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The United States and China have followed nearly parallel paths as 
providers of foreign aid over the past seven decades. Although these 
programs were ostensibly aimed at Third World economic develop-
ment, both China and the United States have leveraged their aid 
programs to further their own national interests, but have used very 
different strategies. The United States has largely provided foreign 
aid with the aim of stabilizing 
the world order and to advance 
its interests, initially as part of a 
broader Cold War strategy and 
more recently as part of its War 
on Terror. Its approach has been 
to develop patron-client relation-
ships with recipient countries, 
using aid to build alliances and 
promote economic and political liberalization. The Trump admin-
istration has now proposed cutting foreign aid by up to one-third in 
favor of an “America first” policy. 

China, on the other hand, has used its foreign aid program pri-
marily to strengthen its position as a leader of the Global South, with 
a hands-off political approach, emphasizing reciprocity and solidarity 
with its foreign aid recipients. At the same time as the United States 
cuts its aid program, the Chinese government is ramping up its own 
foreign aid and investment programs. For example, the Belt Road Ini-
tiative (BRI) is supported with a Chinese government commitment 
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of $40b to the Silk Road Fund to expand both overland and maritime 
trade links of China with Europe, Central and South Asia, and Africa. 

This is not a new direction for China, but rather an articulation of 
a further step in a constant trajectory that this study explores. China’s 
foreign aid program had its beginnings with Chinese Premier Zhou 
Enlai’s entrance on the global stage at the Asian-African Conference 
at Bandung, Indonesia, in April 1955. This conference saw the po-
litical leadership from 29 developing countries come together over a 
week to look beyond the Cold War alliances they were part of and 
map out a path for an assertive voice from the Global South. The 
first clause of the Bandung declaration called for increased South-
South “…economic cooperation on the basis of mutual interest and 
respect for national sovereignty.” China took this call to heart and 
commenced a program of foreign aid starting with Egypt in 1956 and 
expanding into the rest of Africa and Asia.

This is quite different from the US aid trajectory, which this study 
argues had its origins in the Cold War with aid to Greece and Tur-
key in early 1947 to prevent them falling into the Soviet camp, and 
from there was used to build anti-Soviet alliances. Despite President  
Truman’s Point Four Program of 1949 for increased foreign aid for 
development, a skeptical Congress kept aid volumes low and tied aid 
to the Cold War security agenda of the Eisenhower administration. 
The Kennedy administration moved beyond the focus on security and 
matching Soviet efforts, introducing a development agenda for the  
“free world” based on promoting free market capitalism and opposing 
state-led development. This was despite the economic successes of the 
state-led policies of Japan and South Korea, and later China. With 
the end of the Cold War in 1989, the focus of the US aid program 
shifted to democratization under President Clinton. Under George 
W. Bush, after the September 11 attacks, it was expanded to support 
the War on Terror.

This study tracks the development of Chinese aid since the 1970s 
when it was reaching over 70 countries and, most notably, constructing  
the TAZARA railway, a flagship project of 2,000km linking the cop-
per mines of Zambia to Tanzanian ports, thus bypassing the colonial 
remnants of Rhodesia and South Africa. With this one project China 
made an unambiguous statement of solidarity with the Global South. 

After a hiatus in the 1980s when China’s own rapid growth was 
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given priority, its aid program increased in the 1990s following the 
Tiananmen Square violent crackdown and the associated condemna-
tion of China from the West. Here the focus was not only on build-
ing solidarity, but also trade and investment linkages as well.  In the 
2010s, there has been a further expansion of China’s foreign aid with 
the BRI program aimed at building closer economic and trade rela-
tionships across Asia and making use of excess capacity in Chinese 
industry.

The study concludes with a discussion of the West’s reduced lever-
age, not only in promoting globalization and the broader neoliberal 
agenda, but also in the broader liberal regime around social justice, 
gender justice, human rights, environmental norms, and other hard-
won global agreements. The influence of the United States is being 
challenged by China, which has been using its foreign aid to expand 
its global influence in ways that are quite different from the United 
States and the West. The question is how will the United States, and 
the West more broadly, respond to this challenge in a time of deep aid 
cuts and in the context of rising nationalism and more authoritarian 
states that are increasingly rejecting the post-war liberal world order.  





Introduction

The Trump administration’s 2018 budget proposes to cut US foreign 
aid by one third, making it the largest cut in foreign aid since the end 
of the Cold War. It also comes at a time when China is using its aid 
program and other official flows to assert its influence across Asia and 
Africa, most recently with its Belt Road Initiative. For the United 
States to cut its aid program so drastically at this critical juncture 
will effectively cede the field to China after a decades-long “aid race” 
in which each vied for influence in the Global South using the “soft 
power” of foreign aid. An exploration of this history will shed light on 
why a continued and strong foreign aid engagement with the Global 
South is important.

First, it will be useful to map the origins of both foreign aid pro-
grams and show how they developed up to the 1980s. An impor-
tant aspect of this is China’s development leadership of the Global 
South, particularly in the 1970s when the West was challenged by 
UNCTAD, the New International Economic Order, and more asser-
tive Southern voices. The 1990s and the 2000s saw China cement its 
political solidarity relationships with economic ones at a time when 
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the United States largely ignored China and focused on democratiza-
tion (mainly in Eastern Europe) and the War on Terror. This discus-
sion provides an important background for a discussion of how the 
Trump administration’s aid cuts limit the use of the US aid program 
in better engaging with China and the Global South to strengthen 
and advance some of the liberal values that are under threat by rising 
nationalism. Instead, China’s hands-off approach to bilateral relations 
will go unchallenged in an era of growing authoritarianism.

An Overview

The rise of the United States and China as foreign aid donors, the 
United States from the mid-1940s and China from the mid-1950s, 
followed surprisingly similar paths but with some important differ-
ences. While the United States as a modern bilateral donor1 had its 
origins in the immediate post–World War II context, with an aid 
program to Turkey and Greece in 1947, and President Truman’s Point 
Four Program in 1949, the US aid program did not increase substan-
tially until the mid-1950s when the Soviet Union started a foreign aid 
race to build alliances to complement the arms race. Similarly, until 
the late 1980s the US program was an adjunct to the Cold War, and 
the foreign aid program complemented the US security strategy by 
developing and cementing Cold War alliances. In the early 2000s the 
US aid program expanded again with its focus on the War on Terror.

For China, the Asian-African Conference in Bandung, Indone-
sia, in April 1955 marked its first step in establishing a foreign aid 
program beyond support for its immediate communist neighbors. 
Bandung was also the first step by developing countries, acting as a 
collective group, in articulating their own development cooperation 
agenda, marking the beginning of South-South cooperation. China 
immediately took up the challenge, beginning a foreign aid program 
to Egypt in 1956. 

The Chinese aid program, after a few halting steps in the 1960s, 
grew rapidly from the early 1970s until it stabilized in the 1980s, 
then grew rapidly again from the 1990s until the present day. From 
the 1990s, the focus of the Chinese program shifted from cementing 
political and diplomatic relationships to more direct economic coop-
eration to build strategic partnerships, culminating in the 2010s with 
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the Belt Road Initiative (BRI) across Asia and Africa, using a mix of 
foreign aid, other official flows, and foreign direct investment (FDI).

For both the United States and China, their foreign aid programs, 
while ostensibly about Third World economic development, were 
very much driven by their respec-
tive national interests. For the US, 
Cold War rivalry meant that build-
ing alliances and protecting allies 
was a central part of its aid program  
in its early years. For China, it was 
a pathway to regaining its status 
as a respected voice on the global 
stage after what Zhou Enlai in the 1950s referred to as the “century of  
humiliation,” and then to building economic ties to realize Xi Jinping’s  
China Dream, a reference to China’s former glory. 

The strategies adopted by China and the US, however, were very 
different. The United States adopted more of a patron-client relation-
ship with its aid recipients, which included their adoption of free 
market capitalist economic systems and, from the late 1980s, broader 
democratic principles in their political systems. While the United 
States did give aid to communist countries from the outset, most 
notably to Yugoslavia in 1949, it tended to promote economic and 
political liberalization among its allies and aid partners. China, on 
the other hand, was less interested in the nature or the economic ap-
proaches of the partner government, but rather emphasized solidar-
ity in developing its long-term political and economic relationships. 
While these often were around developing trade and investment re-
lationships, this was not always the case, as increasing China’s status 
as a leader of the Global South was also important. The only politi-
cal condition China placed on its development partners was support 
of a One China Policy, restricting official recognition of Taiwan. It 
was not until the 2000s that a China-based model of development, 
the so-called Beijing Consensus, was articulated. It focused on filling 
both soft and hard infrastructure needs, for improved connectivity 
within and across Asia and Africa.

China’s programs, like those of the US, were global in nature, but 
focused on Africa until after the Cold War, when China increased 
its focus on South, Central, and West Asia. There was less historical 
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baggage in building relationships with Africa than with many of the 
countries in Asia, and with over 50 independent, mostly nonaligned 
countries, Africa could have a more united voice. Asia during the 
Cold War was more politically divided, with many countries allied 
with either the Soviet Union or the US. 

The Origins of US Foreign Aid Programs

The US foreign aid program can be traced back to the early part 
of the nineteenth century, with the Monroe Doctrine that built on 
notions of manifest destiny and American exceptionalism in its ex-
pansion westward into the Pacific and southward into Latin America 
(Picard and Buss 2009; Coles 2002; Zoysa 2005). These ideas, Zoysa 
argues, have their origins in the values and Puritan beliefs of the first 
European settlers to arrive in Plymouth, MA in 1620. The United 
States sent technical missions abroad from the 1830s onwards, and 
by the 1870s a number of foreign governments turned directly to the 
United States for aid. However, until the 1940s, the focus was mainly 
on Latin America and flagship projects such as the Inter-American 
Highway of the 1920s, and some development programs in the Phil-
ippines in the 1920s and 1930s (Picard and Buss 2009; Liska 1960).

In the 1940s the focus was on reconstruction following the dev-
astation of World War II, which would be led by the nascent World 
Bank in concert with the International Monetary Fund, which had 
oversight of the global financial system (Lavelle 2013; Engel 2012; 
Caufield 1996). This vision quickly unraveled when the Soviet Union 
took a more belligerent approach to the political rehabilitation of 
Europe, and effectively annexed much of Eastern Europe, setting up 
Soviet-style governments in those countries (Koslowski and Kratochwil 
1994; Vieira 2016). In 1946, communist insurgencies in Greece, as 
well as Soviet pressure on Turkey for disputed territory and unfet-
tered maritime access to the Mediterranean Sea, threatened both gov-
ernments. If these strategies were successful and Greece and Turkey 
moved into the Soviet orbit, the West’s Middle East allies and its oil 
supply would be threatened. In early 1947, the UK, which was too fi-
nancially strapped to provide support to Greece and Turkey, asked the 
United States to supply economic and military aid. This first postwar 
US foreign aid program led to the Truman Doctrine of 1947, which 
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rejected US isolationism in favor of containing communist aggres-
sion (Tansky 1967; United States Congress 1957a, 1957b; Picard and 
Buss 2009; Lancaster 2008; Morley and Morley 1961). 

Following the provision of economic and military support to 
Greece and Turkey, the Truman government expanded the foreign aid 
program to the rest of Europe and beyond, but this time with a devel-
opmental rather than a military objective. While Truman’s Point Four 
Program of 1949 still tied the foreign aid into a broader framework 
of security, it also introduced the idea that “…trade and civilisation 
were inseparable” (Caufield 1996, 48).2 The themes of Point Four 
were “poverty, economic growth, and democracy and freedom against 
Soviet Communism” (Picard and Buss 2009, 88). Even though the 
aid from the US Point Four Program was to be in the form of tech-
nical assistance rather than large-scale grants or loans (Picard and 
Buss 2009; Wood 1986), it only passed Congress by one vote (Wood 
1986). This was an early demonstration of the ambivalence the US 
Congress continues to have for foreign aid (Hagen and Ruttan 1988). 
Around the same time, Marshal Tito of Yugoslavia split from Stalin, 
and after much soul searching the United States provided its first for-
eign aid (including military aid) to a communist state in 1949, largely 
without conditions (Lees 1978; Liska 1960).

The Marshall Plan, however, was set up to be separate from the 
foreign aid program and aimed at: rebuilding Western Europe and 
Japan as a group of US allies to contain communism; stimulating the 
US economy via increased industrial exports to Europe; and access-
ing raw materials from developing countries through their European 
patrons (Wood 1986; Morley and Morley 1961; Hagen and Ruttan 
1988). The Marshall Plan thus resulted in large flows to developing 
countries from their colonial powers (Picard and Buss 2009). In ad-
dition, the Marshall Plan and the US aid program had an ideologi-
cal agenda of not only containing communism, but also challenging  
the statism and national capitalism that prevailed through much of 
Western Europe (Loayza 2003; Wood 1986). Wood argues that this 
“has been the real threat economic aid has been used to counter rath-
er than communism” (Wood 1986 66). The anti-statist agenda has 
been a continuing implicit, if not explicit, objective of the US aid 
program ever since. The Marshall Plan, however, had limited success 
in pressuring European governments away from state-led economic 
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recovery, and what the United States saw as stifling regulations. It 
was, however, more successful in freeing up trade within Europe, and 
in giving a greater role to the private sector in the recovery and re-
building processes (Wood 1986; Kunz 1997; Esposito 1994; Grant 
and Nijman 1997). 

In the early 1950s, despite the promise of Truman’s Point Four 
Program, a skeptical Congress and a more national security–con-
scious Eisenhower administration made cuts in foreign aid in favor 
of increased military spending, and it was to be nearly another de-
cade before US and Western foreign aid increased and became more 
sharply defined, with a development objective rather than a security 
objective (Hagen and Ruttan 1988; Parker 2006; Picard and Buss 
2009). 

During the first half of the 1950s, Asia experienced what Parker 
(2006, 872) called a “…seemingly endless crisis in the region [and 
further afield], as from north to south along the East Asian coast, 
fighting waxed and waned.” The idea of using foreign aid as a soft 
power tool to contain communism did not appeal to the US admin-
istration in the same way as the British Commonwealth–led Colom-
bo Plan. The Colombo Plan3 was a mix of technical support and 
training, and probably the first example of South-South cooperation. 
Likewise, Japan was using its reparation payments to countries it had 
occupied during World War II for broader development objectives as 
well as for containing communism. Hara Yasusaburo, then president 
of the Nippon Kayaku Corporation, observed:

…we can contribute to the economic development of South-
east Asia in the name of reparation payments; we can help pre-
vent the propagation of communism. With reparations, we can 
kill two birds with one stone. (quoted in Suehiro, 1999, 88). 

The US approach to foreign aid and development in the Global 
South in the 1950s was largely hands-off: “…the Eisenhower team’s 
basic approach to the Third World: a focus on covert and/or psycho-
logical operations, hints at economic aid, the use of pro-American 
proxies, and where possible a light touch” (Parker 2006, 883). This 
approach was also due to the Congress being fearful of a possible 
Marshall Plan to the Global South on a grand scale, and concern at 
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the high cost of the Korean War. US aid at that time was very much  
on a modest scale, and went hand in hand with military assistance 
(United States Congress 1957a; Tansky 1967). US General Alfred 
Gruenther noted in 1952 that “…the economic and military aspects of  
defense…defy separation [in modern warfare]” (quoted in Hagen and 
Ruttan 1988, 3). Foreign aid was used to “...support a system of in-
terlocking anti-communist alliances beginning with NATO” (Morley  
and Morley 1961, 9).

The only development aspect to the US aid program was to “…
afford friendly leaders an opportunity to maintain their authority 
and legitimacy by delivering better services to their citizens” (Picard 
and Buss 2009, 87). The 
intended outcome of the 
program was greater po-
litical stability rather than 
economic growth, and 
any activities had to be 
argued on grounds of the 
American military interest 
rather than developmental need (US Congress 1957, 13). The pro-
portion of military aid to development aid rose from 24 percent in 
1951 to 66 percent in 1953, after Eisenhower took office (p. 8). The 
clear exceptions to this were the Colombo Plan, mentioned above, to 
which the US contribution was modest, and food aid.4 

By the mid-1950s, the United States was facing the Soviet Union 
as a direct competitor in using foreign aid as soft power and, as Secre-
tary of State Dulles noted, “…with more guile and less force” (Hagen 
and Ruttan 1988, 5), while at the same time an economic downturn 
in the US limited budgetary options. Eisenhower was concerned with 
the rise of Soviet economic aid to developing countries but was unsure 
as to how to respond: “US policymakers took the Soviet challenge to 
heart but were very uncertain of where else to take it” (ibid.). Despite 
the clear pressure on US strategic interests, Congress remained reluc-
tant to give Eisenhower the foreign aid funding he required and so he 
had to look further afield. 

Eisenhower approached other Western donors and allies, such as 
Japan, to pick up the slack. As a result, Western aid doubled in the 
five years 1956–1960 from what it was over the previous five years 
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(Morrison 1998; Jain 2016; Griffin 1991). The Eisenhower admin-
istration then launched a Western partnership for development co-
operation, the Common Aid Effort, to cement Western support for 
foreign aid (Scott 2015), and put pressure on other Western donors 
to support the US anti-Soviet effort (White 1974). The idea was to 
burden-share among Western allies to increase the volume of Western 
development aid in the face of what was seen as a Soviet aid onslaught 
(Verschaeve and Orbie 2015a; Westad 2005; Tansky 1967).5

The Soviet foreign aid effort started after Stalin’s death in 1953 
and grew quickly, marking a brief period of soft power rivalry with 
the United States (Goldman 1967; Tansky 1967; Lancaster 2008). 
While Soviet aid outside the communist bloc did not match US aid 
in volume, its strategic use led to the perception that Soviet aid was 
both substantial and effective (Hattori 2001; Orr 1988; Goldman 
1967). Inside the Soviet bloc, the aid effort was considerable, with 
large volumes of Soviet aid to support China’s industrialization in the 
1950s, which Westad refers to as the Soviet “Marshall Plan to mod-
ernize China” (2005, 69). 

Flagship projects, which the United States and the World Bank 
declined to fund, such as the Aswan High Dam in Egypt, gave the So-
viet Union propaganda wins and developing countries a clear choice 
as well as the ability to bargain the terms of Western aid (White 1974; 
Wood 1986). Soviet aid was in the form of loans at half the inter-
est rate of US aid, and because repayments were not required to be 
made in a convertible currency, barter arrangements were common. 
In some cases, according to Goldman (1967), US aid was recycled 
to the Soviets: the loan repayments were made with US PL 480 food 
aid, which the Soviet Union then sold on the world market, keep-
ing the foreign exchange (Goldman 1967, 72). Soviet Premier Nikita 
Khrushchev even made the point that without Soviet aid there would 
be much less Western aid, and so the Soviet Union should get some 
of the credit for that (Tansky 1967; Wood 1986). 

The United States was also hampered in its soft power diplomacy 
by the perception within developing countries that the US govern-
ment policy to its own people of color was fundamentally racist. The 
US racial segregation battles of the 1950s gave the impression to de-
veloping countries that the US aid program was influenced by what 
was seen as racially-based values, which the Soviet Union, and later 



9China and the United States as Aid Donors

China, played up in their propaganda efforts to the Global South 
(Jones 2005; Angelo and Davies 2015; Westad 2005; Abraham 2008; 
Parker 2006; Jones 2005; Brazinksy 2017).

In 1961, the logjam in the US Congress on foreign aid was broken,  
in part due to the importance the new president, John F. Kennedy, 
placed on it, and in part to the persuasive skills he brought to the 
table (Hagen and Ruttan 1988). The Kennedy administration went 
beyond the idea of burden sharing and called for a renewed push for 
more foreign aid, by calling for a UN-led Decade for Development 
(Kennedy 1961). Kennedy also introduced a new approach to inter-
national development in the form of the Partners for Progress pro-
gram, to offer a positive alternative to the Soviet Union’s aid program 
(Kennedy 1962; Hagen and Ruttan 1988). It was a marked shift from 
the 1950s philosophy of the Mutual Security Act which stipulated 
“…that aid could only be extended to strengthen the free world” and 
complement military aid (Orr 1988, 741). The US aid program was 
consolidated into a new agency, AID, and the Peace Corps program 
was started as an extension of soft power (Hagen and Ruttan 1988; 
Labouisse 1961). The aim of AID in the early 1960s was “linking 
the twin ideological foundations of capitalist economic growth and 
political resistance to international communism” (Essex 2008, 234). 
This harked directly back to the Truman Point Four Program and the 
separation of development aid from military aid. Foreign aid was to 
be used in support of market-based capitalism, and in Kennedy’s case, 
to include the promotion of US exports and investment in Africa 
(Angelo and Davies 2015).

While the Kennedy program represented a permanent shift in US 
aid policy to focus on longer-term development, with grants rather 
than loans for programs and over longer periods, the commitment to 
increased funding was short-lived. As the Soviet Union reduced its 
aid program, so did the US, so that by 1968 the budget outlay for for-
eign aid was half of what it was in 1962 (Shapiro and Weiner 2002; 
Fleck and Kilby 2010). There were even questions in Congress of the 
need for an aid program at all when the US economy was stagnating 
(Fleck and Kilby 2010; Essex 2008; DAC Secretariat 1970; Picard 
and Buss 2009). Interestingly, the rapid increase in the Chinese aid 
program in the 1970s did not prompt a commensurate increase in 
the US aid program (Fleck and Kilby 2010); the US-China détente 
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of 1972 may have played a part in this decoupling. In the 2000s, 
the Bush administration’s policy shift to a security focus in foreign 
aid harked back to the Eisenhower administration policies with the 
increase in the aid program to fund the War on Terror (Howell and 
Lind 2009; Moss, Standley, and Roodman 2005).

Since the 1970s the US aid program has followed a similar philos-
ophy: while it was a projection of US power, it was also a projection 
of US liberal values and its manifest destiny in pursuing them. Later, 
at the end of the Cold War, democratization in recipient countries 
was added to the list of liberal values being promoted (Zoysa 2005; 
Picard and Buss 2009). During the Cold War, it made political sense 
for the United States to support authoritarian regimes as they were 
more reliable partners, and certainly seen as preferable to left-wing 
or even left-leaning democracies such as India or Chile in the early 
1970s (Hook and Rumsey 2016; Liska 1961). 

While Soviet Union funding of foreign aid fell sharply in the 
1960s, and the US program followed suit, the Chinese aid program 
increased and offered a quite different strategy to the US policy of 
Cold War containment of communism and the promotion of US 
values. While Mao Zedong spoke of exporting revolution, first Pre-
mier Zhou Enlai was embarking on a diplomatic campaign across  
the South to build Southern solidarity to challenge both US and So-
viet hegemony (Samy 2010; Larkin 1973; Huisken 2013; Brazinsky 
2017). Key to Zhou’s approach were the ideas of partnership and 
solidarity, which are enshrined in the Five Principles of Peaceful Co-
existence (1954) and the Eight Principles of Foreign Aid (1964) (Gill 
and Huang 2006; Varrall 2016; Mawdsley 2012). In keeping with 
these principles China has consistently challenged the Western liberal 
views of democracy and human rights (Mawdsley, Savage, and Kim 
2014). Zhou used the Geneva Peace Conference of 1954 and the 
Bandung Conference of 1955 to position China as a leader in build-
ing solidarity across the South, with foreign aid playing a central part 
of that process (Brazinsky 2017). In the 2000s this solidarity was 
strengthened with closer economic cooperation and higher levels of 
Chinese aid as well as foreign direct investment both from state and 
private sources, at first in Africa and then extending to West, Central, 
and South Asia in the 2010s with the Belt Road Initiative.
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Bandung and the Origin of Chinese Foreign  
Aid Programs

China’s foreign aid program had its origins in the dissatisfaction with 
what the Global South saw as Western hegemony in the postcolo-
nial development processes. The Bandung Conference and ideas of 
South-South cooperation had their origins in a series of meetings 
from the turn of the twenti-
eth century. Prior to the de-
colonization of the late 1940s 
into the 1960s, the emerg-
ing developing country lead-
ers had been active in trying 
to have their voices heard 
in global forums, beginning 
around 1900. This included the first Pan-African Conference held in 
London in 1900 (Hongoh 2016), a peace conference in 1926 held at 
Bierville near Paris that declared that “Asia must have a rightful place 
in the consideration of world problems” (Birchall 2016; Appadorai 
1955, 1), and the Brussels anti-imperial conference of 1927 where 
the Indian independence leader Jawaharlal Nehru took a leading role 
(Abraham 2014; Hongoh 2016; Acharya 2016). 

These conferences followed what was seen as a snub at the Paris 
Peace Conference of 1919 to the nationalist and regional aspirations 
of Japan, China, and others in the refusal to include an anti–racial dis-
crimination clause in the Treaty of Versailles, or to give back the for-
mer German concession territory of Shandong to China (Kawamura 
1997; Hongoh 2016; Brazinsky 2017).6 Given the role to that date 
of the “white” colonial powers in international relations and develop-
ment, the Indonesian President Sukarno noted in his opening address 
at Bandung that it was “…the first international conference of co-
loured peoples in the history of mankind,” and the idea of oppressed 
peoples dominated it (Jones 2005, 861; Parker 2006; Wright 1956; 
Ampiah 2007; Hongoh 2016).

The post–World War II independence processes also built mo-
mentum for a Southern voice in global affairs. After the war, there 
were a series of meetings of Asian and African leaders dealing with 
issues of decolonization, leading up to Bandung. The Pan-African 

China’s program had its origins in 

dissatisfaction with what the Global 

South saw as Western hegemony
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Conference of future African leaders in Manchester in 1945 (Cheru 
2016) was followed by the Asian Relations Conference held in Delhi 
in 1947. The Delhi conference challenged the notion of Western civi-
lization as the zenith, arguing in favor of the strength and enduring 
history of Eastern civilizations, and put forward the idea of Arab-
Asian regional cooperation (Abraham 2008; Vieira 2016). One out-
come of the Delhi conference was the idea that “‘Asian knowledge’ 
would be offered to the world without conditions” (Abraham 2008, 
201). The Baguio Conference in the Philippines followed in 1950 
and went a step further and articulated Nehru’s brand of neutralism, 
which he brought to Bandung and then to the nonaligned movement 
(Ampiah 2007; Appadorai 1955). The Geneva Peace Conference of 
1954, where the peace settlements for the Korean War and the Indo-
china conflict were thrashed out, established China and Zhou Enlai 
in particular as important interlocutors on the world stage (Brazinsky 
2017). This reputation was in evidence at Bandung and set in train 
China’s rise as a leader of the Global South. 

In April 1954 five South Asian leaders7 met in Colombo and de-
clared that “colonialism was a violation of fundamental human rights 
and a threat to world peace,” and set in train a process for a much 
wider global conference than any that hitherto had been held (Jones 
2005, 852). The Colombo declaration was also in part a response to 
the US moves to establish the South East Asian Treaty Organization 
(SEATO) as a bulwark against communism. SEATO had the prob-
lem of being dominated by Western (white) powers, with Thailand 
and the Philippines as the only regional treaty partners (Parker 2006; 
Jones 2005). As a result there was a strong anti-Western racial un-
dercurrent in the Colombo discussions despite most of the leaders 
present being trenchantly anti-communist. Questions were raised as 
to whether “white” countries in the region (i.e., Australia and New 
Zealand) that had been observers at some of the planning meetings 
should be invited (Wright 1956; Parker 2006; Jones 2005; Ampiah 
2007). The West, likewise, wanted no part in the conference. Acharya 
(2016, 343) quoted declassified cables about Australia’s involvement: 

He [Prime Minister Menzies] takes a dark view of activities 
which, under guise of peaceful co-existence, in fact are stir-
ring up colour prejudices (from a UK High Commission note 
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in early 1955). Another British document points out that the 
Australian government ‘neither wanted an invitation nor the 
opportunity to refuse one.’

Similarly, the United States did not want to send observers and 
kept an official distance, but could not prevent an African-American 
congressman from attending (Parker 2006). The call for a clearer 
voice from the South was led by Nehru and his passionate objec-
tions to SEATO, to counter what they saw as Western hegemony 
(Acharya 2016; Fisher 1971). The heart of these objections was less 
about containing communism than about US exceptionalism or its 
manifest destiny (Zoysa 2005; Picard and Buss 2009). These were 
ideas used by Jefferson in his intervention against pirates on the west 
coast of Africa in the early nineteenth century: “the aim was both to 
secure US commerce and impose American standards of behavior”  
(Westad 2005, 21). To outsiders, SEATO also seemed to echo Rudyard  
Kipling’s racially-based notion of the “white man’s burden” (Kipling 
and Balestier 1899).8 The Bandung Conference was held, in part, to 
challenge both the notion of the United States’ manifest destiny and 
the “white man’s burden” (Parker 2006).

The great achievement of that week at Bandung was to bring to-
gether political leaders from erstwhile adversaries in different political 
camps to seek common ground. “The image of the torch of civiliza-
tions being passed to new continents outside Europe was omnipres-
ent among the Third World leaders at Bandung” (Westad 2005, 99). 
Western allies, Soviet allies, and the nonaligned were represented, 
agreeing to put their differences aside to reach a consensus (there 
were no votes) and a single voice: “…endowed with metaphorical 
power [and] indignation…against the injustices of the international 
political system as designed at Yalta” (Ampiah 2007, 2). There were 
29 attendees:9 those representing the three main Western alliances 
(NATO, CENTO,10 and SEATO) and US bilateral allies and sup-
porters such as Japan, Ceylon, and South Vietnam; Soviet allies and 
supporters such as China and North Vietnam; and a number who 
were variously nonaligned. The key outcome of Bandung, after a 
long, bitter debate about whether the Soviet Union was a colonial 
power in Eastern Europe, was a clear statement against colonialism 
“…in all its forms”11 (Acharya 2016; Parker 2006). 
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The Bandung Conference represented the crossroads of several  
key Cold War trends: the old specter of communism and the 
newer one of neutralism; the vectors of anti-colonialism and 
Third World nationalism; and a stirring consciousness of changes  
in inter- and intranational race relations (Parker 2006, 888).

There was an attempt to have a follow-up conference to Bandung, 
which would be more inclusive, with the idea being put forward by 
China and Indonesia in the early 1960s. There was a preparatory 
meeting in Indonesia in 1964 with the main meeting to occur in 
Algiers in 1965. India was ambivalent about the conference as the 
ongoing tensions it had with Pakistan and China had worsened. In 
what was regarded as a spoiling move, India wanted the Soviet Union 
to attend, which India knew China would not countenance. At the 
very last minute the meeting was deferred and then later cancelled, 

due to the politics of the Sino-Soviet 
split, India’s ambivalence, and objec-
tions to China’s wish to set a radical 
agenda for the conference (Abraham 
2008; Berger 2004; Brazinsky 2017). 
There was a 50th anniversary confer-
ence in 2005, held in Bandung and 
Jakarta with 106 countries from Asia 

and Africa attending. The outcomes of the 50th anniversary confer-
ence are enshrined in the New Asian-African Strategic Partnership 
(NAASP), which recommitted to the principles of Bandung and ex-
panded them into clearer statements based on three Bandung pillars: 
political solidarity; economic cooperation; and sociocultural relations 
(Assie-Lumumba 2015).

Bandung’s enduring legacy was to lay the groundwork for the 
nonaligned movement. “[Bandung]…constituted the first major col-
lective assertion by a group of developing countries of the doctrine 
of nonalignment” (White 1974, 204; Parker 2006; Assie-Lumum-
ba 2015). This is probably an overstatement as more than half of 
the attendees were in either the Soviet or the US camp at the time, 
and the conference carefully avoided references to the Cold War,  
a central plank of the nonaligned movement (Abraham 2008).  
While Nkrumah and Tito,12 who were part of the leadership of the 

The key outcome of Bandung 
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nonaligned movement, did not attend the conference (for different 
reasons), they were very much influenced by the meeting: 

Bandung became the touchstone of a wide array of initiatives 
associated directly and indirectly with Third Worldism. The 
idea of the Third World was increasingly deployed to generate 
unity and support among a growing number of non-aligned 
nation-states whose leaders sought to displace the ‘East–West’ 
(Cold War) conflict and foreground the ‘North–South’ conflict 
(Berger 2004, 10).

The first point of the Bandung Conference declaration articulated 
the need for mutual cooperation, both economic and cultural, between 
and within Asia and Africa, and the declaration agreed “…to provide 
technical assistance to one another” (Republic of Indonesia 1955, 1). 
The basis of the declaration was in the idea of developing countries sup-
porting each other, rather than depending on what were seen as colonial 
or neocolonial “masters.” What was to become known as South-South 
cooperation was to grow and be influential over the following decades 
(Appadorai 1955; Wright 1956; Mawdsley 2012), so that by the 2010s 
new institutions such as the BRICS13, Asian Infrastructure Investment 
Bank (AIIB), and Belt Road Initiative (BRI) openly challenged the in-
fluence of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank, and 
the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the OECD. 

As the noted African-American writer Richard Wright rather pre-
sciently noted in his report on the conference, the clause on economic 
cooperation sounded innocent enough but that: 

…the “Yellow Peril” as Jack London14 conceived it was not pri-
marily a racial matter it was economic. When the day comes 
that Asian and African raw materials are processed in Asia and 
Africa by labor whose needs are not as inflated as those of the 
western laborers the supremacy of the western world economic 
cultural and political will have been broken once and for all 
(Wright 1956, 203).

The basic philosophy of South-South cooperation envisaged at 
the time, and continuing into the 21st century, is that of reciprocity,  
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shared values, and solidarity, which challenges the “hierarchical 
mindset” of Western aid (Mawdsley 2012, 257). As Yeh and Wharton 
argue, while the DAC is “…couching true Overseas Development 
Assistance (ODA)  in terms of altruism by one party; the Chinese 
Government’s approach, neither seeks nor values such a distinction” 
(Yeh and Wharton 2016, 293). South-South cooperation is about 
developing social bonds through the mutuality of “gift giving” rather 
than one-way grants that are based on charity, with the associated 
notions of paternalism and dependency. Hattori (2001, 635) refers 
to this as “symbolic domination,” and it continues to dog Southern 
perceptions of Western aid (Mawdsley 2012; Hynes and Scott 2013; 
Yeh and Wharton 2016). In practice, however, the two approaches 
have more in common than these distinctions suggest. The practical 
differences lie in the longer-term nature and mutuality of the South-
South relationship, thus fewer political, economic, or structural con-
ditions are imposed but as Mattlin and Nojonen (2015, 720) argue, 
the process of conditionality is more complex:

 …extensive reliance on funding for critical infrastructure from 
one source country can conceivably result in structural de-
pendency that over time may also create political dependency. 
However, the conditionalities that we have identified are not 
imposed by the Chinese state as explicit policy conditions that 
require changes to national economic policies. 

Either because it felt threatened or due to ignorance, the West 
tended to ignore both the Third World and the Eastern bloc as play-
ers in those early aid debates. Bartsh of the DAC, for example, was:

...astonished by the fact that neither the state department or 
the UN nor private researchers paid any attention to the rela-
tively considerable aid effort of the communist donor countries 
in favour of communist less developed countries, Only aid to 
non-communist less developed countries were counted and 
compared to western aid efforts (Bartsch 1969a, 1).

After Bandung the Chinese aid program had a major shift in focus  
so that in addition to supporting its communist neighbors and 
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ideological partners, it also moved to support a much broader group 
of countries where it competed directly with Soviet and Western 
aid, while at the same time being a major recipient of large amounts 
of Soviet aid (Westad 2005).15 The only condition imposed for re-
ceiving China’s aid was support for the One China Policy and the 
consequent breaking of any formal ties the recipient might have 
with Taiwan (DAC Secretariat 1978; Samy 2010; Campbell 2016; 
Sautman and Yan 2007).16 This condition has both softened in 
the 2000s, and hardened again in the 2010s, as a response to the 
strength of sentiment for independence by the relevant Taiwanese 
government. 
 
China Emerges as a Donor

Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai used Bandung to mark China’s entry 
onto the world stage. While Mao Zedong captured the headlines with 
revolutionary rhetoric and his support for revolutionary movements, 
Zhou was a seasoned diplomat and brought a message of a more 
moderate Chinese foreign policy (Jian 2008; Brazinsky 2017). The 
Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, which Zhou introduced in 
1954 at the India-China peace negotiations in New Delhi, were em-
phasized at Bandung: “mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial 
integrity; mutual non-aggression; non-interference in each other’s in-
ternal affairs; equality and mutual benefit; and peaceful coexistence” 
(Varrall 2016, 24; Mattlin and Nojonen 2015; Narayanan 2004). 
Zhou’s language at Bandung eschewed communist rhetoric, and was 
very much in solidarity with other developing countries. As Wright 
(1956, 159) noted, Zhou knew: “…he was addressing lonely men 
whose mentalities had been branded with a sense of being outcasts. 
It cost him nothing to make such a gesture,” and Wright goes on to 
observe that Zhou was the first communist to acknowledge that “…
he and his fellow Chinese were suffering, were backward, were afraid 
of war” (p. 164). With this quite understated performance Zhou won 
over many of his critics, making the unyielding United States “…
appear churlish and intransigent” (Ampiah 2007, 44). The United 
States struggled to respond to Zhou and Bandung, and ultimately it 
was a missed opportunity: 
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Bandung helped to prompt the American conclusion that Eu-
ropean colonialism was becoming more a Western liability than 
an asset. But the abstract conclusion did not produce concrete 
action (Parker 2006, 888). 

The exception may have been the US abandonment of the British 
and French in the Suez crisis, which marked the end of the already de-
clining British Empire (Acharya 2016; Kyle 1991; Brazinsky 2017). 

Zhou used his personal relationships to smooth over border ten-
sions with Burma and disputes over islands around Taiwan, and set in 
train South-South dialogue (Appadorai 1955; Jones 2005; Brazinsky 
2017). It was at the conference that Zhou built personal ties with 
Nasser of Egypt, which led to a Chinese trade office being established 
in Cairo 1956, and substantial military and other support just short 
of troops being provided in the Suez crisis. In return China purchased 
Egyptian cotton, and a training program for Egyptians was set up 
in China (Larkin 1973; OECD-DAC 1979; Cheng 2010; Brazinsky 
2017). This nascent program in Africa expanded to Yemen in 1958, 
Guinea in 1959, and Ghana and Mali in the early 1960s, as well 

as supporting the Asia-Africa 
solidarity fund (DAC Sec-
retariat 1964; Larkin 1973). 
Technical assistance, which 
started in Algeria in 1963, led 
to mobile medical teams being 
sent to developing countries 
on a two-year rotation, treat-

ing around 50,000 patients per year. In addition, some 700 African 
students went to Chinese universities in the 1960s prior to the Cul-
tural Revolution (OECD-DAC 1979)17. 

By the mid-1960s, Chinese aid was evenly distributed between 
South and Southeast Asia and Africa, with Pakistan, Egypt, and 
Indonesia as the main recipients. In Asia, China provided aid to 
Cambodia and Indonesia in 1956, Nepal and Sri Lanka in 1957, 
and Burma in 1959. All in all, programs were started in 20 coun-
tries in Asia and Africa post-Bandung (Cheng 2010). The growth 
in Chinese aid in the 1960s and 1970s was related to China’s 1962 
rift with the Soviet Union. It allowed China to compete with both 

By the mid-1960s, Chinese aid was 
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the Soviet Union and the United States for political influence in the 
South, offering an alternative to the Cold War adversaries, with the 
aim to position itself as leader of the Global South (Westad 2005; 
Berger 2004; Shen and Li 2015; Brazinsky 2017). 

The rift with the Soviet Union has been explained as ideologi-
cal, around the direction of China’s economic development and the 
pace of the Great Leap Forward (Westad 2005; Berger 2004; Fisher 
1971; Shen and Li 2015; Jersild 2014). It is also possible that it had 
its origins in the repayments being made to the Soviets, at the same 
time as the famine, for their large aid program to China through the 
1950s, which may have been seen as a way of tying China to the So-
viet Union as a vassal state (Ashton et al. 1994; Chang and Halliday 
2007; Westad 2005; Fisher 1971; Xue 2014). Given China’s history 
of “100 years of humiliation” at the hands of imperialist powers, the 
causes of the rift ran deep (Taylor 1998; Henderson 2008). 

The rift with the Soviet Union led China to use foreign aid to 
shift developing countries away from the Soviet orbit (Westad 2005; 
Hoeffding 1963; Larkin 1973). The United States was also worried 
about Chinese expansion and responded with a strong diplomatic 
campaign against China across the continent, but the newly installed 
Johnson administration differed markedly from Kennedy on foreign 
aid, and failed to match its diplomatic campaign with a comprehen-
sive aid program (Brazinsky 2017; DeRoche 2007). In late 1963, 
early 1964, Zhou Enlai visited ten African countries with a large del-
egation of senior officials to negotiate aid and trade deals. Out of this 
visit came China’s Eight Principles of Foreign Aid18 that built on the 
Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence (Enlai 1964; DAC Secretariat 
1978; Cheng 2010; Shinn and Eisenman 2012; Varrall 2016; Lar-
kin 1973). These Eight Principles have been the bedrock of Chinese 
foreign aid over the past 50 years and are often reiterated to contrast 
China’s approach to Western foreign aid policies (Cheng 2010; Var-
rall 2016; Xue 2014; Niu 2016). The visit also set up the nascent 
trade links with Africa that expanded rapidly in the 2000s (Besada 
and O’Bright 2017; Cheng 2016).

From Zhou’s Africa visit came the rapid expansion in Chinese for-
eign aid to the continent, and in 1972 China’s aid peaked at $450m 
due in part to the expenditure on the iconic TAZARA railway which 
foreshadowed China’s massive rail investment in Africa and Asia in the 
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2010s (OECD-DAC 1979; Maurice 1975; Anthony 2013; Huang 
and Chen 2016). While China generally eschewed supporting large 
infrastructure projects, the railway linking Zambian copper mines 
to ports in Tanzania was the clear exception (Bartsch 1969b; Larkin 
1973; Monson 2006; Song 2015). Zambia had initially approached 
the British and the Americans to fund the railway, which it needed for 
its copper exports to bypass white-ruled Rhodesia and South Africa 
and their threat of blockade. When US President Johnson bluntly 
declined Zambia’s request, President Kaunda had no choice but to go 
to China (which already had a partnership with socialist Tanzania), 
even though he was anti-communist and very suspicious of China’s 
intentions in Africa (DeRoche 2007; Song 2015; Brazinsky 2017). 
China’s aid diplomacy with Zambia and socialist Tanzania was used 
to outflank both the Soviet Union and the West.

At nearly 2,000 km in length, the TAZARA railway was and still 
is China’s largest single aid project, and involved 14,000 Chinese and 
38,000 African workers in its construction (Monson 2013, 2006; 
Song 2015). The railway was started in 1970 and was completed in 
1975, a year ahead of schedule (Larkin 1973; DAC Secretariat 1978; 
Song 2015). It made an unambiguous statement about Chinese tech-
nical capacity and its political solidarity with the newly independent 
nations of Africa (Brazinsky 2017). It was a direct challenge to apart-
heid South Africa’s “colonial” control of its neighbors in Southern 
Africa, and the tacit support South Africa was being provided from 
the West in general, and the United States in particular (Berger 2004; 
DeRoche 2007; Angelo and Davies 2015). In the 2010s China re-
turned to railway construction in East Africa, with new lines linking 
the port of Mombasa with Nairobi then on to Uganda and Rwanda, 
as well as lines further afield in Nigeria, Ethiopia, Sudan, and Angola 
(Huang and Chen 2016; Anthony 2013).

By the mid-1970s Pakistan, Tanzania, and Zambia were the larg-
est recipients (outside the socialist bloc) of Chinese aid (DAC Sec-
retariat 1978). While the aid was tied to the use of Chinese goods 
and services for much of the work, loans were granted at times in 
a convertible currency, and were often repaid with exports of com-
modities to China in a barter arrangement, and at highly concessional 
rates. China also commonly rescheduled debts or converted loans to 
grants. Their philosophy, in line with the Eight Principles, was to use 
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intermediate technology and labor-intensive methods, with Chinese 
personnel being paid at local rates. As these labor costs were less than 
half that of other donors, the DAC argued that the aid was: 

…certainly worth more than the nominal loan amounts and 
perhaps 35% could be added to the face value of loan agree-
ments…China’s aid and advice are seen by many developing 
countries as valuable because China itself is facing many of 
their problems (DAC Secretariat 1978, 4). 

The grant element of Chinese aid in the 1970s was very high, 
at 75–85 percent, much higher than Western aid (DAC Secretariat 
1978), and while no value was placed on the technical services, they 
were estimated at around one billion dollars over the 20 years from 
1955 to 1975 (p. 19). Measuring China’s aid using DAC definitions 
in order to make comparisons is vexed both then and now. Simple 
comparisons cannot be made without generally making gross un-
derestimates of the value of China’s foreign aid, due to a lack of 
access to reliable and comparable data; definitional issues around 
the extent to which subsidized loans, trade credits, and debt can-
cellations are counted; and how technical assistance is valued 
(Bräutigam 2011b; Dreher et al. 2016; Hook and Rumsey 2016; 
Kitano 2014).19 

In the 1970s, towards the end of the Cultural Revolution, Chi-
na’s aid program grew rapidly as a result of Zhou’s outward-looking 
foreign policy, leading to greater global engagement. Two-thirds of 
China’s total cumulative com-
mitments from the 1950s to 
the 1970s (over $4.3b) were 
made between 1970 and 1977.  
By 1977 Chinese aid was 
reaching over 70 countries.  
Like most aid programs at the  
time, there were complaints 
of slow progress, poor-quality equipment, and a general lack of 
spare parts (DAC Secretariat 1978, 9). Three-quarters of China’s 
aid in the 1970s was bilateral project assistance, including provid-
ing Chinese consumer goods to be sold to cover local costs.20 The  
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typical Chinese aid project in Africa (apart from the TAZARA rail-
way) was a pilot farm or a small-scale light industrial plant with im-
port substitution as a main driver, while in Asia it was roads and 
power plants built by Chinese workers (DAC Secretariat 1978). 

China and the Nonaligned Movement

While China did not formally join the nonaligned movement until 
2000, when the first South Summit of the Group of 77 (G77) and 
China was held in Havana, China was very close to the nonaligned 
movement, and the related G77 group at the UN, from its incep-
tion in the mid-1960s (Solíz 2014; Brazinsky 2017). A key point 
made at the first nonaligned movement meetings in the early 1960s 
was that the more dangerous division was between the haves and the  
have-nots, rather than between the East and West; and as a result the  

G77 argued for a more 
just global economic sys-
tem (Nesadurai 2008). 
While the nonaligned 
movement was less con-
cerned with foreign aid, 
it was instrumental in 
the establishment of the 

United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD),  
which did have a direct focus on foreign aid and development. The 
G77 developing-country bloc in the UN provided the nonaligned 
movement a united voice in UN debates (Nesadurai 2008; Abraham  
2008; Berger 2004). For a time, UNCTAD was a rival to the DAC, 
reflecting developing-country voices and aspirations (Berger 2004; 
Jolly et al. 2004; Carroll and Hynes 2013). It lobbied for large 
increases in foreign aid and attacked donor attitudes (DAC Sec-
retariat 1973; 1972; 1965; Clemens and Moss 2007; Hynes and 
Scott 2013; Crane 1984), all at a time when foreign aid from China 
and OPEC was rapidly increasing. For example, in 1978 OPEC ac-
counted for one-third of all foreign aid (Mawdsley 2012). These de-
bates serve to highlight that South-South cooperation, for example 
with OPEC and China, was a viable alternative to the West and the 
Soviet Union. 

The more dangerous division was 

between the haves and the have-nots, 

rather than between the East and West
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UNCTAD supported a more Keynesian approach to national 
government policy, and challenged the free market ideology that the 
West and the international trade system led by the OECD and DAC 
were increasingly pushing. UNCTAD argued that these systems dis-
criminated against state-owned enterprises and state-led interven-
tions, and focused on narrow financial returns of aid projects rather 
than their broader economic impacts (Dell 1984; Nesadurai 2008; 
Lavelle 2013; Koehler 2015). Robert McNamara, as the recently in-
stalled head of the World Bank, was well aware of these challenges 
and in a speech at Colombia University in early 1970 said:

But when the distribution of land, income and opportunity 
becomes distorted to the point of desperation, what political 
leaders must often weigh is the risk of unpopular but neces-
sary social reform against the risk of social rebellion. ‘Too little 
too late’ is history’s most universal epitaph for political regimes 
which have lost their mandate to the demands of landless, job-
less, disenfranchised and desperate men (quoted in Maddux 
1981, 15). 

But these exhortations by McNamara had little effect, either with-
in the Bank or among Western donors. As Miles noted a few years 
earlier on the prospect of UNCTAD: “…the division between rich 
and poor is the division between those with the power to take deci-
sions in the economic sphere and those who have to accept them” 
(1968, 71). While the idea and rhetoric of prioritizing aid for basic 
human needs was strong at the time, development practice itself told 
a different story. For example, the focus on agriculture and the green 
revolution, which was ostensibly about reaching the poor and mar-
ginal farmers, actually led to support for larger, more capital-intensive 
agriculture, and the poor remained marginalized (DAC Secretariat 
1973; Griffin 1991; Evenson and Gollin 2003; Patel 2013). 

In the 1970s the G77 took a step further with the passing of a UN 
resolution calling for a New International Economic Order (NIEO), 
which China enthusiastically supported (Cheng and Shi 2009). This 
“…flowed from, and built on, earlier efforts to address the struc-
tural inequalities of the international political-economic order”  
(Berger 2004, 23). It was a Keynesian response to the issues at the 
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time (Nesadurai 2008). Given the failure of the first Development 
Decade, declining terms of trade for developing countries, falling 
levels of real aid, a global financial crisis, and the global oil crises, 
developing countries argued that the Bretton Woods institutions and 
related global systems were in dire need of reform. The success of 
OPEC in using the price of oil as a weapon against a hegemonic West 
gave the movement something of a (albeit short-term) fillip (Clark 
1977; Woods 2008; Carroll and Hynes 2013; Jolly et al. 2004).21 The 
Brandt Commission that reviewed foreign aid and development in 
the late 1970s picked up many of the ideas of the G77 and NIEO, 
and called for new arrangements to meet the central objective of a 
transfer of greater power to the South under the central theme of 
“mutuality of interests” (ODI 1980, 1; Brandt Commission 1979). 
This was in line with Zhou’s Eight Principles and some reappeared, 
in rhetoric at least, in the DAC Paris Principles of Foreign Aid some 
20 years later (Verschaeve and Orbie 2015b). 

While the NIEO was a very powerful idea of the 1970s, it was 
destined to be short-lived and replaced by the US-led globalization 
project of the 1980s (Berger 2004). This globalization project rep-
resented a move away “…from international Keynesianism and the 
search for international economic justice” (Nesadurai 2008, 84). The 
1980s debt crisis and the Reagan and Thatcher radical neoliberal eco-
nomic policies and their influence in the World Bank became the 
new norm, leading to what became known as the lost decade in terms 
of economic development (Carrasco 1999; Drabek and Laird 1998; 
Morgan 2001). 

...it is the height of irony that the most radical appeal for 
national sovereignty and control over economic activities in 
the post war period should be followed by the greatest sur-
render of control over national policies in the 1980s (Jolly et 
al. 2004, 123).

It can be argued that the shift to a Keynesian focus on filling in-
frastructure gaps taken by China and other Southern donors in the 
2000s is a return to the themes of the NIEO. The 1980s was also a 
period when China was going through its own internal reforms and 
seeking large sums of foreign aid from the World Bank and Japan 
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to finance its path to rapid economic growth. This, coupled with 
Deng Xiaoping’s reluctance to send any more foreign aid to Africa or 
elsewhere, further added to the woes of the lost decade (Besada and 
O’Bright 2017).

The reemergence of China as a donor in the 1990s and its positive 
response to its neighbors’ plight during the Asian Economic Crisis 
(Huisken 2013; Acharya 1999; Higgott 1998) marked another step 
in China’s path to leadership of other powerful southern states in the 
2000s. This has enabled a global alliance of South-South cooperation 
(the BRICS), as well as the G77 plus China, to challenge the West and 
its set of neoliberal norms and conditions that still drives its aid phi-
losophy. This challenge was not possible in the 1970s with the NIEO. 
This shift represented a more Keynesian-inspired statist approach to 
development explained by New Structural Economics (Solíz 2014; 
Suehiro 1999; Koehler 2015; Yeung 2017; Lin 2011; Wang, Ozanne, 
and Hao 2014). Part of this is the development of quite a different set 
of multilateral institutions, including the Asian Infrastructure Invest-
ment Bank (AIIB), the New Development (BRICS) Bank, and the 
Silk Road Fund (Ban and Blyth 2013; Strand, Flores, and Trevathan 
2016).

In the 1980s the growth in Chinese aid slowed as China focused on 
its own rapid development, and as it discovered that it was competing 
with Africa for the World Bank loans it felt it was eligible for due to its 
need, capacity, and low income levels. This was to be an ongoing issue 
through the 1980s as the United States cut its IDA contributions and 
the scale of China’s need dwarfed that of Africa (World Bank 1985, 
1983, 1982a, b). In contrast to Zhao, the new Chinese leader Deng 
Xiaoping felt that African countries were less important in China’s 
modernization process, and this led to nearly a decade of “outright 
neglect” (Besada and O’Bright 2017, 656). During a 1982 visit to 
11 African countries, Premier Zhao Ziyang announced that China 
would move to a “…more mutually beneficial engagement” (Yeh and  
Wharton 2016, 292), following Deng’s exhortation of “…giving 
moderately and receiving a lot” (quoted in Jerve 2007, 3). The up-
shot was that the competition with the Soviet Union and the United 
States was over, and Africa should be less dependent on Chinese aid 
unless it was driven by mutual economic partnerships (Cheng and  
Shi 2009). In 1985 China went a step further and criticized Africa 
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and the developing world more generally for “errors in policy-
making” (Taylor 1998, 445).

This policy of aid to Africa being based on mutual economic 
benefit gave way in the 1990s to it being based on mixed strategic 
and economic benefits, after the crackdown in 1989 following the 
Tiananmen Square protests threatened to again isolate China from 
the global stage (Huisken 2013; Besada and O’Bright 2017). Deng 
appreciated that many countries in Africa had only given muted criti-
cism of the Chinese government actions, if not tacit support, and 
China responded accordingly (Taylor 1998; Huisken 2013; Samy 
2010). Chinese Foreign Minister Qian Qichen visited 14 African 
capitals after the crackdown, and aid to the continent was boosted 
dramatically (Cheng and Shi 2009). 

After a decade of little change, China’s aid to Africa increased from 
$300m in 1987 to $1.8b in 2002 (Samy 2010). In addition, after China 
became a net importer of energy in 1995, a new set of linkages to the 

resource-rich countries of Africa was estab-
lished. This led to a rapid increase in Chi-
nese state and private investment to parallel 
the aid program, from $51.19m between 
1979 and 1990, to $2.1b in 2010 alone 
(Besada and O’Bright 2017, 657). This 
burgeoning relationship with Africa was 
institutionalized in 2000 with the Forum 

on China Africa Cooperation (FOCAC), which has since become the 
avenue for reaching broad agreements and signaling levels of commit-
ment. In the 2000s, the Africa program is more strategic, with a focus 
on mutual benefit and Africa’s increased economic growth, thereby pro-
viding a market for China’s output. FOCAC soon expanded its horizons 
and by the third ministerial meeting in Beijing it was working towards:

 …the establishment of a new international political and eco-
nomic order that is fair and just in the twenty-first century; and 
how to promote Sino-African economic and trade co-operation 
(Cheng and Shi 2009, 92).

The Chinese foreign aid program has been part of China’s ongo-
ing process of establishing itself in the world, not only in solidarity 

China’s aid to Africa 

increased from $300m in 

1987 to $1.8b in 2002
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with its southern partners, but also on the global stage, where the 
aid program has acted as a symbol of soft power to establish Chinese 
credibility and leadership (Gill and Huang 2006). China’s focus was 
mainly on project aid for infrastructure development for economic 
growth. This included Chinese technical supervision (and at times 
labor) all at local prices, which enables it to bypass local bureaucra-
cies, and the delays and leakages that often ensue. It also avoids the 
complex and costly design and bureaucratic implementation process-
es that have developed in the West. 

China also emphasizes, through its Eight Principles, the centrality of 

… respect, sovereignty and non-interference, and an insistence 
on win-win outcomes of South-South development coopera-
tion and mutual opportunity (Mawdsley 2012, 263). 

By the 2000s, as the voice of South-South cooperation was increas-
ingly being heard, China was gaining increasing notice, even suggest-
ing a “… fracturing of the Western-dominated aid cartel” (Mawdsley, 
Savage, and Kim 2014, 29; Kennedy 2010). Its aid program in 2012 
was estimated to be $12.5b, or 0.12 percent of GNI; adjusting for per 
capita income shows that China is one of the most generous aid donors 
(Lin and Wang 2014). Between 2004–2009 China’s aid program grew 
by nearly 30 percent annually (Bräutigamb 2011, 205). In 2009 it also 
increased its presence in ASEAN with a major set of announcements 
which were a mix of aid commercial credits and FDI (Ba 2014). China 
also wrote off all of its loans made to the least-developed and most 
heavily indebted countries (Cheng 2010; Cheng and Shi 2009).

China also openly challenged the post-Washington consensus, 
with what had been referred to as the Beijing Consensus: “equitable 
growth, positive social change, self-determination, and heavy state 
control” (Quadir 2013, 326). This approach is based on New Struc-
tural Economics, in which the focus moves to countries’ endowments 
and what is lacking, and supporting soft and hard infrastructure plays 
a large part (Lin 2011; Wang, Ozanne, and Hao 2014). 

In addition, China uses a mix of resources and “…freely comingles 
aid with market-driven inputs such as FDI, imports of raw materials, 
and export credits” (Hook and Rumsey 2016, 67; Xue 2014). This 
approach is based on a Chinese adage, “To get rich, first construct a 
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road” (Niu 2016, 208), and “...focuses on the physical infrastructure 
needed to reduce production and marketing costs” (Wang, Ozanne, 
and Hao 2014, 52).

Between 2000 and 2010, since the formation of FOCAC, there 
has been a rapid increase in foreign aid intermingled with FDI to 
Africa, with FDI increasing tenfold between 2000 and 2012, from 
$200m to $2.1b (Busse, Erdogan, and Mühlen 2016, 234). Chin 
estimates that China’s total global flow in 2010 was $20–23b, made 
up of grants, no-interest development loans, as well as lines of conces-
sional financing (Chin 2012, 581). Lin estimated the global aid level 
component in 2012 to be $12.8b (Lin and Wang 2014, 9).

There is now a more robust voice of the South to challenge the 
OECD-DAC’s post-Washington consensus, to provide clearer air-
space for the voice of developing countries (Lim 2015; Renard 2015; 
Callaghan and Hubbard 2016; Khanna 2014; Solíz 2014), and to 
move away from neoliberal solutions to a different global world order 
(Koehler 2015). China has also become more vocal, with Xi Jinping 
representing a shift away from Deng Xiaoping’s so-called “hide and 
bide” policy—“…hiding one’s talents and biding one’s time” (Wilson 
2015, 1197; Wang and Zeng 2016)—to be more assertive of China’s 
role, to showcase “…the great national rejuvenation and the China 
Dream” (Godbole 2015, 298). The emphasis is now on more conserva-
tive Confucian values and a vision that “emphasises the grandeur and 
superiority of Chinese culture and civilisation” (Wilson 2015, 1,194).

 
US Aid Post–Cold War 

The US aid program post–Cold War saw some major shifts. The first 
was to cement a so-called peace dividend with a stronger engagement 
and possible integration with the US economy, as well as large aid 
cuts under the Clinton administration (Lai 2003). An important part 
of this was the move to use the aid program to promote democratiza-
tion across the former communist world and the developing world 
more generally. President Clinton referred to the promotion of de-
mocracy and human rights as the “third pillar” of his foreign policy 
(Meernik, Krueger, and Poe 1998, 67; Dunning 2004), and it went 
hand in hand with liberalized economic growth (Essex 2008). 
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The equation of US moral principles with universal ideals, the 
goal of transforming diverse political systems into replications 
of the US model, and the linkage of US material support to ap-
propriate behaviour by real or potential beneficiaries are deeply 
entrenched features of US foreign policy (Hook 1998, 158).

Despite the high rhetoric there has been little difference in foreign 
aid across several administrations on the basis of human rights and 
democratization. This may be due to the relative power of Congress 
in setting the foreign aid agenda, and bureaucratic inertia (Apodaca 
and Stohl 1999; Wang 2016).

The George W. Bush administration made a shift back to the se-
curity agenda for foreign aid when it launched the War on Terror 
to usher in a new era of unilateralism (Koehler 2015; Moss, Stand-
ley, and Roodman 2005; International Institute for Strategic Studies 
2001). This harked back to Eisenhower in the 1950s, when he used 
foreign aid and military power together. The focus of the War on Ter-
ror was on the front-line states and a set of so-called “fragile states” 
(Lum 2006). This led to a rapid increase in foreign aid, but little 
engagement with China as either an ally or adversary (Woods 2005). 
The Obama administration maintained the War on Terror spending, 
but returned to more democratic themes with the “…need to in-
vest in building capable, democratic states that can establish healthy 
and educated communities, develop markets, and generate wealth” 
(Obama 2007, 14). He then went on to add an anti-corruption focus, 
as well as continuing the Bush policy of continuing to increase the 
aid program, so that between 2002 and 2016 the foreign aid program 
(excluding military aid) went from 0.55 percent of budget outlays to 
0.85 percent, still a shadow of the 3 percent it was in 1962 (Shapiro 
and Weiner 2002; Tarnoff and Lawson 2016).
 
The 2000s and the Challenge to the Western  
Aid System

The DAC in the 1960s and 1970s took a more pluralist approach to 
foreign aid, reflecting the more state-centered policies of Western Eu-
rope. It tended to be less dogmatic about the philosophical direction 
foreign aid should take, as the United States had less influence given 
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its cuts to foreign aid at the time. It was the neoliberal revolution of 
the 1980s and 1990s, when Western Europe aligned with the neo-
liberal orthodoxy of the United States and the World Bank in what 
has become known as the post-Washington consensus, that led to the 
change in DAC philosophy. However, DAC members such as Japan 
and South Korea, which have taken a more statist approach to their 
own development, tend to ignore or remain silent on many of the 
DAC’s neoliberal exhortations (Bräutigam 2011a; Jerve 2007; Jain 
2016). Jain argues that Japan in particular has 

…accommodated Western ideas and DAC norms…but it has 
consistently foregrounded its own ‘self-help’ philosophy…
to teach the West that models beyond the dominant Western 
one…should be considered for foreign aid programmes (Jain 
2016, 108). 

More recently China has been very robust in its critiques of West-
ern aid, particularly the good governance agenda, which it sees as 
promoting a common institutional form for government (Henderson 
2008; Raposo and Potter 2010; Reilly 2012; Wang, Ozanne, and Hao 
2014). In negotiations for the DAC-sponsored Accra Agenda for Ac-
tion of foreign aid principles, China pushed quite hard to insert the 
clause: 

…including the principle of non-interference in internal af-
fairs, equality among developing partners and respect for their 
independence, national sovereignty, cultural diversity and 
identity and local content (DAC 2008, 4).

This clause sits rather uneasily with other clauses in the Agenda for 
Action, such as “donors will conduct joint assessments of governance 
and capacity” (DAC 2008, 5), a reference to post-Washington con-
sensus ideas of what good governance looks like. From China’s point 
of view it is none of the donors’ business, and certainly not subject to 
a joint assessment. By the time the DAC met in Busan four years later 
in 2011, China’s position had hardened further, and Chinese del-
egates openly questioned “…the universal validity of the claim that 
democratic ownership, human rights and citizen empowerment are 
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necessary to achieve (economic) development” (Mawdsley, Savage, 
and Kim 2014, 33), and perhaps led to a shift in the West’s position 
to accommodate China:

[The] rights-based projection of development effectiveness rep-
resented a minority view at Busan, and one that is likely to be 
overwhelmed by a more dominant growth-centred construc-
tion of development effectiveness that appears to be emerging 
among many DAC and non-DAC states alike (p. 33).

The “growth-centered construction” can be seen with the new 
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), which was established 
in part to challenge the World Bank. Justin Yifu Lin, as the World 
Bank chief economist, referred to this approach as New Structural 
Economics, whereby investment is directed by the state to improve 
“hard and soft infrastructure in order to reduce transaction costs” 
(Lin 2011, 207). The AIIB has a program of massive investment, 
together with China’s aid and the $40b Silk Road Fund, in the in-
frastructure of the future, such as the Belt Road Initiative (BRI) to 
expand both overland and maritime trade links with Europe, Central 
and South Asia, and Africa. This initiative, like a new Marshall Plan, 
aims to expand China’s economic influence in the broader Eurasian 
region, as well as employ underemployed Chinese industrial capac-
ity, provide a boost to both the region and China, and help develop 
a renminbi-centered global financial governance regime (Wei 2016; 
Li 2015; Lee, Wainwright, and Glassman 2017). BRI may also help 
avoid a direct confrontation with the United States and Japan in the 
Pacific, as well as possible conflicts that may emerge with Russia, In-
dia, or other powerful states in the region, by providing a range of 
alternatives to trade with Europe, Asia, and Africa, in addition to the 
vulnerable South China Sea and Straits of Malacca sea routes. 

 
US Foreign Policy
The other challenge to the United States from China’s rapid expan-
sion in foreign aid and FDI lies with US foreign aid policy, which is 
based on a different paradigm of anti-statism, supporting neoliberal 
solutions, and building relatively short-term alliances. It is also sub-
ject to stringent congressional oversight, which has historically been 
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more skeptical of the strategic benefits to the United States of foreign 
aid. The Congress does not see foreign aid as a way of “buying” in-
fluence in quite the same way that China does. For the US, foreign 
aid is seen as a short-term tactic in achieving ends such as support-
ing security allies, gaining votes on the Security Council, protecting 
Israel in the Middle East, or promoting free market capitalism and 
therefore new opportunities for US foreign direct investment, rather 
than directly facilitating it. 

China, on the other hand, sees foreign aid in a longer-term strate-
gic sense, as a tool to enhance its status and role in the world: first, in 
the 1960s, to build relationships with the newly independent states of 
Africa, whose vote was important in regaining China’s seat at the UN 
and on the Security Council from the Taiwan-based nationalists; and 
later to show gratitude for their support following sanctions after the 
Tiananmen Square crackdown (Campbell 2016; Samy 2010; Raposo 
and Potter 2010; Taylor 1998). Like the US, China seeks a stable 

and secure world, in which 
it can build economic link-
ages that would permit it 
to more broadly engage in 
(and benefit from) the eco-
nomic affairs of the world. 
China’s foreign aid policy 
also enables the Bretton 

Woods neoliberal economic orthodoxy, which has been reinforced by 
the IMF, World Bank, and US government, to be directly challenged 
(Solíz 2014; Koehler 2015; Sautman and Yan 2007).

The decline of the West in the face of these strategic challenges 
poses a problem for the nascent Trump administration. President 
Trump’s proposed aid cuts of around 35 percent follow similar cuts in 
aid levels in other jurisdictions such as Canada in 2012 and Australia 
in 2014 (Black 2014; Bhushan 2013; Corbett 2017). While these 
cuts, in and of themselves, will not have major economic impacts 
in recipient countries, they can have an effect on the US role in the 
global marketplace of ideas. Since the 1950s, Western aid programs 
have been used to varying degrees to promote liberal values, and since 
the 1980s neoliberal ones. While developing countries have resisted 
neoliberalism, they have been more open to talking about broader 

China’s foreign aid policy enables the 

Bretton Woods neoliberal economic 

orthodoxy to be directly challenged
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liberal values, at least in their public positioning (Koehler 2015; Solíz 
2014). The objections made by the G77 plus China in various fora 
have not been to the liberal values as expressed through UN resolu-
tions, but the neoliberal economic policies promoted by the West. 

The cuts in foreign aid made by a number of US administrations, 
including those of Johnson, Reagan, and Clinton, were all very large; 
however, at those times China was not seen as an aid competitor. After 
the 1970s, it was not until 1989, when the support from Africa was 
important for rebuilding China’s global influence and prestige, that 
there was a jump in China’s foreign aid commitments (Taylor 1998; 
Muekalia 2004; Huisken 2013). A cut of 35 percent in 2017–2018 to 
the US aid budget may have a much greater political impact, as China 
is a larger and more assertive aid donor than it was in the 1980s, now 
with an expanding program. A pullback by the United States could 
be a potent signal to China and have implications for North-South 
relations (Hook and Rumsey 2016). This would also represent a clear 
step back from Truman’s Four Points in terms of global engagement, 
moving the United States to the position it was in during the interwar 
years, when it failed to join the League of Nations and generally kept 
out of world affairs.

The other challenge for the United States is how to engage with 
the rise of new forms of statism or neocorporatism, which sees a 
strong state forming alliances, sometimes with dominant religions 
(e.g., Russia and the Middle East) and big business, and which pres-
ents a different kind of threat (Kilby 2015; Shokhin and Kisel 2014). 
While the United States has traditionally been against statism, the 
Marshall Plan, the rise in inequality, and the failure of the neoliberal 
project of the 1980s have led to a rise of state-led national develop-
ment in many countries, with China, Japan, and South Korea being 
the most obvious success stories (Yeung 2017). The downside of the 
rise of the strong state is the erosion of liberal values and notions of 
liberty that the United States has pushed over time. One example of 
this is Xi Jinping’s exhortation to adopt traditional Confucian values, 
in contrast to Western liberal ones. 

The challenge for the Trump administration is how to use foreign 
aid to position the United States and its global influence. While the 
ideas of manifest destiny may have less currency in a more assertive 
developing world, the leadership that the United States can provide 
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in promoting liberal values and in challenging the rise of illiberal na-
tionalism should not be underestimated. The question is whether that 
is where Trump wishes to take US aid policy in how it engages with 
China and South-South relations more broadly. This is particularly 
so if the “USA first” approach articulated by President Trump be-
comes policy. Focusing on statism will not work simply because of the 

success stories of state-led approaches to 
development and the manifest failure of 
the neoliberal project. While the Secre-
tary of State has called for a step back on 
the emphasis on human rights, a broader 
approach to human rights, which recog-
nizes the right to development as well as 
economic, social, and cultural rights in 

its program strategies, should be considered. Any successful engage-
ment with China, however, should be on the basis of mutuality rather 
than a misplaced sense of moral superiority.
 
Conclusion

The Bandung Conference was a watershed not only in North-South 
relations, but in laying the groundwork for a different approach 
to development cooperation and foreign aid. While the West had 
steadfastly refused to acknowledge the importance of South-South 
cooperation and its development following Bandung, the non-
aligned movement, the G77, and UNCTAD all left their mark, 
culminating in the emergence of China’s leadership in foreign aid 
and South-South cooperation in the 2000s. This shift provides a 
clear challenge to the postwar Western consensus on how develop-
ing countries should develop and how they should use foreign aid. 
It also poses a challenge to the Trump administration and its use of 
foreign aid in soft diplomacy. 

The leadership of China, its approach to providing foreign aid, and 
the principle on noninterference reduced the West’s leverage, in terms 
of globalization and the broader neoliberal agenda it was promoting 
in its aid programs. It also weakened the leverage of the West in the 
broader liberal regime around social justice, gender justice, human  
rights, environmental norms, and other hard-won global agreements. 

Any successful engagement 

with China should be on 

the basis of mutuality
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This is the challenge for future aid debates, but these will not work if 
the existing systems led by the US, the World Bank, and the OECD-
DAC are to be used, which have either excluded China as an equal 
partner or implicitly asked China to accept the current Western for-
eign aid frameworks, or Western-designed norms. While the DAC 
principles are broadly in line with China’s Eight Principles of Foreign 
Aid, there is still a strong sense of conditionality on aid priorities, and 
on the best systems of governance a developing country may adopt or 
move towards. The challenge for the United States and the West is to 
accept the principle of local sovereignty, and then seek to apply the 
more globally accepted UN human rights and other norms in those 
contexts. Over the past 70 years, the United States and China have 
followed effectively parallel tracks to become major global aid donors. 
In that time the influence of the United States has been challenged by 
China, which has used foreign aid to expand its global influence in 
ways that are quite different to the US. The question is how will the 
United States respond? 





1. The US did provide some foreign aid through the 19th and early part of the 20th 
century (Liska 1960; Picard and Buss 2009).

2. The other three points of Truman’s foreign policy were: support for the UN; 
world economic recovery including free trade; and the formation of NATO.

3. The Colombo Plan was a North-South initiative and arose from a note about 
containing communism in a “peaceful way,” sent to the British and Australian 
ambassadors in Beijing in 1949 by the noted Indian historian and diplomat 
K.M. Panikkar when he was Indian ambassador to China. This idea was then 
formally taken up at a British Commonwealth ministers’ meeting in 1950 held 
in Colombo, Sri Lanka (Fisher 1971). The US joined the Colombo Plan a year 
later.

4. The US food aid program was initially a response to the collapse in commodity 
prices following the Korean War. It then grew rapidly under congressional pres-
sure, which saw it as an effective subsidy to [US] farmers, guaranteed markets, 
and a way to avoid domestic produce price collapses and the inevitable political 
backlash (Hagen and Ruttan 1988; Diven 2001; Eggleston 1987).

5. The idea of a Common Aid Effort led to the formation of the Development As-
sistance Group (DAG) in early 1960 with a primary concern to achieve accurate 
and comparable data reporting by its Western donor members on their aid flows 
to developing countries. The idea was that the national-level data would shame 
the laggards into greater commitments. In 1961 it became the Development 
Assistance Committee (DAC) under the OECD (Hynes and Scott 2013; White 
1974; DAC 1985; Scott 2015).

6. As a sop these concessions were given to Japan.

7. Nehru (India); Ali Khan (Pakistan); Kotelawala (Sri Lanka); Sukarno (Indone-
sia); and U Nu (Burma).

Endnotes
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8. This was an (in)famous phrase in Kipling’s pro-colonial poem about the racial 
superiority of the “white races” in support of US colonialism in the Philippines.

9. Afghanistan, Burma, Cambodia, Ceylon, China, Egypt, Ethiopia, Gold Coast, 
India, Indonesia, Iran, Iraq, Japan, Jordan, Laos, Lebanon, Liberia, Libya, Nepal,  
Pakistan, the Philippines, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Sudan, Thailand, Turkey, the 
Democratic Republic of Vietnam, the State of Vietnam, and the Kingdom of 
Yemen. Cyprus, though not yet independent, also attended at the invitation  
of the sponsors. Under pressure from the British colonial government, Joshua 
Nkrumah of the Gold Coast (now Ghana) withdrew, but other Gold Coast rep-
resentatives did attend.

10. CENTO, the Central Treaty Organisation made up of Turkey, Iran, Iraq, Paki-
stan, and the United Kingdom, was also known as the Baghdad Pact; it was dis-
solved in 1979 following the Iranian revolution and the withdrawal of Iran.

11.  This was a compromise reference to the Soviet role in Eastern Europe, as well as 
Western colonialism, the primary target.

12. Yugoslavia, being part of Europe, was not part of either region.

13. BRICS group of countries made up of Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South 
Africa.

14. Jack London was an American novelist, journalist, and social activist who shared 
concerns common among European Americans in California about Asian im-
migration, described as “the yellow peril”; he used the term as the title of a 1904 
essay.

15. According to Westad (2005, 69) Soviet aid to China was 7 percent of Soviet 
national income from 1953 to 1960, a Soviet Marshall Plan to modernise China, 
which he argues was the foundation of the Chinese capitalist revolution in the 
1980s and 1990s. In this case, however, it was loans rather than grants and had 
to be paid back. This debt may have had a role in triggering the Sino-Soviet split 
in 1962 (Chang and Halliday 2007).

16. The risk, as West Germany learned when it set the non-recognition of East Ger-
many as a condition, was that countries would extract more aid using the threat 
of recognizing the East (White 1974).

17. Organisation of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).

18. These were announced in Ghana (Shinn and Eisenman 2012): i) mutual benefit 
rather than charity; ii) no conditions or privileges for China; iii) interest-free or 
low-interest loans with the possibility of extending the repayment period if nec-
essary; iv) encouraging independence of the recipient’s economy; v) low capital 
input with quick rates of return; vi) free replacement of unsuitable equipment; 
vii) “on-the-spot” training of local counterparts; viii) willingness of Chinese ex-
perts to accept local living standards. 
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19. For example, China does not include debt cancellation or university scholarships 
for study in China in its figures.

20. It was common at the time among many donors to include food aid, which was 
sold locally with the proceeds used to cover the local costs of projects. 

21. UNCTAD and the G77, for a period, prompted a response from Western do-
nors, leading to a reorientation of some foreign aid to address basic human needs 
and integrated rural development. This was aimed at boosting the livelihoods of 
the poor who lived mainly in rural areas (Picard and Buss 2009).
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About this issue 
The United States and China have followed nearly 
parallel paths as providers of foreign aid over the 
past seven decades. Although both programs 
were ostensibly aimed at Third World economic 
development, both countries also leveraged the 
programs to further their own national interests, 
using very diff erent strategies. The United States 
has largely provided foreign aid with the aim of 
stabilizing the world order, favoring a patron-
client relationship with recipient countries, and 
using aid to promote economic and political 
liberalization. China, on the other hand, has used 
its foreign aid program primarily to strengthen 
its position as a leader of the Global South, 
favoring a hands-off political approach and 
emphasizing reciprocity and solidarity with aid 
recipients. The current US administration has 
proposed cutting foreign aid by one-third, in line 
with other countries’ recent aid cuts. However, 
in an era of growing authoritarianism, the United 
States should carefully consider whether it will 
cede the “aid race” to its “apolitical” competitor. 
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