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Abstract
Rise of China and increased Chinese engagement across the globe, have
attracted mixed and varied reactions of approval and disapproval in a number
of host countries. Against this background, this study brings into perspective
rise of anti-Chinese sentiments in Africa, with a Kenyan case study, examining
who, why and where anti-Chinese sentiments are most prevalent. The study
finds anti-Chinese sentiments being most prevalent among Kenya’s small scale
traders who have been displaced by Chinese capital flow and trade in the
country. The finding is contextualized within broader framework of globali-
zation and its resultant effects on free movement of capital, trade and invest-
ment. More precisely, Chinese capital flow and trade have had distributional
consequences of winners and losers with potential to displace Kenya’s small
scale traders hence the rise of anti-Chinese sentiments. The anti-Chinese sen-
timents are equally evident among section of Kenya’s politicians and intelli-
gentsia, who have questioned the viability of Chinese built infrastructure.
Further, anti-Chinese sentiments have been found among ordinary citizens
who have experienced, albeit isolated, incidences of Chinese misconducts in
the country. Notwithstanding these negative reactions, Chinese engagement in
Kenya is still pronounced and has popular support from government, general
citizenry and among classes of Kenyan who have benefited from Chinese
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involvement in the country. The segmented nature of anti-Chinese sentiments
has not been strong enough to undo general goodwill, attitude and percep-
tions, that ordinary citizen hold towards Chinese engagement in Kenya.

Keywords
Kenya; anti-Chinese; trade; politics; Chinese engagement.

1. Introduction

Studies on Sino-African relations have kept on evolving as they seek to
make meaning on rise of China and its implications to the continent and
rest of the world. These studies have taken different perspectives ranging
from Chinese vis-à-vis African agency and their relations, trade and in-
vestment, diplomacy and politics, macro and micro levels of analysis
among many other approaches. Initial research on China’s reentry into
Africa in the 21st century have mostly centered on Chinese agency in its
relations with African countries and resulted impact of these interactions.
However, overtime focus has shifted for the need to examine African voices
in these interactions, such that, as opposed to Sino-African relations,
spotlight has shifted to Africa China relations. It is on this basis that a
number of researches have examined African agency and African reactions
in these engagements. Building on African agency in Sino-African relations,
this study extends the discussion by examining evolving perceptions on
Chinese engagement in the continent through a Kenyan case study.

Chinese engagement in Africa in various sectors in the continent has
attracted divided opinions in different countries and across sections of
African societies. Like many African countries, Kenya has equally experi-
enced increased Chinese presence in various sectors of the economy.
Consequently, a number of researches on Sino-African relations have pre-
viously shown Kenya being among African countries with high approval
rate on role of China in the country. However, in the recent past, there have
been evidences of discord and disapproval on Chinese engagement in the
country. This paper examines who, why and where anti-Chinese sentiments
are most prevalent in Kenya. The paper finds anti-Chinese sentiments being
most prevalent among Kenya’s small scale traders who have been displaced
by Chinese capital flow and trade in the country. The finding is contextu-
alized within broader framework of globalization and its resultant effects
on free movement of capital, trade and investment. More precisely, Chinese
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capital flow and trade have had distributional consequences of winners and
losers with potential to displace Kenya’s small scale traders hence the rise of
anti-Chinese sentiments. The anti-Chinese sentiments are further evident
among section of Kenya’s politicians and intelligentsia, who have ques-
tioned the viability of Chinese built infrastructure, as well as ordinary
citizens who have experienced isolated incidences of Chinese misconducts
in the country. Notwithstanding these negative reactions, Chinese en-
gagement in Kenya is still pronounced and has popular support from
government, general citizenry and among classes of Kenyan entrepreneurs
who have benefited from interactions with Chinese business counterparts.
The segmented nature of anti-Chinese sentiments has not been strong
enough to undo general goodwill, attitude and perceptions that ordinary
citizens hold towards Chinese engagement in Kenya.

The paper proceeds as follows: the next section briefly examines theo-
retical discussion on globalization, capital, trade flow and its resultant
consequences of winners and losers in global capitalist economy. This
discussion lays the foundation for understanding nature and character of
Chinese engagement in Africa as a consequence of globalization. Consistent
with outcome of globalization, the third section examines Chinese en-
gagement in Africa and how Africans have had diverse reactions on Chi-
nese engagement in different parts of the continent. The fourth section
narrows down to bilateral relations between China and Kenya, and analyzes
the evolving perception on Chinese engagement in the country. The fifth
section examines mixed and varied reactions to Chinese engagement in
Kenya. This is followed by sixth section that analyses who is against Chinese
engagement in the country and why. Finally is a concluding section.

This is a qualitative study which relied mainly on secondary data in ex-
amining sources and motivation on anti-Chinese sentiments in Kenya. To-
wards this end, the study made use official government documents like
speeches, policy papers, academic journal articles, books and periodicals.
Local news outlets like newspapers provide invaluable timely primary data
and news surrounding Kenyan reactions towards Chinese engagement in the
country.

2. Globalization, Factor Flow its Implications

Rise of China in 21st century is attributed to globalization processes as well
as a number of internal reforms undertaken in China. While there is no
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general agreement on precise definition on what globalization processes is,
there seems to be unanimity that globalization process entails intense
connectivity and interactions in social-economic and political spheres of life
(Held et al., 1999, p. 484). From an economic perspective, globalization
process has meant ‘the integration of the world economy’ (Temin, 1999,
p. 76). This involves free movement of factors of production i.e. capital and
labor, in a bid to maximize profitable returns. As these factors of produc-
tion move across borders, they have potential of creating winners and
losers as a consequence. It is on this account that standard Heckscher–
Ohlin theoretical model hypothesize that in international trade, ‘a country’s
relatively abundant factors gain while a country’s relatively scarce factors
stand to lose from globalization process’ (Kauder and Potrafke, 2015,
p. 355). That is, in a liberal world order, free movement of capital and labor
has intended and unintended consequences of winners and losers as an
outcome of these interactions.

Developed countries with abundant supply of capital and skilled labor
would favor globalization that allows free movement of these factors, since
they can compete and gain globally from areas that promise high returns.
The same can be said of less developed/developing countries favoring
globalization that allow free movement of capital which stands to gain
from supply of unskilled labor. Free flow of capital to less developed
countries offers investment opportunities where abundant supply of un-
skilled labor can be put to use in production of goods and services.
However, globalization also has potential to displace or offer competition to
scarce factors of production in a given country. For example, abundant
supply of unskilled labor in less developed countries poses a threat when it
moves to developed world’s scarce unskilled labor. Equally, developed
countries’ capital poses a threat and competition to developing countries’
limited capitalists. Theoretically, unskilled labor in developed countries and
few capital owners in developing countries will not favor globalization and
free movement of factors of production for they stand to lose.

The above hypotheses explain how different segments of the society in
different parts of the world have had varying opinion and attitudes to-
wards globalization and free movement of factors of production. Milner
and Tingley (2011) explores domestic sources of preference to US foreign
economic policy on foreign aid and trade. They show case how citizens,
legislators and presidency policy choices are informed by perceived
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economic and political gains or losses when confronted with different
policy options of foreign aid and trade. Politicians reading the cue from
constituents either support or oppose a global engagement policy based on
perceived benefits (Milner and Tingley, 2011). Factor endowment model
has also been used to predict a society’s skills composition and individual
attitudes and reactions towards immigrants and immigration policies.
There is evidence that predicts that unskilled individuals are more likely to
harbor negative attitudes towards globalization policy that support im-
migrated unskilled labor in a given country (Mayda, 2006). This premised
on likely consequences of inflow unskilled labor competing with the local
unskilled labor. The opposite is true where individual with skilled labor
would support immigration policy of unskilled labor which would not offer
competition. However, Gordon et al. (2007) have demonstrated that in a
condition where immigration policy has the potential of impacting nega-
tively on skilled individuals in the form of high taxes aimed at supporting
immigrants, the skilled individuals will not favor immigration policy.

Beyond attitude towards globalization and factor model predictions,
globalization has further been extended to examine its relations with other
variables. It has been established that globalization through trade and fi-
nancial liberalization can foster democratization (Rudra, 2005). This is made
possible if vulnerable citizens are mitigated through social protection
mechanisms from negative consequences of globalization. On other front,
while there has been an unending debate on globalization and increasing
levels of inequalities, there is also an argument that posits that globalization
promotes social justice (Kauder and Potrafke, 2015). The underlying feature
of globalization is that it has potential to produce both positive and negative
consequences. This explains contending opinions among scholars and
practitioners in support and critical to globalization processes (Stiglitz, 2002;
Wolf, 2005; World Bank, 2002). The discussion on globalization and free
movement of factor is wide and deep topic that cannot be fully discussed in
this paper. Never the less, the above discussion has attempted to demon-
strate how globalization policies have distributional consequences by cre-
ating both winners and losers thus explaining varied reactions on its
outcome. From the foregoing theoretical discussion of globalization and its
resultant consequences, the paper puts into perspective how globalization
processes, which hasmade possible Chinese capital flowand trade in Kenya,
has contributed to the rise of anti-Chinese sentiments in the country.
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3. Chinese Engagement in Africa: Consequences and Reactions

The earliest form of Sino-African relations can be traced back to Chinese
expedition for trade and search for allies in North and East Africa regions
during BC era (Alden and Cristina, 2008, p. 46). Later on in 20th century,
China would play part supporting decolonization efforts in Africa and later
offering infrastructure aid, with notable case being TanZam rail project that
linked Tanzania and Zambia. In contemporary settings, Sino-African rela-
tions should be understood within a number of initiatives and policy fra-
meworks that have guided Chinese engagement with the African continent.
Among these is the adoption of China Policy Paper of 2006 which would
guide Sino-African relations in different areas of cooperation that included:
political, economic, human resources development and peace and security
(Inyambo, 2008). Another widely celebrated policy initiative on Sino-Afri-
can relations is the tri-annual event known as Forum on China Africa
Cooperation (FOCAC) platform. FOCAC brings together both Chinese and
African top policy makers including head of states and governments to
explore areas of mutual interests that include: trade and investment, di-
plomacy, security and cultural exchange among others (Abuya, 2012, p. 15).
FOCAC tri-annually held in China or in Africa, has proved to be a major
platform where China has made key declarations and pledges on aid, trade,
investment and policy direction toward Africa. Sino-African relations
should also be understood within broader framework of Chinese “One Belt
One Road”, and “21st Century Maritime Silk Road” also referred as Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI). The BRI initiative entails Chinese engagement in
construction of interconnecting infrastructural projects in different parts of
the world following ancient Chinese international trade route (Shatz, 2016,
p. 93). A number of African countries along BRI route have benefited from
Chinese financed infrastructural projects of roads, pipelines, railways and
seaports.

Chinese engagement with Africa should also be understood within the
broad framework of ‘go out’ (zouchu qu) policy of 2001 which was
meant to transform Chinese enterprises into competitive global players
(Kragelund, 2009, p. 85). The policy has played a role in eliminating bu-
reaucratic bottlenecks for Chinese enterprises with global ambition to
venture out (Kragelund, 2009, p. 85). The idea behind going global hap-
pened as a result of previous policy shift that had an impact on both
internal and external factors on Chinese enterprises. Most important is a
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number of internal economic reforms and opening up under Deng Xioping
leadership which saw China welcoming abundant foreign capital flow in
the country. These reforms led to unprecedented economic growth since
1990s to early 21st century. Positive economic and microeconomic perfor-
mances, current account surplus and excessive foreign reserves have all
played a role in Chinese ascendancy in global economy (Biggeri and
Sanfilippo, 2009, pp. 31–33). Equally, due to abundant supply of labor and
enabling policies, China became a global manufacturing hub. Further,
Chinese admission into World Trade Organization (WTO) only acted to
augment the already existing gains made since the era of internal reforms
and opening up. In short, rise of China is a typical case study on positive
consequences of globalization and liberal world economy which has
allowed free movement of capital that transformed Chinese economy.

Although Sino-African relations are informed by general frameworks,
relations with individual African countries are based on bilateral relations.
In respective African countries, Chinese engagement has taken different
forms and shapes from state to non-state actors. Chinese engagement in
African countries has majorly been through state owned enterprises (S.O.E)
that are involved in multiple infrastructural projects across the continent.
Through these S.O.Es, China is playing a major role in addressing infra-
structural deficit that the continent has experienced for long period of time.
Chinese S.O.Es have also proved to be major players in extractive industries
in Africa’s vast mineral resources. China’s involvement in Africa’s natural
resource is also in response to meet ever-growing appetite for raw material
by domestic industries. It is argued that Chinese S.O.Es in Africa enjoys
support from Chinese central and provincial governments towards the
realization of China’s go out strategy (Biggeri and Sanfilippo, 2011, p. 46).
Equally, private and independent Chinese businesses and entrepreneurs
form part of wider part of realizing Chinese dream globally (Mohan and
Lampert, 2013, p. 96). Different shades of Chinese involvement in Africa
have relatively been successful in their diverse areas of engagement in an
unprecedented manner. It is argued that state support, low bidding, minimum
entry barriers and bureaucratic procedures in execution of projects explains
Chinese successes in their venture in Africa (Dittgen, 2013, p. 61). This explains
ubiquitous Chinese presence in virtually all sectors of economy in Africa.

Sino-African relation has also been heavily informed by increased trade
relations. Overtime, China has become Africa’s largest trading partner with
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some resource rich countries registering surplus trade flow with China
(Bbaala, 2015, p. 98). China in Africa is also motivated by search for market
from its enormous manufacturing industries. This is more so on cheap
products that average African citizens can afford. Trade has also been
augmented by increased flow of Chinese investment in the continent. China
has proved to be a major source of foreign direct investment (FDI) for
number of African countries (Ike, 2017). This is irrespective of the exact
amount that flows to continent due to lack of official data indicating
Chinese overseas FDI flow. Increased Chinese FDI is diverse in area of
interest, has even come to compete with the West which is continent’s
traditional sources of FDI.

Notwithstanding successful Chinese engagement in a number of African
countries, there is a divided opinion among Africans on the role of China in
the continent. Chinese engagement in Africa has attracted three kinds of
opinions and in three different perspectives i.e. of optimists, pessimists and
accommodative (Asongu, 2016, p. 351). It is on this account that African
public has had a varying attitudes and sentiments depending on how they
have been impacted or perceived impact on Chinese engagement in the
continent. Among the optimists are African policy makers who have been
at forefront driving Chinese inroad in Africa. Chinese engagement in Africa
being largely state centric, African elite being the first line of beneficiaries of
Chinese involvement, have been quick to give popular support to Sino-
African relations. However, there has been contention for the need to go
beyond state elites in understanding these relations (Mohan and
Lampert, 2013). At political elite level, there are those who have dis-
approved role of China in various sectors of the economy in the continent.
This is best exemplified by Zambia case where a leading presidential
candidate in 2006 general elections used anti-Chinese rhetoric to mobilize
and galvanize support (Waweru, 2018). In other instances, governing elites
have also used Chinese infrastructure projects as a means to rally political
support (Waweru, 2018). This is as demonstrated with the Kenya’s Chinese
built standard gauge railway (SGR), which became a political topic
amongst both the incumbent and opposition with each trying to associate
themselves with the project as means to gain popular support. There are
those who have been cautious on Sino-African relations. Former South
African president Thambo Mbeki once warned of skewed nature of Sino-
African relations, arguing that current relation where Africa exports raw
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material and imports finished products from China has potential making
China a new colonial master (Taylor, 2008, p. 74). Opposition political elites
have also questioned economic viability of China’s relations with African
countries. Chinese engagement in selected African countries has only be-
come political whenever opposition political elites have chosen to frame
a narrative of ‘Chinese problem’ (Sautman and Hairong, 2009, p. 728).
Reactions and perceptions among political elites towards engagement in
Africa are therefore varied across board depending on economic and
political interests and consequences.

Popular opinion among African citizens towards Chinese is varied,
although generally, majority of ordinary African citizens have high approval
rate on role of China in the continent. Based on number of national public
opinion surveys and research, African citizens have had positive perception
on Sino-African relations. In a number of countries, studies have shown
Kenyans, Ethiopians and Sudanese to have had positive attitudes towards
Chinese engagement in their respective countries (Sautman and Hair-
ong, 2009, p. 728). Positive rating towards Chinese in Africa is informed by
the perception that China is involved in key development infrastructural
projects that have hadmeaning to ordinary citizens’ lives. In this sense, China
is seen as a development partner for their participation in economic and
business sectors that have had direct bearing to people’s livelihood.

In the same vein of positive perception on Chinese engagement in Africa,
there are sections of African populace that harbor negative opinions on role
of China in respective African countries. This is confirmed by national
opinion research as well macro and micro level examinations which have
revealed existence of anti-Chinese sentiments and perceptions in a number
of African countries. Zambia, Botswana and South Africa have been cited
to have high level of anti-Chinese sentiments (Gadzala and Hanusch, 2010;
Mogopodi et al., 2016, p. 21). As aforementioned, African populace atti-
tudes towards China in Africa is largely determined by how Chinese en-
gagement has impacted their lives. In cases of negative perceptions,
Chinese engagement has mostly had a negative consequence on peoples’
lives. In Zambia, a typical case of anti-Chinese engagement in Africa, citi-
zens’ discontents was rooted on the role of China in cooper industry. With
era liberalization and free capital mobility, China had become major player
in Zambia’s political economy which saw a number of copper plants pri-
vatized to Chinese entrepreneurs and S.O.Es. It is argued in some quarters
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that, anti-Chinese sentiments in Zambia were rooted by new Chinese
Copper mine owners’ failures to adhere to requisite best labor practices and
safety measures. On a number of occasions, violent conflicts erupted in
copper mines as workers protested on poor pay and working conditions
(Hanglund, 2009, p. 635; Joon, 2012, p. 551). Zambia case got worsened
when opposition leaders politicized the role of China thus exacerbating
negative perceptions ordinary citizens had towards Chinese investors in
Zambia. Alternative view has been that anti-Chinese sentiments in Zambia
need to be contextualized that protests have not been restricted to
Chinese owned mines alone rather other foreign owned mines have also
experienced similar challenges.

Other case studies that have had anti-Chinese sentiments are those
where there have been an influx of independent and private Chinese
entrepreneurs and businesses in host countries. This has been more so with
Chinese involvement in small and medium size import businesses.
Acknowledging China’s state support to entrepreneurs and enabling lib-
eralized world order, a number of Chinese businesses have been setting
bases in a number of African countries (Wang and Elliot, 2014, pp. 1021–
1026). It is these Chinese entrepreneurs involvement in small and medium
sized businesses that has also attracted high level of anti-Chinese senti-
ments across the continent. These Chinese entrepreneurs have faced re-
sentment for competing with local businesses in the same line of business.
In Nigeria, local associations of small scale trade were at forefront chal-
lenging the role of Chinese businesses at a China Town mall in Lagos as
well as in Kano state (Mohan and Lampert, 2013, pp. 107–108). The traders
voiced their concerns on infiltration of Chinese traders as threat to their
own businesses.

The same case was replicated in Ghana, where local business association
led protests against an increased presence of Chinese traders in wholesale
and retail sectors (Lampert and Mohan, 2014, pp. 15–16). In other instances,
anti-Chinese protests have sometimes turned violent. Lesotho, Malawi and
Malagasy and Tanzania have all seen local traders protest and threaten
physical violence against Chinese on claim that they were being forced out
of business by Chinese owned businesses (Besada, 2013, p. 97; Hanauer
and Morris, 2014, pp. 67–71). The above cases demonstrate a mixture of
reactions on Chinese engagement in Africa. While there appear to be a
general popular support for Chinese engagement in the continent, there is a
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category of ordinary African that disapprove role of China in Africa. This is
more pronounced among small scale traders who have faced competition
from the same line of businesses. Small scale traders and those working in
Chinese owned and run entities seem to have the highest incidences of
expressing anti-Chinese sentiments. However, there are contending argu-
ments that opine that some of anti-Chinese sentiments are overly exag-
gerated by western media and few opposition politicians to discredit rise
and role of China in Africa (Besada, 2013, p. 97; Hanauer and Morris, 2014,
pp. 67–71; Sautman and Hairong, 2009, p. 728; Power and Mohan, 2008,
p. 5). Broad generalization on few cases cannot offer true picture of inci-
dences of support or opposition to Chinese engagement in the continent.
This calls for broader and insightful and in-depth analysis of African
reactions to Chinese role in African countries on case by case basis.

4. Bilateral Relations Between China and Kenya

China and Kenya have had a long history of bilateral relations since the
country gained independence although the relation was later severed
during the reign of first president Jomo Kenyatta. It is during President Moi
tenure, Kenya’s second president, that the relations between the two
countries were reestablished and later cemented with Jiang Zemin visiting
Kenya in 1996 (Abuya, 2012). As rise of China become more evident in the
early 21st century, there was a change of government in Kenya that saw
transition of power from Moi to Kibaki regime in December 2002. It is
during president Kibaki’s reign that China Kenya relation heightened.
President Kibaki was quick to make several bilateral cooperation agree-
ments as China made reentry into Africa. These agreements covered a
number of areas on trade and investment, infrastructure development,
energy, socio-cultural exchanges among others. It is on these agreements
that Chinese engagement in the country took root in a number of notable
infrastructural projects (Hillary, 2012, p. 10). These projects are partly
funded by both Chinese and Kenyan government as well as multilateral
lenders like African Development Bank.

China and Kenya have experienced increased level of trade and in-
vestment between the two countries. In the last decade, China has proved
to be Kenya’s major trade partner (Abuya, 2012, p. 35). However, trade
relation between the two countries is skewed in favor of China which
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registers trade surplus with Kenya. For example in the year 2017, Kenya
exports to China an average of Ksh. 10 billion while China’s imports to
Kenya amounted to Ksh. 390 billion demonstrating the big gap. China has
also become a major source of Kenya’s FDI challenging historical and
traditional western partners as country’s source of FDI. The Chinese FDI
has been directed in various sectors of the Kenyan economy. Due to in-
creased trade and investment relations originating from China, opinions
have been divided on the role of China in Kenya as discussed in pro-
ceeding section.

5. Mixed and Varied Reactions on Chinese Engagement
in Kenya

Chinese engagement in Kenya’s different sectors of the economy has been
highly ubiquitous in civil infrastructural projects. This is especially in rail
and road with notable ones being Thika superhighway and constructions of
Standard Gauge Railway from Mombasa to Nairobi among others. Apart
from infrastructure projects, Chinese are also engaged in other sectors of
the economy like real estate, tourism and hospitality and entrepreneurship
businesses. They have ranged from state owned enterprises, national to
provincial state owned enterprises, private big and small and medium
sized business enterprises. Therefore, composition of Chinese people in
Kenya is a mixture of employees involved in state supported projects and
that of individual Chinese businesses. From their diverse engagement in
Kenya, opinions have varied among Kenyan political elites and ordinary
citizens towards Chinese role in the country.

Previous studies based on national opinion surveys have demonstrated
Kenyans to be among African citizens that have had high approval rate on
role of China in the country (Aleksandra and Hanusch, 2010). Majority of
Kenya at more than 60% have cited Chinese role in infrastructural devel-
opment and investment in business as the reason for approving Chinese
engagement in the country (Mogopodi et al., 2016). Further, more than 75%
of Kenyans perceive China to have good influence on the country’s de-
velopment aspirations, while 67% consider beneficial Chinese development
assistance to the country (Mogopodi et al., 2016, pp. 13–17). These findings
are consistent with Sautman and Hairong, 2009, p. 757 study which also
showed 64% Kenyans have positive attitude towards Sino-African
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relations. Kenyan citizens’ popular support for Sino-African relations is in
line with Kenya’s political elites who have also supported Chinese en-
gagement in the country. However, although Kenya has had positive per-
ceptions towards Chinese engagement in the country, in recent past, voice
of discord against Chinese engagement in the country has emerged. There
are group of Kenyans who have protested on the Chinese role in diverse
areas of the economy.

6. Who is Against Chinese Engagement in Kenya and Why?

Anti-Chinese sentiments in Kenya have been more evident among Kenyans
who have faced competition from influx of Chinese in the same line of
business. Kenya has a relatively liberal economy that encourages foreign
flow of capital in various sectors of the economy. In fact to enable foreign
investment in the country, the Investment Promotion Act of Kenya 2004
sets a minimum of Ksh. 10 million for a foreign investor to invest in the
country. This is in addition to Kenya being a member of WTO among other
regional trade block bodies like Common Market for Eastern and Southern
Africa (COMESA), East Africa Community (EAC), etc. The government has
overtime marketed the country as a friendly destination for foreign inves-
tors. It is against this background that the country has been open to foreign
capital, both large and small scale businesses in the country.

Trade relation between China and Kenya is in favor of the former whose
exports to Kenya entails finished industrial products like electrical appli-
ances, agricultural machinery, drugs, building and construction materials,
textiles among others. It is this high level of trade interactions that has also
seen the entry of Chinese businesses from large, medium to small size
enterprises in Kenya. An official association of Chinese enterprises in
Kenya, Kenya China Economic and Trade Association (KCETA), indicates
that there are more than 400 Chinese business enterprises in the country
(Xinhua, 2019). These companies are also cited to have contributed local
employment where more than 100,000 people out of local population have
benefited (Xinhua, 2019). Despite these rosy figures on Chinese engage-
ment in Kenya, the flow of Chinese businesses in the country has had its
consequences on local businesses. It is on this front that anti-Chinese sen-
timents have been most vocal in Kenya as examined below.
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Chinese traders have over time penetrated Kenya’s small scale/petty,
retail and wholesale trade in Nairobi’s markets and other parts of the
country. In Nairobi for example, Chinese merchants have set up shops in
Gikomba, Kamukunji and Nyamakima markets which are major entry
points for cheap imports of electrical, kitchen ware and second hand
clothes in the country (Okoth, 2019a). Chinese businesses that seem more
competitive than local traders would not be welcomed in city’s hub for
small scale and medium sized enterprise market. Local traders have argued
that Chinese merchants had taken over the entire value chain of trade.
Initially, Chinese were only involved in selling in bulk and wholesale trade,
which later transitioned to retail trade thus undercutting local traders. This
scenario is as demonstrated by one local trader in Gikomba as captured in
news outlets:

It is not just here, we used to distribute to other towns like Kisii
and Eldoret but the Chinese have also opened shops there, where
they now distribute as well. It is getting worse, stocks are moving
slower and traders are getting really frustrated (Okoth, 2019b).

Kenyan local traders are of the opinion that Chinese traders find easy to
conduct their business in the country owing to their big capital finance and
support from Chinese state. It is against this background that at one time
Nairobi retailers staged a protest march against the infiltration of Chinese
in local retail trade (Ngungi, 2018). They protested calling on government
agencies to reign on influx of Chinese traders for fear of job loss and threat
to local entrepreneurships.

Their leader under the umbrella of Kenya World Wide Importers and
Traders Association (KWITA) opined that their trade which employed
‘about 50,000 traders directly and a million more indirectly’ was at verge of
dying owing to influx of Chinese in the trade (Ngungi, 2018; Gisesa, 2012).
The KWITA chairman argued that Chinese traders were undercutting them
by taking control of the entire supply chain. He claimed that

They [Chinese traders] are all over in Gikomba market and Bia-
shara Street. It is very hard for us to compete with them...if the
Chinese are here as investors, let them go and start factories, and
leave retail business for Kenyans (Ngungi, 2018).
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In this kind of environment that tension has brewed to the extent there
have been reports of violence between locals and Chinese merchants. It is
reported that in downtown Nyamakima market, a Chinese trader is alleged
to have slapped a Kenyan which resulted to damage of properties at a
Chinese shop (Okoth, 2019b). Tension between local and Chinese traders in
Kenya seems to take a similar scenario as has been reported in other
African countries where Chinese have threatened local traders.

It is against this background that the Kenyan government has taken
swift action to stop Chinese presence in local trade. A number of Chinese
nationals found engaging in small scale trade have been arrested and
deported to China especially when brought to the limelight of the au-
thorities. In particular, a number of Chinese were widely captured in local
media engaging in sale of second hand clothes in Gikomba market at the
hindsight on uproar over the role of Chinese in local trade. It took the
intervention of the minister to announce to the country that the Chinese
found in Gikomba would be repatriated to their home country as captured
in local media:

It is illegal for foreigners to engage in local trading in Kenya. We
do not have a classification of foreign traders coming to Kenya to
do hawking or local trading. We will escort them to the airport, bid
them bye and ensure they have their dinner at their countries by
tomorrow evening (Damary, 2019).

In cue with local traders, politicians have also been at forefront decrying
on infiltration of Chinese traders. Politicians knowing they stand to gain
politically from championing the cause of their electorate have at time
called for government to restrict Chinese engagement in local businesses.
They once called on government through the ministry of interior to kick out
Chinese involved in petty trade, drivers or casual employment arguing
such jobs are reserved for locals (Okoth, 2019b). Chinese have been able to
penetrate in local small scale trade due to lax laws and improper imple-
mentation of existing laws. Immigrations and foreign investor laws seem
easy to bypass by foreigners engaging in petty trade. Chinese seem to take
advantage of weak immigration laws and the investment promotion law as
on a minimum amount a foreign investor access Kenya and engage on
trade. It is on this basis that the Minister has been quick to point out that
there is no immigration visa that permits foreigners to engage in petty
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trade. It is worth to note that, Chinese involved in petty trade are private
individuals who came to the country out of own volition and far from the
control of Chinese state.

Another front where there has been a heightened anti-Chinese sentiment
in the country is in the importation of frozen fish from China. Kenyan
players in fish industry have also had to contend with competition from
China. Conventional fish traders who relay on fish from local sources es-
pecially from Lake Victoria have complained of stiff competition with en-
trant of imported Chinese fish. Local traders’ complain have seemed at one
point attracted the attention of the president. In a forum where the presi-
dent had a meeting with Kenyan small scale enterprises (SMEs), President
Kenyatta assured he would order to stop the importation of Chinese fish.
He is quoted as:

I have been told about the imported fish from China. It is not
possible that we import Chinese fish when our local traders are
here (Mutoko, 2018).

The directive was not well received in some quarters especially from the
Chinese embassy in Nairobi. The Chinese ambassador is quoted to have
termed the directive as Kenya’s declaration of trade war against China
(Dijkstra, 2019). After a few weeks of consultation, the ban on Chinese fish
was later lifted. The ban was lifted on the claim that local fish production
does not meet local demand hence the need to allow Chinese fish import to
meet the shortfall. More importantly, Chinese fish is considered cheap
compared to locally sourced ones making them affordable to local con-
sumers. Therefore, local importers and consumer stood to benefit from
booming business and cheap fish, respectively. However, there have been
concerns on quality of imported Chinese fish with some claims that
imported Chinese fish does not meet basic heath and sanitation standards
(Olingo, 2019). Despite these misgivings, trade of imported Chinese fish is
still on. If Kenya has had a genuine deficit of fish to meet local demands,
anti-Chinese sentiments on imported fish seem not valid, rather it should
be seen as a concern of local businesses in the industry trying to protect
their niche market. This is a clear example of intended and unintended
consequences of globalization and liberal trade.

Sentiments against Chinese engagement in Kenya have also been wit-
nessed in Chinese built infrastructure especially on the viability of the SGR.
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A number of scholars and commentators have argued against the project
claiming it is unsustainable and has no value for money (Ndii, 2014;
Manyora, 2017). This is compounded with secretive nature on the manner
the project was designed and implemented. In other instances, anti-Chinese
sentiments have come to public’s limelight when Chinese nationals have
had misconducts with locals or outright breaking the law. There are inci-
dences where Chinese national in their diverse areas of activities in the
country have been accused of racism against Kenya. A case in particular is
where a Chinese national was captured on video making racist remarks
against people of Kenya and the president of Kenya (Mwangi and
Vidija, 2018). In almost similar version, a Chinese ran restaurant was ac-
cused of profiling Kenyans patronizing their establishment beyond certain
hours of the day (Chege, 2015). These incidences elicited reactions and
discussion among Kenyans who disapproved of these Chinese misconducts
in the country. The two cases attracted prompt response from Kenya
government that resulted in deportations, while Chinese embassy was
quick to disassociate from the said Chinese nationals. From the discussion
above, while role of China is highly welcomed in Kenya, there is evidence
of potential disagreement that can generate resentment. As evidenced
above, anti-Chinese sentiments seem to originate from particular sections of
Kenyan who are not big, organized enough to generate widespread mis-
givings towards Chinese engagement in the country. The segmented nature
of anti-Chinese sentiments has not been strong enough to undo general
goodwill, attitude and perceptions that ordinary citizen hold towards
Chinese engagements in Kenya. Finally, Sino-African relations and Chinese
engagement in Kenya is taking different shape, and as demonstrated in this
paper there is still a lot to explore on nature of their relationship from
Chinese and African perspectives.

7. Conclusion

In a country that has had general positive perceptions on role of Chinese
engagement, this paper sought to examine who is against Chinese en-
gagement in Kenya and why. The study finds that anti-Chinese sentiments
are most prevalent among Kenya’s small scale traders whom the Chinese
capital flow and trade has displaced. This has been made possible with
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liberalized global economy order that promotes free movement of capital,
trade and investment.

The established Chinese business enterprises have threatened and
displaced a number of Kenya’s small scale traders which has attracted anti-
Chinese sentiments in the country. Weak and failure to enforce strict reg-
ulatory and legal framework that govern foreign involvement in small scale
trade is what has enabled Chinese involvement in local trade which has
threatened and displaced Kenya’s small scale traders and resulted in rise of
anti-Chinese sentiments. Beyond local traders’ reactions, local politicians,
academics and intelligentsias have also questioned the viability and sus-
tainability of Chinese built infrastructure projects in Kenya. Further, Chi-
nese misgiving is also evident from isolated incidences of Chinese
misconduct against local populace across the country. However, despite the
negative sentiments, Chinese engagement in Kenya is still welcomed by
both political elites and the general public. The segmented nature of anti-
Chinese sentiments has not been strong enough to undo general goodwill,
attitude and perceptions that ordinary citizen hold towards Chinese en-
gagement in Kenya. As a result of this, anti-Chinese sentiment has been
evident among those who have been negatively affected with Chinese en-
gagement in the country.

To stem the rise of anti-Chinese sentiments in Kenya, the study recom-
mends government of Kenya to enforce relevant regulatory framework and
laws with a view of safeguarding business domain. Equally, a win-win
strategy that promotes working together between local and Chinese
enterprises should be explored. This should be within broad framework of
industry, sector and business linkages that would exist to benefit the parties
involved. Finally, there is need for open, transparent and accountable
processes to address misgivings towards Chinese built infrastructural
projects.
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