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Foreword

Elisabeth Winter, Program Director Global Markets and Social Justice,
Bundeskanzler-Helmut-Schmidt-Stiftung

Olumide Abimbola, Executive Director, APRI - Africa Policy Research Institute

International narratives on a global China are diverse and even contrasting. Its Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) - often seen as a synonym for China's globalambitions — established several distinct perceptions
of China. Depending on the region, an internationally assertive China is conceived as ‘global investor’,
‘equal partner’, ‘aggressor’ or ‘strategic rival, among others. Such narratives shape our ideas and
discussions. They can influence interests that spawn economic and political actions. They can serve
elites and other actors as rhetorical and strategic instruments of persuasion in political decision-
making processes.

The policy briefs in this report address China narratives in Africa. They stem from a conference panel
organised in cooperation between the Bundeskanzler-Helmut-Schmidt-Stiftung (BKHS) and APRI -
Africa Policy Research Institute. The conference panel was convened as part of a conference initiated
by the BKHS on the different regional narratives on China. The conference was titled ‘From the
“workshop of the world" to “systemic rival'? International perspectives on a global China'

Together with renowned regional institutions as cooperation partners, the BKHS gathered a stellar
group of distinguished international China experts from politics, academia, business and media in
Hamburg in March 2023. Thanks to its truly international and interdisciplinary spirit, the conference
sparked a productive conversation about the differences and similarities of the regional narratives
on China in Europe, Africa, East Asia and the United States.

In Europe, China's growing influence in Africa is often framed as a threat to ‘the West' or even the
entire continent. But, as the panel experts and authors of this report show, Africa’s China narratives
are different and, most importantly, not homogeneous. The conference fostered international
exchange that helped to identify the actors that construct the varying narratives, to name their
motivating drivers and to better apprehend when distinct regional narratives facilitate or hinder
international cooperation.

Inadditionto APRI, the BKHS thanks the following other cooperation partners for making the conference
such a great success and hopes to witness a continued conversation on international narratives on a
globalChina and their politicalimplications: Mercator Institute for China Studies (MERICS), the European
Council on Foreign Relations (ECFR), the German Institute for Global and Area Studies (GIGA) and the
Wilson Center's Kissinger Institute on China and the United States (KICUS).
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Introduction

Folashadeé Soulé, University of Oxford

This report brings together a series of briefs questioning the importance of tracking and interrogating
the role of development narratives in the context of global power shifts. Though, by focusing on the
case of China-Africa relations, they question the diffusion of these narratives, they also raise more
fundamental questions: Who constructs these narratives? Who is their audience? What purpose
does such a diffusion serve? Is it mainly a high-level/elite project? How are these narratives pushed
in the public debate?

The briefs, especially that written by Cobus van Staden, show how these narratives are taking place
in a development space historically shaped by powerful Western norms. Indeed, over the years,
Western-led multilateral development banks, private capital and bilateral development aid have
played massive roles in the development choices of global South countries.

An example of such a narrative is the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which is woven together through
a set of narratives around connectivity, South-South cooperation, new modes of development and
China's infrastructure-led development model. The country's leaders use this narrative in their
rhetoric with developing countries, which are then seduced by it and seek, at least to some extent,
to emulate it. By investigating the case of the railway sector, Yunnan Chen's brief illustrates this
dynamic via the study of how China's infrastructure finance is successfully leveraged by African
states looking to fulfil goals of structural transformation and nation building via infrastructure.

Many of these narratives originate from various strategies, policy documents and outlooks. These
official documents reflect the perspectives of state and regional policy elites, sometimes under the
guidance of consultancy firms. These perspectives become vehicles for certain prevailing ‘'objective’
narratives and speeches about how the world is structured. In this regard, Yu-Shan Wu's brief on the
construction of narratives generated about Africa’s role in the Indo-Pacific quotes the concept of
‘strategic narratives' — a means for political actors to construct a shared meaning of international
politics to shape the behaviour of domestic and international actors.

Hence, development has become a site of competition for narratives, counter-narratives and
alternative narratives. In this context of global rivalries, Lina Benabdallah's brief flips the question
and asks: What are Africa’s China narratives? A survey by Afrobarometer between 2019 and mid-2021
across 34 countries showed that 62% of Africans see China's influence in Africa as positive, similar to
the 60% who said so in the case of the US. This suggests that US-China rivalry may not constitute an
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either-or dilemma for ordinary African citizens, but rather a win-win situation. Similarly, the data also
goes against the ‘democratic backsliding' narrative promoted by several Western powers in light of
China's growing and multifaceted engagement in Africa. Surveyed Africans considered China's
economic influence to be largely positive but also responded that they themselves largely adhere
to democratic norms. This suggests a separation between welcoming China's economic influence
and an adherence to and copying of Chinese political norms and governance model, to the detriment
of civil liberties.

Lina's brief also shows the pitfalls of not recognising the non-duality of African narratives on China-
Africa relations and the agency exercised by African actors in choosing their partners according to
their strategic interests. Likewise, Yunnan's brief dives into the exercise of agency by African actors
despite the asymmetrical nature of their relationship. She questions how African actors have
leveraged the rise of Chinese finance and Chinese contractors to meet domestic ambitions for
industrial and structural transformation and how this represents a double-edged sword for African
governments as they strive to achieve their domestic economic and political objectives.

Another important point that comes out of these briefs is the power of narratives and the difficulties
to permanently debunk them when they are based on false allegations. Cobus van Staden's brief
mentions that, despite the high-profile debunking of the debt-trap narrative, and the fact that no
other examples of Chinese seizure of collateralised state assets have been found, the narrative of
Chinese ‘predatory lending' has become a standard talking point among US, some European and
even African policymakers (e.g. Nigeria).

This raises the question of the targeted audience of these narratives. To whom are they addressed?
In the case of some US officials continuing to push the debt-trap narrative, we may ask: Is this
narrative oriented towards their own domestic audience to show that they remain tough on China,
even abroad? For example, by critically raising the risks of prevailing narratives around the Indo-
Pacific, Yu-Shan's brief reveals how these have become associated with discussions around how
China can be managed as a threat or partner, detracting from underlying African concerns.

The authors' briefs also raise deeper questions about the efficiency of narratives regarding, for
instance, data security versus data sovereignty as promoted by China. Many prominent African
governments have refused to engage with the data security narrative when it comes to their digital
partnerships with China. In fact, the African Union renewed a contract with Huawei in 2019 for
servicing the Chinese-built African Union headquarters, despite reports of regular data transfers to
Shanghai in 2018.

Finally, beyond focusing on narratives as sites of power competition, it is equally important to
interrogate the rise of alternative narratives and counter-narratives emerging from the global South,
and with it the question of policy space. We may therefore ask: What are Africa’s policy space and
policy options in this context of global rivalries? Are alternative narratives emanating from the global
South the solution for more autonomy and ‘non-alignment’, in the sense of carving an autonomous
foreign policy despite the asymmetrical nature of the relationship with China?
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1. Going beyond binary narratives of
China-Africa relations

Lina Benabdallah, Wake Forest University

Dominant binary narratives about African perceptions
of US-China rivalry

During the Munich Security Conference of 2023, Ghanaian President Nana Akufo-Addo remarked: 'if
we indeed have cooperation between the South and the North, the fundamental requirement of
solidarity in the political world is to overcome the ‘them and us"* This narrative of ‘them and us'is
one that expands to representations of Euro-American interests sitting necessarily at odds with
China's when it comes to engaging the African continent. Indeed, one of the most salient narratives
about US-Africa-China relations found across mainstream media narratives and policy circles is
that there is a zero-sum game rivalry between the US and China in Africa. However, binary
interpretations of US-China rivalry in Africa leave very little room for nuance or for Africans to be
included as agents representing their sovereign interests. Accordingly, this brief argues that binary
narratives of China’'s influence in Africa being good vs evil, benign vs neocolonial, friendly vs
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exploitative, and so on are not productive. Instead, taking African perspectives seriously necessitates
going beyond the simplistic binary thinking. This means recognising that almost all aspects of
China-Africa relations - the positive and negative, the strategic and organic, the opportunity and
challenge - sit side by side.

One of the main data points illustrating this argument comes from Afrobarometer surveys? As
Afrobarometer shows, approximately the same number of surveyed Africans think that China and
the US have equal potential as beneficial partners and viable development models. Furthermore,
from Figure 1, we can see that 70% of surveyed Africans who expressed preference for the China
model were in favour of democracy. This is against a very close 72% who expressed preference for
the US model. The vast majority of Africans also reject one-party rule, support presidential term
limits, and find elections to be the best way to choose leaders. This suggests that thinking that
China's development model is attractive does not simply mean that Africans are not choosing norms
of democracy and competitive elections. In fact, by looking at the data, it becomes evident that a
binary narrative of either China or democracy or either the US or China is not a very helpful framework
to understand narratives on China from the African perspective.

In much the same way, according to Afrobarometer surveys conducted in 2021, 63% of surveyed
Africans identified China's economic and political influence as positive, against 60% of collected
responses identifying the US as a positive model. This shows that the US and China are not viewed
in a zero-sum way by Africans. To be sure, the results vary country by country, but by and large they
show that the difference is not significant, and that Africans felt able to find positive qualities in each
of the two models (Figure 2).

Figure 2 Positive external influence, 34 countries, 2019/2021

China

63%

United States 60%

Regional alliance 57%

United Nations agencies 57%

African Union 53%

Regional superpower 52%

46%

Former colonial power

Russia 35%

Respondents were asked: In general, do you think that the economic and political influence of each of the following
countries/organisations on fyour country} is mostly positive, mostly negative, or haven't you heard enough to say?

Source: Afrobarometer. 2021. Data sets, https.//www.afrobarometer.org/data/data-sets/
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Pitfalls of binary narratives on China-Africa relations

Some scholars and experts insist that, since there is a power imbalance between China and most
African countries and China clearly overpowers most countries in Africa and the global South, African
perspectives matter only insofar as they have affinity with China's core interests. These interests are
defined according to national security priorities and goals set by Chinese policymakers to safeguard
China's domestic interests as well as its international ambitions. This somewhat cynical though perhaps
realist lens through which one may analyse African narratives attributes very little agency or significance
to what Africans want or do not want. In this view, these wants and needs are secondary to what
China's core interests dictate. Of course, such views do not centre African narratives; they assume a
power politics framework where smaller states ‘must suffer what they must.

There are several issues with such a narrative. In these scenarios, Africans are just passive actors
going with the flow, gaining infrastructure deals when they fit China's goals, benefitting from debt
write-offs on Beijing's terms rather than from the demand side, and so on. Any opposition to Beijing
is understood as an irrational behaviour that could cost a country its share of precious Chinese
investments. In effect, these narratives assume Africans to be incapable of making their own
decisions about their development paths, their preferred partners or their business cultures, which
might be different from that of the West. Following a colonial mindset, these narratives discount
Africans as being far from independent, responsible and proactive agents? and instead paint them
as being exploited by a malign China (see for instance the debt-trap narrative?). A concrete example
of the implications of these simplistic narratives is the resolution undertaken by US congress to
denounce (and shame) South Africas for its joint naval exercise with China and Russia. The resolution
calls on the US president to ‘do something about this' ignoring the fact that such action would
effectively constitute interference in the sovereign matters of an independent country.

Rather than understanding China-Africa relations through a realist lens where material and military
power (of China) dictates the outcome (for Africans), it is more productive to look past the dualities
of binary thinking and unpack African narratives about China-Africa relations.

African narratives on China: Global, multilateral and bilateral
perspectives

In this section | provide some of the salient narratives that Africans and the African Union (AU) present
about China-Africa relations. Caveating the issue of putting an entire continent on one side and one
country on the other, these themes can be grouped into three categories: 1) African narratives about
China from a global perspective; 2) African narratives about China from a multilateral perspective;
and 3) African narratives about China from a bilateral perspective.

On a global level, Africans view China as an alternative rising power that can offer a way out of
Western-led liberal order institutions (which are viewed as extractive and unjust), and a potential
means of levelling the playing field against US hegemony. Taking the view of China as an alternative
does not imply that Africans are entering into a holistic alliance with China. Instead, what we see is
strategic alignment on matters of shared interests. Furthermore, pre-dating the New Silk Road,
Mao's regime and the early years of the People's Republic of China (PRC) were an example of global
South solidarity where Beijing offered a viable alternative providing support for the revolutionary
wars sparking across the continent.
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During the Cold War, the PRC spearheaded a third path apart from picking sides between the US
and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). Therefore, from an African perspective, relations
with China often present a much-needed alternative. In terms of infrastructure financing, lending
and other initiatives, the PRC also stepped in for Africans at a time when, during the 2008 financial
crisis, European economies were turning inwards, and some had waves of right-wing politics that
saw their interests shift away from the global South. During that momentum loss, Beijing increasingly
grew its influence and visibility in Africa. To be sure, thinking of China as an alternative does not
mean that Africans view diplomatic ties with the US as unimportant. As Figure 3 indicates,

approximately the same number of surveyed Africans who think China's influence in their country is
positive, also think the same of the US.

Figure 3 Positive influence: China vs US, 28 countries, 2021/2022

28-country average 49% Y N 517
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Respondents were asked: Do you think that the economic and political influence of each of the following countries on [your
countryl is mostly positive, mostly negative, or haven't you heard enough to say? (% who say 'somewhat positive' or 'very positive’)

Source: Cobus van Staden 2023 "New Afrobarometer Polling Shows Both China and the U.S. Losing
Popularity in Africa” China Global South https://chinaglobalsouth.com/analysis/new-
afrobarometer-polling-shows-both-china-and-the-u-s-losing-popularity-in-africa/ The original
graph was shared on twitter during the Aspen Initiative webinar: https.//twitter.com/afrobarometer/
status/1650859906193555456
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On a multilateral level, Africans view China as a partner they can turn to for a variety of services,
deals and initiatives for which traditional partners turn them down or agree only on rigid terms and
instruction. For the AU, China is a partner that takes regional and multilateral organisations on the
continent seriously. Since the AU gained a member seat at the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation
(FOCAQ) in 2012, it has worked on finding areas of alignment with China's own development plans.
For instance, at the latest edition of FOCAC, which was hosted in Dakar, the AU harmonised its
Agenda 2063 with China's development goals through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and other
measures. Relatedly, Beijing is also increasingly viewed as a viable mediation partner® that is both
willing and able to play a constructive role remedying internal conflicts on the continent. Examples
of China playing such a role include recent mediations over the conflict in Tigray, mediation between
Sudan, Egypt and Ethiopia over the Nile, in Sudan during the Darfur crisis in 2008, and so on.

On a bilateral level, the diverse array of African narratives on China is most prominent. Since each
country is different, we have seen reactions vary from ideological alignment with Beijing's position
to overt criticism - from countries with robust civil society organisations - of Chinese mining activities
regarding, forinstance, the impacts of megastructures and infrastructure on the environment, issues
of labour practices, and opaque BRI contracts that conceal from the public what assets are written
off as collateral damage in case countries default on their debt payments to Beijing. We also see, at
the level of bilateral relations, a group of African countries that take China's development model
(however contested this notion is from the Chinese side) as an example for their own growth (the
case of Ethiopia is by now relatively well known). While there are more varieties of narratives, it is at
the level of bilateral relations that we see the most striking examples of, for example, difference,
unconformity, competition with China, competition for Chinese funding, and leveraging Chinese
funding to get better deals with Western partners.

Going beyond binary narratives when analysing China-Africa relations permits us to see the nuance
and divergence of perceptions, interests and pursuits that Africans follow in their relations with
Beijing. The African continent is diverse and reactions to Chinese investments necessarily vary not
only by state but also by different groups of elites, civil society organisations, activists and so on.
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2. Debt traps and other stories:
The Western counter-narration
of Africa-China relations

Cobus van Staden, China-Global South Project/SAIIA

Introduction

The rise of Western anxiety about how China's rise is triggering a changing global order has coincided
with the rapid increase in narratives about the nature and effect of China's growing power. Africa-
China narratives have played an important role in this process, not least due to Africa's continued
status as an object of Western narratives that reveal much about how the stark inequities between
African and Western power are justified, normalised and turned into self-flattering stories about
Western power itself.

In this policy brief, | put this trend in the context of a rising China’s challenge to Western self-narration.
| show that narratives of development play a key role in justifying Western leadership, and that
Chinese developmental counter-narratives represent a challenge to this claim. | then focus on a
current example of such narrative contestation: the debt-trap narrative.

Background: Development narratives

The focus on the role of narrative in Africa-China relations should first be contextualised against the
long history of Western self-narration in relation to development. Because | lack the space to unpack
this complex history here, | will only note that Africa has played an unwilling but central role in this
history. Africa has frequently been dragooned into an unflattering binary opposition, where it was
made to represent lack or absence in contrast to a narrative of European plenitude. Whereas Europe
was the ‘light’ in Enlightenment, Africa was the ‘Dark Continent' African people and societies were
frequently described as anti-rational, anti-scientific, ahistorical and strangers to literacy and writing.
In contrast, Euro-American societies were presented as not only having achieved development, but
providing the only credible roadmap to it.

This metanarrative facilitated colonialism. After the colonial era, it remained in the narrative
scaffolding that underpinned postcolonial thinking on development, especially after the Cold War,
when competing Soviet narratives fell away. Key among these Western narratives were a focus on
civil and political rights (rather than socioeconomic rights), parliamentary democracy, free markets
and independent institutions.
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The window from the end of the Cold War to the global economic crisis of 2008 was a particularly
intense period of Western leadership, which saw discursive shifts within Western-led institutions (for
example from funding hard infrastructure towards supporting soft infrastructure via civil society
support) reshape the development options of the global South.

It was during this era that China rose to become the world's second-largest economy. On the one
hand, China's rapid development was immeasurably aided by traditional development partners, as
well as Western public and private sector actors. On the other hand, China's rise provided a
fundamental set of challenges to core Western narratives of development, such as the centrality of
democracy to development.

China has long maintained its own set of narratives that underlie its relationship with the global
South. Key among these was China's experiences under external imperialism, and its support for
decolonial struggles during the twentieth century. Its rapid rise added a robust developmental
narrative to this arsenal. This happened as the coherence of Western narratives of development and
governance were shaken by successive crises and challenges, notably the invasions of Iraq and
Afghanistan, the global financial crisis, the rise of Trumpism, Brexit, the Black Lives Matter movement,
the Covid-19 pandemic, and the wars in Ukraine and Gaza.

China has used its own development trajectory as part of a series of counter-narratives that challenge
those from the West. First, its development narrative is highly state- and party-centric. It emphasises
central planning and a close relationship between the state, the party and the private sector. Further,
as mentioned above, it challenges the centrality of democracy to development. It especially decentres
civiland political rights in favour of collective and socioeconomic rights. In addition, it makes the case
for a collective right to development (with a core role for the state without binding it to liberal values)
- a narrative Western powers have resisted, due, in part, to concerns about state overreach?

China has bolstered the impact of this narrative through a series of global initiatives which are
frequently lent coherence via narrative. The most famous of these is the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI. While extremely vague in definition and often chaotic in implementation, the BRI is woven
together through a set of narratives around connectivity, South-South cooperation and new modes
of development. The BRI has since generated its own set of narratives around digital, health and
space connectivity, while also beingjoined by subsequent initiatives, notably the Global Development
Initiative, the Global Security Initiative, the Global Civilization Initiative, and emerging discourse
around shared human values (as opposed to Western rights conceptions), as recently seen at China’s
Second International Forum on Democracy.®

Chinais thus increasingly emphasising its own development trajectory as an alternative to the Euro-
American model. In April 2023, the National Development and Reform Commission stated: ‘[Tlhe
Chinese path to modernization is the only correct way toward national rejuvenation. This pathway
breaks the myth that modernization equals Westernization and displays a different vision for
modernization, expanding the choices for developing countries in their modernization journey.® In
addition to simply challenging the uniqueness ascribed to the Western modernisation narrative,
Chinese officials also argue that, unlike Western modernisation, ‘Chinese modernization is not
pursued through war, colonization or exploitation'®
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Counter-narration

Western powers have responded to the rise of China through a set of broad counter-narratives.
These include drawing a rhetorical line between democracies and autocracies and emphasising
the centrality of ‘values' in Western approaches to development.

In the case of Africa and the wider postcolonial world, these have dovetailed with more pointed
narratives aimed at China’'s rapid rise as a financier and builder of infrastructure in the global
South. Growing global awareness of Africa-China relations has overlapped with the growing
prominence of narratives around the quality of Chinese infrastructure, the importation of Chinese
workers, and, perhaps most prominently, narratives about the malign influence of Chinese
lending to African countries. The most prominent example of these came to be known as the
debt-trap narrative.

In short, the debt-trap narrative alleges that China deliberately mires small countries in
unsustainable debt in order to seize state assets as collateral when the borrower inevitably
defaults. The debt-trap concept was reputedly coined by Brahma Chellaney, an Indian author,
and a professor of strategic studies at the Center for Policy Research in New Delhi** The narrative
gained prominence in the US after a paper by two graduate students, Sam Parker and Gabrielle
Chefitz, was published by Harvard's Kennedy School of Governance's Belfer Center for Science
and International Affairs.? The paper alleged that a 99-year lease agreement with China Merchants
Port Holdings for the use of Sri Lanka's Hambantota Port was an example of an asset seizure
engineered as part of a Chinese debt trap. The paper linked the seizure to three supposed
Chinese strategic goals in the region: setting up a 'string of pearls’ of ports to project control over
South Asian shipping routes, strengthening claims over territory in the South China Sea, and
expanding power deeper into the Pacific.

Despite attempts by journalists to find other examples of debt-trap-related asset seizures, the
narrative remained linked to Hambantota Port. This link was strengthened by intensive US
coverage, prominent among which was a New York Times article from June 2018 entitled 'How
China got Sri Lanka to cough up a port'*3 This and related reporting firmly sealed the narrative
link between China, Sri Lanka, Hambantota and the debt trap. It soon became a standard talking
point among Trump administration officials, with former secretaries of state Rex Tillerson and
Mike Pompeo, and national security advisor John Bolton becoming prominent advocates of the
narrative, linking it to the greater BRI.

In response, Chinese Foreign Ministry spokespeople accused Pompeo of lying, with then-
spokesperson Zhao Lijian calling the charge a smear attack.** Meanwhile, several researchers
debunked the Hambantota accusation. Notably, the head of Johns Hopkins University's China-
Africa Research Initiative, Deborah Brautigam, published a series of articles and op-eds showing
that the Hambantota deal was not a debt-for-equity swap. Rather, the proceeds from the deal
were used by the Sri Lankan government to deal with other loans, and the Hambantota debt still
must be paid off.*s Despite the high-profile debunking, and the fact that no other examples of
Chinese seizure of collateralised state assets have been found, the narrative of Chinese ‘predatory
lending’ has become a standard talking point among US policymakers. For example, at the
Americas Partnership for Economic Prosperity Leaders' Summit in November 2023, US President
Joe Biden told South American leaders: ‘| want to make sure that our closest neighbors know
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they have a real choice between debt-trap diplomacy and high-quality transparent approaches
to infrastructure and to development.*®

In her critique of the debt-trap narrative, Brautigam characterised it as a meme. The word ‘meme’
was originally coined by Richard Dawkins to mean the intellectual equivalent of a gene, capable
of independent mutation as part of Darwinian competition. In a 2013 interview he complained
that this aspect of independent mutation was lost when the concept was appropriated to refer to
the spread of digital pop culture artefacts on social media channels, as each specific iteration of
a meme also reflects a creative intervention by an individual user.”” This suggests Dawkins would
reject Brautigan's characterisation in this instance, as would |, though for a different reason: rather
than reflecting the flat hierarchy of social media, | would argue that it is more accurate to think of
the debt trap as a form of state-directed narrative disinformation, specifically targeting global
South elites.

In this respect, the narrative has been remarkably successful. For example, in 2022, the Ugandan
legislature held hearings into a loan agreement with China Exim Bank for the expansion of
Entebbe Airport.*® The hearings were dominated by concern that the airport would be seized as
collateral, whipped up by extensive media repetition of the debt-trap narrative, including a much
watched (and factually inaccurate) Daily Show segment.®®

The seizure issue dominated the hearings, even though such a seizure never formed part of the
original contract. Meanwhile, other highly problematic aspects of the contract, including provisions
that would force the revenue from the airport to be put into an escrow account that would enable
the preferential repayment of the Chinese loan ahead of other loans, and a stipulation that would
force arbitration around the loan to take place in China, received very little attention.

More broadly, the debt-trap narrative has had the effect of masking the continued centrality of
Western power in a growing African debt crisis. For example, Linda Thomas-Greenfield, currently
the US ambassador to the United Nations (UN), remarked to Bloomberg in February 2023 that the
US and its allies, as part of the Highly Indebted Poor Country (HIPC) initiative, ‘worked to help African
countries address their debt issues, and China has come in and re-indebted these countries'2°

These narratives have found anxious audiences in Africa. For example, Nigerian policymakers
have raised the potential risks of asset seizures in relation to Chinese debt, even though this debt
only makes up 3.8% of the country's total debt load.?* This glossed over the fact that Nigeria's
debt to Western-led multilateral development banks (MDBs) and holders of Eurobonds and other
forms of Western-held private sector debt are considerably larger than its debt to China.??

The International Monetary Fund has confirmed that, except for a few outliers like Angola,
Western MDBs and private lenders hold the vast majority of African debt.? This is in part due to
a retreat of bilateral lending by Western governments after the global financial crisis, which
coincided with Western private capital turning to global South markets due to low interest rates
at home. The Covid and Ukraine crises (and their attendant interest rate hikes) have helped to
push these countries closer to the edge
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Conclusion

The debt-trap narrative has come to function as a deflection of wider global dissatisfaction with the
continued Western centrality within the Bretton Woods institutions. China complicates the continued
Western centrality within these institutions, as well as their continued global dominance, through
attempts to change their shareholder structure. Moreover, Chinese lending has almost equalled that
of the World Bank, further tipping the balance of power.

Development narratives are key to Western powers' ability to set norms and shape intellectual
horizons around the world. They provide an important justification of Western leadership, so that the
questioning of Western norms is akin to questioning development itself. China's rolling out of
counter-narratives of Chinese modernisation is a notable challenge to this attempted hegemony. |
would argue that the longevity of the debt-trap narrative among Western policymakers, despite its
debunking, illustrates Western anxieties about this challenge.
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3. Borrowing for belts and roads:
The double edge of China’s
infrastructure lending in Africa

Yunnan Chen, ODI

The rise of China in Africa over the last two decades can be seen on the skyline: where Chinese
construction contractors, technologies and finance have shaped the architecture of African cities and
the contours of its road and rail networks. This brief dives into the landscape of Chinese infrastructure
investment in Africa, and asks the following: How has China's presence shaped narratives on the
African continent? What do these narratives reveal, and how have they been instrumentalised?

Chinese finance and Chinese contractors have been critical in the construction and implementation
of new infrastructures, and have been harnessed by African sovereigns to meet domestic ambitions
for industrial and structural transformation. At the same time, this remains a relationship of profound
asymmetry. The indebtedness that has come with financing infrastructure investment has led to an
emerging (and hyperbolic) narrative of ‘debt traps'? which perpetuates a misconceived perception
of African states as passive victims, while Chinese narratives on the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and
China-Africa friendship obscure the flaws and real challenges on the ground. The reality is more
ambivalent. African narratives on China have been buried amid duelling discourses, but show a
clear-eyed recognition of China's advantages as a partner, and the real asymmetry of global
structural inequalities. For partners in Europe and the global North, it is critical to listen to narratives
from African states and society while reshaping their own, to recognise African agency, and to view
Africa for its intrinsic opportunities, rather than in instrumental terms.

Infrastructure finance and the BRI in Africa

In the years following the global financial crisis, China's overseas financing began to grow. This ripple
outward was a direct consequence of its domestic economic investment, which saw a growing
overcapacity and saturation in infrastructure markets at home. Supported by China's major policy
banks, this internationalisation of Chinese capital and Chinese companies eventually coalesced in
2013 under the label of the BRI. Data on China's overseas financing in Africa shows that it peaked in
the mid-2010s, during a golden era when African economies were fast-growing, fuelled in part by
buoyant commaodity prices and low global interest rates that supported external access to capital.

As a narrative, the BRI has been perhaps the most successful and salient in China's public diplomacy.
Though viewed with suspicion by Western observers as an emanation of China's ‘grand strategy’ in
Eurasia,?® the BRI has been much more fluid and flexible. The BRI was integrated into pre-existing
frameworks of China-Africa cooperation, including the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAQC),
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and memorandums of understanding (MOUs) signed with China on BRI cooperation have proliferated
across the African continent. The BRI's focus on connectivity infrastructure and associated financing
drove a narrative of China as a provider of global public goods through infrastructure finance,
promoting trade and integration over isolationism.?”

On the other side, African economies have been key markets for infrastructure construction and
investment, particularly in transport (roads, railways and port projects). Within China's official
committed lending to Africa, transport constituted under 30% of total committed lending from
official creditors between 2000-2019, and transport and energy together just over 50%. Prominent
flagship infrastructure projects including ports and Standard Gauge Railways (SGRs) in Kenya and
Ethiopia, whose construction pre-dated the announcement of the BRI, were also folded into the
initiative as case examples of the BRI's impact on connectivity, trade and economic development

These offers of infrastructure packages with favourable, fast financing also aligned with African
narratives of modernisation and development. African sovereigns have leveraged Chinese financial
and technical resources to achieve developmental and political objectives. In Ethiopia, the
development of a national railway network served as a form of nation building. The SGR in particular
was sold with a promise of modernisation - it would be a modern transport system that would
reinforce the legitimacy of the ruling party and its model of a developmental state? Likewise, the
Kenyan SGR was leveraged by domestic political actors for electoral gain in terms of the timing of
its inauguration. The speed of Chinese construction contractors was a boon in serving domestic
patronage systems.3° It has also tied into grander narratives of nationalism - most explicitly embodied
inthe name the ‘Madaraka Express', or ‘freedom ' railway, as well as becoming a flagship embodiment
of win-win Sino-Africa cooperation and the BRI in Africa, despite the problematic financing and
operational issues that the project has been beset with since its commission.3

Debt in the age of geopolitics

Over the past decade, Chinese infrastructure finance and its presence in Africa has also drawn growing
criticism. Much of this has concerned the quality of projects, grievances over Chinese labour practices, 3
and the contribution to local corruption.® In recent years, the most endemic narrative against China's
infrastructure finance and the BRI has been the ‘debt-trap diplomacy, first cited by an Indian scholar,
and then popularised by US policymakers and media outlets increasingly hawkish on China's presence
in the global South.34 Sri Lanka's Hambantota Port has been the prime case study that set off alarms.3
Other infrastructure projects, including Entebbe Airport in Uganda, and the port in Mombasa, Kenya,
have also generated controversy over perceived Chinese takeovers of infrastructure assets

None of the evidence for these cases has stood up to scrutiny: while Chinese lenders do use project
operational revenues as a form of collateral and a security against default, there has never been a
publicised, verified case of asset seizure or coercive takeover. Nevertheless, as bilateral relations
have deteriorated, the narrative of China's ‘predatory lending' in Africa has become a narrative
weaponised primarily by US policymakers criticising China's influence in Africa and the global South.

Following the systemic shock of Covid-19, the war in Ukraine and rising interest rates globally, all of
this has compounded into a polycrisis for indebted sovereigns in Africa and the global South. The
current debt crisis in certain African economies has intensified a bout of finger-pointing at Chinese
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lenders for contributing to African debt burdens and loading African sovereigns with unsustainable
debt, and to China's recalcitrance in renegotiations on debt restructuring.

‘When two elephants fight, the grass gets trampled’ has been a recurrent saying in describing the
impacts of US-China rivalry for African debt negotiations. The case of Zambia has been a clear and
painful example of this. Zambia was the first country to default during the Covid-19 pandemic in
2021, and was the first country to sign up to the G20 Common Framework for Debt Treatments
beyond the Debt Service Suspension Initiative (DSSI). It became the first test case for a multilateral
framework for debt restructuring, designed to ensure equal treatment for all creditors, official
bilaterals and private sector creditors.

However, it took two years from joining the Common Framework for Zambia's creditor committee to
agree to a debt relief and restructuring plan. To date, Zambia's debt negotiations remain protracted
around both technical deliberations such as debt sustainability analyses, and bargaining around the
comparability of treatment between official and commercial creditors and bondholders. However,
the process was also hindered by political finger-pointing, as the US criticised China as a ‘barrier’ to
negotiations, while China blamed the US for its own domestic debt problems and interest rate hikes
that were ‘sabotaging other sovereign countries' active efforts to solve their debt issues'® The
ramifications of geopoliticising debt have deepened tensions and further prolonged negotiations, to
the cost of Zambia's economy and society.

Situating African agency in debt and lending

The proliferation of debt-trap narratives and accusations of predatory lending has certainly
contributed to greater scrutiny of, and demand for, accountability in African societies. The focus has
been on governance of infrastructure projects and external borrowing, as in the case of Kenya's
SGR, which has seen growing criticism of the opacity of external borrowing.

However, there has been relatively muted critique of Chinese lending from African elites and leaders.
The debt-trap narrative is not one that is shared by African sovereigns. Indeed, outside of the case
of Zambia, other countries that have borrowed heavily from China, such as Ethiopia and Angola,
have been able to leverage flexibility on the part of Chinese creditors. Angola, a participant of the
DSSI, was a quiet success case of bilateral negotiation, and was able to restructure a major portion
of its loans with two large Chinese creditors.® In the case of Ethiopia, at the end of 2018 (prior to
joining the DSSI during Covid), the government was able to restructure the maturity terms on its
railway loan with China Exim Bank through a significant concession. This was accomplished following
a series of high-level meetings between Ethiopian and Chinese leaders after the FOCAC summit.
Even before 2018, Ethiopia was allowed to defer repayments for nearly a year, giving it fiscal breathing
space - even as it continued to repay bondholders and private creditors.

Ratherthan seeinga'debt trap' Ethiopian elites, forexample, observe that with respect to commercial,
private creditors, Chinese creditors have been far more collaborative, flexible and ‘willing to work
with you'in times of difficulty.4° Chinese capital, in support of Chinese infrastructure construction in
Africa, also filled a vacuum when, throughout the 1990s and 2000s, multilateral and bilateral donors
retreated from large projects in the infrastructure sector due to perceptions of high risks of social
and environmentalimpacts, as well as risks related to finance and projects. Resisting the Sinophobic
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narrative that has largely been pushed by Western media, African elites and popular society largely
take a pragmatic, even positive view on China. They recognise Western-driven narratives as
deliberately divisive, and also value the concrete financing and development benefits, as well as the
policy autonomy, that the expansion of Chinese financing has brought# Afrobarometer surveys
show China with the highest percentage score (63%) for ‘positive external influence', above the US
and other former colonial powers.#2

However, while positive, these measures of support have declined in recent years in the wake of
incidents of racial discrimination against Africans in China during Covid-19.43 A growing backlash
against cases of corruption and opacity in contracts for Chinese projects and financing has also
contributed to wider ambivalence towards China within African populations. \While debt traps may be
a myth, there are real issues with practices in the uses of collateral and a lack of transparency around
Chinese contracting and financing practices that do not work in the interests of African borrowers 4

There is still a fundamental need for capacity to increase autonomy in bargaining with external
actors and financiers — whether Chinese or commercial bondholders - and to reduce the vulnerability
that comes with dependence on external financing. Supporting domestic investment and financing
resources, and the formation of domestic capital markets, should be a mutual interest for African
states and those concerned about the risks of unsustainable debt.

Countering China? Implications for global development cooperation

With the rise of the European Union's (EU) Global Gateway and the G7 Partnership for Global
Infrastructure Investment (PGII), which, since 2021, have undergirded much of the EU and G7 partners'’
development strategies in the global South, the rise of the BRI has spurred a new competition
around narratives of infrastructure development. In particular, since 2019, Europe, under Ursula von
der Leyen, has taken a new geopolitical focus in its engagement with Africa;*¢ funding for Africa will
occupy the majority of Europe's financing commitments under the Global Gateway.+

Competition can expand African choice and agency in terms of partners and potential new resources
for development, particularly those sustaining infrastructure investment needs. However, the
underlying focus of geopolitical competition that drives these new initiatives continues to position
Africa in instrumental terms, as a site of competition for influence, or in terms of Europe's own
security and strategic interests, rather than in intrinsic terms as a site of opportunity or market
potential.#® Official financing and official development assistance (ODA) are strategic levers to
mobilise private sector investment into Africa and the global South, yet how effectively this can
ameliorate commercial risk perceptions of Africa remains to be seen. Another danger is that as
Chinese interests in Africa shift and wane given decreased risk appetites in overseas finance since
2018, the reduction or removal of competition as a strategic goal may also see a similar fading of
Africa in European or G7 priorities.4®

Narratives around China in Africa remain driven by the media and actors of the global North. However,
attitudes and expressions of African society and sovereigns themselves are more clear-eyed and
pragmatic: Africa values both the concrete advantages of Chinese cooperation, and the strategic
autonomy of working with multiple partners and providers beyond China. Development partners
and development finance institutions should therefore be wary of using development instruments
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as part of a wider geopolitical cold war, and recognise the importance of credibility and consistency
as a force for power and influence®® The 2024 FOCAC will underline a new phase of China-Africa
cooperation and will constitute an opportunity for African actors to shape their relations with China
- to sustain Chinese economic interests in Africa in the wake of a changed global economy, and
demonstrate to the wider world Africa’s ability to shape its interests with global powers, even in the
context of asymmetry.

EXPLORING THE ROLE OF NARRATIVES IN CHINA-AFRICA RELATIONS

23



24

4. What the Indo-Pacific narrative tells
us about China and Africa

Yu-Shan Wu

Narratives - that is, how events and facts are threaded together - matter in an information age. This
is particularly true in a post-truth era, where policymakers and politicians such as former US
president Donald Trump have actively taken to social media platforms to promote particular
narratives st It is also the emotive appeal of certain narratives that has distilled reporting on China's
relations with Africa as either a threat or a benevolent partner.5

This brief explores the Indo-Pacific narrative that recognises the interconnectedness of the Indian
and Pacific oceans, and expands (and for some, replaces) the Asia-Pacific concept.s As a foreign
policy idea, the Indo-Pacific adds a layer to the discussion on narratives beyond media reporting, as

Table 1 Policy documents related to the Indo-Pacific (2021-22)

Country/Region | Date Document type

UK March 2021 (updated to an Integrated Review | Integrated Review of Security, Defence,
Refresh in 2023) Development and Foreign Policy

EU September 2021 The EU strategy for cooperation in the
Updates since: factsheet, 2022; and Indo-Pacific
European Union (EU) Maritime Security
Strategy and Action Plan, 2023

us February 2022 Strategy
Update of 2019 document

France February 2022 Strategy updated from 2018 strategy
Update of 2018 document

Canada November 2022 Strategy

North Atlantic Treaty June 2022 Strategic concept

Organization (NATO) | November 2022 Report: ‘NATO and the Indo-Pacific’

Indian Ocean Rim November 2022 Outlook

Association (IORA)

South Korea December 2022 Strategy

Source: Compiled by author
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https://www.mofa.go.kr/viewer/skin/doc.html?fn=20221228060752073.pdf&rs=/viewer/result/202212

views about the world are also perpetuated and promoted through official policy documents. To
date, the Indo-Pacific has been largely applied by the US and its partners and this leaves gaps,
especially for those who are unevenly accounted for in its geographic delineations. The question,
then, is how Africa fits into the dominating as well as counter-narratives surrounding the Indo-Pacific.
Such a counter-narrative to the Indo-Pacific is China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in Africa.

Roughly 65% of the world's population and three of four of the world's largest economies outside of
Europe (China, India and Japan) are in the Indo-Pacific. Since 2007, the US and its partners - such as
Australia, India and Japan, who together make up the Quad - have promoted the Indo-Pacific
concept through statements, defence white papers and strategies .5 The concept continues to be
promoted. In fact, between 2021 and 2022, eight new policy documents were published (Table 1).
Notably, as of mid-2023, states such as Japans® and the United Kingdom (UK)%® further updated and
recommitted their positions towards this mega-region.

The policy documents represent a collection of views on how the world is structured and
geographically organised. There are of course variations. For example, the intergovernmental
organisation IORA labels its document an ‘outlook’ - which resonates with the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations' (ASEAN) 2019 outlook - and unlike the other strategies that represent
action documents, it emphasises guiding principles and ideas as a foundation for engagement in
the evolving Indo-Pacific .5

The Indo-Pacific in relation to China and Africa

When looking at the strategies released between 2021 and 2022, it is striking that neither China nor
any African state has developed a policy towards the Indo-Pacific. Yet two aspects, one related to
China and the other to Africa, stand out in relation to the discussion on narratives.

The first is that China does not actually subscribe to the Indo-Pacific concept and is commonly
identified in the strategies as a threat or challenges® The US 2022 strategy identifies China as a
threat, ahead of climate change, and this sentiment is echoed by Canada, the EU (although it should
be noted that state positions vary) and NATO (an alliance of European and North American states).
Several strategies even call China a 'systemic challenge’, a ‘'strategic competitor’ or ‘disruptive global
power' It appears that the Indo-Pacific provides a shared foundation for American and European
understanding in responding to China. This contrasts with more moderate positions such as South
Korea's strategy and those of the intergovernmental bodies mentioned.

The second aspect relates to the geographic scope of the Indo-Pacific. Beyond India, the
westernmost part of the Indian Ocean, namely African islands and littoral states, remains unevenly
accounted for in the strategies of 2021-2022 (although the continent has been included in previous
state approaches, such as those of India and Japan).5® Africa is not mentioned in the US strategy and
while it is mentioned by Canada and NATO, the continent is viewed largely as a part of China's and
Russia's growing influence.

The qualitative absence of African partners is due to the fact that most strategies locate the Pacific

- for example the Taiwan Strait, India-China border, Korean Peninsula and South China Sea - as the
centre of global tensions. Amid the Russia-Ukraine War, and Russia's relatively close ties with China
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that extend European concerns into the Indo-Pacific, there is also hope that other powers in the
mega-region can play a role in upholding the current rules-based international system.®® There
have, however, been attempts to shift the Indo-Pacific from a strategic concept® to include wider
issues (see the recent Quad leaders' meeting).®2 Nevertheless, more weight is still given to security
than to economic concerns.

In order for the Indo-Pacific narrative to find resonance in Africa, there also needs to be an emphasis
on non-traditional security concerns such as combating piracy, rising sea levels and overfishing®
that dominate in the Indian Ocean. These concerns stand in contrast to the geopolitical tensions in
the Pacific Ocean.

Figure 4 Delivering the Indo-Pacific tilt since IR2021

Non-exhaustive list. Entries correct as of 1 March 2023

Across the Indo-Pacific the UK has:
* Become an ASEAN Dialogue Partner, agreed a
five-year Plan of Action and applied to join the

ASEAN Regional Forum. ..__.- H
+ Deployed two Royal Navy Offshore Patrol Vessels 10 0s
supporting operations across the Indo-Pacific. . @

*+ Launched 3 new Singapore hub for British
(@ international investment.

The UK is also:

* Pursuing final-phase negotiations on the
Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement
for Trans-Pacific Partnership,

* Supporting the Pacfic’s 2050 Strategy for the
Blue Pacific Continent, including through being
a co-founding member of Partners in the
Blue Pacific.

* Driving the green transition to net Zero
through the Climate Action for a Resiient
Asia programme.
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AllPages_Revision_7_WEB_PDF.pdf, p. 5
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Implications of the Indo-Pacific narrative for Africa

The Indo-Pacific, as a concept, is still evolving. Therefore, the interpretations as set out by the various
strategies are significant. The narratives in the strategies are an articulation of state and policy elites’
interests and their view of the world; these documents are essentially a means to conceptualise a
complex world. This suggests that geography is not simply factual or physical but informed by
assumptions, perceptions and ideas of what is included and what is not.®4 Mapping thus involves a
mental landscape too.% For instance, several of the strategies and outlooks - as documents in the
public sphere - have identified the Indo-Pacific as a central theatre where competition is playing out
(although within this space approaches may differ depending on whether China is regarded as a
threat or if there is a sense that the wider US-China rivalry needs to be managed).

How a state views the world also informs how they conceptualise it publicly. This is demonstrated
by the UK's Integrated Review Refresh 2023.%¢ Under the title ‘Delivering the Indo-Pacific tilt, a map
is provided of the UK's Indo-Pacific activities. It centres around who it has partnered with in the
mega-region, which appears to stretch to the Indian Ocean only to the extent of India (see Figure 4).

Of course, the meaningfulinclusion of African states in the Indo-Pacific narrative is also up to African
partners themselves. As of mid-2023, there existed no African state strategy or joint African Union
(AU) vision towards the Indo-Pacific. Countries like Kenya have begun to articulate a position but this
has largely been publicised through a series of statements.®” While Africa's position is represented
by the AU-led Africa’s Integrated Maritime Strategy (AIMS) 2050, this document is outdated and
does not account for current trends and changes. For now, African positions and interests are
expressed in the IORA outlook, which has nine African member states. However, they compete with
other member states and dialogue partners who have already articulated Indo-Pacific positions that
inform their IORA engagement. The continent is therefore at risk of having geography and policy set
out by others that are not informed of its own articulation and interests.

Challenges to the Indo-Pacific: China’s BRI in Africa

While the Indo-Pacific narrative is being promoted by strategies, its degree of resonance is still
taking shape in Africa. In fact, there are other interpretations and narratives that overlay this
geographic space. In particular, since 2013 China has been promoting its BRI narrative, a global
regional-integration drive, and subsequently other initiatives.®® \While the BRI is not perfect,®® China's
interpretation therein of the Indian and Pacific Ocean region seems to find more resonance as a
narrative for African policy elites.

In order for narratives to have impact among audiences,” they need to be compelling, fit pre-existing
ideas and narratives, and have the potential to change audiences' minds. In the African context,
China's BRI has somewhat achieved this in relation to the Indo-Pacific:

® Compelling narrative: When the BRI was created, Africa's role in it was a question mark. It has
now become ‘an important direction for the joint construction of [the] BRI' (part of this has to do
with the relatively positive reception of the initiative by African policymakers)”* China's
engagement through the BRI has also been qualitative, supported by a level of institutionalisation
incorporating African partners in BRI summits and the signing of memorandums of understanding
(MOUs) - such as South Africa (2015), Egypt (2016) and Kenya and Ethiopia (2017). China has also
readily promoted itself as a reliable partner for Africa, as was demonstrated by its regular
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engagement and support of African partners during the start of the Covid-19 pandemic,”2 when
other external partners withdrew.

® Pre-existing narratives: A successful aspect of the BRI is that it complements the African
development agenda and narratives, such as the AU-driven development blueprint Agenda
206373 China's second Africa policy paper (2015) did not actually refer to the BRI Instead, it
emphasised the boosting of African industrialisation — although in content they essentially share
the same interest areas. There has also been a commitment to ‘ensure synergies between BRI
and the African development agenda’’s and in this way the narrative of the BRI in Africa is co-
constituted. The co-constitution of initiatives/narratives resonates with China's approach to the
Indo-Pacific, where it may not subscribe to the concept but has put its support behind others,”®
mirroring ASEAN and India's positions towards the mega-region. This opens space for China to
engage in the formulation of how the evolving Indo-Pacific is conceptualised.

Conclusion: Implications for the Indo-Pacific and BRI narratives

It appears that the Indo-Pacific narrative, promoted by certain state strategies, frames China as a
challenge to be managed and also unevenly accounts for African states' involvement. Meanwhile,
from an African policy perspective, where there has yet to be conceptualisation towards the Indo-
Pacific, there is engagement and, to an extent, alignment with China's BRI narrative. However, there
is also a degree of ownership in that African states themselves have not established official positions
towards the Indo-Pacific from which others can engage. There are lessons to be learnt in the agency
applied by ASEAN in relation to the Indo-Pacific and China: since 2019, its narrative of ASEAN
‘centrality’ has conceptualised the group of countries as the physical and imagined centre of the
Indo-Pacific. In turn, both the strategies of 2021-2022 and China have largely supported this notion
in their approaches.

Yet beyond the policy space, neither the BRI nor the US-led Indo-Pacific narratives are actually
‘winning' in the eyes of African audiences. Surveys such as Afrobarometer's 34-country survey on
African perceptions towards China,”” corroborated by a Randcorp study on perceptions in selected
Indo-Pacific states,”® find that the US and China are largely on a par in terms of perceived degree of
influence. However, they are viewed as influential in different ways. For example, Afrobarometer’s
results reflect that 59% of respondents see China as ‘somewhat positive' and ‘very positive' in terms
of its perceived political and economic influence in their respective countries. Similarly, the US was
at 58%. (Meanwhile Randcorp disaggregates the US influence in the Indo-Pacific to the diplomatic
and military spaces and China to economic development.) Additionally, the Afrobarometer survey
takes into account other influences, such as regional powers, regional alliances, Russia and even
United Nations' agencies. Although they all fall behind the US and China in terms of influence, they
could eventually add alternative sources of narratives. The local environment and its reception of
narratives therefore has an impact on the diffusion of foreign policy ideas.

In conclusion, in an information age where narratives can be readily communicated across regions
and perpetuated through policies and media, there is also a counterflow where regions and societies
can then interpret such narratives to a point where they are co-created, countered or even rejected.
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