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*Symposium strongly attended by academic staff, representatives from civil society and graduate 
students from a range of different backgrounds- China background, Africanists and people with 
expertise on South East Asian affairs. This created a very vibrant exchange of ideas with many 
original viewpoints. 
 
*There was a lively discussion on the growing impact of China on the geopolitics of the Indian Ocean. 
Observers have long speculated on whether Beijing would emulate the classic behaviour of Great 
Powers in increasingly securitising its global supply lines –including the deployment of overseas 
troops, the acquisition of military bases and the development of a blue water navy- to ensure 
continued economic success in years to come. While some at the symposium stressed that China is 
still a long way off any such strategy and that the PRC still lacks the economic clout to become a 
major military power in the Indian Ocean, others pointed both to debates in Beijing and to on the 
ground developments to suggest that China might already be heading in a more ‘hawkish’ direction. 
China’s growing involvement in anti-piracy efforts in the Gulf of Aden and off the Somali Coast have 
included the first deployment of Chinese naval ships in the Mediterranean region and the evacuation 
of Chinese nationals from Libya. Nobody suggested that this will, in the short term, trigger direct 
confrontation with European, American or Indian interests.  However, some noted that the growing 
strength of nationalist voices in the debate in Beijing –and the waning of the idea of “China’s 
Peaceful Rise” in some circles- has important repercussions for how the world views China’s overall 
maritime strategy. 
 
*The symposium discussed the changing geopolitics against the background of visits by Barack 
Obama and Hilary Clinton to Indonesia, Myanmar/Burma, Australia and South Korea, as part of 
Washington’s renewed focus on South-East Asia and the Pacific and Indian Ocean. While some see in 
this manoeuvring the contours of a possible new Cold War, others warn against self-fulfilling 
prophecies that push actors into a narrow straitjacket of security-centric relations. They pointed out 
that China’s role in anti-piracy operations for instance could also be interpreted as a growing 
willingness to participate in the provision of global public goods like maritime security and thus signal 
a strengthening of Beijing’s adherence to the China’s “Peaceful Rise”-paradigm.  It is also worth 
noting that China’s historical role as a maritime actor in the South China Sea might provide useful 
context in interpreting new patterns of naval activity in the Indian Ocean region as a result of 
expanding Chinese engagement with Africa.  
 
*Just like at the OUCAN Conference in March, several symposium participants warned against the 
idea of Chinese exceptionalism and cautioned against overstating the magnitude of the current 
Chinese presence in Africa as well as any capacity the Chinese might have to change or shape African 
development. 
 
*The panel on Chinese Investment approached China’s commercial expansion into Africa and South 
East Asia by looking both at China’s overarching FDI policy framework as well as the motivations of 
private and state-owned firms for internationalising operations.  It was pointed out that whilst much 
is made of the role of the Chinese central government in facilitating the investment of its companies 
abroad, an increasing number of private companies and individual traders are going global on their 
own, often with little to no knowledge of incentives on offer from Beijing.  Discussion focused on the 



push and pull factors that encourage Chinese companies to go abroad, the centrality of the global 
textile industry in observing shifts in production strategies, and the potential of Chinese Special 
Economic Zones in Africa and South East Asia to both facilitate the ‘off-shoring’ of Chinese 
manufacturing capability as well as aid host country industrial development. 
 
*A lively discussion afterwards focused on many of the potential challenges presented by the 
growing presence of Chinese firms and products in African and South East Asian markets.  These 
include the potential for illegal activities in zones, substandard goods flooding over poorly controlled 
borders, the destruction of fledgling indigenous productive sectors as a result of competition with 
Chinese firms, and a ‘race to the bottom’ in labour and environmental standards.  Some pointed out 
that it is as yet much too early to tell if many these problems will materialise, and argued that in 
many cases, the behaviour of Chinese firms is not much different from that of other corporate actors.  
Others noted that host countries have a significant role to play in regulating foreign firms as well as 
local traders who are the primary importers of low quality goods, and in thinking strategically about 
long-term economic goals. 
 
*The panel which launched the “Sudan Looks East: China, India and the Politics of Asian 
Alternatives”-book was well received. By focusing on the controversial case study of Sudan, it 
highlighted the various ways in which China’s, India’s and Malaysia’s growing engagement with 
Khartoum –at first focused mostly on oil, but over time increasingly diversified and complex- has 
shaped Sudanese politics in the past 15 years, but, conversely, has also mattered in the internal 
workings of diplomatic services and company hierarchies of Sudan’s Asian partners. The relationship 
between Sudan and China is not new, but has developed rapidly since President Omar Al-Bashir’s 
1995 visit to Beijing; Chinese help turned Sudan into a major African oil exporter in the 1990s and 
today Chinese engineering expertise is invaluable to Khartoum’s multibillion dollar Dam Programme 
and the development of hydropower on the Sudanese Nile. This relationship is commercially 
lucrative to both sides, but has not satisfied Khartoum or Beijing in the same way on the political 
front: while ties have been close for almost two decades, there has been plenty of mutual 
disappointment over Darfur in particular. In recent years, Beijing has moreover diversified its 
relationships in Sudan, ending the monopoly as China’s interlocutor the military-Islamist regime in 
Khartoum had. The PRC, formerly an enemy of the rebels of the Sudan People’s Liberation 
Army/Movement (SPLA/M), now has good diplomatic ties with the SPLA/M politicians ruling Africa’s 
new country from Juba- illustrating the growing complexity and flexibility of Chinese diplomacy on 
the continent. 
 
*The panel also drew attention to the close Sudan-Malaysia relationship, a partnership not just 
anchored in Petronas’ extensive involvement in Sudan’s oilfields but also in close personal ties 
between the Islamic movements of Sudan and Malaysia. Since the 1970s, the leaders of Sudan’s Al-
Harakat Al-Islamiyyah have through student associations and religious circles maintained an active 
dialogue with Malaysian Islamists with key roles for Dr Hassan Al-Turabi, Anwar Ibrahim and Dr 
Mahathir Mohamed; both Malaysians and Sudanese believed in a modernist form of Political Islam, 
not the archconservative worldview promoted by Saudi Arabia, and identified economic factors as 
key in persuading important constituencies to support Islamism. Sudan’s and Malaysia’s Islamists 
have thus relied heavily on ties with Islamic Finance and on the creation of a new business class to 
entrench themselves in power in their respective countries; there has been mutual ideological 
inspiration, which forms the much understudied foundation of today’s business partnership between 
Kuala Lumpur and Khartoum. 
 
 


