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Editorial 
 
I was recently in Dakar, Senegal. Walking around the mass market in the city, it 

is very evident that ñMade in Chinaò labeled products have rapidly made inroads 

into Senegalôs supply chains.  

 

But its not only in consumer products that China is having an impact on the 

Senegalese economy. Writing in the Financial Times last year Senegalôs 

President Abdoulaye Wade ï a vocal supported of Chinaôs growing presence in 

Africa - asserted that ñWith direct aid, credit lines and reasonable contracts, 

China has helped African nations build infrastructure projects in record time ï 

bridges, roads, schools, hospitals, dams, legislative buildings, stadiums and 

airports. In many African nations, including Senegal, improvements in 

infrastructure have played important roles in stimulating economic growth.ò 

 

Commentary on China-Africa relations has until now focused largely on Chinaôs 

growing interests in English and Portuguese speaking African states. In 

particular, Angola has become the typical China-Africa researcherôs favourite. 

But anecdotal evidence suggests that Chinaôs relations with Francophone 

African states is burgeoning as it is with more ñtraditionalò African countries 

where a mounting body of research is being built. Yet relatively little work is 

being done in the realm of China-Africa ties in a region that accounts for 32% of 

Africaôs population.   

 

This monthôs China Monitor begins the discussion on Chinaôs rising relations 

with Francophone Africa.  

 

 

 

 

Dr Martyn J. Davies 

Executive Director, Centre for Chinese Studies 
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ñThe DRC may still be 

plagued by disease and 

absolute poverty and in the 

Eastern parts ravaged by 

war, but its mining sector is 

booming.ò 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Commentary 
 
 

Small Chinese merchants and entrepreneurs  
in Mali and Senegal 
 

 

By Antoine Kernen and Benoit Vuillet 

Lecturers and researchers, University of Lausanne and Graduate Institute of 
International and Development Studies of University of Geneva 

 

 

To this day, the rapidly strengthening economic and political linkages between China 

and Africa have been addressed and analyzed by internationalists using almost 

exclusively a geostrategic approach.  Nevertheless, such typical approach does not 

take account of the diversity and particularity of the Chinese presence in Africa. 

Thereby, this research (2007) focuses on the sectors of garments, domestic 

electrical appliances, industries, transport, telecommunication and construction, 

since are these sectors in which the particularity of the China-Africa relations 

resides. In reality, the existence of Chinese petrol companies will not change the 

status quo in Africa, but rather numerous Chinese enterprises of the above sectors 

that find an accessible market in Africa will do. In order to analyze this new situation, 

it is necessary to expand the research to include a larger number of actors, without 

yet excluding the Chinese government, which, through its foreign policy, gave birth 

to the ñAfrican adventureò. The new Chinese presence is built from the top as well as 

from the bottom. 

 

A phenomenon (Chinese presence) of small extent in both countries 

concerned but yet with contrasting economic importance 

We estimate that the number of Chinese having obtained a residence permit does 

not exceed 2,000 in each of the countries according to unofficial statistics. This 

estimation does not consist of those who are in the countries for governmental 

affairs (embassy personnel and aid workers), or temporary workers. The economic 

significance of the two communities, though with similar dimensions, is not 

comparable. Chinese entrepreneurs in Bamako involve overall in economic sectors 

of the capital. On the other hand, Chinese in Dakar remains restricted in marginal 

businesses. 

 
Migrants of precarious Chinese urban middle-class due to the transition 

Contrary to what certain articles imply, the Chinese merchants in Mali and Senegal 

are not of rural origin but rather urban. The majority of the businessmens that we 

have met belongs to the urban middle-class which were precarious due to the 
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ñEven though the Chinese 

government has put in place 

investment aid structure in 

Africa that benefit giant 

Chinese companies, one 

should not overestimate the 

effectiveness of these recent 

developments.ò 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

transition and the highly competitive market in China. This is not a general rule, for 

example, Chinese migrants in Mauritania, where we have also investigated, are from 

rural populations with an inferior level of education. 

 

Merchants with very diverse migration paths 

Rarely have the Chinese chosen their host countries or even to go to Africa, and on 

the spot, they hardly leave Bamako or Dakar. A lot of them would prefer going to 

Europe or the United States. However, obtaining a visa can turn out to be extremely 

difficult. 

 

Migration and construction companies: if it is incorrect that the Chinese merchants 

are construction workers choosing not to return to China, once their contract has 

terminated, there is, nonetheless, a link between those construction companies and 

the arrival of the Chinese merchants. Substantial numbers of Chinese in Dakar are 

from Henan province, due to the fact that the only existing Chinese construction 

company is the Henan China. In Bamako, similar link does also exist, but essentially 

in the case of small enterprises that have developed in recent years. 

 

Migration and Chinese assistance: the migration journey to Mali is also built on 

former diplomatic relations and assistance of China as aid programmes that have 

been taking place since a few decades. Chinese companies and ñadventurersò: the 

case of people mandated by a Chinese company to develop business in Mali or 

Senegal represents a less regular migration pathway. Even if these people do not 

know anyone in the place before their departure, they are usually successful, 

benefiting from a capital either personal or provided by their company to settle there.  

 

A Chinese government not that powerful 

Even though the Chinese government has put in place investment aid structure in 

Africa that benefit giant Chinese companies, one should not overestimate the 

effectiveness of these recent developments, without considerable power or 

resources. It is of economic rationale that the Chinese companies move towards the 

ñnewò markets. The majority of the small and medium enterprises that we came 

across runs business on their own. They have contact with the embassy only 

through the Association of Chinese nationals in Mali. The embassy concerns merely 

about giant Chinese enterprises and those taking part in cooperation projects. 

 
Chinese goods and Chinese merchants 

In the two countries, we were surprised to learn that some sectors, not the least  

lucrative, remained in the hands of local businessmen. It is, for instance, motorbikes 

in Bamako. The motorbikes are certainly made in China nowadays, however, they 

are imported (in pieces and then assembled on site) by Malian merchants who, in 

some cases, have a Malian agent living in China (Yiwu). 
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The situation is even more striking in Dakar where Chinese are not involved in the 

sectors of motorbikes, textiles, domestic electrical appliances, electrical materials 

and construction. Businessmen of Lebanon origin largely control these sectors and 

the provenance of goods changed from time to time in recent years. Indeed, the 

Chinese businessmen are not the only ambassadors of Chinese products, as more 

than 5,000 Senegalese have obtained entry and residence visas since the 

reestablishment of diplomatic relations with Beijing.  

 

Conclusion 

Focusing on the actors in the China-Africa relations, we can have a more complex 

picture of the Chinese presence in Africa and understand how the ñChinese 

strategy in Africaò is broken down into numerous different strategies, each of which 

having its own logic. In doing so, we do not lose sight of the fundamental issues of 

the new Chinese presence in Africa. On the contrary, through this understanding, 

we will be able to comprehend its originality. It is not some Chinese petrol 

companies that are going to change the status quo in Africa, but rather those 

numerous companies which find Africa an accessible market to dump goods at low 

prices.  Therefore, in order to analyze this new situation, it is necessary to expand 

the research to include a larger number of actors, without yet excluding our 

concerns of the Chinese government and its foreign politics, which have set off the 

ñAfrican adventureò.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

End Note  

The bibliography and the full version of this article can be downloaded at: 

Revue du Fasapo : 

http://www.fasopo.org/reasopo/n5/societespolitiquescomparees5_article.pdf  

Afrique contemporaine : 

http://www.cairn.info/revue-afrique-contemporaine-2008-4.htm 
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