seamless. On the contrary,
responses coming from the Global South to China’s growing self-confidence and
assertiveness are dynamic and unbounded. As a result, the success of China’s public
diplomacy in the Global South is questionable.

The volume’s second part, China as a Dividing Factor within Countries of the
Global South, presents three case studies of developing countries where China’s
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increased influence provoked multilayered tensions. Henryk Szadziewski’s chapter
explores such tensions between civil society and the state in Papua-New Guinea
mainly triggered by concerns about environmental degradation and neo-colonialism.
Heated, at times, debates take place in the context of a typical “development for
resources” deal centered on Chinese investment at the large Ramu Nickel Mine.
Szadziewski shows that both supporters and opponents of this investment have
constructed their claims on specific understandings of the concept of self-reliance.
The state actors present Chinese investment as an alternative to and autonomy from
PapuaNewGuinea’s traditional donor, Australia. In contrast, the civil society demon-
strates agency by rejecting China’s “neo-colonial” attitude toward local natural
resources. These self-reliance discourses translate into different practical outcomes.
On the one hand, Chinese financing enables the state to demonstrate new assertive-
ness regionally and on the global stage, especially regarding critical issues such as
the climate crisis. On the other hand, civil society makes modest gains from Chinese
companies. Tensions in responses to Chinese investment from the civil society and
the state reveal different visions of the future for Papua New Guinea that are relevant
to the entireOceania regionwhereChina increases its aid and investment. The chapter
suggests that Chinese future interventions will have to consider local interests more
carefully and even negotiate with sub-state actors.

The contribution by Theodor Tudoroiu and Amanda Reshma Ramlogan expresses
considerable skepticism for the possibility of such a change. It focuses precisely on
China’s lack of willingness to take into consideration the interests of societal actors
using as a case study Trinidad and Tobago, a small state that is representative of the
entire Commonwealth Caribbean. There, an important political elites-citizens gap
has developed due to the negative economic, social, and governance effects of the
Chinese presence. Trinidad has the highest connectivity with China in the English-
speaking Caribbean and is a major recipient of Chinese foreign aid. As elsewhere
in the region, the latter mainly takes the form of large infrastructure projects loan-
financed by Beijing. Critically, these projects represent the so-called tied aid: all
contractors, materials, and workers have to come from China. Trinidad’s political
leaders welcome the projects, which they use to increase their political legitimacy
and electoral support. However, the tied aid has important negative socio-economic
consequences that have triggered contractors and labor large-scale frustration and
protests. Moreover, the secret negotiation of projects imposed by the Chinese side
damages good governance. All this leads to a rather dark picture of what is officially
presented as a Sino-Caribbean solidarity-based, win–win cooperative relationship.
It is unlikely that the gap between Trinidadian political elites and the society at large
will diminish. The elites fully accept the harmonious image of China-the-benefactor.
But common citizens reject this image and perceive the pro-Beijing actions of the
political elites as detrimental to the interests of their own country.

Finally, Johanes Herlijanto’s chapter analyzes a similar split within the very elites
of a Global South country impacted by the increasing Chinese presence. It exam-
ines how the interplay of the old and new knowledge about China shapes the way
Indonesian elites perceive current interactions with the regional great power. The old
perception of China as an expansionist power that intends to intervene in Indonesia’s
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internal affairs is combined with new knowledge regarding Beijing’s capability and
recent international behavior, which some Indonesian elites regard as assertive. The
result is the prevalence of negative perceptions of China, which are especially held by
non-governing elites that are critical toward President Joko Widodo and his admin-
istration. Meanwhile, positive views of China are present among governing elites,
as well as non-governing elites favorable to the President. In fact, on specific topics,
concerns and caution are present even among themembers of these latter groups. But,
overall, a major split can be identified between pro-presidential and anti-presidential
elites, which is illustrative of China’s uneven reception among Indonesia’s most
privileged groups.

The examples of Papua-New Guinea, Trinidad and Tobago, and Indonesia
presented in Part II show that sub-national actors in the Global South develop unique
understandings ofChina’smultifaceted presence that often diverge considerably from
the official policies of their states. The ability of these actors to change the key aspects
of the bilateral relationship varies widely, but this is perhaps less important than the
fact that the self-serving image constructed and projected by China as discussed in
Part I encounters serious difficulties in imposing itself among the diversified Global
South audiences. Furthermore, the agency of sub-national actors is not the only factor
shaping the actual impact of the Chinese persuasive efforts. The volume’s Part III
scrutinizes the structural factors that are equally at work. It shows that, in some cases,
China’s acceptance or partial rejection by a potential partner in the developing world
is a function of that country’s specific features and institutional settings.

The chapter by Sabrina van den Bos analyzes the surprising failure of China’s
first engagement with Colombia. Initially, the bilateral relationship seemed to follow
the triumphal pattern visible in the case of most Latin American states. In partic-
ular, two-way trade went from zero to multibillion dollars within a decade. However,
despite a host of widely publicized diplomatic initiatives, Chinese petroleum compa-
nies failed to win a single bid for the development of Colombian oil fields. Bilateral
Free Trade Agreement talks proved futile. Colombia received almost no overseas
foreign direct investment from China, despite a crying need for infrastructure devel-
opment. For Beijing, Colombia became a Latin American anomaly. The chapter
argues that it was Colombia’s uniquely antistatist approach in the promotion of
its liberal values complemented by a deep aversion to left-wing politics that left
little room for government-backed initiatives. It brings to light historically moti-
vated structural and ideational factors that influence state capacity and create specific
constraints, which are incompatible with the patterns of action adopted by China in
its first Colombian ‘desembarco.’

Anna Kuteleva and Sergei Ivanov’s chapter also focuses on structural factors,
exploring intersections between Russia’s China policy and the Far Eastern develop-
ment strategy. The venue of Kuteleva and Ivanov’s case study is Primorye, a province
located on the very outskirts of Russia’s vast empire. The distance between its capital,
Vladivostok, and Moscow spans seven time zones and 5,770 miles. China, on the
other hand, is right on Primorye’s doorstep. The province’s strategic location near the
key Asian markets, coupled with its three major ice-free ports and valuable natural
endowments, motivates Moscow to maintain strict control over local resources and
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international dealings. At the same time, in the mid-2000s, Primorye and, specif-
ically the city of Vladivostok, became a showcase for Russia’s “turn to the East.”
The chapter illustrates contingencies, complexities, challenges, and paradoxes that
underpin the development of China-Russia relations and identifies the implications
of closer ties between Beijing and Moscow for the development of Primorye and the
Russian Far East at large. Firstly, the chapter discusses the position of the Russian
Far East and particularly Primorye in Russia’s “turn to the East” and explores the
logic of the most recent regional policies. Secondly, it examines patterns of formal
and informal cooperation along the China-Russia border over the past ten years.
The analysis shows that Moscow constrains the region’s cooperation with China and
highlights contradictions in both the “turn to the East” policy and the new regional
development strategy. Finally, the chapter examines how politicians, entrepreneurs,
public intellectuals, and experts in Primorye perceive China and how they envision
the future of China-Russia interactions on the local level.

Together, the two chapters of Part III show that unique combinations of sociocul-
tural features, integrative normative settings, and other structural variables such as
the dynamic of regional politics and policy-making define the outcomes of China’s
engagement with the countries of the Global South. Connecting these insights with
findings from the first two parts, we argue that China’s relationswith theGlobal South
are ultimately a result of the triangular interaction between China’s normative power,
the local agency, and structural factors. This idea is developed in detail in Theodor
Tudoroiu’s closing chapter that constructs a unifying conceptual framework for the
volume.

Tudoroiu’s chapter argues that China’s increasing influence in the developing
world represents a projection of normative power that uses a specific set of norms to
shape understandings of “what is normal” in accordance with Beijing’s views and
interests. However, this is not a one-way, unopposed action. Political elites in power
do align their views—and their states’ policies—with Chinese local, regional, and
global interests. This is the consequence of a very effective process of Chinese inter-
national socialization based on normative suasion and role playing. But numerous
other socio-economic groups in the target countries are not socialized and resist
Beijing’s actions that are detrimental to their own, independently constructed inter-
ests. Cognitive and institutional structural factors in target countries further influence
the acceptance or rejection of Chinese actions. The chapter’s conclusion is also that
of this volume: the future of the complex relationship between China and the coun-
tries of the Global South is open and will be to a large extent shaped by the agency
of diverse and often competing sub-national groups.
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