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THE CHANGING RATIONALE OF CHINA’S NON-INTERFERENCE POLICY IN 

AFRICA: SPOTLIGHT ON ITS ROLE IN LEGITIMISING CHINESE STATE-

OWNED OIL COMPANIES IN SUDAN AND ANGOLA  

 

ABSTRACT  

The Chinese policy of ‘non-interference’ in the domestic affairs of African countries forms an 

important part of China’s overall foreign policy regarding Africa. However, most analyses 

focus on the political dynamics of this policy while paying almost no attention to the role of 

the Chinese multinational enterprise as a driving force and beneficiary of this policy in China’s 

renewed engagement with Africa. This article explores two broadly similar cases, in the Sudan 

and Angola. In the midst of a long-standing and violent civil war, where the government is 

accused of human rights abuse such as Sudan. In Angola, during the aftermath of a major civil 

war where corruption and lack of transparency were the major aspects of criticism of the 

Angolan government. Both cases, suggest that the Chinese state-owned multinational is an 

important driving force and beneficiary of the ‘non-interference’ policy in China’s renewed 

relations with Africa.  

 

Contribution of paper:  

a. This paper contributes to the debate on China’s non-interference policy by 
examining the changing rationale during the four stages since 1950s and in 
particular by focusing on its present economic rationale. This paper argues that at 
present the non-interference policy helps Chinese SOEs achieve legitimacy when 
investing in Africa. In particular, non-conditional aid offered by China to African 
governments has helped legitimise Chinese SOEs investing in the oil industry in 
Sudan and Angola. 

b. This paper also contributes to the new institutional theory by conceptualising a 
legitimating mechanism that Chinese SOEs employ when expanding in the oil 
industry in African countries affected by civil war. This legitimising mechanism is 
non-conditional aid offered by China to the governments of the target markets of 
Chinese SOEs. 

c. This paper contributes to practice by recommending that Chinese SOEs that seek 
natural resources in Africa should target countries that are in receipt of non-
conditional aid from China.   A manifestation of China’s non-interference policy, 
non-conditional aid helps legitimise Chinese SOEs in the eyes of the host country 
government. However, African governments in receipt of non-conditional aid from 



 
 

China should be aware that this developmental assistance may worsen the political 
instability and human rights in the country. 

d. The article has several limitations. Firstly, the findings are not generalisable beyond 
the two case studies. Secondly, the article focuses on SOEs but not POEs that may 
obtain legitimacy in different ways. Finally, the findings refer to the oil industry 
only. 

  



 
 

CHINA’S RENEWED RELATIONS WITH AFRICA HAS GROWN rapidly since the turn of 

the millennium. Economically, China surpassed the United States as Africa’s largest trading 

partner in 20091 and as the largest investor in greenfield projects in 20162. Politically, China 

currently has close diplomatic ties with almost all African countries except for Burkina Faso, 

Swaziland, and Sao Tome and Principe3.  

      An important dimension of this resurgent relationship is China’s foreign policy of ‘non-

interference’ in the domestic affairs of African countries4. This policy advocates the neutrality 

of China regarding issues about democratic accountability, transparency and human rights in 

African countries5.  For nearly two decades, since the formation of the Forum on China-Africa 

Cooperation (FOCAC), this policy has been the cornerstone of an alternative development 

paradigm for Africa based on a non-conditionality approach to African development 

assistance6. However, there has been little attention paid to the role of the Chinese multinational 

enterprise (MNE) as the main driver of the non-interference policy in China’s current relations 

with Africa. A driver in that, the non-interference policy is aimed largely at helping large 

Chinese state-owned multinational enterprises (SOMNEs) achieve legitimacy in the eyes of the 

most important legitimating actors in African countries (i.e., African political regimes). We 

emphasise the term ‘renewed engagement’ as it is crucial to our argument since the rationale 

of the non-interference policy has continuously evolved since the 1950’s depending on how it 

suits the interest of China as regards its relations with Africa. We provide a detailed analysis 

of how the rationale of the non-interference policy has changed since the 1950’s later.   

      This article explores two similar cases of how the non-interference policy ensured the 

legitimacy of large Chinese state-owned oil companies in the eyes of African governments. 

The first section of this article provides a review of current perspectives of China’s non-

interference policy and show how these perspectives pay no attention to the role of the impact 
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of this policy on the legitimacy requirements of Chinese SOMNEs in African countries. The 

following section provides a historical evolution of the rationale for the Chinese non-

interference policy in Africa over time to its present rationale of establishing legitimacy for 

China’s SOMNEs in Africa. Next, we present the theoretical underpinning of our analysis by 

explaining the concept of organizational legitimacy from the perspective of new institutional 

theory (NIT). We then contextualise the non-interference policy by focusing on investments 

by Chinese SOMNEs in the oil sector in Sudan and Angola. In both cases, large Chinese state-

owned oil companies carried out investments in countries with a longstanding track record of 

civil conflict. Furthermore, the political regimes of both the Sudan7 and Angola8countries have 

been under scrutiny and accusations from Western governments for issues about democratic 

accountability and violations of human rights. However, in the first case, Chinese oil 

companies in Sudan carried out investments under an atmosphere of ongoing military conflict 

while in Angola investments were carried out in a war-torn country seeking recovery after 

decades of political violence that ended on 4 April 2002. It is argued that, in both cases, the 

non-interference policy had a ‘spillover effect’ in helping large Chinese state-owned oil 

companies secure legitimacy – and considering the predominantly economic nature of China’s 

current relationship with China, the survival of the Chinese SOMNE is the dominant objective 

of the non-interference policy.  

Existing perspectives on China’s non-interference policy in Africa 

Studies on the non-interference policy and current Sino-African relations have paid no attention 

to the role played by the Chinese SOMNE as the driver and beneficiary of the non-interference 

policy in current Sino-Africa relations. One of the main areas of focus has been on the impact 

of the policy on African development particularly aid flows. These studies highlight the 

distinctive nature of Chinese development aid. For instance, Barry Sautman and Yan Hairong 

argue that the ‘Chinese development model’ of non-conditionality to aid otherwise known as 

the ‘Beijing Consensus’ is rather distinctive9. The ‘Beijing Consensus’ represents an alternative 

development paradigm for African countries driven by China’s core principle of non-

interference whereby concessional loans are granted without any conditionality agreements on 
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democratic reforms and human rights10. This approach is in sharp contrast to the ‘conditionality 

approach’ to development based on the general propositions of the ‘Washington Consensus’11 

such as the demands of the IMF, World Bank and Western governments on issues like 

extensive institutional and trade policy reforms  

      He Wenping highlights this distinctiveness by suggesting that the Chinese approach to aid 

shows an approach based on the principles of mutual sustainability and mutual benefit than 

simply an issue of morality12. Although the above studies provide useful analysis on the impact 

of the non-interference policy on Chinese development assistance to Africa, their analysis does 

not pay attention to the use of aid with no strings attached as a means of securing investment 

opportunities for large Chinese SOMNEs especially in strategic industries like oil and natural 

gas.  

      Another area of focus has been on the consequences of China’s policy of non-interference 

policy on the political landscape in African countries. For example, Denis Tull suggests that 

China’s approach means the support of dictatorships at the expense of human rights, are likely 

to be detrimental in respect to human rights and political stability13. Similarly, Ian Taylor 

suggests that the non-interference policy will worsen the human rights records of many African 

states that enjoy Chinese support14. Jonathan Holslag examines China’s response to five 

African coups and argues that China did not view the political instability in Africa as a threat 

to its interests but instead adopted a strategy of adjustment to changing political situations15. 

The analyses of these authors are based on the impact of the non-interference policy of the 

political institutions of African countries and not on the rationale of this policy in current 

China-Africa relations.  

In the following section, we present and discuss the theoretical underpinning of our analysis 

by explaining the concept of organizational legitimacy from the NIT perspective – and its 

application to the study of the FDI activities of MNEs. Thus, we utilise NIT approach to IB to 
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help us explain the use of the non-interference policy as a mechanism through which the 

Chinese government helps Chinese SOMNEs gain legitimacy in Africa.   

Organisational legitimacy and MNEs   

According to NIT, there exists a high degree of similarity in the structural features of 

organizational forms operating in the same environment16. The environment conceptualised as 

an ‘organizational field’ dictates the socially acceptable organizational behavioural patterns 

and structures. According to Paul DiMaggio and Walter Powell, the organizational field 

comprises of ‘those organizations that, in the aggregate constitute a recognised area of 

institutional life: key suppliers resource and product consumers, regulatory and other 

organizations that produce similar services or products’17. The homogenisation in 

organizational practices and structures among organizations, in the same organizational field, 

is as a result of institutional isomorphism  

      Institutional isomorphism occurs through three mechanisms - coercive, mimetic and 

normative18.  Firstly Coercive isomorphism entails the forceful need for an organization to 

change as a result of pressures from their external environment as required by the institutional 

frameworks in the country in which they operate. Second, mimetic isomorphism derives from 

uncertainty and entails organizations imitating other organizations when they perceive 

uncertainty in the environment in which they operate. Finally, normative isomorphism comes 

about as a result of institutional pressures on organizations emanating from their external 

environment to abide by the values and belief systems of their external environment. 

Organisations will adhere to any of or a combination of the above pressures and adopt 

structures which are isomorphic with the institutional environment in which they operate, not 

necessarily for efficiency reasons19, but because it secures organizational legitimacy and 

enhances the survival prospects of organizations. A central concept of NIT, organizational 

legitimacy is defined as ‘a generalised perception or assumption that the actions of an entity 
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are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values 

beliefs, and definitions’20.  

      MNEs operate simultaneously in multiple countries, and as a result, they are pulled to 

achieve organizational legitimacy in each local institutional environment in which they 

operate21. Furthermore, it is imperative for MNEs to achieve organizational legitimacy due to 

the inherent disadvantages or the liability of being foreign as organizations that operate across 

national boundaries22. Achieving and maintaining legitimacy is more of a challenge for SOEs 

not only because they are closely associated with governments but also that they differ from 

POEs concerning their investment objectives, access to government resources and corporate 

strategies23. As a consequence, of these differences, SOMNEs face higher institutional 

pressures to achieve legitimacy due to higher levels of distrust and thus have to work extra hard 

to achieve local legitimacy24. Therefore for MNEs in general and SOMNEs in particular, the 

prominence is on alternative legitimating mechanisms than a function of institutional 

isomorphism. One of the ways how MNEs seek legitimacy is using ‘political process of 

interaction, communication, and exchange’25 means to enhance their positive image MNEs 

may indulge in activities that are viewed as politically and socially desirable by important 

legitimating actors.  

      In the following section we, show how the non-interference policy has evolved over the 

past five decades of Sino-African relations to its current rationale of helping Chinese SOMNEs 

achieve legitimacy in African countries.  

The Changing rationale of the Chinese non-interference policy in Africa  

China’s renewed engagement with Africa is attracting significant attention26. However, it is 

worth noting that the ‘dragon’ has just not arrived and that African countries have more than 
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International Business Studies 45.8 (2014), pp. 919-942.  
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half a century of interactions with China27. Likewise, the Chinese foreign policy of non-

interference has always been an important part of China’s approach to the continent28. 

However, although the maintenance of this policy has been broadly consistent since the 1950’s, 

its rationale has changed over time depending on the nature of China’s interest at any particular 

time of its relationship with Africa. We identify four different periods (since the founding of 

the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949) depicting how the rationale for the non-

interference policy has evolved into to the present day whereby the Chinese multinational 

enterprise is largely the main driver and beneficiary of this policy in Africa. These periods were 

selected based on important political and economic changes in either China or the African 

continent that has shaped Sino-African relations over the last five decades or so. 

The non-interference policy 1.0: Advocating sovereignty and building alliances    

In the era of self-determination (1955-1978), the main political event during this period was 

the ‘wind of change’ that swept through the African continent resulting in a significant number 

of African countries achieving independence after prolong struggles for independence across 

many countries in the continent29. The Chinese policy of non-interference was demonstrated in 

China’s support of these struggles for independence and against imperialism in Africa30. 

China’s open support for the independence of African colonies was due to its desire to be 

viewed by African countries as a champion of self-rule and an advocate of sovereignty. One of 

the early manifestations of China’s support was shown during the first large-scale Afro-Asian 

conference in Bandung, Indonesia on April 18-24 195531. This conference marked the first 

official contacts between China and continental Africa. The broad objectives at Bandung were 

to promote economic and cultural cooperation between the Asian and African countries in unity 

to opposition to imperialism32. Post Bandung, China continued to underline its image as a 

respecter of sovereignty highlighted by a tour by Prime Minister Zhou Enlai’s to ten African 
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countries in 1963-4 were he indicated China’s support for African liberation33. Such rhetoric 

on sovereignty and non-interference was backed up by economic assistance in the form of good 

will projects. The most well-known of such projects was the 1860-km TAZARA railway 

constructed between 1970 and 1975 between Kapiri Mposhi, Zambia and Dar es Salaam, 

Tanzania. Known to the locals as the ‘Uhuru’ (freedom railway), it was constructed by the 

Chinese due to the difficulties faced by landlocked Zambia to transport its copper through 

neighbouring countries. For instance, Southern Rhodesia (present-day Zimbabwe) which had 

unilaterally declared independence in 1965 under the leadership of Ian Smith was under 

sanctions from the United Nations and Angola was immersed in a struggle for independence 

from the Portuguese.                          

      During this era of cooperation between China and Africa, China’s portrayal of its self as a 

respecter of the sovereignty and non-interference in the affairs of other countries was primarily 

driven by political dynamics. The rationale for the non-interference policy during this period 

was based on the desire by China to ally with the ‘third world’ and more importantly to secure 

diplomatic support in Africa for the recognition of the PRC as the legitimate representation of 

China to the United Nations. This goal was eventually achieved in 1971 when the PRC was 

recognised as the legitimate representation of China in the UN’s Security Council34. This 

recognition was made possible largely through the votes of African countries with 26 of the 50 

African countries represented in the UN voting in favour of the resolution, marking the event 

as perhaps the most significant in Sino-African relations since the founding of the PRC35.  

The non-interference policy 2.0: Turning inward and reforming the Chinese economy   

In the period 1978-1991, China turned inward after the death of Chairman Mao and the coming 

to power of Deng Xiaoping in 1978. This change in leadership marked the beginning of a 

relatively quiet period in Sino-African relations. The African continent had changed 

dramatically as the majority of African countries but for a few (Zimbabwe, Namibia and South 

Africa) had gained independence. In China, reforms were being carried out aimed at 

transforming a largely agricultural economy to a more manufacturing-oriented one as Deng 
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initiated wide-ranging market-oriented reforms with his ‘Open Door’ policies36. During this 

period of Sino-African relations, the rationale for the non-interference policy was driven 

mainly by the desire of Deng’s government to transform the Chinese economy from a planned 

to a market economy.     

      In the period 1986 - 1991, the official development paradigm in China gradually shifted 

from an import substitution strategy to an export-led growth strategy37. This export-led growth 

strategy necessitates large-scale importation of natural and energy resources. Thus, the decision 

to adopt an export-oriented growth strategy in China sowed the seeds for the important role of 

the modern day Chinese multinational enterprise as the driver and beneficiary of the non-

interference policy with the task of exploring strategic resources for the long-term security of 

the country. This role of the Chinese MNE in Africa will be discussed later in the last period 

of this historical analysis of the non-interference policy. However, during this period there were 

early signs of a few large Chinese state-owned MNEs engaging in foreign direct investment 

(FDI) in developed economies. These investments were carried out mainly in the form of joint 

ventures (JV) with the assistance of the Chinese government enabling technological 

cooperation and transfer back to China38.  

The non-interference policy 3.0: Building alliances amidst isolationism from the West        

Following the Tiananmen Square incident39 of June 4, 1989, the period 1991-2000 witnessed 

a revival of Sino-African relations. The Tiananmen Square incident resulted in widespread 

condemnation of China’s human rights records from mainly Western countries. However, 

African governments were far more supportive of Beijing40  making China realise Africa 

represented an important faction of support for Beijing during disputes with the West. The 

policy of non-interference was a highly valuable foreign policy tool to China during this period 

as it sought to forge individual diplomatic relationships with African countries following 

criticisms from the West and subsequent isolation on the world stage. Thus, the non-
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interference policy was used during this period to strengthen its diplomatic ties with the 

continent in the midst of diplomatic isolation.  

The non-interference policy 4.0: Helping Chinese SOMNEs achieve legitimacy in African 
countries through granting nonconditional aid to local governments   

After a series of high profile visits to Africa by Chinese presidents Yang Shangkum in 1992, 

and Jiang Zemin in 1995 and 1996, the period 2000-present marked the beginning of China’s 

economic engagement with Africa transforming the relationship into a largely economic one. 

On October 1999, Jiang Zemin wrote a proposal to the president of the Organisation of African 

Unity (OAU) advocating the formation of a forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC)41. 

This request was enthusiastically accepted, and the seminal FOCAC meeting took place in 

Beijing from 10-12 October 2000, with leaders from forty-four African countries in attendance 

in the first gathering of its kind. The second FOCAC meeting took place in Addis Ababa, 

Ethiopia in December 2003 with one held every three years. The most recent FOCAC gathering 

took place Johannesburg in 2015. An examination of the agenda of these meetings shows a 

wide range of areas of cooperation. However, since the inaugural meeting, economic 

cooperation has always been the main area of discussion at every FOCAC summit.  An 

examination of the items on the agenda of all FOCAC meetings so far shows that investment, 

trade, infrastructural development and cooperation in energy and resource security feature 

persistently on the agenda42.  

      Also, the launch of the ‘Go Global’ policy in the year 2000 also signifies an important role 

of the Chinese multinational enterprise in China’s renewed engagement with Africa. The ‘Go 

Global’ policy was an official policy formalised by its incorporation in the tenth Five Year Plan 

for National Economic and Social Development and supported by the then Chinese president 

Jiang Zemin43. The main objective of this policy was to encourage and support the 

internationalisation of Chinese firms (mainly state-owned firms) with the aim of assisting the 

economic development of China44. A key item of the tenth FYP was the encouragement of 
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SOEs to ‘Go Global’ as more than five hundred and twelve companies were identified to be of 

vital importance to the economic development of China45. 

 
      Table 1 ranks Chinese greenfield FDI into Africa for the period 2003-2016 in terms of 

business activity46. It shows that the construction sector has both the highest total and highest 

average investment with a total of US$27.03 billion in capital expenditure. Chinese SOEs have 

financed and carried out many infrastructure projects across Africa – including roads, ports, 

rail systems and telecommunication networks. Such relatively high amounts of Chinese 

infrastructure investments in Africa as indicated by the highest capital expenditure of the 

construction sector points to a distinctive characteristic of Chinese investments in Africa – the 

close integration of Chinese aid (in the form of concessional loans) with FDI projects47  

 
Table 1. Chinese FDI trends in business activity (US$ millions) 
Business activity No of 

projects 
Jobs Created Capital investment 

Total Average Total  Average  
Manufacturing 148 92,194 622 21,010.90 142.00 
Sales, Marketing & Support 41 739 18 280.40 6.80 
Business Services 20 351 17 199.00 9.90 
Education & Training 16 1,409 88 189.90 11.90 
Extraction 16 10,317 644 6,715.80 419.70 
Logistics, Distribution & Transportation 15 9,906 660 9,604.70 640.30 
Retail 11 450 40 67.90 6.20 
Construction 10 12,971 1,297 27,026.10 2,702.60 
Electricity 9 1,128 125 4,697.30 521.90 
Headquarters 8 848 106 241.10 30.10 
Other business activities 27 4,791 177 3,627.30 134.30 
Total 321 135,104 420 73,660.50 229.50 

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from FDI Markets 2017 
 

      To ensure the competitiveness of large Chinese SOMNEs in Africa, the Chinese 

government has implemented a strategy of close integration of aid (in the form of loans) with 

FDI projects with no conditions on the improvement of domestic institutions48. Such 

willingness to work with any African country irrespective of its international reputation has 

meant predominantly large Chinese SOMNEs have been able to secure investment 
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opportunities in pariah regimes in Africa49 and consequently gaining legitimacy in the eyes of 

the host country government. These loans are mostly repaid through a drawdown in natural 

resource exports back to China50. Table 2 provides data on Chinese loans from all sources for 

the period 2000-201551. This data shows Chinese loans to African countries for this period 

amounts to US$91,987 billion with the majority of the loans provided by the Export-Import 

Bank of China known to be behind the financing of large infrastructure projects in Africa52.   

 
      The rationale for the non-interference policy in Africa has evolved by how this policy suits 

China’s interest in the continent. The growing importance of the Chinese state-owned MNE in 

strategic industries such as oil and gas is vital to the economic interest of China. As a result, 

the non-interference policy demonstrated through the use of concessional loans with no 

preconditions have been used by the Chinese government as a mechanism through which large 

Chinese SOMNEs achieve and maintain legitimacy in African countries with the long-term 

sustainability of the Chinese economy as its primary objective.  In the following sections, we 

contextualise the non-interference policy by demonstrating how this policy has been used by 

the Chinese government in two cases – in the Sudan and Angola, to secure host country 

legitimacy for Chinese state-owned oil companies. Both countries are amongst the highest 

recipients of Chinese loans with Angola receiving the tune of US$19,224 billion and US$6,447 

billion granted to Sudan.    
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Table 2.1. Chinese loans to African Countries 2000-2015 (US$ millions) 
Country Exim bank China 

Development 
Bank  

Supplier's 
Credits 

Other Total 
Algeria 0 0 0 9 9 
Angola 6937 8775 22 3491 19224 
Benin 777 0 0 131 908 

Botswana 90 0 0 841 931 
Burkina Faso 0 0 0 0 0 

Burundi 47 0 0 52 99 
Cameroon 3632 45 2 43 3723 

Cape Verde 81 0 0 56 137 
CAR 0 0 60 43 104 
Chad 606 0 0 0 606 

Comoros 8 0 0 0 8 
ROC 2433 0 238 165 2836 

Cote d'Ivoire 2449 0 0 72 2521 
Djibouti 1301 0 0 616 1917 

DRC 3067 0 0 20 3088 
Egypt 77 300 0 54 432 

Equatorial Guinea 1121 0 478 23 1622 
Eritrea 488 0 0 16 504 

Ethiopia 7245 655 4165 1003 13067 
Gabon 750 0 0 278 1027 

The Gambia 0 0 0 0 0 
Ghana 1536 1000 469 172 3176 
Guinea 608 0 0 38 646 

Guinea-Bissau 0 0 0 0 0 
Kenya 6319 240 0 290 6849 

Lesotho 0 0 0 8 8 
Liberia 0 0 0 0 0 
Libya 0 0 0 0 0 

Madagascar 56 0 0 0 56 
Malawi 239 0 0 0 239 

Mali 903 0 0 79 981 
Mauritius 377 0 0 54 431 

Mauritania 381 0 0 89 470 
Morocco 501 0 0 14 516 

Mozambique 1686 100 0 93 1878 
Namibia 489 0 222 18 729 

Niger 684 0 0 19 703 
Nigeria 2610 0 390 500 3499 
Rwanda 151 0 0 74 224 

Sao Tome & Principe 0 0 0 0 0 
Senegal 1497 0 0 21 1518 

Seychelles 62 0 0 1 63 
Sierra Leone 48 0 12 0 60 

Somalia 0 0 0 0 0 
South Africa 0 411 0 0 411 

Sudan 4837 0 598 1043 6477 
South Sudan 182 0 0 0 182 
Swaziland 0 0 0 0 0 
Tanzania 2086 200 0 62 2348 

Togo 570 0 0 14 584 
Tunisia 123 0 0 3 126 
Uganda 2806 0 0 71 2877 
Zambia 1768 176 0 512 2456 

Zimbabwe 1325 40 290 61 1715 
Total      62,952       11,943         6,946       10,147       91,987  

 



 
 

The Chinese ‘Non-interference’ policy and the case of China National Petroleum Corporation 
(CNPC) in Sudan 

One of the many perceptions of Africa is that of political instability and civil conflict. The civil 

war in Sudan fits this image of Africa. Sudan was an Anglo-Egyptian colony and gained its 

independence in 195653. However, the Khartoum government (predominantly Arab-led) failed 

to fulfill its promises to the south of the country to create a federal structure resulting in a 

mutiny by the army in the south sparking the first Sudanese civil war lasting seventeen years 

(1955-1972)54. March 1972 marked the end of the first civil war following the Addis Ababa 

agreement. However, tensions still existed after the Addis Ababa agreement with the second 

Sudanese civil war breaking out in 1983 lasting for twenty-two years (1983-2005)55.  

      The second civil war was fought between the Arab-led government in Khartoum and a 

group of rebels in the South fighting under the banner of Sudan’s People’s Liberation Army 

(SPLA). In 1983, the central government in Khartoum continued its policies of political 

marginalisation of the South thereby violating the Addis Ababa Agreement of 1972. Politically, 

the dissolution of the Southern Regional Assembly and the alteration of the Southern borders 

was a major bone of contention56. From a religious standpoint, the forceful establishment of 

sharia law in the predominantly Christian South proved problematic57. 

       Although the second civil war was largely a continuation of the first, it was also partly 

about oil and the control of oil fields along the North-South border. The alteration of the 

Southern borders ensured that the Khartoum government would gain access to future oil 

earnings making the economic impact of oil on the civil war far greater as oil production by 

large MNEs increased considerably58. Thus, the economic dimension of the war (mainly about 

‘who’ controls the oil fields) was as equally important as the political dimension. It is in this 

context that large MNEs in the extractive sector played a pivotal role allowing the Khartoum 

government to realise value from oil production. Under such an atmosphere of ongoing 
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conflict, it becomes imperative to ensure that MNEs do not exacerbate civil wars in the 

developing world59. 

      The first major large MNE to explore and develop Sudan’s oil sector was Chevron. Chevron 

was granted the right by President Nimeiri to explore Sudan’s onshore oil potential two years 

after the signing of the Addis Ababa agreement in 197260. However, seen as an ally of the 

repressive government in Khartoum, Chevron became a target. Its facilities were attacked by 

the rebel group Anyanya II killing three workers, resulting in the suspension by Chevron of its 

plans in 1984 to bring Sudanese crude to the market61. Moreover, the relationship between the 

Khartoum government and the United States was an uneasy one as the USA became worried 

about the establishment of sharia law. Also, Sudan’s welcoming attitude of terrorist groups 

such as elements of Al Qaeda made the United States to impose sanctions and to place Sudan 

on the list countries sponsoring terrorism62.  

      From Chevron’s point of view, the frosty relations between the governments of its home 

country (USA) and its host-country (Sudan) only made its operations in Sudan even more 

challenging, and the MNE finally pulled out of Sudan in 199263. Most other major Western oil 

companies like Shell, Total and British Petroleum had avoided exploration and production in 

Sudan due to conflict. The lack of available options in the early 1990s placed the Khartoum 

government in a difficult financial position. Although the improvement of its worsening 

finances was important, Khartoum also obsessed about keeping control and finding a partner 

that did not interfere or question its war practices in the South64.  

      The experience and financial strength of Chevron were replaced by a far less experienced 

private Sudanese company ConCorp that purchased concessions from Chevron at Unity and 

Heglig, blocks 1, 2, and 4 for a bargain price of $23 million65. However, due to lack of 

experience, ConCorp sold its concessions to State Petroleum Corporation which was eventually 
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taken over by Arakis, another Canadian company in 199466. Like most of the companies that 

operated after the withdrawal of Chevron in 1992, Arakis lacked the required capital and failed 

to raise adequate finances mainly due to Washington’s intervention denying the company the 

opportunity to enter the financial markets in the US. Thus, the failure by the Sudanese 

government to find a willing and capable corporate partner meant a period of transition was 

needed to search for such a partner. It will not be long until the Khartoum government did just 

that as it was able to rely on state-owned multinational companies with experience and 

significant financial backing from China to alleviate its difficult financial position and develop 

its oil industry. Moreover, China as the home-country of these large SOMNEs favours a policy 

of ‘non-interference’ thereby turning a blind eye to human rights violations orchestrated by the 

Khartoum government especially in the oil-producing regions. The main Chinese state-owned 

oil company was the China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC). Arakis sold 75% of its 

rights to blocks 1, 2 and 4 in 1996 to a consortium of the CNPC (40%) Petronas (35%) and 

Sudapet (Sudanese national oil company) (5%)67. In 1998, Talisman a Canadian corporation 

bought the remaining 25% of Arakis68.  

      The consequence of the growth in oil production was a rise in oil revenues for the Khartoum 

government. Rising oil revenues allowed the Khartoum government to upgrade its military 

capabilities through arms purchases from China69. Increased arms for the Sudanese army led 

to further destruction of villages in the South. In Western countries, MNEs operating in the 

Sudanese oil industry were blamed for the destruction and death of thousands of civilians. For 

instance, the US Congress passed the Sudan Peace Act increasing humanitarian support in the 

country and more interestingly the Congress included a clause barring oil companies operating 

in the country from raising finance on the US financial markets70. In the case of Talisman, its 

shareholders were determined not to be associated with the human rights abuses perpetrated by 

the Khartoum government. Additionally, the company, in particular, was threatened to be 

delisted from raising capital on the New York Stock Exchange (NYSE).The apparent 
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reputational damage coupled with the threat to be delisted from raising capital forced Talisman 

to stop its profitable operation in Sudan71.  

      The disinvestment carried out by MNEs from the West created an opportunity for those 

from the East notably China as SOMNEs from China would now dominate the Sudanese oil 

industry. Unsurprisingly, China was the first country from the East to move to benefit as its 

energy demand is significantly high mainly due to its high levels of economic growth. The 

CNPC purchased block 6 in Western Kordofan formerly owned by Chevron and then took over 

much of the interests of Arakis. CNPC cemented its grip on the Sudanese oil industry by buying 

an important share in blocks 3 and 7 of the Upper Niles State in the Petrodar Operating 

Company. These concessions showed a desire by China to gain control of oilfields rather than 

simply buying crude from the open market. This approach of taking control of oilfields in 

pariah states like Sudan abandoned by Western MNEs exemplifies the use of the ‘non-

interference’ policy to secure host country legitimacy for Chinese SOMNEs. The government 

of China's ownership and control of CNPC means in such geopolitical manoeuvres the Chinese 

government and the SOMNE act as one. In addition to this close connection, between CNPC 

and China, the Chinese government developed a close political, military and economic 

relationship with the Sudanese government. Thus, we argue that under such circumstances the 

Chinese policy of ‘non-interference’ facilitated the building and establishment of external 

legitimacy for CNPC in the eyes of Khartoum.  

The Chinese non-interference policy and the case of China National Offshore Oil Corporation 
and China Petroleum and Chemical Corporation (Sinopec) in Angola                   

Another compelling case of the Chinese non-interference policy helping large Chinese oil 

companies achieve legitimacy was in the case of Angola. After a long political struggle, Angola 

achieved independence from Portugal in 197572. However, after independence, a civil war 

quickly broke out which lasted for twenty-seven years with some interludes in between73. The 

death of Jonas Savimbi and the collapse of the resistance by the National Union for the Total 

Independence of Angola (UNITA) in 2002 marked the end of the civil conflict in Angola. 

Following the end of the conflict, securing funding for the post-war reconstruction of the 
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country was of utmost importance to the Angolan government formed by the People’s 

Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA)74.  

      The International Monetary Fund was prepared to offer loans to the Angolan government, 

but this was based on the fulfillment of certain conditions that included fiscal probity, and 

increased transparency75. The IMF proposal was not satisfactory to the Angolan government 

who appealed to China for assistance. After negotiations between China and Angola began in 

2003, the first agreement was signed in March 2004, and by the end of 2007, the China Import 

and Export Bank had provided a total of $4.5 billion in loans backed by oil exports to China76. 

A further $6billion was granted to in July 201077. These loans were directed specifically 

towards the rebuilding of the Angolan infrastructure with the loans repayable at the London 

Interbank Offered Rate (LIBOR) with an additional 1.5% over a period of 17 years78. Not only 

were the loans offered by China acceptable as a financing option for Angolan infrastructure, 

but it was also without the strings attached demanded by the IMF such the demands of 

transparency and fiscal probity.  

      The non-interference approach of the Chinese in this case to matters relating to corruption, 

transparency and fiscal probity in the granting of loans to Angola secured legitimacy for large 

Chinese state-owned oil companies thereby facilitating access to explore Angola’s oil reserves. 

It is no coincidence that the entry into Angola by China Petroleum and Chemical Corporation 

(Sinopec) occurred not long after the announcement of the first loan of $2 billion by China 

Exim Bank in 2004. In the same year, Sinopec acquired a 50% stake of Block 18 although Shell 

the previous owner had an agreement in place with Oil and Natural Gas Corporation (an Indian 

Oil Company) for the purchase of Block 1879. In somewhat controversial circumstances, the 

Angolan state-owned oil company Sonangol acting on behalf of the Angolan government 

refused to approve this agreement and then awarded the stake to Sinopec. In similar 

circumstances, Block 3/80 was acquired by Sinopec when Sonangol failed to renew Total’s 
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contract80 and acquired further shares in block 15 (20%), 17 (27.5%) and 18 (40%)81 after the 

formation of a joint venture with Sonangol called Sonangol Sinopec International (SSI).  

Conclusion 

China’s re-engagement with Africa has interested scholars of various disciplines and the 

popular media alike. China’s interaction with the continent in the post-colonial and Cold War 

period was mostly political while emphasising its policy of non-interference and respect for 

sovereignty. Today, however, the reason for the growing interest in China’s re-engagement 

with the continent has been due to the economic rise of China and its rather distinctive approach 

to development based on its policy of non-interference and what this means for Africa. One of 

the consequences of China’s economic rise has been the birth of the Chinese multinational. 

Extant studies on current China-Africa relations in general and the non-interference policy, in 

general, have focused on the political aspects of this relationship such as its consequences on 

governance and human rights. Some have focused on what it means for the overall development 

of the continent. In this article, we have focused on the role of the Chinese SOMNE as a driver 

and beneficiary of the non-interference policy. Through the use of two cases, we argued that 

the rationale of the Chinese policy of non-interference has been due in large part to the desire 

to of the Chinese government to help large Chinese SOMNEs achieve and maintain legitimacy 

in a bid to safeguard the economic future of the country.  

      The case of CNPC in Sudan demonstrates how China used its non-interference policy to 

help achieve legitimacy and ultimately facilitate the penetration of CNPC into the Sudanese oil 

sector. The Angola case shows how the non-interference policy helped Sinopec secure access 

to the Angolan oil sector during the aftermath of the Angolan civil war making Angola the 

largest source of crude oil for China    
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