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ABSTRACT Several actors have turned their attention to Africa, and the con-
tinent is becoming a focal point for international relations. These actors 
have adopted various approaches to improve their relations with African 
countries. This study examines the alternative dimension of rising interna-
tional competition on the continent. The main focus of the study is Türkiye’s 
and China’s alternative approaches to Africa. Accordingly, the study seeks 
to answer three interrelated questions: What are the differences between 
the traditional and alternative approaches? What are the main factors 
shaping China’s and Türkiye’s alternative approaches toward Africa? What 
are the similarities in Beijing’s and Ankara’s approaches regarding African 
countries in practice? As a result, this study argues that China and Türkiye 
present an alternative stance to the Western-centered approach for compe-
tition in Africa, despite some differences in their relations with continental 
countries.
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Introduction

Africa’s strategic importance in international relations is constantly 
growing. Notably, the continent’s economic and political potential con-
tinues to increase the influence of African countries in global politics. 

In contrast, many African countries still struggle with various internal chal-
lenges and inevitably need the support of external actors to overcome them. 
This dilemmatic situation, accumulating since the years of decolonization, has 
paved the way for the emergence of a multilateral international competition 
regarding Africa. Considering its importance, any actor aiming for notewor-
thy influence on international politics must also be aware of the significance 
of the continent. Therefore, actors that intend to improve their relations with 
African countries and increase their presence on the continent usually adopt a 
multi-layered foreign policy approach toward African countries. 

Although external actors have distinctive approaches to increasing their influ-
ence in Africa, the approaches can be generalized into two categories based on 
similarities. The first is the traditional Western-centered approach shaped by the 
neo-liberal worldview. The second is alternative approaches arising from the crit-
icism of the subordinate-superior relationship and preconditions inherent in the 
traditional approach. This classification does not assert that countries adopting 
the traditional or alternative approach prefer identical behavior toward African 
countries. On the contrary, traditional or alternative approaches can sometimes 
be intertwined, and/or countries adopting the same approach may have different 
preferences on certain issues. Hence, it is essential to focus on similarities rather 
than differences when considering traditional and alternative approaches.

China and Türkiye are two significant actors that have rapidly expanded their 
spheres of influence in Africa, particularly in the last quarter century. The most 
notable resemblance between these countries in their relations with African 
countries is that they provide an alternative to the Western-centric suprem-
acist approach. China’s and Türkiye’s historical experiences, relations with 
Western countries, expectations of the international system, and opportunities 
they offer African countries are the main factors driving their alternative ap-
proaches. Accordingly, three interrelated factors influence the choice of China 
and Türkiye as case studies for this article. The first is the alternative stances of 
Beijing and Ankara in their relations with African countries and their practical 
implications. Second is many African leaders’ appreciation of the stances of 
China and Türkiye. Interrelated to these two factors, the third is the rapid ac-
celeration of Beijing’s and Ankara’s relations with African countries in various 
fields in the 21st century.

Therefore, this study delves into Beijing’s and Ankara’s similar foreign pol-
icy approaches toward African countries. The main argument of the study is 
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that the approaches of the two coun-
tries present noteworthy alternative 
stances in international competition 
in Africa. In this respect, the article 
uses the case study method to analyze 
the approaches of non-Western ac-
tors versus the examples of China and 
Türkiye.

Rising Competition: Traditional and Alternative Approaches

Africa is one of the centers for international competition in the 21st century. 
Two main factors have played a major role in the emergence of this situa-
tion. The first is related to the multifaceted opportunities offered by African 
countries. Their natural resources, strategic locations, labor and market op-
portunities, need for further development, voting potential in international 
forums, and expectations of a more democratic international system make Af-
rican countries attractive to external actors.1 Secondly, regional and/or global 
struggles for influence are also inspiring these actors to show more interest 
in Africa. In other words, traditional and emerging countries perceive their 
influence in Africa as an important part of their quest for regional and global 
prestige.2

One of the most prominent, and largely universal, manifestations of exter-
nal actors’ competition on the continent is the Africa+1 summits organized 
to deepen their relations with African countries. The summits, whose origins 
trace back to the Franco-Africa Summit in 1973 and the Tokyo International 
Conference on African Development (TICAD) in 1993, have progressed to-
ward the spotlight in the 21st century.3 Accordingly, the Forum on China-Af-
rica Cooperation (FOCAC), held triennially since 2000, has given a significant 
impetus to mutual relations and encouraged many other external actors to or-
ganize similar summits or to boost the prestige of their existing gatherings.4 
In this respect, France, Japan, China, South Korea, India, Türkiye, the U.S., 
Russia, Italy, and Saudi Arabia are among the external actors organizing forum 
summits with African countries.

Aside from forums, the race in competition has seen greatly differing foreign 
policy models and approaches toward Africa. In the most general terms, the 
mentioned competition is between the Western-centered approach, which we 
can refer to as the traditional approach, and the non-Western approach(es), 
which can be considered as rising alternative(s).5 The economic, political, 
and moral traces of Western supremacist understanding are immediately ap-
parent in the traditional approach, which stipulates that African countries 
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should benefit from Western expe-
riences and follow its development 
path. The bitter medicines of the 
Bretton Woods institutions, namely 
the World Bank and International 
Monetary Fund, constitute the tra-
ditional approach’s main agenda in 
the economic field.6 In the political 
sphere, preconditions such as the 

promotion of democracy, good governance, and human rights play a domi-
nant role.7 Especially in the 1990s, after the disintegration of the Soviet Union 
and the triumph of the liberal world, the traditional approach was at the center 
of external actors’ relations with African countries. However, in the following 
years, this approach began to be seriously questioned by Africans and other 
rising actors for three main reasons: (i) inability to solve economic problems, 
(ii) perception of interference in internal affairs, and (iii) emergence of alter-
native approach(es).

Particularly since the 21st century, alternative approaches have become pop-
ular in external actors’ relations with African countries. However, there is 
no single alternative that covers all emerging external actors in Africa. Even 
the term “emerging actors” is controversial due to its ambiguous nature.8 A 
term referring to the non-Western world,9 these actors are generally Southern 
Hemisphere countries with rapidly growing economies, dissatisfaction with 
the current structure of the international system, and growing influence on in-
ternational affairs. Although there is no single alternative approach in theory, 
there are common foreign policy strategies of emerging actors at the discourse 
and practice levels.10

Firstly, alternative approaches to Africa are shaped by an emphasis on shared 
and non-colonial historical references. The Chinese emphasis on Admiral 
Zheng He’s voyages,11 the Turks’ reminding of the Ottoman Empire’s peaceful 
past,12 and the Russians underlining of the Soviet support for the indepen-
dence movements13 are all products of this understanding. These discourses of 
alternative actors mainly serve two purposes: (i) to obtain moral superiority 
over the colonial traces of Western actors and (ii) to eliminate the colonialism 
concerns of African countries and invalidate the neo-colonialism accusations 
of traditional actors.14

Secondly, alternative approaches prioritize mutual pragmatic interests and 
emphasize equal partnership rather than a subordinate-superior relation-
ship.15 In this respect, these approaches usually avoid economic or political 
preconditions that could be seen as a violation of African countries’ sovereign 
rights.16 Alternative approaches are often based on the argument that eco-

African countries are important 
for alternative actors not only 
because of their economic 
opportunities but also 
their unique position in 
international politics
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nomic relations and political issues should be separate. Accordingly, emerg-
ing actors, going to African countries with different economic and political 
models, have also engaged in investment activities, which Western countries 
ignored, deemed risky, or offered preconditions, in many areas of the conti-
nent. After all, although Western actors have blamed alternative approaches 
for promoting authoritarianism, bad governance, and corruption, many Af-
rican leaders have welcomed these approaches as significant foreign policy 
alternatives.17 Moreover, African countries are important for alternative ac-
tors not only because of their economic opportunities but also their unique 
position in international politics. Indeed, their vote potential in international 
forums allows the continental countries to shape the course of regional and 
global affairs.18 In this context, securing African votes in critical votes may 
sometimes be necessary for the foreign policy interests of emerging actors, 
who are not satisfied with the current form of the international system or 
would like to expand their strategic gains. For these actors, increasing their 
influence in Africa and establishing solid relations with African countries is 
highly crucial in terms of their prestige in international politics.19 Hence, one 
of the distinguishing features of alternative approaches is to show an active 
and accelerating diplomatic will to improve relations with African countries 
to increase their global influence.

Finally, related to their growing political and economic presence, emerging 
actors have eventually had to operate as security providers in Africa. This is a 
natural consequence of their need to protect their influence and interests in the 
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continent. Accordingly, these actors have 
undertaken various attempts to contrib-
ute to African countries’ efforts to ensure 
their security. The most important one is 
supporting the peacekeeping operations 
carried out by the United Nations and 
the African Union in various means.20 
Another one is to share the products and 
experience of the defense industry with 
African countries under more favorable 
conditions.21 Furthermore, as in the case 
of the United Arab Emirates, India, Israel, 
Türkiye, Saudi Arabia, Russia, and China, 
establishing a military base is among the 

recent security-provident activities of emerging actors in Africa (see Graph 
1).22 In this regard, emerging actors are also becoming more prominent in 
peacebuilding efforts and bringing solidarity and mutual support to the agenda 
instead of the interventionist political and economic reforms of the traditional 
understanding.23

Graph 1: The Number of Foreign Military Bases in Africa by 2023
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Despite clear differences, the boundary between traditional and alternative ap-
proaches in Africa is sometimes vague and transitive. It means, any country 
associated with one of these approaches may occasionally implement foreign 
policy practices related to the other. For instance, despite being one of the pi-
oneers of alternative approaches, China advocates trade liberalization, a core 
tenet of neoliberalism, at every FOCAC forum.25 As another example, Japan, 
whose foreign policy understanding is identified with the traditional approach, 
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has not put forward preconditions during the TICAD forums and has given 
more responsibility to African countries instead of a subordinate-superior re-
lationship.26 Likewise, the U.S., one of the pioneers of the traditional approach, 
has softened its political preconditions toward African countries, especially 
during the Donald Trump era, in response to alternative approaches’ growing 
influence.27 Beyond the exceptions, the above-mentioned main characteristics 
of the traditional and alternative approaches render it possible to categorize 
how external actors engage with African countries.

China and Türkiye in Africa: Emergence of Alternative Approaches

China and Türkiye have significantly enhanced their influence in Africa and 
strengthened their relations with African countries, especially in the 21st 
century. The impacts of this are obvious in several areas, including diplo-
matic relations, economic activities, security issues, and socio-cultural inter-
actions. Nowadays, many academic studies on international competition in 
Africa give special attention to these two countries. Although the successful 
alternative approaches of Ankara and Beijing are not the same, there are re-
markable similarities. In this context, this section will reveal how the effects 
of similar historical experiences and foreign policy expectations have shaped 
Türkiye’s and China’s alternative approaches and discourses toward African 
countries.

Theoretically, China’s and Türkiye’s policies toward Africa have traces of so-
cial constructivism and realism. Constructivism argues that not only mate-
rial elements but also intangible factors such as ideologies, norms, percep-
tions, and identities are influential in interstate relations. In other words, a 
state’s perception of the other state is shaped by these intangible phenomena, 
which can profoundly affect relations between parties.28 From this perspec-
tive, China, describing itself as a developing state, often pursues South-South 
cooperation to improve its relations with African countries and emphasizes 
the common colonial victimization of the past to avoid neo-colonialism ac-
cusations.29 Türkiye, standing out with its criticism of the current structure of 
the international system, draws attention to its strong historical and cultural 
ties with Africa and seeks to shape the future based on the associated past.30 
Here, the most distinctive point is Beijing’s and Ankara’s efforts to cooperate 
with African countries, with which they share a common or similar ground in 
the constructivist context, as an economic and political balance against their 
Western counterparts.

China’s and Türkiye’s focus on their national interests in relations with Af-
rican countries, especially the desire to increase their power and prestige 
in the international system, can be associated with realism. However, two 
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basic points should be noted here. Firstly, Beijing’s and Ankara’s African pol-
icies are shaped not around the expectation of a selfish national interest but 
the discourse of mutual benefit.31 China’s and Türkiye’s support for African 
countries’ development efforts and their emphasis on the need to improve 
these countries’ positions in the international system are the most obvious 
examples of this argument. Secondly, contrary to the realist understanding, 
considering economic factors are low-priority political issues, economic in-
terests are crucial to Beijing’s and Ankara’s relations with Africa.32 In fact, 
regarding China’s and Türkiye’s national interests in Africa, it would not 
be wrong to argue that economic issues are more prominent than security 
concerns.

Despite their intense interactions in the past, unlike Western actors, China and 
Türkiye do not have a colonial legacy in the continent.33 This provides Beijing 
and Ankara with an advantage both at the discursive level (a moral superi-
ority) and in practice (the image of a reliable partner) in their relations with 
African countries. However, like James Bolton or Emmanuel Macron, Western 
statespeople can sometimes accuse China and Türkiye of neo-colonialism in 
Africa.34 Generally, these allegations are highly debatable due to the ambig-
uous nature of the term neo-colonialism and its use in relation to national 
interest concerns. In parallel to the accusations of Western actors, Chinese and 
Turkish political elites also use every opportunity to reiterate the negative con-
sequences of Western colonialism.35 Beyond all, their non-colonial histories 
make it easier for Beijing and Ankara to design multidimensional policies to-
ward Africa and establish more secure relations.

The gradual deterioration of relations with the Western world, especially since 
the 1990s, has been instrumental in the two countries’ greater orientation to-
ward Africa. In this respect, Türkiye’s and China’s relations with the West in 
the 1990s were fraught with disappointment. For Ankara, developments such 
as uncertainty of the end of the Cold War, deadlock in the European Union 
membership process, and intense disagreements over combating PKK terror-
ism were influential.36 For Beijing, disappointment can be associated with the 
harsh reaction of Western countries to China during the Tiananmen Square 
protests and the sense of insecurity caused by the perception of interference 
in its internal affairs.37 In response, Chinese and Turkish governments, which 
sought to vary their foreign policy alternatives and reduce dependence on 
Western countries, have emphasized policies to improve relations with Afri-
can countries. The main incentive for Beijing and Ankara in this case has been 
the above-mentioned comprehensive political and economic potential of the 
continent.

Politically, the concern to increase its global prestige and the expectation of a 
fairer international system have drawn China and Türkiye closer to Africa. The 
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significant representation of African na-
tions in international forums, especially 
the 54 votes of the continent in the UN, 
has reinforced this convergence of inter-
ests. For instance, in 1971, China gar-
nered support from 26 African nations 
for its UN membership bid over Tai-
wan’s, highlighting Africa’s role in pivotal 
global decisions.38 Presently, China re-
ceives substantial backing from African 
nations to counter Western-led condem-
nations and sanctions in the UN.39 In re-
turn, China often shields African interests by utilizing its veto power in the UN 
Security Council (UNSC).40 Similarly, during Türkiye’s candidacy for non-per-
manent UNSC membership (2009-2010), Ankara received important support 
from 51 of the 53 African countries.41 Recent collaborations between Türkiye 
and African nations on UN issues, such as voting on the status of Jerusalem, 
also underscore the significance of Africa’s votes.42 This influence aligns with 
the aspirations of China and Türkiye for a more democratic global order. Ad-
ditionally, African countries’ expectations for enhanced international standing 
resonate with Türkiye’s and China’s broader objectives, fostering a natural basis 
for cooperation.

Besides political expectations, new and diverse economic opportunities on the 
continent have also played a noteworthy role in Türkiye’s and China’s accelerat-
ing relations with African countries. The rapidly growing trade and investment 
activities, especially in 20 years, between the parties demonstrate this. For Bei-
jing, Ankara, and African capitals, this economic relationship can mainly be 
interpreted as a search for external support for domestic development.43 In this 
respect, the continent’s abundant raw materials and market potential inevita-
bly attract China’s and Türkiye’s interests, as producing countries. Similarly, 
African countries seek to benefit from the economic capacities and develop-
ment experience of Ankara and Beijing to achieve their development goals. 
This situation, characterized as a win-win approach,44 has enabled Chinese and 
Turkish businesspeople and investors to reach out to various parts of Africa, 
which traditional actors have mostly ignored. Relatedly, the combination of in-
creasing economic relations and the countries’ geostrategic visions has made it 
necessary for Beijing and Ankara to play security-providing roles in Africa as 
ties progressed. As Elling Tjønneland stated, this necessity is underpinned by 
the security vulnerabilities of African countries and the motives of both sides 
to protect their interests.45

In addition to trade and investment activities, China and Türkiye aim to 
contribute to African countries’ development efforts through their increased 
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foreign aid/assistance. While Türkiye focuses 
mainly on humanitarian aid with state institu-
tions, especially the Turkish Cooperation and 
Coordination Agency (TİKA) and religion-af-
filiated non-governmental organizations,46 
China prioritizes infrastructure assistance 
with its financial institutions and companies.47 
In this context, Muslim African countries are 
more prominent in Ankara’s aid/assistance, 
while Beijing does not have a religion-based 
preference. Therefore, Türkiye’s religious and 
humanitarian diplomacy tools in Africa are 

stronger than China’s.48 Despite differences in practice, Ankara and Beijing 
also use various soft power instruments in areas such as education, culture, 
and health to improve African countries’ human capacities. Accordingly, the 
foreign aid/assistance and related soft power activities of these countries in 
Africa are not carried out in an atmosphere completely independent from 
trade and investment relations and are shaped within the framework of de-
velopment cooperation.

Based on these factors, an inevitable question arises: Are the Chinese and 
Turkish models complementary or competing? According to one view, Bei-
jing and Ankara’s presence in Africa is the product of alternative approaches 
that challenge Western-style practices. The approaches, which incorporate the 
practices of many non-Western actors, include political and economic devel-
opment models that are different from the traditional understanding.49 In addi-
tion, the Turkish model opens a third way in Africa against the liberal Western 
model and the Chinese-style socialist development model. Federico Donelli, 
for example, argues that the Turkish model, as a unique and hybrid approach 
between West and East, distinguishes itself from traditional and emerging al-
ternatives on the continent. Accordingly, its democratic institutions, industrial 
development experience, EU candidacy, NATO membership, non-colonial 
history, and Muslim identity are among the unique characteristics that nour-
ish the Turkish model.50 Ultimately, whether competing or complementary, it 
is evident that the Chinese and Turkish models are emerging as alternatives to 
the traditional approach in Africa.

China and Türkiye in Africa: Resemblances in Practice

Compared to Western countries, China and Türkiye adopt alternative ap-
proaches, which can be called the Beijing Consensus51 and the Ankara Con-
sensus,52 in their foreign policy preferences toward Africa. As analyzed pre-
viously, three interrelated factors have shaped the two countries’ alternative 
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approaches. Firstly, their relations with African countries are not burdened by 
the negative baggage of historical experiences. Secondly, China’s and Türkiye’s 
deteriorating relations with the West have increasingly placed Africa in the 
fore. Thirdly, Beijing’s and Ankara’s political and economic expectations have 
led them to pay more attention to the continent’s countries. In practice, these 
factors have revealed China’s and Türkiye’s current foreign policy understand-
ings on the continent, which are similar. Therefore, this section will compara-
tively assess similar practices of the Beijing Consensus and Ankara Consensus 
toward African countries.

Beijing and Ankara stress equal partnership rather than a supremacist dis-
course in relations with African countries. This is evident in China’s and Tür-
kiye’s summits, mutual visits, and official statements. Likewise, the two actors’ 
avoidance of preconditions demanded by the traditional approach also sets 
their practice methods apart.53 As stated, adherents of the traditional approach 
often impose economic or political preconditions when engaging with Afri-
can countries. China and Türkiye, however, equate these preconditions with 
interfering in African countries’ internal affairs.54 For this reason, Ankara 
and Beijing usually tend to avoid preconditions in relations with their Afri-
can counterparts, with few exceptions like Taiwan and, partly, Fetullah Terror 
Organization (FETÖ) issues.55 While such a stance is sometimes criticized by 
Westerners for encouraging authoritarian regimes, bad governance, and cor-
ruption, it generally has a positive impact on the reputations of China and 
Türkiye in Africa.

Relatedly, the similar stances of China and Türkiye are influenced by the mo-
tivation to separate political and economic relations. In other words, Beijing 
and Ankara prioritize commercial relations rather than African countries’ do-
mestic political issues, which is an area of individual sovereignty. The impact 
of this preference on mutual relations is apparent in China’s and Türkiye’s trade 
and investment volumes with African countries. For instance, the trade vol-
ume between China and Africa increased from $12 billion in 2002 to $250 
billion in 2021.56 Similarly, China’s foreign investment in the continent, which 
was $490 million in 2003, reached $43.5 billion at the end of 2021.57 Although 
there was a relatively smaller increase compared to China, Türkiye’s trade and 
investment volumes also gained momentum in this process. For example, the 
trade volume between Türkiye and African countries, which was $4.3 billion 
in 2002, increased to $29.4 billion in 2021.58 Likewise, the volume of Türki-
ye’s foreign investment in the continent, which was around only $100 million 
in 2003, had exceeded $7 billion by the end of 2020.59 Based on these, it can 
be argued that China and Türkiye adopted an economy-oriented approach, at 
least at the beginning, in their relations with African countries. Overall, when 
it comes to economic issues, China’s and Türkiye’s unconditional approaches 
become more prominent.
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Besides the economic orientation, China and Türkiye have recently become 
more involved in the security issues of African countries. In this regard, Bei-
jing and Ankara have contributed to the peacekeeping operations, organized 
by the UN and the African Union (AU), in some African countries, including 
Mali, the Democratic Republic of Congo, the Central African Republic, Su-
dan, and Somalia.62 Moreover, both countries also have a military base/train-
ing center in Africa. While Djibouti has been hosting a Chinese military base 
since July 11, 2017,63 Türkiye has operated a military training center in Soma-
lia since September 30, 2017.64 Especially for Türkiye, the military training 
center in Somalia signals that this country is evolving from a benign donor 
to a security provider in Africa.65 More attractively, Türkiye’s and China’s de-
fense industry products, especially unmanned aerial vehicles (drones), have 
recently been highly sought after by various African countries. This growing 
interest is driven by Chinese and Turkish companies that offer useful prod-
ucts at a relatively affordable price and that the governments do not impose 
preconditions during or after sales.66 Through these activities, both countries 
are protecting their interests in certain regions and contributing to the emer-
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gence of an even more stable environment in 
Africa.

As another similarity, China and Türkiye 
stand out with their high level of diplomatic 
representation on the continent. Accord-
ing to the Global Diplomacy Index, the two 
states are among the countries with the larg-
est number of diplomatic representations in 
Africa and the world. In this context, China 
has a total of 173 embassies and 91 consulates 
worldwide,67 and 53 of the aforementioned embassies are located in Africa. In 
other words, the Beijing government has an embassy in all African countries 
except for the Eswatini Kingdom (formerly named Swaziland), which has dip-
lomatic relations with the Taiwan administration.68 On the other hand, Türkiye 
has 146 embassies and 98 consulates around the world, with 44 embassies in 
Africa. Considering that Ankara had embassies in only 12 continental coun-
tries in 2002, the acceleration in Türkiye-Africa relations in the 21st century is 
clear evidence of the growing ties.69 In this respect, the increasing diplomatic 
representations indicate the significance of Africa for both countries and the 
growing relations.

In addition to the high level of diplomatic representation, Chinese and Turkish 
statespeople are also notable for their diplomatic activism toward African coun-
tries. The rapidly increasing number of official visits contributes to Beijing’s and 
Ankara’s interactions and multidimensional cooperation with African states. 
For example, Chinese foreign ministers have been visiting African countries 
during overseas tours annually since 1991.70 Likewise, between 1990 and 2021, 
a total of 556 official visits were made from Beijing to almost all African coun-
tries at the level of heads of state, prime ministers, deputy prime ministers, and 
ministers.71 On the other hand, there has also been a noticeable increase in Tür-
kiye’s official visits at various levels, especially in the last two decades. As the 
most specific example, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, first as prime minister and then 
as president, has made over 50 official visits to more than 30 African countries 
and has stood out as the most active non-continental leader since 2003.72

Similarly, Turkish officials and business representatives have continued to visit 
African countries.73 During the same period, on the other side, there has been a 
significant increase in official visits from African capitals to Beijing and Ankara 
in response.74 Accordingly, the most tangible return of China’s and Türkiye’s 
active diplomacy with African countries is the crucial cooperation agreements 
signed in different areas such as trade, investments, security, industry, educa-
tion, culture, etc. At this point, it should be noted that China’s and Türkiye’s 
visits to African countries have a more proactive and decisive tendency than 

The rapidly increasing 
number of official visits 
contributes to Beijing’s 
and Ankara’s interactions 
and multidimensional 
cooperation with African 
states
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those of traditional actors. Erdoğan’s visit to 
Somalia in 2011 is one of the most prom-
inent examples in this regard. This visit in 
the midst of civil war and a lethal drought, 
at a time when many Western actors were 
hesitating, was a significant milestone for 
Ankara’s relations with Mogadishu and its 
African policy. Following this visit, Türkiye 

became Somalia’s security provider in time and gained many African coun-
tries’ favor with its decisive stance.75

Another common point of China’s and Türkiye’s approaches is the effective use 
of summit diplomacy to improve relations with African countries. Accordingly, 
China has been organizing the FOCAC every three years since 2000.76 On the 
other hand, Türkiye has held three Türkiye-Africa Partnership Summits since 
2008.77 These forums highlight three aspects. Firstly, FOCAC’s success sets a 
valuable example for Türkiye and other external actors. In this context, this fo-
rum is a cornerstone in terms of the summit diplomacy of international actors 
with African countries.78 Secondly, these forums pave the way for the institution-
alization of Beijing’s and Ankara’s relations with continental countries.79 Thirdly, 
cooperation agreements signed in various fields and development assistance 
promised to African countries allow the Turkish and Chinese governments to 
expand their spheres of influence based on equal partnership discourse.80

An analysis of official documents shows that the goals and expectations outlined 
in China’s and Türkiye’s forums bear some similarities with other traditional and 
alternative actors’ forums. Some of these include the development of economic 
and political relations, ensuring peace and security in the continent, enhancing 
socio-cultural cooperation, and supporting the development efforts of African 
countries through various means. However, emphases such as avoiding a su-
premacist discourse while supporting the development efforts, acting together 
for a more democratic international system, and not politicizing sensitive issues 
like human rights stand out as the leading differences between the two countries’ 
forums and those of traditional actors.81 All in all, Beijing’s and Ankara’s increas-
ing presence in Africa since they started to organize the FOCAC and Türkiye-Af-
rica Partnership Summit demonstrates the functional aspect of these gatherings.

Moreover, in recent years, China and Türkiye have used public diplomacy ac-
tivities more effectively than traditional actors in Africa. The main reasons for 
this include spreading existing good relations to all segments of African soci-
eties, strengthening their positive images in the continent, and contributing 
to the development of African countries’ human resource capacities. In this 
context, China and Türkiye utilize soft power instruments such as education, 
culture, and health in their approaches to African countries. For instance, 

In recent years, China and 
Türkiye have used public 
diplomacy activities more 
effectively than traditional 
actors in Africa
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Confucius Institutes, established to promote Chinese culture to the world, 
have 61 branches in 48 African countries by 2021 (Figure 1).82 Similarly, one-
fifth of the branches of the Yunus Emre Institute, which is a significant cultural 
instrument for Türkiye’s soft power in 65 countries worldwide, are located in 
13 African countries.83 In addition, 25 branches of the Turkish Maarif Founda-
tion, which contribute to the universalization of Turkish-style education in 48 
countries around the world, are situated on this continent (Figure 2).84
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Beijing and Ankara are improving their socio-cultural relations with African 
countries not only through their various activities in the continent but also by 
making their countries a center of attraction. The most important reflection of 
this is the existence of a high number of international students in the two coun-
tries. Accordingly, the number of African students choosing China or Türkiye 
for higher education has been steadily increasing. For instance, in 2020, nearly 
16.5 percent (approximately 80,000) of the half a million international students 
in China are citizens of an African country.87 Likewise, in 2023, almost a quar-
ter of the international undergraduate and graduate students in Türkiye, whose 
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total number exceeds 260,000, come from several African countries.88 Studies 
reveal that factors such as scholarship opportunities, inexpensive and qualified 
education, development experiences, cultural affinities, growing reputation in 
the continent, and rising international prestige have been effective in increasing 
the number of African students in China and Türkiye.89 As Graph 4 and Graph 
5 show, China (since the early 2010s) and Türkiye (since the late 2010s) have be-
come competitive with countries like the U.S. and the UK in terms of the num-
ber of African students enrolled in higher education institutions.

Graph 4: The Number of African Students Studying in China, the U.S., and the UK (2005-2015)

Source: China Africa Research Initiative90

Graph 5: The Number of African Students Studying in Türkiye (2012-2022)

Opening Policy, which contributes to improving the rela-
tions with African countries and their development.

The new changes in international scholarship strategy led 
to a dramatic increase in African students over a short 
period of time. Internationalization strategy of higher 
education outlined and coordinated by Higher Education 
Council (YÖK) led to increase of self-sponsored students 
from Africa. The Türkiye Scholarships program acknowl-
edges Türkiye’s responsibilities according to the bilateral 
agreements and plans them within the scope of the pro-
gram. The applications of African students for the Türki-
ye Scholarships program continued to increase through 
2012-2022 due to easy access and increased awareness 
about Türkiye and its programs. Over this period, 11,920 
African students were granted scholarships to study in 
Türkiye. The programs offered within the planned quota 
are updated regularly based on the needs of the recipient 
country and Türkiye’s strategy.

Widespread promotions of the Türkiye Scholarships pro-
gram in African countries has contributed significant-
ly to the increase in African students seeking to study 
abroad to consider Türkiye as an option. As a result, the 
number of privately sponsored African students coming 
to Türkiye for their higher education has increased rapid-
ly, reaching 59,004 in the 2022-2023 academic year, from 
1,915 in 2010-2011. Figure 3 shows the annual number 
of the scholarship holders, the total number of students 
studying with scholarships or by their own means, and 
the applications to scholarship programs from African 
countries. The change particularly reveals that the pro-
motions of the Türkiye Scholarships program is gener-
ally effective for promoting higher education in Türkiye.

In 2002, students from the African continent in Turkish 
educational institutions amounted to 390, representing 
35 out of the 54 countries in Africa. However, following 
the implementation of the Opening to Africa policy, the 
number of students significantly increased to 1,915, en-
compassing 47 African countries by 2011, a pivotal year 
before the initiation of Türkiye Scholarships. The com-
mitment to the initiatives for the African opening policy 
is reflected in international higher education programs, 
such as the internationalization strategy and scholar-
ships conducted by the relevant institutions in the next 
period. As illustrated in Figure 2, as of 2023, the current 
data reveals the enrollment of approximately 60,000 stu-
dents from all African countries.

6. Conclusion
In the early years of the Turkish Republic, colonial ad-
ministrations that continued in the African continent 
prevented the establishment of relations with the region. 
Relations gradually developed in the following years 
with the countries that gained independence. At that 
time embassies opened and limited bilateral agreements 
were made. The limited interactions started to progress 
in the 1980s, and Türkiye was involved in aid programs 
in Sub-Saharan Africa with a humanitarian policy. Re-
lations started to build more intensely and widely in the 
1990s when Türkiye renewed its foreign policy to diver-
sify the collaborated regions. Türkiye started showing 
increasing interest in regions with which it had no or 
weak contact. Türkiye’s foreign relations gained various 
dimensions in Africa, and the diplomatic traffic inten-
sified after the AK Party government declared the year 
2005 as the African Year.
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Finally, it can be stated that China and Türkiye can reach out to African coun-
tries more quickly, willingly, and comprehensively than traditional actors, es-
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pecially in times of crisis. This has 
manifested itself most clearly during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. During 
and after the pandemic, many tra-
ditional actors, particularly the U.S., 
were criticized for not providing suf-
ficient and efficient support to Afri-
can countries.92 In contrast, Beijing 
and Ankara quickly sent food, respi-
rators, masks, test kits, vaccines, medical personnel, and other health assistance 
to support continental countries’ fight against COVID-19.93 This assistance, sent 
in an environment in which they were also struggling with the negative effects 
of the pandemic, inevitably had a positive impact on their relations with African 
countries and their image among the citizens of these countries. In other words, 
Beijing’s and Ankara’s pandemic assistance to African countries stood out as suc-
cessful soft power instruments in their relations with the continent.94

Conclusion

This article sought answers to three interrelated questions about the compe-
tition of international actors in Africa: (i) What are the differences between 
traditional and alternative approaches? (ii) What are the main factors shaping 
China’s and Türkiye’s alternative approaches? (iii) What are the similarities be-
tween Beijing’s and Ankara’s approaches in practice?

Firstly, the traditional approach is rooted in Western supremacism and pres-
ents Western practices as a development model for African countries. This 
approach, severely criticized by African countries and other external actors, 
includes an implicit hierarchical understanding. As neo-liberal policies were 
insufficient to solve Africa’s main problems and concerns of African countries 
about their national sovereignties increased, alternative approaches to the 
traditional one have come to the fore. Even if each state has different under-
standings and policies in practice, some common features can be found in al-
ternative approaches. Some include emphasizing common historical and cul-
tural references, focusing on pragmatic interests, highlighting the principles of 
equality and non-interference in internal affairs, and benefiting the economic 
and political potential of African countries. Unlike the traditional approach, 
avoidance of economic and political preconditions toward African countries 
has increased the popularity of alternative approaches on the continent.

Secondly, China and Türkiye adopt alternative approaches to the Western-cen-
tered paradigm in their relations with African countries. Similar historical 
backgrounds and foreign policy expectations are among the main factors shap-

The lack of colonialist baggage 
and deteriorating relations 
with the Western countries are 
similar historical conditions 
that have nourished China’s and 
Türkiye’s stance toward Africa
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ing the alternative approaches of these 
two countries. The lack of colonialist 
baggage and deteriorating relations with 
the Western countries are similar histor-
ical conditions that have nourished Chi-
na’s and Türkiye’s stance toward Africa. 

As similar foreign policy expectations 
shape the two countries’ approaches, 
some political, economic, security, and 
socio-cultural objectives can be dis-
cussed. Some of these objectives include 
the development of trade and invest-
ment relations, the desire to increase 

their international prestige, revising the current structure of the international 
system more democratically, supporting the development efforts of African 
countries, and assisting these countries in their efforts to ensure security. 

Thirdly, there are many similarities between China’s and Türkiye’s presence in 
Africa. Most importantly, Beijing and Ankara, which frequently emphasize the 
principle of equal partnership and usually refrain from imposing economic 
and political preconditions, have widely developed their relations with Afri-
can countries in many areas. The rapid increase in trade and investment rela-
tions, operating as security providers to protect their interests and to meet the 
security needs of African countries, high level of diplomatic representations, 
effective use of official visits and summit diplomacy, and benefiting from var-
ious soft power instruments are some of the leading similarities between Chi-
na’s and Türkiye’s Africa policies. Here, although they use similar traditional 
foreign policy instruments such as diplomacy, security, and economy, Beijing 
and Ankara differ from Western actors in that they have resorted to a new and 
different way of establishing relations with African countries. 

Although beyond the scope of this study, there are also notable differences in 
China’s and Türkiye’s policies toward African countries. These differences are 
largely based on factors such as the two states’ capacities, systems, ideologies, 
investment focuses, and assistance and cooperation styles. Under the current cir-
cumstances, however, the similarities in China’s and Türkiye’s approaches to the 
continental countries outweigh the differences. The main reasons for this are that 
Beijing and Ankara have adopted alternative approaches toward African coun-
tries, they are not engaging in destructive competition on the continent, and 
their spheres of interest are mostly not confrontational for now. Nevertheless, as 
Ankara’s and Beijing’s relations with African countries increase and their spheres 
of influence in this continent expand, new areas of conflict may likely emerge 
and the phenomenon of competition may interfere with the similarities. 

As Ankara’s and Beijing’s 
relations with African 
countries increase and their 
spheres of influence in this 
continent expand, new areas 
of conflict may likely emerge 
and the phenomenon of 
competition may interfere 
with the similarities
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