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Summary of thesis 

This article-based doctoral thesis aims to contribute to the multifaceted debate on economic 

development, interests and power in China–Africa cooperation, through a qualitative study of 

Chinese activities in the Mozambican construction sector. Applying a theoretical lens that 

bridges development geography with economic geography, I examine Chinese-led 

construction projects: how they unfold, and their role in Mozambique’s economic 

development. The aim is to understand how Mozambican stakeholders assess and influence 

the growing relationship with China, and how this plays into continuing processes of 

inclusion and exclusion, both in the economic and political sphere. As such, this thesis is not 

about China in Mozambique: it sets out to explore economic development in Mozambique, 

and the role played by China within these ongoing development processes. 

The research project examines how domestic backward linkages are created in Chinese-led 

construction projects in Mozambique, and how they are linked to broader development 

processes. Moreover, the project explores what characterises agency of the Mozambican 

government and other Mozambican stakeholders, and how this is expressed in the 

implementation of Chinese-led construction projects. The two main theoretical concepts, 

agency and backward linkages, are understood within a framework of global production 

networks. Domestic backward linkages are operationalised as domestic subcontractors, 

domestic suppliers and domestic workers 

With qualitative data collected during fieldwork in Maputo, three Chinese-led construction 

projects in Maputo are examined: 1) a roadworks project funded by the China Export-Import 

Bank, 2) a project involving the expansion and rehabilitation of the urban water system, 

funded by the French Development Agency and built by three Chinese companies, and 3) the 

construction of 5000 homes, administered through a joint venture between a Chinese SOE and 

a Mozambican development fund. The qualitative methods employed consist mainly of 

interviews and observations. 

This doctoral thesis shows that the domestic backward linkages from the Chinese-led projects 

are few and weak. The most extensive backward linkage is that of labour, where Mozambican 

workers filled positions that were often casual and required few skills. Chinese contractors 
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make use of domestic subcontractors and suppliers only to a minor extent. Such an outcome is 

explained through a combination of contextual determinants: factors connected to the 

ownership of Chinese lead firms, such as superior skills and technology, tied aid and closed 

tendering processes, but more importantly, the weak local capabilities in the Mozambican 

construction industry, and the social infrastructures and policies surrounding it. 

The thesis sheds light on how Mozambican stakeholders connect construction projects to 

development, which can be summarized as follows: the labour-intensiveness of construction 

projects and thus their positive contribution to employment generation, the fundamental role 

of construction projects in facilitating other productive activities, and how construction 

projects satisfy the impatience for development understood from a modernisation perspective, 

illustrating the inherent promise of progress and modernisation that large-scale construction 

projects bring forth.  

Agency of the state is explored through the negotiation processes involved in the 

implementation of the roadworks project. The analysis highlights crucial elements in the 

debate on state agency in African countries – the various interests that make up the 

Mozambican state and influence which aspects are subject to negotiation, and the historical 

and structural conditions that shape how state actors enter into negotiations with China. In 

terms of the local industry, the analysis illustrates how domestic SMEs fall outside the 

networks of industrial relations and struggle to make themselves relevant in the Mozambican 

context, lacking network and institutional support, skills, technology and training. 

Consequently, the local industry is suffering despite an upsurge of construction work in 

Mozambique over the last decades. Regarding the Mozambican workers, I examine how 

Mozambican workers respond to their workplaces, and which factors enable or constrain 

workers’ agency. The analysis shows that Mozambican labour is positioned on the margins of 

the production network, with weak capacity for improvement. The degree of distance between 

Chinese and Mozambicans in the workplace leaves little room for participation and voice 

strategies, workers lack institutional support to react to company violations of their rights and 

labour regulations, and workers lack alternative employment opportunities.  

Moreover, the findings of this PhD study contribute to a broad set of academic discussions – 

ranging from China–Africa relations, the changing architecture of international development 

assistance, general development discourses and industrial policies, to multi-cultural 

workplaces, and the role of construction and construction workers in global production 
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networks. A main theory contribution comes from connecting GPN theory and linkage theory, 

where my approach to theorising domestic backward linkages serves to operationalise value 

capture as articulated in GPN theory. 
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1. Introduction 

 

When asked what my thesis is about, I generally answer with a simple ‘China in Africa’. 

People nod approvingly, as if this means something specific, or that it is possible to establish 

some sort of core in a China–Africa relationship. Actually, to be writing about ‘China in 

Africa’ could mean almost anything – as is clearly reflected in the literature base. The field 

‘China in Africa’ has grown rapidly since the mid-2000s, and come to cover everything from 

general trade and aid flows between China and Africa (e.g. Shelton 2001, Christensen 2010, 

Lin and Wang 2015), to specific Chinese development projects in individual African 

countries (e.g. Monson 2009), and even the lives of migrant Chinese shop-owners in Cabo 

Verde (e.g. Haugen and Carling 2005), transcending any consensus on scope, theory, or level 

of analysis. China has tended to be presented as the lead actor, with the main research focus 

on disaggregating the motives, strategies, and interests behind various Chinese activities 

(Alden and Davies 2006, Lee 2006, Meidan 2006, Alden 2012). As a consequence, the 

explanatory power of ‘the China factor’ is often exaggerated, when in fact Chinese actors are 

as diverse as the contexts in which they operate, with both competing and contradictory 

interests. Instead of talking of Sino–African relations as a totality, we should: 

…disaggregate the relationship and analyze its constituent parts in order to 

understand the underlying processes and mechanisms at play. Moreover, these 

processes and mechanisms do not act autonomously, but instead work in tandem 

with other processes and affect other structures and relationships. (Carmody and 

Kragelund 2016, 9)  

For example, relations between Chinese and African actors unfold in a context shaped by the 

history of relationships between African countries and external parties, particularly former 

European colonial powers (Arewa 2016). Historical aid and trade relations create specific 

structures that influence how economic cooperation between China and African countries 

evolves – but are repeatedly ignored in China–Africa analyses.  



2 

 

Moreover, governments and other stakeholders in individual African countries are often 

presented as passive recipients at the mercy of Chinese actions. Such representations have 

recently come under criticism, and a growing body of literature has shifted the focus towards 

African agency, seeking to show how local actors express agency and influence the 

development of China–Africa relations (Corkin 2013, Harman and Brown 2013, Mohan and 

Power 2013). However, detailed work is still nascent, and several analyses have understood 

the concept of agency in a static and one-dimensional way that does not sufficiently 

comprehend societal change in today’s Africa (Carmody and Kragelund 2016, 5).  

This thesis aims to contribute to the multifaceted debate on economic development, interests 

and power in China–Africa cooperation, through a qualitative study of Chinese activities in 

the Mozambican construction sector. I examine Chinese-led construction projects: how they 

unfold, and their role in Mozambique’s economic development. To counter the tendency to 

exoticise the ‘China factor’ in the China–Africa literature (see discussion in e.g. Gadzala 

2015), I have deliberately placed Mozambican stakeholders at the centre of this study. The 

aim is to understand how Mozambican stakeholders assess and influence the growing 

relationship with the Asian giant and how this plays into ‘ongoing processes of inclusion and 

exclusion, both in the economic and political sphere’ (Dietz et al. 2011, 3). As such, this 

thesis is not about China in Mozambique: it sets out to explore economic development in 

Mozambique, and the role played by China within these ongoing development processes.  

--- 

I have chosen the construction sector as the basis for exploring economic cooperation 

between Mozambique and China. Construction is one of the main sectors in which Chinese 

financing institutions and companies have become heavily involved across the African 

continent, with projects ranging from roads, railways and bridges, to ‘prestige buildings’ like 

stadiums, hotels and conference centres. In Mozambique, the government has welcomed 

Chinese activities in the construction sector, not least because much physical infrastructure 

was destroyed during the 1977–92 war. In light of recent gas findings and coal exports, 

Mozambique will need to keep investing in construction and expand its infrastructure 

networks in order to exploit these resources. Rapid provision of infrastructure from China to 

African countries is undoubtedly needed and valued. However, the ways in which Chinese-led 

construction projects are negotiated and implemented, and how they integrate with the 
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Mozambican economy, stand out as elements crucial for understanding how they contribute to 

long-term development in the sector.  

The construction sector offers a relevant starting point for exploring economic development, 

as it is often a major contributor to Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in developing countries, 

with considerable potential for creating economic linkages that can spur national economic 

activity and provide employment opportunities (Ofori 2000). Given the lower skill threshold 

for entry, the construction sector should have the potential to foster strong economic links 

also in developing countries (Corkin 2012). As noted by Zhang and Gutman (2015, 5), ‘the 

development and expansion of a country’s construction industry is a key component of its 

early industrialization experience’. Construction projects often have complex linkages to 

many other sectors in the economy, and strategic sector development can become an 

important driver of growth in developing countries. Still, there are several examples that show 

this does not always happen (Ofori 2000), and that construction projects may end up being 

weakly integrated into the local socio-economic environments. This thesis will shed light on 

whether and how backward economic linkages are created in Chinese-led construction 

projects in Mozambique, what characterises them, and how these projects relate to broader 

development processes.  

Mozambique has frequently been referred to as among the most promising African countries 

in terms of development progress, attracting high levels of foreign direct investment (FDI) 

and being one of the fastest growing economies on the continent (OECD et al. 2013, 

Macauhub 2015). Mozambique has been seen as ‘a donor darling’ in the West (Cunguara and 

Hanlon 2012, 624), and a ‘success-story of post-Washington consensus development’ 

(Anderson 2012, 2). Mozambique has also been cited as one of Africa’s ‘emerging 

economies’. This idea of ‘emerging Africa’ has become popular, especially in media reports 

(Amoako 2011, The Economist 2011, 2013, Bates 2012, French 2012) and in business 

literature (Ernst and Young 2011, Economic Commission for Africa 2012, 2013). It indicates 

regained optimism on behalf of the continent, based on impressive growth rates, significant 

increases in trade and investments, deepening democracies, and stronger governance (Radelet 

2010, Hansen and Wethal 2015a). However, the concept is criticised for bringing shallow 

analyses about African growth trajectory, where ‘ongoing dynamics are actually deepening 

Africa’s dependent position in the global economy’ (Taylor 2016, 9). Others claim that this 

flicker of economic optimism has been closely linked to high commodity prices, which are 

now experiencing a sharp downturn (Behuria 2017). Closer examination of the Mozambican 
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economy supports such critical claims, with the idea of ‘emerging Mozambique’ appearing as 

an exaggeration at best1. The country continues to heavily rely on aid from Western donors; 

GDP growth per capita is quite low; and poverty rates and unemployment rates remain high. 

Growth is mainly linked to large investments in capital-intensive megaprojects and resource 

extraction, while domestic firms remain small and uncompetitive, unable to reap the benefits 

of large inflows of foreign capital to the country (Wethal 2015).  

China has come to play an important role in the story of ‘emerging Africa’, where its win–win 

partnerships with African countries –‘South–South cooperation’ – are seen as an alternative to 

more asymmetric aid relations along North–South lines. Apparently viewing Africa as being 

on the brink of economic take-off, China has taken care to position itself strategically in order 

to develop mutually beneficial relationships. Mozambique and China established formal 

diplomatic ties already in 1975, but economic and commercial cooperation has increased 

particularly in the last decade or so (Alden et al. 2014). Recent successful coal and gas 

exploration seems to have made the Mozambican government more confident about 

approaching new types of investors, and it has come to rely on Chinese capital and skills for 

the execution of several priority projects (ibid).  

Several African countries have experienced decades of low infrastructure investment from 

traditional donors (Grimm 2014), making Chinese investments in African infrastructure 

projects much appreciated. Indeed, one of the main responses from Chinese and foreign 

analysts to criticism of Chinese activities has been precisely that China delivers development 

to Africa through infrastructure projects (Sun 2014). However, during the infrastructure boom 

of the 1960s and 70s, driven by Western donors and the World Bank in particular, a major 

criticism was the bias towards physical capital as opposed to human capital. Schultz (1981, in 

Mold 2012, 246) predicted that new machinery and infrastructure would prove useless 

without parallel investments in local capacity building. He was largely correct: by the mid-

1990s about one-third of the roads built in sub-Saharan Africa during the 1970s were out of 

use (Zawdie and Murray 2013, 74). Despite the evident short-term benefits deriving from 

infrastructure construction, especially given the widespread infrastructure shortcomings in 

many African countries, there is a risk of history repeating itself. Thus, the extent to which 

                                                 
1 It should be noted that Mozambique is currently experiencing somewhat of a debt crisis. What started with the 

disclosure of a hidden debt of 2.2 billion USD from state loans taken up in 2013, Mozambique defaulted on its 

foreign debt in 2016, which has become unsustainable for the immediate future. The image of the donor darling 

has also become tainted in the process. The effect of the debt crisis in relation to China is beyond the scope of 

this thesis.  
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significant long-term economic benefits like diversification, industrialisation and domestic 

capacity building are secured will be contingent on the terms and conditions surrounding the 

Chinese-led infrastructure projects (Mold 2012). This in turn is influenced by the capacities 

and interests of the individual African state to formulate and negotiate advantageous 

outcomes of Chinese involvement in the infrastructure sector. Understanding the challenges to 

local linkage creation in Chinese-led construction projects, including the power relations 

involved in policy formulation, negotiation and project implementation, is crucial for 

assessing how Chinese construction projects contribute to economic development. 

To a certain extent, China’s increasing activity in development cooperation has turned 

African development into a contested area. There has been substantial criticism ever since 

Western media, academics, and policy-makers became aware of China’s increased 

involvement in Africa after the turn of the millennium (Gadzala 2015). Such criticism may 

reflect fears of the West losing its role as an agenda-setter for African development (Carmody 

and Kragelund 2016). As noted by Arewa (2016, 108): ‘Many of the objections of other 

powers to Chinese activities in Africa are fairly astonishing given the history of prior unequal 

and exploitative relationships between Africa and varied external powers.’ The fact that many 

African economies fared quite well throughout the financial crisis, but struggled during 

China’s economic slowdown in 2015–16, gives a clear indication of the importance of new 

partnerships – and possible new dependencies. China is steadily taking over Europe’s role as 

Africa’s leading trading partner, and has become a considerable source of new investments. 

Moreover, Africa has become China’s second-largest supplier of service contracts, 

particularly in infrastructure construction, according to Chinese analysts (Sun 2014).  

While Chinese loans and investments offer potential advantages and sources of diversity 

(Moss and Rose 2006), today’s China–Mozambique relations must be understood within the 

context of Mozambique’s historically strong relations with Western donors and International 

Financing Institutions (IFIs). How Mozambican stakeholders navigate within the myriad of 

external interests, requirements, and funds is central to the extent to which Chinese activity 

contributes to broader development processes in Mozambique.   

1.1 Aim and research questions 

According to Arewa (2016, 136), infrastructure deficits are symptomatic of broader societal 

challenges, and that maps of African countries tend to reflect the ‘fundamentally incomplete 
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nature of infrastructure construction, as well as the construction of the post-colonial African 

state itself’ (ibid., 116). To counter this shortcoming, the state needs to develop a set of 

services linked to logistics, management, business and law, in combination with regulatory 

services and institutions that can facilitate the maintenance and reconstruction of 

infrastructures developed and funded from abroad – in casu, by China. In moving beyond 

win–win rhetoric and get closer towards understanding who determines who wins what and 

why, we need to focus on host economies and the political climate in the individual African 

country when examining China’s role in African development processes (Alden 2007, Taylor 

2010). I aim to do precisely that, using qualitative data from fieldwork and situating the 

analyses of Chinese-led construction projects firmly within Mozambique’s economic and 

political development trajectory. The thesis sheds light on crucial features of broader 

development debates, feeding into the literature on China–Africa relations and the 

restructuring of international development assistance. The aim is further to understand how 

Chinese-led construction projects contribute to broader processes of industrialisation and 

capacity building in Mozambique’s construction sector. I pose three overarching research 

questions: 

1. What characterises the backward economic linkages created in Chinese-led 

construction projects in Mozambique, and how are such projects linked broader 

development processes?  

2. What characterises agency of the Mozambican government and other Mozambican 

stakeholders, and how is this expressed in the implementation of Chinese-led 

construction projects? 

3. How can global production networks theory be applied in explaining the role of 

Chinese construction projects in development processes in Mozambique?  

These research questions address the theoretical concepts of agency and backward linkages in 

the construction sector, understood within a framework of global production networks (GPN). 

The first two questions can be understood as empirical, involving matters of backward 

linkages and agency in Chinese-led construction projects. Each of these concepts is elaborated 

on below. The third question is a theoretical one, to be explored throughout this synopsis and 

further discussed in the conclusions. Approaching Chinese-led construction projects through a 

theoretical lens that bridge development geography with economic geography, I aim at 

moving away from analyses that exoticise ‘the China factor’, and rather explain how activities 
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of various external actors intersect and become merged into the political economy in 

Mozambique.  

While several scholars have engaged with the concept of ‘agency’ when examining China–

Africa relations, the issue has not been thoroughly explored. Often, Chinese dominance is 

simply taken for granted, given the sheer size of the Chinese economy compared to African 

states (Rotberg 2015); or representations of Chinese contributions to African countries’ 

agency have been overly positive, because China provides a feasible alternative to Western 

dominance in development assistance and contributes to opening policy space (Ajakaiye 2006, 

Oya 2008). Main weaknesses of many such analyses are their lack of in-depth contextual 

understanding of the historical and structural processes that influence how Sino–African 

relations evolve.   

A focus on linkages rests on a certain understanding of development. Morris, Kaplinsky and 

Kaplan (2012a, 414) claim that ‘successful economic growth is inevitably an incremental (but 

not necessarily slow) unfolding of linkages between related economic activities.’ They base 

their understanding on Albert Hirschman, who characterised development as essentially being 

‘the record of how one thing leads to another, and the linkages are that record’ (1981, 75). 

This is a tempting idea, but the speed and scale of globalisation have made it possible for 

companies to stretch such economic linkages across borders and even continents. A newly 

built airport or road can thus serve as a symbol of modern development in some discourses, 

without actually engaging with the socio-economic environments in which it is situated. As 

such, understanding economic development is not just an unfolding of economic linkages: it 

also involves questions about where and how such linkages unfold, and who can access them. 

That in turn means that theories of linkages and agency must be placed within a wider 

understanding of the workings of the global economy. Here, I use the GPN framework as a 

point of departure for situating national economic development processes within a broader 

network of actors and production processes. The conceptualisation of power relations within 

GPNs is influential in informing how the agency of various actors at differing geographical 

scales is enabled or constrained.  
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1.2 Structure of thesis 

The thesis is structured in two parts, where Part I serves as a comprehensive introduction to 

the articles that constitute Part II.  

In chapter 1, I have introduced the theme, aims and research questions of the thesis. Chapter 2 

presents and discusses the theory foundations of the thesis. It offers a literature review of 

relevant theories, and establishes the analytical framework employed in the thesis. The two 

main theory strands to be discussed are linkage theory and agency – and how they intertwine 

within a GPN framework. Chapter 3 presents the methods employed for collecting empirical 

data, and discusses some practical and ethical considerations related to fieldwork. Chapter 4 

gives a short summary of each of the articles of Part II. Chapter 5, the concluding chapter, 

returns to the research questions posed in the introduction and highlights the main findings of 

the thesis. 

Part II consists of the following articles: 

1. Wethal (forthcoming 2018) ‘Development Dilemmas: Challenges to local linkages in 

Chinese construction projects in Mozambique,’ Journal of Modern African Studies, 56 (2) 

2. Wethal (2017) ‘Passive hosts or demanding stakeholders? Understanding Mozambique’s 

negotiating power in the face of China,’ Forum for Development Studies, 44 (3), 493-516, doi: 

10.1080/08039410.2017.1317660 

3. Wethal (2017) ‘Workplace regimes in Sino-Mozambican construction projects: Resentment 

and tension in a divided workplace,’ Journal of Contemporary African Studies, 35 (3), 383-

403, doi: 10.1080/02589001.2017.1323379 

4. Wethal (submitted) ‘Building Africa’s infrastructure. Reinstating history in infrastructure 

debates,’ Forum for Development Studies, December 2017.  
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2. Theorising geographies of economic activity  

 

 

2.1 How to capture the gains?  

At the inauguration of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank in 2014, the Chinese 

President Xi Jinping said, ‘In China we have a folk saying, “If you would like to get rich, 

build roads first”, and I believe that is a very vivid description of the very importance of 

infrastructure to economic development’ (Bermingham 2014). This is a compelling thought, 

but problematic in the way in which it indicates an automatic process from infrastructures to 

economic development – and also fails to explain who gets rich, and how. 

In recent decades, Chinese companies have become extremely active in the construction 

industry in most African countries. The China–Africa literature offers much empirical data, 

but significantly fewer theory tools for explaining the role and effects of such construction 

projects. One reason could be that China–Africa relations seem to be viewed as novel and 

rather isolated processes – whereas in fact they represent some features of modern economic 

globalisation, playing into ongoing dynamics of development, cooperation, and competition. I 

propose seeking insights from theories that can contribute to explaining how economic 

activity is coordinated across space, while also highlighting the ability of actors located in 

specific places to take on different roles to capture the gains.  

Global Production Networks (GPN) is one of the middle-range theories that explore how 

economic activities are interconnected across space, as well as their specific effects in place. 

All economic activity is grounded in specific places, and how these places are integrated into 

global economic production networks has important implications for their economic 

development (Dicken 2011). In this chapter, I discuss how the GPN framework can provide a 

basis for understanding the role of Chinese construction projects in Mozambique’s 
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development processes, by connecting it to linkage theory and expanding on the concept of 

agency.  

After reviewing the emergence of the GPN framework, its inauguration and the core concepts 

of value, embeddedness and power, I assess whether the GPN framework can capture the 

dynamics of the construction industry, focusing on the specificities of this industry, and how 

to understand it in light of GPN theory. Next, I discuss the relation between GPN analyses 

and regional development, and combine this with backward linkages theory. Expanding on 

the understanding of power in GPN research, I combine these insights with a specific focus on 

agency. Here I propose using the GPN theory as a framework that can bring together 

backward linkage theory and agency, jointly helping to explain the role of Chinese 

construction projects in Mozambique. 

2.2 Global Production Networks: economic activity as 

networks of actors 

The GPN framework combines areal concepts of territory/place/region with systemic 

processes of flow/network/connection, where organisationally fragmented and spatially 

dispersed networks of economic activity are understood as the form of economic structure 

that drives the global economy and its uneven development outcomes (Coe and Yeung 2015). 

A GPN has been defined as ‘an organisational arrangement, comprising interconnected 

economic and non-economic actors, coordinated by a global firm, and producing goods or 

services across multiple geographical locations for worldwide markets’ (Coe and Yeung 2015, 

1–2). 

The GPN framework emerged soon after the turn of the millennium, but its origins can be 

traced back early attempts to bring together questions of development in territorial units with 

understandings of a world economic system (Kelly 2013). World-systems approaches 

explored how different territorial units (mostly at the national scale) were integrated into the 

organisation of various production systems, leading to a three-tier hierarchy of territories: 

core, semi-periphery, and periphery (see Wallerstein 1974, Hopkins and Wallerstein 1977 and 

1986). This approach was to provide the foundations of the Global Commodity Chain (GCC) 

framework, which became particularly influential through the works of Gary Gereffi and 

colleagues (Appelbaum and Gereffi 1994, Gereffi and Korzeniewicz 1994, Gereffi 1999). 

Related to the GCC framework, and somewhat overlapping with it, is that of Global Value 
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Chains (GVC), which highlights value in the chain of production activities, from conception, 

through production, to disposal after use (Gereffi et al. 2001, 3). These chain approaches have 

been criticised for not providing insights into how specific places affect and are affected by 

the organisation of economic activities (Coe and Yeung 2015). As the governance concept in 

GVCs refers mainly to a range of inter-firm relationships, the role of the state and broader 

institutional and regulatory contexts that shape these relationships is downplayed (Bair 2008). 

Moreover, GCC research in particular is held to have an underdeveloped geographical 

conceptualisation, ‘operating at a very high level of spatial aggregation’ (Dicken et al. 2001, 

99; see also Hess and Yeung 2006, Coe and Yeung 2015), and has often been used as a 

methodology rather than a theory (Dussel Peters 2008).  

Drawing on earlier chain approaches, but also as a response to the limitations outlined above, 

a group of geographers formulated the GPN framework (Henderson et al. 2002). While the 

framework builds on GCC/GVC literature2, it includes insights from theories of regional 

development that have a stronger focus on local transactions (Coe et al. 2004) and political 

economy for explaining how structures and institutions precondition human action (see Hess 

and Yeung 2006 for an in-depth review of GPN’s intellectual antecedents). The focus is on 

the various actors in the production networks, where a lead firm is a central prerequisite, as 

well as the various locations tied together by these actors. The explicit attention to the firm 

came about as a response to state-centrism in other political economic approaches of the 

1980s (Glassman 2011, Horner 2016); and while the network approach can incorporate a full 

range of actors, GPN research is often criticised for over-focusing on the company level 

(Selwyn 2011, Hughes et al. 2015).  

2.2.1 Value, power and embeddedness in GPNs  

Three interrelated variables need to be operationalised within GPN analyses, where each in 

turn has implications for economic development, the first is value, understood both as surplus 

value and as economic rent.3 The second is power, defined as ‘the capacity of one actor to 

exercise and achieve control over a particular strategic outcome in its own interests that can 

                                                 
2 For a comprehensive review and comparison of the different approaches to economic activity as chains and 

networks, see Bair (2005, 2008, 2009).  
3 Value can be understood as surplus value created in a production process that converts labour power into 

products and services that can be exchanged into value exceeding that of the labour embedded in the production 

in the process, and as various forms of economic rent that can be realised through market and non-market 

exchange and transactions within GPNs (Coe and Yeung 2015). ‘Economic rent’ is as the extra amount earned 

by a scarce resource (e.g., land, capital, or labor) through its current use. 
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be realized only through the process of exercising’ (Coe and Yeung 2015, 66). The third is 

embeddedness, referring to the various ways in which firms are rooted in different social, 

economic and institutional networks, influencing how they operate. Each of these variables is 

discussed below.  

The GPN framework analyses value through three processes, which allows actors to relate to 

value in several ways in the same network (Coe et al. 2004, Dicken 2011). Value creation is 

generally created in a process where a firm can access resources that provide it with a 

competitive advantage. While firms are the primary drivers of value creation, extra-firm 

actors, such as state or labour organisations, may be influential contributors– for instance, 

through subsidies, indirect investments, or skills development. Value enhancement means that 

actors add inputs to existing goods or services in order to make them more valuable, e.g. 

knowledge and technology transfers between firms, various forms of industrial upgrading, or 

product improvement by engaging with subcontractors and suppliers (Henderson et al. 2002). 

Value capture is perhaps the most significant for local or regional development, and the most 

important here: it reflects the ability and capacity of actors and institutions to capture (parts of) 

the value created in GPNs (Coe et al. 2004, 475). Understanding which actors, in which 

places, who are able to capture value in GPNs will in turn depend on government policy, firm 

ownership and corporate governance in the specific national context (Henderson et al. 2002, 

449).  

Power and control are crucial variables for analysing value capture and the distributional 

aspects of regional development. Power in GPNs reflects a relational process as well as 

uneven structures, where corporate power is ‘distributed, exercised and governed’ (Coe and 

Yeung 2015, 65). The conceptualisation of power in GPN rests on a relational understanding: 

power cannot be possessed or ‘stored’ by virtue of an actor’s size, money, or resources. 4 

While control over resources is often a necessary condition, it is in itself not sufficient for 

ascribing power to an actor (Dicken et al. 2001). Power differs among the actors involved, 

and how they mobilise the resources at their disposal (Allen 2003, Allen 2004). How power is 

balanced among the actors involved will directly influence the potential for actors to capture 

the gains. Configurations of power tend to be asymmetric and subject to complex bargaining 

processes, but are also influenced by mutual interests and dependencies. Hence, both 

                                                 
4 While the relational aspect is an important distinction from other network theories, GPN scholars hold that 

‘power should be conceived as a relational practice embedded in the structural position within a network’ (Coe et 

al. 2015, 66). 
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asymmetry and common goals are important determinants of how power relations evolve in 

networks (Dicken 2011, 432). In this thesis, I explore power relations through the concept of 

agency, as further discussed in section 2.4. 

GPN scholars have developed a specific understanding of embeddedness 5  for explaining 

contextual varieties that influence the production networks in place. At core of the concept of 

embeddedness is the view that economic activities are also shaped by social and cultural 

processes; further, that every element of the network is grounded in a specific location – 

materially, through fixed production assets, but also more abstractly through social 

relationships, local institutions and cultural practices (Coe et al. 2008, 279). Hess (2004) 

distinguishes between societal, network, and territorial embeddedness. Societal embeddedness 

refers to the corporate practices and culture of the company’s place of origin that influence 

economic action; and may include attitudes to working conditions and welfare benefits, 

organisation of suppliers, and expectations of host governments (Coe and Yeung 2015). 

Network embeddedness refers to the relationships in which companies engage to make 

production possible (Hess 2004): these are not necessarily linked to country of origin or local 

anchoring. Such a network structure is the result of a process of trust building between actors 

(Henderson et al. 2002), which affects how stable and successful network relations among 

and between actors are (Coe and Yeung 2015). Network embeddedness also includes extra-

firm actors, like various forms of strategic relationships between firms and the state, business 

associations, or trade unions (Coe et al. 2004, Yeung 2009). And finally, there is territorial 

embeddedness: economic activities become anchored in the specific places where they 

operate, affecting how firms engage with or become constrained by the social dynamics and 

economic activities existing there (Henderson et al. 2002). Although transnational firms are 

often depicted as relatively ‘footloose’ in their production networks, there are always 

elements of territorial embeddedness (Dicken 2011). These three elements of embeddedness 

highlight the potential tension between international activity and places of production, where 

firms often retain distinct organisational forms and practices reflecting the regulatory 

environment of their home country (Dicken et al. 2001, 97).  

                                                 
5 The embeddedness concept in GPN research builds on, but deviates from, the embeddedness approach of new 

economic sociology, e.g. Granovetter 1985 and 2001 (Bair 2008). 
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2.2.2 The construction industry in GPNs 

Although most empirical analyses in the literature on GPNs concern manufacturing industries, 

the framework is held to be applicable to all kinds of industries within the global economy 

(Coe and Yeung 2015). Regarding Chinese engagement in the Mozambican construction 

industry, this claim seems complicated, as that industry fits rather awkwardly with parts of the 

framework. This section outlines some specifics that need to be taken into account in order to 

make sense of the connection between GPN theory and the construction industry. 

In general, the construction industry does not behave as a typical ‘industry’,6 but more as a 

‘“conglomerate of industries”, an “industry of industries,” a “meta-industry”’ (Fernández-

Solís 2008, 33) – various different sectors are connected in order to achieve the final ‘product’. 

In particular, three aspects make construction differ from other economic activity: (1) each 

project is generally one of a kind; (2) each project is conducted in situ, under site-specific 

conditions; and (3) each project is executed by an assembled team that may differ from one 

project to another (Koskela 2000, in Fernández-Solís 2008, 32). Moreover, ‘the product’ in 

construction is the finalised project, the construction itself – which is generally non-tradeable 

(Polenske and Sivitanides 1990); in other words, the product (construction) is sold before it is 

produced (Turin 1980). Thus, Ofori (2003) holds that the construction industry is ‘local’ by 

nature, because of the specific climatic, regulatory, political and social conditions, in addition 

to approaches to the procurement of resources and logistics affecting it. However, that is a 

rather simplistic description, as the conditions influencing how construction projects are 

developed and implemented extent far beyond the local level – through international 

agreements, international or private funders, tied aid or the specific embeddedness of the lead 

firm.  

In investigating regional development and construction, the specific construction project 

naturally becomes the phenomenon under study. One way of approaching the construction 

industry is to understand a construction project as divided into two parts, on-site and off-site. 

The on-site part is normally what accounts for the actual construction, under a lead firm and 

its subcontractors, whereas the off-site part entails is a web of sub-industries supplying goods 

and services to the on-site project (Fernández-Solís 2008). The activities of the main 

                                                 
6 I use the term ‘typical industry’ heuristically, as it is debatable whether there is such a thing as a typical 

industry.   
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contractor and its subcontractors in each project are place-bound, while their supplies might 

be sourced globally, depending on the embeddedness of the firm in question.  

Another aspect that makes the construction industry differ from ‘typical’ industries is the 

decision-making process. Only rarely does the firm itself decide what is to be constructed, and 

where: it responds to requirements in national or international tendering processes. Tenders 

for construction projects are often formulated by host governments with interests that may 

differ greatly from those of the firms entering the tender. Moreover, much construction work 

falls under the category of public procurement or development cooperation, which gives the 

state an especially important role. Grasping the relation between states and other actors in 

GPNs is crucial for ‘understanding the possibilities for and limitation to certain state roles and 

associated policies in the context of an integrated world economy’ (Horner 2017, 10). Further 

complicating things in terms of decision-making, financing may come from a third party, like 

another state or institution, with its own goals. As a result, the power relations involved may 

differ considerably from the situation in other production networks. There may be various 

types of bargaining processes, depending on how the host government and the financial 

institution understand their mandate, the power relation between them, and the role assigned 

to the construction project.  

Scholars have continued to criticise GPN analyses for not integrating labour into the analysis 

(e.g. Selwyn 2011). Labour, it is argued, is ‘the ultimate source of value’, and should be at the 

core when analysing production networks (Pattenden 2016, 1810).7 Due to their fragmented 

structure, large construction projects include several segments of workers ranging from 

permanent highly skilled technicians to casual low-skilled labour. Moreover, because the 

construction sector in developing countries tends to be dominated by foreign companies, 

workplaces are often multicultural. Such aspects create divisions of labour along and across a 

range of parameters, depending on the embeddedness of lead firms, skills and capacities of 

domestic industries, and the institutional framework. All these need to be taken into account 

when exploring the role of labour in construction projects.  

To the best of my knowledge, few studies have applied GPN theory to the construction 

industry, which has typically been analysed in business management literature, in terms of 

core competencies (Lampel 2001), project management (Edum-Fotwe and McCaffer 2000), 

risk analyses (Mbachu and Nkado 2007) and competition strategies (Öz 2001), often in 

                                                 
7 It should be noted that GPN scholars have tried to remedy this, see e.g. Coe and Jordhus-Lier 2011 
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journals dealing specifically with construction, like Construction Management and 

Economics. Moreover, apart from the work of George Ofori (1984, 1990, 1993, 2000, 2000b, 

2003, 2007) on the construction industry in developing countries and work on globalisation 

and the construction industry (Raftery et al. 1998, Ofori 2000b), the literature seldom overlaps 

with literature on international relations or globally organised economic activity. It should 

also be noted that research on construction decreased significantly when interest from the 

Western donors and financial institutions faded during the 1970s and 1980s (Ofori 1993). To 

a certain extent, the magnitude of China’s construction activities in Africa has since put 

construction back on the agenda.8 For example, Chen et al. (2007) and Chen and Orr (2009) 

have explored the intentions and market-entry strategies of Chinese construction companies in 

Africa finding that their competitiveness derives from cheap capital, low cost labour, cheap 

building materials and home government support, noting that indigenous companies lack the 

financial and technical capacity to remain competitive. Corkin and Burke (2006) and Burke 

(2007) have a similar focus and findings in their evaluation of market-entry models of 

Chinese construction firms in Angola, Sierra Leone, Tanzania and Zambia. Foster et al. (2009) 

provide an extensive overview of China’s role as a financer for infrastructure in sub-Saharan 

Africa, focusing on what amounts to which sub-sector, economic complementarity between 

China and sub-Saharan Africa, and terms and actors in financing (see also Alves 2013). As 

with other industries, there has been a tendency to focus on the ‘China factor’, or merely 

mention the construction industry as a part of broader trends in China–Africa relations, rather 

than exploring the sector theoretically. Corkin (2012) does use global value chain theory in 

her analysis of Chinese construction projects in Angola – but it seems unclear how the theory 

plays into the analysis, apart from introducing the initial premise that ‘companies operating 

internationally should eventually look to localise and develop local linkages in order to out-

source their non-core competencies [locally]’ (p. 1). In my view, GPN theory can contribute 

to analyses of Chinese-led construction projects by inviting new ways of exploring how 

networks of actors evolve, and which places and which actors manage to capture the gains 

from such projects. The GPN framework is fruitful here: by placing construction projects in a 

larger context of economic activity, it avoids placing too much emphasis on the ‘China factor’ 

as such. That becomes one of several aspects that influence how production networks develop 

and operate.  

                                                 
8 Infrastructures are now firmly on the mainstream agenda, also for traditional donors such as World Bank.   
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Theorising from economic geography has generally emerged from experiences of Anglo-

American regions (Pollard et al. 2008, Hughes et al. 2015), and GPN research mainly from 

Asian and European contexts. Few have explored the role of GPNs in industries in African 

countries (however, see Goger et al. 2014). This becomes a challenge for exploring the role of 

GPNs in Mozambique, as the theory seems partly detached from context, expecting certain 

conditions, interests and structures not readily apparent in Mozambique. This could relate to 

Murphy’s (2008) point, that our understanding of the spatial dynamics in the varied 

economies of the Global South remains limited. As Ferguson (2006, 25-26) has noted, ‘the 

enormous literature on globalization so far has had remarkably little to say about Africa’, 

calling Africa ‘an inconvenient case’ for globalisation. To a certain extent, the ‘China in 

Africa’ literature and recent renewed economic optimism concerning the continent have 

placed Africa more firmly within the globalisation discourse, but economic geographers still 

seem reluctant to focus on African economies. Although this is not investigated explicitly in 

this thesis, using GPN theory to explain the workings of Chinese-led construction projects in 

Mozambique gives rise to interesting questions about the regional parochialism in GPN, and 

in economic geography more generally. My research, set within the Mozambican political 

economy, shows the need for dialogue between GPN and more contextualised literature for 

understanding the specific economic geography in question, and avoiding simplistic or naïve 

theoretical assumptions. In the conclusion, I offer some reflections on how theories derived 

from European or Asian contexts hold up when situated in an African post-colonial context.  

This section has discussed aspects that make construction differ from the industries typically 

explored in GPN analyses. Still, I hold that the complexity of construction projects, their 

fragmented structure, and their place-specificity make this industry interesting for exploring 

how linkages and networks evolve, with whom and why – locally and globally.  

2.3 GPN and economic development: incorporating a 

backward linkage perspective  

GPN scholars have made several attempts to use the GPN framework in understanding 

patterns of uneven economic development (see e.g. Coe et al. 2004, Coe and Yeung 2015). 

The assumption is that, under the right conditions, GPNs can provide excellent opportunities 

for national firms and producers, as well as labour, to access markets, capital, knowledge, 

technology and capabilities (Coe and Yeung 2015, 18). However, work on value chains and 



18 

 

production networks in various African countries has found only limited possibilities for 

upgrading and sharing the gains from participation in production networks (Goger et al. 2014). 

Many African economies have been poorly integrated in the global economy, in ways that 

reinforce structural dependence, and with commodities (often very few) as the major source 

of growth, rather than industrialisation and diversification (Taylor 2016).  

For domestic firms to benefit from GPNs, inclusion is essential – and that is not necessarily 

the case when lead firms can source goods and services outside the location where they 

operate. If the predominant mode for organising production is through GPNs, it ‘means that it 

is very difficult indeed for local firms/economies to prosper outside them. Being there – as an 

insider – is virtually a prerequisite for development’ (Dicken 2011, 448). In order to become 

such ‘an insider’, the production network must be accessible for local economic actors, with 

lead firms strategically coupled9 to the economy in question (Coe and Yeung 2015). In the 

absence of a strategic coupling process, the question of regional development remains ‘a moot 

point’ (Coe et al. 2004, 474).  

I argue that backward linkages can be understood as an operationalisation of such strategic 

coupling processes. If backward linkage theory is placed within a GPN framework, the 

analysis can include how dynamics of the broader network enable or constrain national value 

capture, and provide a way for examining the premises of national economic development as 

dependent on the creation, enhancement and capture of value within a GPN.  

2.3.1 Backward linkage theory as an analytical tool 

Linkage theory is commonly associated with the works of economic historian Albert 

Hirschman (1970, 1981). He saw successful economic growth as the unfolding of linkages 

between related economic activities, with development being accelerated by ‘investments in 

projects and industries with strong forward and backward linkage effects (Hirschman 1981, 

63). He initially identified three sets of linkages: fiscal, consumption and production linkages. 

Production linkages were thought to create profitable market opportunities, in turn leading to 

the development of a more diversified economic structure in low-income economies.  

                                                 
9 Strategic coupling refers to the process where regional/local assets are successfully complemented with global 

production systems (Coe et al. 2004). The focus on strategic coupling has been criticised for reducing the role of 

the state to that of an external facilitator mandated to create ‘business-friendly environments’, focusing mainly 

on meeting the ‘strategic needs’ of lead firms in GPNs (Horner 2017). The role of the state is indeed complex: 

the state should be recognised as an integral element in a production network. This is further discussed in section 

2.4.2. 
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Whereas production linkages can be both forward and backward, I focus on backward 

linkages. Backward linkages were seen as more viable than forward linkages, as local 

economic actors were likely to be more familiar with the technology and production processes 

in backward linkages than with those associated with the more advanced processing of 

commodities in forward linkages. 10  Backward linkages rest on the claim that ‘every 

nonprimary economic activity, will induce attempts to supply through domestic production 

the inputs needed in that activity’ (Hirschman 1970, 100). Backward linkage effects were held 

to provide ‘a special push factor’ for technical learning and industrial development 

(Hirschman 1981, 63), in turn indicating that planners should encourage firms to purchase the 

intermediate products they needed from other sectors domestically instead of using 

international suppliers (Polenske and Sivitanides 1990).  

Processes of globalisation have intensified greatly since Hirschman presented his analysis, 

which did not explore the role of market forces, institutions, and governments thoroughly 

(Morris et al. 2012a, 30). While linkages remain backwards, production supplies might not be 

sourced domestically, in turn reducing the relative contribution to the national industry 

(Mlinga and Wells 2002). Moreover, domestic production might be specifically channelled 

for export (for example, through export processing zones), and thus not available for domestic 

sourcing. This can also be connected to an ideological shift in dominant economic theories 

and growth strategies, with a move away from inward industrialisation strategies, and towards 

export and FDI promotion in much of the world. With this in mind, I introduce the semantic 

concretisation of domestic backward linkages.  

Morris et al. (2012a) hypothesise four specific contextual determinants regarding the 

development of backward linkages: ownership, infrastructure, capabilities and policy. The 

ownership aspect concerns the origin of ownership and place of incorporation of the lead 

firms and their suppliers, the specific nationality of foreign firms, as well as firm-specific 

attributes. It is widely assumed that national ownership leads to more domestic linkages, as 

local firms are more embedded in networks and territories in the local economy and more 

committed to local economic development. Transnational firms with strong vertical links at 

the global level may be less likely to establish local supply chains (Dicken 2011). Moreover, 

the place of origin may influence the firm’s time-horizon, its attitudes towards risk, and 

                                                 
10 Forward linkage effects are defined as how ‘every activity that does not by its nature cater exclusively to final 

demands, will induce attempts to utilize its outputs as inputs in some new activities’ (Hirschman 1970, 100). 

Thus, different actors would attempt to benefit from economic activity in a given area. 
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expectations of the host government. Some foreign firms may have guidance or support from 

home governments that encourage the development of domestic backward linkages, perhaps 

linked to pressures for Corporate Social Responsibility standards (Morris et al. 2012a).  

Infrastructure is the second determinant, here understood broadly to include physical 

infrastructure (roads, railways, telecommunication, utilities) as well as social infrastructure 

(efficiency and cost of the administrative and regulatory regime supporting the productive 

sector). The characteristics of the supporting infrastructures are crucial to any economic 

activity – for lead firms as well as their subcontractors and suppliers. Importantly, if the 

infrastructure in a developing country focuses on meeting the needs and requirements of lead 

firms (as regards transport, electricity, water, etc.), this would make it more difficult for local 

suppliers and subcontractors to link with and participate in the production network (Morris et 

al. 2012a).  

Third is the question of local or domestic capabilities, reflecting how every industry requires 

a set of skills and technological knowledge. In order to develop and enhance domestic 

backward linkages, domestic companies and labour must develop skills and enhance 

technological knowledge in line with the requirements of lead firms. And if local staff are to 

fill skilled and managerial positions, it is necessary to invest in local education and training. 

National institutions are particularly important for developing domestic capabilities that keep 

up with technology innovation – which links directly with the idea of strategic coupling 

discussed above. Dicken (2011) points out how some knowledge can be transferred by foreign 

firms simply hiring local labour, although there are several examples of foreign firms using 

local labour solely for low-skilled positions.  

Policy is the fourth factor determining the development of domestic backward linkages noted 

by Morris et al. (2012a). The issue of policy gives rise to several concerns,  

Are the policies backed by incentives that ensure that they are implemented 

effectively? Do policy makers have the capacity, and the will, to implement these 

policies? Does policy making involve processes of reflexivity, that is, do the 

various stakeholders who relate to the management of linkage policy interact and 

do they, as a collectivity, display the capacity to adjust policies dynamically? 

(Morris et al. 2012a, 43).  

The policy aspect can be linked to local content, where specific policy or contractual 

agreements specifically promote domestic backward linkages by requiring foreign firms to 

use local workers, supplies or subcontractors. However, the host government is not the only 

factor influencing policy, which requires abilities in both public and private sectors, and an 
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alignment of visions and capabilities among the various actors operating in local communities. 

According to Whitfield and Buur (2014), policies, industrial policies in particular, ‘are shaped 

by incentives arising from the imperatives of the ruling elites to remain in power and thus 

build and maintain political support’ (p. 127). Hence, state bureaucrats charged with 

designing and implementing industrial policy must be familiar with the targeted industry and 

trusted by the ruling elites, while simultaneously able to mediate between the political and 

economic objectives of the ruling elite. Moreover, they must have the capacity to enforce new 

rules and conditions on relevant capitalists (ibid).  

2.3.2 Domestic backward linkages in construction 

Domestic backward linkages make possible the creation of employment in the main 

construction project, while also creating linkages with input-providing enterprises in related 

areas like material, transport, and local expertise (Njoh 2000). A construction project requires 

a range of different inputs – from the very basic, like sand and stone, to the more advanced, 

like machinery, trucks and pipes of specific qualities. Domestic backward linkages may also 

include provision of food and accommodation for the workforce, transport and logistics, 

security, and basic maintenance and repair (Morris et al. 2012a, 37–38). The many inputs and 

high transportation costs of construction materials could make it advantageous to source input 

close to location rather than from abroad (Ofori 2003). To avoid having to be the sole investor 

in all the resources required for a project, large construction companies often prefer to divide 

services among various contractors (Lopes 2007, Jerónimo 2012). 

Given the localised nature of construction, home-country firms are (at least in theory) 

assumed to have a competitive advantage, thanks to their familiarity with local languages, 

methods, culture, practices, climate, law, regulations, policies, administrative system, 

established reputation, existing networks, etc. (Ofori 2003). Still, construction is a sector 

where foreign companies tend to dominate as main contractors, particularly in developing 

countries. According to Ofori (2000), this shows that the capabilities required to develop and 

implement major construction project are often beyond the reach of domestic industries. 

While domestic capabilities are surely an important factor, which actors become involved can 

also be linked to broader political processes of how the state seeks to control industrial 

activities or promotes liberal investment policies.  
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Foreign construction firms are often embedded in regulatory relationships with their home 

states that influence company behaviour, and they may have specific expectations to the host 

governments in question Support to international contractors from their home governments 

may influence their international competitiveness, as through politicians soliciting projects, 

tied or targeted aid, soft loans for contractors, or market information (Ofori 2003). Several 

scholars have argued that developing country governments should use national construction 

work to support the growth of domestic contractors, in order for them to replace foreign 

companies in the long term (Turin 1973, Drewer 1980, Ofori 2000) – but governments face 

significant challenges when trying to pursue this. Firstly, even though the construction sector 

is often understood to be controlled by host governments using their public funds for 

investments, many developing countries rely on development assistance or foreign 

investments for the execution of construction projects. This makes them highly vulnerable to 

donor or investor preferences, and issues of tied aid. Secondly, the liberal investment policies 

that have been (and continue to be) promoted in many developing countries, in combination 

with various trade agreements, leave governments with few tools for promoting domestic 

growth or participation in GPNs. After the neoliberal turn of the 1980s, much industrial 

development has been left to the private sector, and industrial policies have generally not been 

on the political agenda. Instead, governments have sought to promote industrial development 

through the facilitation of relevant infrastructures, without necessarily controlling, directing, 

or promoting the participation of domestic companies in these processes. A dominant 

assumption is that construction, especially in infrastructure, is a prerequisite for further 

economic development: that it in turn will lead to more productive industrial activities.  

The integration of local labour has often been a main (or only) effort of host governments 

when negotiating backward linkages in foreign-led construction projects. According to ILO 

(2001, 58), ‘three-quarters of the world’s estimated 111 million construction workers to be 

found in the developing countries’, where construction represents a labour-intensive sector 

that can provide extensive employment even with limited investment (ibid). Foreign-led 

construction projects are seen as significant job creators, but the focus tends to be on the 

number of jobs created rather than their quality. Moreover, labour is often excluded from 

analyses of backward linkages, even though it can be the most extensive domestic backward 

linkage in foreign-led construction projects. 

In this thesis, I operationalise domestic backward linkages to refer to national subcontractors, 

national suppliers and local labour in Chinese-led construction projects in Mozambique. This 
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makes it possible to explore how (some of the) value is captured from the value created in 

Chinese-led projects in the national economy. Moreover, by defining local labour as a 

domestic backward linkage, I can place workers and their working conditions firmly in the 

analysis. Crucial aspects from an economic development perspective are the quality of the 

content and the degree to which such linkages include technology and knowledge transfers to 

domestic companies and workers.  

2.4 Actors and agency in GPNs 

Stevenson and Greenberg (2000) find that many network researchers neglect the possibility of 

agency or fail to connect the actions of individuals to their network position. The position of 

actors in a network is assumed to explain their actions in social settings; or networks are 

presented mainly as constraints on social action (ibid). Such implicit assumptions can lead to 

the danger of assuming that everyone shares the same goals – when in fact the actors linked 

together in production networks represent a diversity of interests and strategies. As noted, the 

GPN framework can include a range of actors: firms, extra-firm actors (like states, 

international organisations, labour and consumers), and intermediaries (like business 

associations, trade unions, banks and financial institutions, and regional administrative units). 

Scale is particularly important, because network formation and network processes entail a 

complex intermingling of different geographical scales (Dicken et al. 2001). I approach power 

relations and governance at various levels in the construction industry through the concept of 

agency.  

Agency can be broadly conceived as ‘the ability to effect change’ (Carmody and Kragelund 

2016, 8). A similar definition is used by Castree et al. (2004), who see agency as ‘the capacity 

possessed by individuals and groups to act for their own benefit or for the well-being of others’ 

(p. 159). These definitions highlight the ability or capacity to act – leading to a search for 

explanations for what enables or constrains this capacity, greatly influenced by power 

relations in the networks involved. Agency describes capacity, but the impact of this agency is 

closely linked to the various actors’ types and sources of power, which determine whether 

they succeed in their strategies (Kiil and Knutsen 2016). Put differently, all actors embody 

agency, but power relations condition the outcome of this agency. How to approach and 

investigate agency will depend on the actor one seeks to understand and the power relations in 
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their networks. What is considered ‘change’ or ‘benefit’ in a given context will also depend 

on the actors, their networks, and the concrete negotiation in question.  

2.4.1 Labour agency in GPNs 

A specific focus on labour agency brings workers more firmly into the analysis. Because 

networks are bound up in the production of goods and services, ‘GPNs are ultimately 

networks of embodied labour’ (Cumbers et al. 2008, 372). The concept of ‘labour agency’ 

emerged during the 1990s as an alternative to viewing workers as passive victims of the 

workings of capitalism (Cumbers et al. 2008, Carswell and de Neve 2013). Such an approach 

focuses on how workers themselves may attempt to ‘…shape the landscape of capitalism to 

their own advantage’ (Herod 2001, 4).  

To counter the focus on economic upgrading in analyses of GPNs and highlight the role of 

labour, scholars have proposed adding the concept of social upgrading (Barrientos et al. 2010, 

Mayer and Pickles 2011, Milberg and Winkler 2011). This implies an adoption of the 

International Labour Organisation’s ‘decent work’ approach, including conditions of 

employment, social protection, workers’ rights, and social dialogue, in addition to different 

levels of bargaining power. Importantly, these authors seek to counter the assumption that 

economic upgrading automatically brings social upgrading for workers. In approaching the 

aspects highlighted above in connection with construction projects, I find the concept of 

workplace regimes useful. Such regimes entail two interlinked levels of politics: the 

micropolitics of the workplace (or the labour process); and the politics of production 

(Burawoy 1985, Peck 1996). The latter level refers to how workplace regimes develop under 

the influence of local, national and global regulations and institutions (Magnusson et al. 2010). 

The micropolitics of the workplace refers to the technical and social organisation of the labour 

process – and here Nichols et al. (2004) identify three issues in connection with identifying 

and describing the organisation of a workplace. The first is labour control issues, involving 

management methods like autonomy vs control, empowerment of labour vs intensification of 

work, fear vs commitment, and working conditions, cultural control, and teamwork. The 

second is material support issues, including wages and non-main wage material support. 

Central here are both the composition of wages (basic/variable part) and wage level in relation 

to the local labour market. Thirdly, there are contract issues: whether workers hold internal or 

external contracts for permanent, temporary, or part-time work. For example, permanent 

workers may be treated differently from temporary workers. The links among these three – 
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labour control issues, material support issues, and contract issues – are also central to how 

workers perceive their own conditions, like work environment, and terms and conditions of 

employment. How workplace regimes are structured through the micropolitics of the 

workplace and the politics of production will affect how workers make use of their agency. 

This approach influences my exploration of what enables or constrains labour agency in 

specific Chinese-led construction projects in Mozambique. 

Workers’ agency has often been excluded from analyses of company behaviour, on the 

assumption that labour holds a subordinate position in production networks, especially in the 

South (see discussion in Pattenden 2016). This can be linked to weak institutions and legal 

frameworks that could shield workers from the effects of capital accumulation, as well as the 

more obvious embeddedness of labour in place. Understanding workers’ agency entails 

exploring how workers, as a group and individually, ‘play a role in seeking, and obtaining, 

incremental and sometimes highly significant changes in microspaces of work and living’ 

(Rogaly 2009, 1984). While labour agency can be understood as ‘strategies that shift the 

capitalist status quo in favour of workers, even if only temporarily’ (Coe and Jordhus-Lier 

2011, 216), such strategies do not necessarily challenge the hierarchy of the capitalist system 

per se. What workers seek is often a better distribution of gains, or to improve their own 

position within the system. Furthermore, discussions of labour agency involve a certain 

discrepancy between what strategies attempt to do and what they actually accomplish, as 

workers’ agency may be constrained by various social structures. In any case, including 

labour in the analysis can be seen as recognition that some workers do have the agency to 

improve their relative position in production networks, and might contribute to the reshaping 

of economic geographies (Herod 2001).  

2.4.2 Understanding the role of the state 

This thesis explores state agency in the host economy in relation to foreign firm activity – but 

also in relation to other states and financial institutions it engages with through bilateral and 

multilateral agreements. How the state navigates between, and seeks to control, these various 

goals and interest is influenced by global, national, and local interest groups. As regards 

governing economic activities, Dicken (2011) holds that host governments seek to capture as 

much as possible of the value created from production within their territories – to embed the 

activities of foreign firms firmly in the national economy. If much of the economic activity in 

a host country is effectively controlled by foreign firms, the host government may find it 
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difficult to maintain specific economic policies (ibid). The picture becomes even more 

complex in the context of development cooperation or aid, where the bargaining process 

includes the interests and goals of the development partner – countries, organisations, or 

lending institutions (see e.g. Whitfield and Fraser 2010 for a comprehensive discussion of aid 

negotiations), in addition to the firm executing the economic activity in the host economy. 

Moreover, rather than becoming embedded in the host economy, foreign firm activity may 

create islands of growth (Ferguson 2006).  

Discussions about the state appear to be returning to the agenda of African development 

through a broad range of themes. The financial crisis and the role of the state in the China and 

other emerging economies have led many Western states to rethink their role and their models 

for development cooperation (Kragelund 2015, Mawdsley 2015). The Chinese approach is 

generally seen as providing a viable alternative development model with a far more central 

role for the state – which often seems appealing to African governments (Gill and Reilly 

2007). Moreover, industrial policies are increasingly in focus in discussions of the role of the 

state (see e.g. Altenburg 2011, ACET 2014, UNECA 2016), although there has been little 

consensus on how to use industrial policies for economic development (see e.g. Lin and 

Chang 2009, Altenburg 2011, Lin 2011). In the China–Africa literature, there has been a shift 

towards emphasising agency within the African state (Dietz et al. 2011, Corkin 2013, Harman 

and Brown 2013, Mohan and Lampert 2013). However, Carmody and Kragelund (2016, 5) 

hold that the focus on African state agency risks implying that African political elites (in their 

relations with China) have ‘the power to reshape fundamentally the nature of their state-

societies’, without recognising the concrete realities and structural conditions of the global 

political economy. Any assessment of agency should be situated within the power 

asymmetries of international relations, as well as the deepening power of transnational capital 

(ibid). In this thesis, I seek to contribute to the debate on state agency by seeing the state as 

part of a broader network of actors that influence how economic activity is organised across 

space.  

State authorities remain key regulators of uneven market access. Seeking market power, 

foreign-led firms enter into negotiations with state authorities in various national markets. 

State actors, by contrast, enter into such negotiations seeking to benefit from the economic 

and social outcomes of being integrated into GPNs (Coe and Yeung 2015). Building on 

earlier chain approaches to the state (Evans 1995, Dicken 2011, Lee et al. 2014), Horner 

(2017) proposes a fourfold typology for identifying state roles in production networks: the 
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facilitator, the regulator, the producer and the buyer (p. 6). The facilitator rests on the 

assumption that when power asymmetry is high, states should focus on creating an attractive 

business environment, facilitating the development of domestic industries likely to be 

integrated into networks on transnational companies (Dicken 1994). The concept of the state 

as facilitator for the market also fits well within a liberal policy environment, where the policy 

space of many developing countries has shrunk as a consequence of WTO membership and 

other bilateral and regional trade agreements (Wade 2003, Oya 2006).  

The regulator, on the other hand, works more actively with ‘limiting and restricting economic 

activity within its boundaries’ (Horner 2017, 7). The regulator might defend a range of 

interest groups, as with the protection of selected industries, protection of consumers through 

quality standards, or workers through labour regulations (ibid). State policies that regulate 

global firms have proven successful in states with sufficient capacity to discipline firms 

through restrictive as well as facilitative measures (Evans 1995, Amsden 2001), especially as 

regards stimulating growth in domestic firms (Chang 2004). As Horner (2017) notes, the 

regulatory role was especially prominent prior to the WTO era, but declined in the face of 

structural adjustment and broader neoliberal policy shifts.  

The state assumes a producer role when operating through its state-owned companies (SOEs). 

The motivation can be to initiate production in sectors with low private interest, or to take 

control over productive capacity. SOEs have become a large part of international trade – 

comprising some 10% of the world’s largest public companies (Horner 2017). The 

establishment and operation of SOEs are justified through a combination of economic and 

political goals, as both a solution to market imperfections and a means of promoting 

ideological and political strategies (Cuervo-Cazurra et al. 2014).  

Finally, there is the state as buyer, mainly as regards public procurements. Public procurement 

refers to the purchase ‘of goods, works, and services, mainly from the private sector, that uses 

public funds or guarantees from the government (de Mariz et al. 2014). In sub-Saharan Africa, 

public procurement accounts for about 15% of GDP and could make up as much as 50% of 

government expenditure, depending on the size of the government, the importance of SOEs, 

etc. (ibid). Public procurement often involves different tariff barriers, making it possible to 

favour domestic suppliers over foreign ones (Rickard and Kono 2014).  

This typology of the state in GPNs can be useful for identifying the features of state action in 

relation to other economic actors, both firm and extra-firm. However, such a categorisation 
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should not be used to organise states, as the same state might shift between roles or use 

combinations in various networks. Moreover, this typology says little about why the state acts 

as it does, or whose interests it seeks to promote or defend in each case of role choice. Central 

here is the question of state capacity: ‘the ability of states to plan and execute policies, and to 

enforce laws cleanly and transparently’ (Fukuyama 2004, 22). Skocpol (1985) adds that state 

capacity is linked to elite dynamics, encompassing the ability of states to implement goals 

when opposed by powerful social groups. As a consequence, state capacity relies on an 

independent, rule-following bureaucracy (Knutsen 2012). This aspect is further problematised 

by Randeria (2007), who introduces the concept of ‘cunning states’ to describe how states 

shift tactically between showing ‘strength or weakness depending on domestic interests at 

stake’ (p. 3).  

State capacity also influences negotiating power, through a state’s ability to negotiate 

effectively, whether it is able to devise and defend development strategies, and conditions of 

the state’s bureaucracy (Whitfield and Fraser 2010). As in discussions about policy space, the 

liberal policies promoted by traditional donors have been criticised for depleting state 

capacity (Sparke 2006). Due to externally driven political shifts and development priorities 

(Dietz et al. 2011), many African countries have remained dependent on external actors for 

policy formulation, through neoliberal reforms, bilateral agreements, or aid conditionality. 

Exploring agency within the state requires an understanding of the existing political 

institutions, and how they negotiate with other countries and institutions (Mohan and Power 

2008).  

2.4.3 Intermediaries in GPNs 

Various intermediaries seek to influence policy and economic activity. Trade unions operate 

in-between the state, firms and labour, and between sections of labour, but which interests 

they seek to defend will depend on the context in which they function, how their mandate is 

formulated and secured, and the resources available for reacting to firm behaviour: ‘Unions 

are not monolithic entities but instead are themselves the site of class struggle, composed of 

multiple positionalities in relation to capital’ (Cumbers et al. 2008, 373). Business 

associations generally seek to promote the interests of national businesses within a specific 

industry, but they can also seek to establish strategic relations with the state or foreign capital 

that may work against the interests of the firms they are assumed to promote. Financial 

institutions have a distinct function in host countries that rely on foreign capital for pursuing 
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their economic strategies. Many financial institutions operate under specific recommendations 

or requirements that condition how loans or grants are spent, in political or economic terms. 

Thus, financial institutions can have considerable power in directing economic activity – 

directly through tied aid, or indirectly through political requirements, both of which can 

condition the policy space available to state authorities.  

To provide a general conceptualisation, I find it useful to understand agency as the capacity of 

actors, either as groups or individuals, to act for the benefit of themselves or others (see 

Castree et al. 2004). This is in line with Dicken et al. (2001, 93): ‘the task of a network 

methodology for understanding the global economy must be to identify the actors in these 

networks, their power and capacities, and the ways through which they exercise their power 

through association with networks of relationships.’ Linking this to the broader research 

questions of the thesis, I employ the concept of agency to explore relations between various 

actors in the host economy, and how they engage – through action, resistance, agreement and 

negotiation – with Chinese firms and Chinese financial institutions, to capture gains from 

Chinese-led construction projects in Mozambique.  

2.5 Towards an analytical framework 

This chapter has discussed and coupled various theories for analysing the construction sector 

and national economic development, which together form the analytical framework for 

analysing Chinese–Mozambican cooperation in the construction sector. The GPN framework 

provides tools for analysing highly global and politically contingent processes of economic 

activity, whereas backward linkage theory facilitates the inclusion of local economic factors 

that enable or constrain domestic linkage development. In conjunction, the two enable me to 

investigate the social, political and economic factors that influence how Chinese-led 

construction projects in Mozambique are structured. Agency directs focus towards the various 

actors that make up production networks, allowing me to explore how they understand and 

use their networked position. Drawing on the work of Morris et al. (2012a; 2012b), Buur et al. 

(2013), and Whitfield and Buur (2014), I find it fruitful to understand domestic backward 

linkages as the outcome of interplay among policies, institutions, and local capabilities, also 

highlighting the matter of political will, where ‘governments not only have to create the 

institutions required for implementation, but also have to be willing and able to enforce 

implementation of socially contested decisions’ (Whitfield and Buur 2014, 127).  
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The GPN framework has influenced my understanding of how economic activity is structured 

globally, and provides a set of tools for exploring economic activity, but I pivot the analysis in 

order to grasp how network dynamics can lead to an absence of strategic coupling processes 

and weak domestic backward linkages. The ways in which I have developed my 

understanding of the concepts of ‘domestic backward linkages’ and ‘agency’, and how I 

analyse challenges to domestic backward linkages, are rooted in GPN theory. However, the 

specific conceptual tools employed in the four articles constituting Part II of the thesis do not 

necessarily refer directly to the GPN framework. The main focus is on the Mozambican actors, 

where the concept of agency is used specifically for explaining the power relations involved 

in Chinese-led construction projects. The articles differ in their point of departure, analytical 

scope, and the actors in focus, all feeding into the analytical framework developed in this 

chapter.  

To return to the words of President Xi quoted at the beginning of this chapter: China’s way of 

presenting infrastructures as the key to economic development reflects the visions and 

expectations of many developing countries regarding investments in the construction sector. 

However, as shown by the discussions in this chapter, complex network dynamics influence 

the extent to which investments in construction actually lead to value capture and broader 

processes of economic development in a country like Mozambique.  
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3. Methodology and data collection 

 

H.R. Bernard (2011, 54) describes research as ‘a messy process that’s cleaned up only in the 

reporting of results’. This methodology chapter is intended to provide insights into this 

process, and the exercise of flexibility, learning and exploring entailed in fieldwork and 

research. The chapter charts the various experiences and choices that have influenced the 

structure and content of this thesis. The reflections in this chapter should further provide an 

‘audit-trail’ (Hammersley 2010, 29), documenting each stage of the research process and 

allowing others to evaluate the quality of the research presented. 

I begin by describing and discussing the methodology approach of the thesis, including an 

introduction to the field and the cases, before elaborating on my fieldwork experience and 

methods of data collection. Then I turn to some of the ethical issues encountered in this 

project, before presenting the strategies employed in analysing the data material. Lastly, I 

discuss the quality of this research in relation to issues of rigour and generalisation.  

3.1 Approach 

The tools and techniques used for collecting data on Chinese construction projects in 

Mozambique fall within the qualitative approach. According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005, 3), 

qualitative research involves ‘a set of interpretive, material practices that makes the world 

visible’. These practices turn the world into a set of representations, such as interviews, 

conversations and field notes. The researcher attempts to make sense of these representations 

by interpreting the phenomenon in question from the meanings people bring to them (ibid). 

Most qualitative research initiatives take an iterative approach, where openness and flexibility 

are built into the research process (Guest et al. 2013). The research design of this thesis has 

undergone continuous construction and reconstruction throughout the research process, from 

developing the questions to the data analysis.  
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My choice of a qualitative approach reflects the research questions formulated for the thesis 

(see Chapter 1), which aim at achieving a holistic understanding of the complex processes 

involved in the development of Chinese-led construction projects in Mozambique. My choice 

was further motivated by the fact that the ‘China–Africa literature’ still suffers from the bias 

towards quantitative analyses describing macro-relations in aid cooperation or trade (Mohan 

and Power 2009). Moreover, several sources of macro-data on China–Africa relations are 

quite unreliable (Corkin 2013), exacerbated by the fact that the Chinese government has been 

reluctant to disclose details about its official spending in Africa and elsewhere. In parallel, 

there has also been a tendency to use findings from one case-study to apply to all activities on 

the continent (Mohan and Power 2008), in the absence of in-depth research on the multitude 

of relationships within the category of Chinese–African cooperation. While the shortcomings 

in the literature are continuously being mitigated, there is still a need for qualitative studies 

that can shed light on how this relationship is perceived by those who develop and negotiate it 

at ‘the recipient end’, and the populations who influence and are affected by it.  

As my research involves actors of several nationalities, I could have chosen to incorporate 

fieldwork data from both China and Mozambique. However, as my research questions were 

directly connected to construction projects in Mozambique, I focused on searching for data in 

Mozambique, also seeking information from relevant Chinese sources based there. Trying to 

learn Chinese, in addition to refreshing my Portuguese, would have been overly ambitious for 

the timeframe available. 

3.1.1 The field 

As argued in the introduction, the construction sector is a highly relevant point of departure 

for exploring China–Africa relations, as China has become active in the construction industry 

of almost every African country. The choice of sector was based on an extensive review of 

existing literature that led me to question how such construction projects are embedded in 

place and contribute to broader development processes in individual African countries. In 

Mozambique, the Chinese involvement has included a mixture of aid, loans and technical 

agreements: constructing roads, bridges, the Maputo airport and public buildings, housing 

projects, hydroelectric dams and agricultural research centres (AFRODAD 2008, Ilhéu 2010, 

Alden et al. 2014). More than 30 Chinese construction companies are currently based in 

Maputo, working on infrastructure projects funded through various sources, outbidding South 

African and other foreign companies in international tenders (Alden et al. 2014). Most 
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Chinese contractors entered the Mozambican market around the year 2000 (Bosten 2006), and 

have thus had a longer-term physical presence in Mozambique and participated in key 

construction projects of national rehabilitation (Robinson 2011).  

Exploring Mozambican–Chinese cooperation in the construction sector entailed a mapping 

exercise and some delimitation, for practical reasons. Most construction projects to date have 

been either in the far north of Mozambique, linked to coal and gas exploration, or in and 

around the capital, Maputo, situated far south. Mozambique covers an area of 800 000 km2, 

with a coastline of some 2500 km,11 and travelling large distances can be extremely time-

consuming due to poor-quality infrastructure and public transportation. Therefore I studied 

public announcements and local media to find areas with several Chinese-led construction 

projects within reasonable distance. In the Maputo region, there were several ongoing projects 

for the time set for my fieldwork, as well as numerous Chinese-led construction projects there 

since the early 2000s. Moreover, having lived, studied and travelled in and around the capital, 

gave me an invaluable head-start for understanding the context for my research. Choosing 

Maputo as the geographical location also made sense for practical reasons: state ministries are 

located there, as well as major trade unions and business organisations, the headquarters of 

NGOs, various Chinese and Mozambican construction companies, research institutes, and the 

Eduardo Mondlane University – all of which could supply informants for this study.  

3.1.2 Cases 

Using case-studies as a research strategy seeks to examine ‘(a) a contemporary phenomenon 

in its real-life context, especially when (b) the boundaries between phenomenon and context 

are not clearly evident’ (Yin 1981, 59). As case selection should reflect the research questions 

posed for a study, the three cases examined in this thesis are understood as instances of 

Chinese engagement in the Mozambican construction sector. Focusing on three projects that 

each represented a distinct form of China–Mozambican cooperation could, I hoped, help me 

to tease out implications of financing structures for particular business strategies and project 

features that could influence domestic backward linkages and negotiating power. This can be 

said to be a purposive sampling of cases, where cases are selected because ‘they offer useful 

manifestations of the phenomenon of interest’ (Patton 2002, 40). As such, the aim is not 

empirical generalisation from sample to population, but insight into a phenomenon (ibid). All 

cases are from the same sector, with the lead firm Chinese. The projects can also be deemed 

                                                 
11 http://www.mozambique.co.za/About_Mozambique-travel/mozambique-facts.html (accessed 23.01.17) 

http://www.mozambique.co.za/About_Mozambique-travel/mozambique-facts.html
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large, in terms of costs (USD 148–440 million), timespan (3–5 years), and number of workers 

employed (550–650). In order to provide some basis for comparison, I sought to find similar 

informants or groups of informants in each case, who were asked the same types of questions 

about certain aspects of the projects (George and Bennett 2005). Apart from that, I did not 

choose a specific comparative strategy in advance, as I could not know the extent to which 

features of these cases would allow comparison. 

The first case is a roadworks project (further referred to as the road project) financed by a 

non-concessional loan of more than USD 300 million from the China Export–Import Bank 

(the ExIm Bank). The project involves 74 kilometres of road, including several bridges; the 

main contractor is a Chinese SOE. According to the literature, this project represents a type of 

infrastructural lending quite common in Chinese–African cooperation in the sector. For 

example, Foster et al. (2009) have noted that the Exim Bank accounted for 92 per cent of 

Chinese finance commitments for infrastructure in Africa between 2001 and 2007. The ExIm 

Bank is fully owned by the Chinese government, and loans are designed to: 1) ‘fund 

manufacturing projects, infrastructure construction projects and social welfare projects in the 

borrowing country, which can generate promising economic returns or good social benefits, 

and 2) finance the procurement of Chinese mechanical, electronic products, complete sets of 

equipment, technology and service and other goods by the borrowing country (Corkin 2013, 

64–66). Given the latter point, such funding can be understood as tied, where the 

requirements of ExIm Bank influence supply-chain management. The Chinese main 

contractor was selected through a closed tender, organised by the ExIm Bank, as is often the 

case in Chinese turn-key projects. A Mozambican public company was established as the 

project owner. The Chinese SOE hired its own consultant company, a Zimbabwean firm with 

a long history of involvement in Mozambique.  

The second project (the water project) involves the expansion and rehabilitation of the urban 

water system in Maputo and the neighbouring municipality, also falling into the category of 

infrastructure projects. It is financed by the French Development Agency (AFD), and 

executed by three Chinese SOEs (one of which is in focus here). Total project costs amounted 

to almost USD 150 million, where the part in focus here cost USD 40 million USD. A 

Mozambican state investment fund, controlled by the Ministry of Public Works, functioned as 

project owner, and a US company served as technical consultant to the project. This project 

represents a different trend in Chinese involvement in African construction, where Chinese 

companies win international tenders for construction work. This case appeared interesting for 
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comparison with the road project, potentially giving basis for examining whether business 

strategies would differ in a project financed by a ‘traditional’ donor. 

The third project (the housing project) has involved the construction of 5000 homes, intended 

to provide affordable housing for the (lower) middle class. The main contractor is a joint 

venture between a Chinese SOE and a Mozambican development fund, controlled by the 

Ministry of Public Works, now forming a private company. It is financed by an investment of 

USD 440 million, where the state-owned Chinese company holds 85% and the Mozambican 

development fund 15%. The joint venture formed the administration structure; the actual 

construction work was undertaken by four subcontractors – three Chinese and one 

Mozambican.12 The formation of joint ventures is apparently becoming an important feature 

of China–Africa cooperation and China’s official approach to Africa (Braütigam and 

Xiaoyang 2011); and this type of structure gives rise to certain expectations as to greater local 

integration of the companies’ economic activities. The case seemed interesting to compare 

with the two others, as regards whether the ownership aspect influences issues of local 

integration and domestic backward linkages. 

3.2 Doing Fieldwork 

The analyses in the articles of Part II are based on data from fieldwork conducted in Maputo, 

May–September 2013, with additional data collected from October 2014 to January 2015.13 

The aim of doing fieldwork is to discover how a given setting works: the researcher may have 

a well-conceived research plan, but it is essential to see how the phenomenon in question 

plays out on the ground (Crabtree et al. 2012, 95). This method is relatively unstructured in 

the sense that it often does not follow a specified detailed research design from the beginning, 

but can evolve and be reconfigured throughout the research process (ibid).  

As put by Sæther (2006, 42), ‘Fieldwork is […] about learning while coping with multiple 

sources of insecurity’. Because the field site is not already known to the researcher in detail, it 

is not always possible to know what will be relevant or not. The researcher can only define 

the scope of the research and identify certain activities of interest (Crabtree et al. 2012, 95). In 

my case, the fieldwork area was familiar beforehand, but not the specific construction sites. 

This led me to choose a broad approach in the initial stages, trusting that the relevance of 

                                                 
12 The company was actually Paraguayan, but considered itself Mozambican due to its long presence on the 

ground in Mozambique. The company management was still Paraguayan, however. 
13 The additional data were collected by research assistant Sérgio António Cossa. 
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information could become evident over time. However, that does not mean that I embarked on 

the fieldwork without any idea about whom to speak with and what to look for. My intention 

was to get in touch with relevant informants at labour, company, industry and state level, in 

order to get a broad picture of the role of Chinese construction projects in the Mozambican 

economy, and understand the dynamics and interactions between these levels. 

3.2.1 Accessing the field 

One of the first tasks during fieldwork is to secure access, which often requires some form of 

permission (Crabtree et al. 2012). Before arriving, I had established a connection with the 

research centre Instituto de Estudos Sociais e Económicos (IESE) in Maputo, where I was 

offered an office space which, I had thought, would help with initial navigation in the field. 

However, I soon realised that I was an outsider also there, with the other researchers all busy 

with their own projects and fieldwork; moreover, those who were working on topics similar to 

my own were away, or on research leave in other countries. As explained by Sæther (2006, 

47), fieldwork is about entering people’s daily lives in different places – you cannot expect 

people to sit around and wait for you. In retrospect, I realise that I could have engaged more 

actively with the researchers at IESE from the beginning and not let my own feelings of being 

an inconvenience or asking too many questions get in the way. After some time in the field, it 

became easier to engage in conversations about the general political economy of Mozambique 

with researchers from IESE, and before I left I held a seminar presenting my preliminary 

findings, which elicited valuable feedback. 

My first interview was with the World Bank country office in Maputo, one of the few (if not 

the only) appointments that was arranged while I was still in Oslo. This interview allowed me 

to test some hypotheses, rumours, and arguments from secondary sources, without fearing 

that I would provoke the person I spoke to, as he was not really ‘in the thick of things’. It also 

made me feel that I had ‘got started’ somehow.  

A significant turning point in my fieldwork came when I managed to get in contact with a 

Mozambican research assistant, Sérgio António Cossa. This encounter turned extremely 

valuable for both practical and academic reasons. We could and discuss how to approach the 

projects and visit them together. We could discuss what our informants had told us, and 

compare information from different informants and sources. He was familiar with the 

transport system and geographies of the larger Maputo area, and had contacts who would 
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know just where construction would be taking place on the days we wanted to visit. His 

knowledge saved considerable time when it came to figuring out where to go and how to get 

where – using public transport for moving in and around the city is time-consuming enough 

as it is. When we occasionally had to hitchhike into quite remote areas in search of the 

construction area of the day, his companionship also provided an element of safety. Moreover, 

he became a useful and necessary buffer, being a male Mozambican, in a context where I 

could not possibly ‘fit in’. We established a well-functioning division of labour in the 

interviews, where we both participated actively. Although I speak Portuguese, his assistance 

was invaluable, as it allowed me to concentrate on understanding what was being said. He 

would often pose the questions, while I would listen, ask follow-up questions and take notes.  

We continued the fieldwork by visiting the three selected projects. In the road project, one of 

the first things I did was to walk along a stretch of the roadworks, speaking informally to 

people I met about how the work had progressed so far and what they thought the project 

would mean to them. This was how I came to meet one of my key informants among the 

Mozambican workers in the road project, who told me about the locations of company 

premises and the workers’ daily schedules. We later met there, and he put us in contact with 

various types of workers on the site, and assisted us in locating the Chinese project manager. 

This project manager later became a door-opener for speaking with other Chinese engineers 

and the consultant company, as they needed reassurance from him that it was acceptable to 

talk to us. 

In the water project, we simply went there. Because the water system was being rehabilitated 

in urban open spaces, these sites were not enclosed. However, it was not as simple to 

approach the people working there, as they needed to be assured that we were permitted to do 

so. We tried approaching the Chinese superiors, but they did not speak English, or were 

reluctant to communicate with us without any guarantees. We still managed to get 

information about where to find the company premises, and the project manager there put us 

in contact with the head of engineers. Once we had spoken with the administration, it was 

easier to visit and talk to the workers at the construction site. During observations, we were 

even supplied with protective gear to wear, and our presence seemed accepted.  

With the housing project we employed a similar strategy, simply entering the construction site. 

Representatives from the joint venture had just started sales meetings with potential customers, 

and agreed to speak with us between appointments. This conversation was extremely valuable 
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for understanding the set-up of the joint venture and the project, and how to contact the 

project administration. Moreover, this initial conversation opened the door to the project and 

allowed us to move quite freely around the construction site and approach the workers. On 

this first visit, we also managed to secure contact with the consultant company. 

Approaching governmental bodies required a very different procedure, which started with a 

tedious process of trial and error. After trying numerous communication channels, I finally 

realised it would be necessary to go through the formal process of submitting a detailed 

request at the reception desk of each institution. This document explained who I was, and 

what I needed information about and why. It then had to be approved at the very top of the 

ministry/institution, before I was assigned a relevant representative with whom an interview 

could be arranged. Thus, I did not choose who to speak with myself – which could have 

influenced the type of data collected. As the representatives I spoke to were chosen on the 

basis of their work responsibility and relevance in relation to the information I had submitted 

about my project (which included a one-page project outline), I believe that it would have 

been more difficult to find the ‘right’ person should I have searched for informants on my 

own. I soon realised that most informants from the ministries were quite reluctant to speak 

freely or generally about the topics in question, or move beyond their particular area of 

responsibility and expertise. While this may have constrained the richness of data, it did 

prevent the interviews from producing general guesswork or assumptions based on 

informants' personal beliefs.  

3.2.2 Data collection 

In qualitative research and fieldwork, the style of questioning and observation is often open-

ended and explorative. The qualitative methods employed in this thesis consist mainly of 

interviews and observations, supplemented by informal conversations (including phone calls 

and emails), and some document analysis. As explained, a research assistant accompanied me 

in the field for the most of the interviews and observations. 

Observation 

Participant observation ‘rests on the assumption that it is possible to participate in the lives of 

the people you are studying, that it is possible for a while to become one of ‘them’ and 

immerse yourself in daily on-going activities’ (Wind 2008, 79–80). In my case, moving in 

and out of construction sites observing workplaces and interactions between Chinese and 
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Mozambican construction workers, I find it hard to justify the ‘participatory’ aspect, and will 

simply use the term ‘observation’. We were definitely outsiders, observing, taking notes and 

asking questions. After the initial phase of securing access, our observations took place on the 

construction sites, where we noted the construction work in question, the division of labour 

and work routines, as well as interactions, cooperation and communication between the 

Mozambican workers and their Chinese superiors. As the projects progressed, we visited 

company premises and the construction sites, both the same construction site several times 

and the same construction team at different locations. At times, we sat down with workers 

during lunch-time or short breaks, but mostly we observed them at work. In addition, we had 

tours around the sites with workers or consultants who explained why the work was done in 

specific ways; we also had conversations with the job-seeking Mozambicans queuing up 

outside the company premises. This made it possible to ask ad hoc questions about what we 

observed, and guaranteed that we were talking about the same issues. We were also granted 

access to documentation such as pay cheques, contracts and time-sheets (which we were 

allowed to photograph), and could discuss equipment, tasks, and working conditions in an 

informal manner.  

An interesting part of observing communication involved noting down the specific phrases 

used by Chinese superiors when instructing the Mozambican workers, and later discussing 

with the Mozambican workers what the phrases meant and the languages involved. Such 

expressions were often combinations of several languages, including Chinese, Portuguese, 

English and various local languages. Basing the conversation on specific phrases taught us a 

lot about communication in the construction sites. Data from observations proved extremely 

important in the analysis of work relations in Chinese-led construction projects, as these 

contextualised and illustrated the answers we received in interviews, and provided material 

for discussions, conversations and interviews with other informants.  

Interviews 

The main part of the data was collected through interviews (for a schematic overview, see 

Table 1). The purpose of the research interview is to obtain descriptions from the perspective 

of the informant, and interpret the significance of the phenomena described (Kvale 1997, 41). 

The researcher holds a ‘privileged position’ as the one who structures the conversation, 

decides which questions to ask, and later interprets and presents the information obtained 

(Rose 1997, 307 citing McLafferty 1995). Although acknowledging this privileged position, I 
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must add that the individual informants were often quite influential in deciding how 

structured the interviews proved to be, depending on how eager they were to speak and what 

they wanted to focus on.  

One group of informants consisted of Mozambican workers with whom we conducted 

individual and group interviews. The group interviews proved particularly helpful, as 

informants could correct each other or include several viewpoints about an issue. An 

interview would often start out with only a few or one talking, but then others would follow 

when they disagreed or felt strongly about a subject. All these interviews were conducted at or 

around the construction sites, and were generally not arranged in advance. They lasted from 

20 minutes to one hour, depending on the informants, and were audiotaped. Occasionally, 

workers hesitated to speak with us for fear of provoking their Chinese superiors, but most of 

the time they appeared quite eager to tell of their experiences. Their openness may have been 

influenced by the fact that their Chinese superiors did not understand much Portuguese.  

The second group of informants consisted of Chinese company administration and engineers. 

Most of these interviews were conducted in English, except with the housing project, where 

we only accessed the ‘Mozambican side’ of the Chinese–Mozambican joint venture. These 

interviews were arranged in advance and took place in more formal settings. On one occasion, 

the Chinese informants refused to be audiotaped, and this interview was then documented 

with detailed interview notes. I kept in contact with some of the Chinese informants several 

times, in order to follow up on issues from other interviews or when new questions emerged. 

In the course of some of these interviews and conversations, I obtained access to contracts, 

proposals, work plans and pictures, some of which I was allowed to store for my own use.  

A third group of informants consisted of Mozambican ministries and governmental bodies 

linked to the projects. These included high-level representatives from the Ministry of Public 

Works and Housing, Ministry of Labour, Ministry of Finance, and Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

– the state ministries most closely connected to the projects in question and Chinese–

Mozambican cooperation more generally. In addition, we interviewed the governmental 

bodies that served as project owners, and representatives from the National Roads 

Administration and the Municipality of Maputo. All these interviews were audiotaped. I also 

had several less-formal conversations with various agencies, including the Ministry of 

Planning and Development and the National Directorate of Buildings.  
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Supplementary interviews were conducted with the consultancy company for each project, the 

Investment Promotion Centre, the national trade union that organised construction workers, 

the Mozambican Federation of Contractors (business association), a Mozambican non-

governmental organisation, the World Bank country office, Mozambican construction 

companies, Mozambican subcontractors, and a former Mozambican government official who 

had been involved in previous project negotiations with China and had considerable technical 

knowledge of the sector in question. Also these interviews were arranged in advance, and 

were conducted in formal settings. They varied in duration from 30 minutes to 1.5 hours, 

depending on the informants’ schedules. Most interviews were audiotaped; the rest were 

documented with detailed interview notes. Contact with these informants also gave me access 

to statistics on foreign investments, and an overview of construction companies in 

Mozambique.  

Informants were selected by means of various sampling strategies. ‘Snowball sampling’ is 

often used in relatively unplanned fieldwork, and involves the help of established contacts or 

informants in identifying relevant new informants (Cohen and Ariel 2011). That sampling 

strategy was used for parts of my fieldwork, but I was more in control of which institutions to 

contact than is often the case when researchers explicitly use snowballing as strategy. I had 

conducted extensive mapping of relevant actors in advance; not all of these materialised as 

interviews, most of them did. This could be described as a purposive or strategical sampling 

strategy, where informants are chosen on the basis of their relevance and knowledge about the 

subject under study (Sumner and Tribe 2008, Thagaard 2009). With regard to Mozambican 

workers, the process was more random, depending on who was present when we arrived at a 

site and whom these workers in turn put us in contact with. This was largely a question of 

accessibility, giving a convenience sample of informants (Thagaard 2009, 56). However, with 

the additional observations that we conducted at the construction sites, we felt that we 

managed to get a good overview of the tasks, processes, and actors involved. 
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Table 1 Overview of semi-structured interviews 

Type of informants Number of interviews 

Mozambican workers 11 (6 group interviews) 

Chinese company administration and engineers 5 (1 group) 

Chinese–Mozambican joint venture  2  

Ministries 4  

Other governmental bodies 7  

Other organisations 4 (1 group) 

Consultant companies 4 (1 group) 

Mozambican construction companies 3  

Former Mozambican government official 1  

Total 41 

 

Secondary sources 

Using primary sources to access data on certain issues about the economic and political 

climate in Mozambique is difficult – especially on issues that seem ingrained in the ‘system’, 

such as corruption. This made it important to substantiate my data with secondary sources. 

Such data became crucial for understanding the political climate in Mozambique, political and 

economic elite formations, and relations with traditional donors – information that could 

contextualise the primary data. I analysed policy documents on current and previous 

government policies and macro-economic strategies, including the Poverty Reduction 

Strategy Papers, the Government’s Five-Year Plans, and National Development Strategies, in 

order to be able to compare and contrast these with findings in primary data. Such policy 

documents were helpful for clarifying how governmental bodies framed construction, foreign 

investments, employment and economic linkages between foreign and national companies in 

policy documents, so that I could compare these with practices in the cases under study. 

3.2.3 Leaving the field  

How the researcher leaves the field and which information channels are kept open for 

communicating at distance can have great implications for further analyses. When I left the 

field in 2013, I had plans to return. However, expecting twins in 2014 effectively put an end 

to that plan, both because I was advised against travelling to Mozambique during pregnancy, 

and the fact that fieldwork seemed impossible in any near future afterwards. In trying to 
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mitigate my distance to the field site, my research assistant became more directly involved in 

collecting data. He visited construction sites, contacted informants and conducted interviews 

while I was in Norway. I felt confident that, with his familiarity with the research project, and 

his experience from doing fieldwork with me and other researchers, he could continue our 

work in a systematic and ethical manner. We maintained close contact through email and 

weekly Skype meetings discussing the interviews and observations he had done, and he would 

send me the interview recordings before he transcribed them. That made me more in control 

of the process despite the distance. He re-visited the projects to keep me updated, sent 

relevant media updates, and provided information about workers whom we had talked to but 

had since been fired or changed jobs. All in all, I felt that I managed to extend the fieldwork 

beyond my physical departure.  

3.3 Ethical Considerations 

The concept of ‘research ethics’ involves a complex set of values, standards and institutional 

schemes to assist the researcher in organising and regulating research activity. Ethical 

reflections should be integrated in all phases of a research project, as the interplay between 

researcher and research object will affect the people involved and the knowledge created in 

the process.  

3.3.1 Informed consent 

Informed consent is a basic principle for ethical research in the social sciences. It implies that 

the researcher must provide all research subjects with adequate information about the project 

in question, the purpose of the research, and the potential consequences of participating. This 

information should be given before initiating the project; and informants should also be 

informed that they have the right to withdraw at any time, or to refuse permission for the 

researcher to use the information they have made available (NESH 2016). While this at first 

glance might seem straightforward, it does spur several questions that can be challenging in 

practice: How informed should your informants be to be considered ‘adequately informed’? 

How to know if you have given enough information? How will this affect the data you get? 

During fieldwork, the way informed consent was dealt with depended on the informant in 

question. In the more formalised interviews, I would present my project on the phone or by 

email, while also bringing a one-page project outline (in Portuguese or English) for 
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informants to read before the interviewing started. Some informants would have read the 

project outline in advance, as I submitted it as part of the formal request described in section 

3.2.1. We would often start out by discussing my project, what a doctorate in Norway entails, 

and my research interests. At the end of each interview I would also ask informants whether 

they had anything to ask, if they wanted to add anything, and I would repeat how the 

information they had provided would contribute to the project. I followed the same procedure 

with the formalised interviews with Chinese informants, but additionally repeated the 

information from the project outline verbally if I felt that they had not read the entire 

description or if I was uncertain about their fluency in English. I explained to each informant 

that their names would be anonymised; further, that the tape recording was solely for me and 

my research assistant, as a necessary aid for quoting correctly. 

I did not use such a formalised way of obtaining informed consent from the Mozambican 

workers, but focused on explaining the project and the purpose as clearly and detailed as 

possible before starting the interview. Here it became particularly important for to distinguish 

my role as a researcher from other types of organisations, journalists or governmental bodies 

that might have asked them questions about workplace relations. Moreover, it was crucial to 

make it clear that my research would not lead to any immediate result, and thus would not 

influence their specific situation. When approaching potential informants, we always started 

out with explaining the research project in detail, my role as a Ph.D. student from Norway, 

and the types of questions we would like to ask them. My research assistant was very helpful 

in presenting the project to potential informants without intimidating or confusing them, also 

being able to explain some issues in local languages. We stressed that participation was 

voluntary and that we would not use their names or any other type of personal information in 

the research. While we did tape the interviews, we never mentioned names on tape, in order 

for them not to be concerned about anonymity. We also highlighted that this research project 

would not lead to any changes for them, whether for the better or worse: we were interested in 

how they understood the project, their workplace and their relations with the Chinese 

administration and workers. In a few cases, some workers would leave the group conversation 

halfway, which confirmed for me that they had understood the voluntary aspect and did not 

feel any pressure to participate.  
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3.3.2 Positionality 

The multiple, interweaving and intersecting ways in which our various 

positionalities and identities are revealed, negotiated and managed in research 

encounters are crucial to the conduct of ethical research (Hopkins 2007, 388–9). 

The idea that social science researchers can represent social reality in a straightforward and 

objective manner has been widely rejected (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007). Rather, 

researchers ‘produce’ certain types of data based on their understanding of society, which 

influences how they use and understand concepts, and how they interact with informants 

(Thagaard 2009, 47). Research findings can thus never be unaffected by social processes and 

personal characteristics (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007, Moser 2008). These issues cannot 

be ‘fixed’, but should be reflected upon as part of the research process (Hopkins 2007). This 

relates to what Haraway (1988) refers to as ‘situated knowledge’ – where we, as researchers, 

should be ‘answerable for what we learn how to see’ (p. 583). My being a Norwegian female 

and academic, age 27 at the time of fieldwork, entailed specific experiences that influence 

how I see the world, what questions I ask, what I find interesting or puzzling, and how I 

believe the world ought to function in order to be ‘just’ and ‘right’. Positionality is not just 

about how informants perceive me, but also how I perceive them and their social reality. My 

background, in African studies and economic and development geography, has clearly 

influenced where I look and what I look for – in this case, the dynamics in and between 

industry and workers in a capitalist world economy, understanding the interplay between 

actors and structures, and the outcome of this interplay for economic development. My 

upbringing and life in social democratic Norway and political orientation have given me a 

certain way of seeing actors in a society, which influences, inter alia, my views on the role of 

the state in relation to the market, and to labour. Thus I agree with Haraway (1988), who 

argues that being open about subjectivity is in fact the only way to strive for objectivity.  

While all field encounters, and interviews in particular, are enmeshed in various power 

relations, the researcher is often seen as ‘the holder of power’ (Mullings 1999, 339). After all, 

it is the researcher who decides what the conversation is to be about, has formulated the 

questions, and will be the interpreter of the information given. In academic discussions about 

elite interviews, however, scholars have argued that this is not necessarily the case when 

interviewing people in influential positions (Schoenberger 1991). Here there seems to be an 

assumption about there being ‘something intrinsically different with interviewing “up”’ 

(Smith 2006, 643). Mullings (1999), however, has questioned this, indicating that ‘there has 
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been a tendency to understate the dynamism of encounter between researcher and researched 

and the shifting nature of the power relations that ensue’ (p. 340). In my own field context, I 

did not find this distinction between ‘elites’ and ‘ordinary people’, the powerful and the 

powerless, to be particularly fruitful for understanding positionality and power. When power 

is understood as relational, it is not something ascribed to certain institutions or people under 

the category of ‘elites’: rather, power relations vary in form from one interview to another, 

and even during one single interview (Smith 2006).  

According to Sæther (2006), positioning in the field becomes ‘an interplay of difference and 

sameness. The difference is necessary as it legitimates the observation and the questions the 

fieldworker asks, while the construction of sameness, of some kind of common ground, is 

necessary because it enables communication’ (p. 44, emphasis added). This approach to 

understanding positionality speaks to me as a way to describe how positioning is constantly 

negotiated and renegotiated in field encounters. In my field context, meeting mostly 

Mozambican males from various levels of society, the difference aspect was the most obvious 

of these roles. Interestingly for me, and perhaps surprisingly to some, the gender issue was not 

something I had reflected on extensively before entering the field, even though construction is 

a male-dominated sector worldwide. This could partly reflect my coming from fairly gender-

equal Norway and consequently having a naïve attitude, and partly reflect that I had previous 

experience from a male-dominated field context when doing research on the clothing industry 

in Durban, South Africa (Wethal 2011). In retrospect, I believe that having a male 

Mozambican research assistant helped in overcoming potential gender hurdles: it might have 

been difficult to get in contact with Mozambican workers without him. Beyond the question 

of access, how gender influenced the interviews we conducted remains uncertain. However, 

while acknowledging that the data material has been influenced by my presence and by 

informants’ reactions to my presence (England 1994), responses did not appear to differ 

greatly in the interviews my research assistant conducted on his own, from those ones we had 

conducted jointly.  

As discussed by Pratt et al. (2007), difference as such cannot be overcome, but the researcher 

must try to use this difference in the most productive way possible during fieldwork. In 

interviews with Mozambican ministries and various institutions, my foreignness made it 

easier for me to take on the role of a learner or supplicant (England 1994). Discussions 

centred on matters where my informants had much more in-depth information than me. I 

encouraged them to speak in detail, and could ask basic questions without annoying them. 
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Despite somewhat patronising or condescending attitudes in a few instances, I generally felt 

that mutual respect was created in the interview situations. The difference aspect also felt 

productive as it provoked curiosity on the part of the informants: for example, questions about 

why I was interested in Mozambique and China led to conversations about my studies in 

Mozambique and previous research projects, which gave a good foundation for the interviews. 

I had to struggle somewhat with finding sameness, but felt that this was obtained in the 

conversations through a shared concern about making the most of Chinese activities, and 

frustrations about public debates on reducing Mozambique’s cooperation with China to a 

question of either being good or bad. We could also find sameness and agreement when 

discussing traditional aid vs the Chinese model, and development in more abstract terms. 

In talks with Chinese sources, my foreignness was even more obvious, but at the same time 

we shared the circumstance of being foreign in Mozambican society. Once again, I opted for 

the learner role when discussing the projects, but also found some common ground when 

conversing about the Mozambican society, practical issues and language difficulties. Many 

Chinese workers find themselves highly isolated from Mozambican society, and they seemed 

to enjoy being able to talk with someone from outside the workplace.  

Finding sameness with the Mozambican workers was probably the hardest, as our realities 

differed so greatly. My Mozambican research assistant could help our worlds meet to a 

certain extent – but also he, as an educated middle-class Mozambican, was an outsider in this 

context. Seeking to achieve sameness with Mozambican workers became more about being an 

attentive listening partner and a channel for complaints. I felt – and this was also confirmed 

by several informants –that the workers appreciated being able to talk with us about their jobs 

and struggles at the construction sites. They seemed to find value in these conversations, as 

many of them felt unfairly treated by the company as well as abandoned by trade unions and 

other institutions that were supposed to be ‘on their side’.  

3.4 Analytical Strategies 

As noted by Wolcott (1994, 16), data are ‘tainted with an analytical or interpretive cast in the 

very process of becoming data’. Researchers develop their ideas, their research questions, 

project designs and interview guides based on their own baggage of theoretical considerations 

and past experiences (ibid). This section outlines how I have worked with the data material in 
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order to develop my analysis, but that is not to say that analysing has not been part of every 

step of the research process (Patton 2002). 

The analytical strategy used in this thesis draws on abduction, often described as an interplay 

between deductive and inductive approaches (Thagaard 2009). Abduction can be divided into 

separate stages of analysis. Firstly, one must discover how social actors perceive and 

understand ‘that part of their world of interest to the researcher’ (Blakie 2007, 101). This 

stage involves identifying everyday concepts and the meanings ascribed to them, as well as 

why social actors interpret their world in these ways. The second step is then to ‘abstract or 

generate second-order concepts’ (Blakie 2007, 101), involving more technical academic 

language. Abduction further involves ‘correlating and integrating the facts [observations] into 

a more general description that is, relating them to a wider context’ (Svennevig 2001, 2). 

Abduction thus differs from strictly inductive or deductive approaches by entailing a 

pragmatic mode of reasoning, ‘concerning appropriateness of context, importance, relevance, 

similarity or explanation’ (Givón 2014, 7). This strategy offers room for choosing theories 

best-suited for clearly specifying the ideas that arise from working with the data material 

(ibid).  

In my own material, most of the interviews were later transcribed, and the transcripts and 

field notes were organised and coded in the Nvivo software for qualitative analysis. This 

software facilitates qualitative analysis by allowing specific sections of various text sources to 

be linked with the researcher’s own concepts or themes for analysing the material. The first 

round of coding involved organising the data into thematic areas that reflected the empirical 

material.14 This provided a basis for grouping these areas into broader themes, which could 

create an empirical foundation for each article. The next step was to develop an analytical 

framework that was able to grasp the thematic areas, before re-coding the material with each 

analytical framework. The analytical frameworks could also be modified and expanded when 

new themes emerged in informants’ responses. By working through the data material in 

several rounds, and with the various analytical frameworks, I have aimed at bringing out the 

complexity of this material.  

 

                                                 
14 This is not to claim that I entered the field without theoretical assumptions that guided my fieldwork, but that I 

still allowed the content in my data material to determine the themes for the articles. The analytical framework 

for each article was developed after having finalized the data collection. 
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3.5 Ensuring Research Quality 

How to evaluate quality in qualitative analyses has been the subject of intensive debate among 

scholars (see e.g. Bryman et al. 2008). Some have adopted terms like ‘validity’ and ‘reliability’ 

from quantitative research, whereas others hold that these are not transferrable to qualitative 

research and should thus be discarded (Becker et al. 2006). Alternative terminologies have 

been proposed, but there is no universal agreement about the criteria for evaluating research 

quality. Spencer et al. (2003, 7) put forward four guiding principles for assessing qualitative 

research: (1) research should be contributory, expanding knowledge or understanding of a 

phenomenon; (2) it should be defensible in design, with the research strategy chosen in line 

with the questions asked; (3) it should be rigorous in conduct, meaning that collection, 

analysis and interpretation of data is done systematically and transparently; and (4) the 

research should makes credible claims, with arguments well substantiated in the data material. 

In light of these principles, I discuss research quality under the umbrella term ‘rigour’, in 

relation to data collection, analysis and presentation of findings (Haugen 2013). I further 

discuss the issue of generalisations.   

3.5.1 Rigour in qualitative analyses  

Rigour in the process of data collection concerns how the data are collected, how informants 

are selected and where data collection has taken place. In this chapter, I have included a 

thorough description and discussion of my fieldwork and the methods employed, in order to 

provide the necessary transparency and justification of choices in the process of data 

collection. My findings have been generated from various methods of data collection, from 

several types of informants in three cases of Chinese-led construction projects, which are 

analysed together. The empirical data cannot reflect reality as such: the presentation reflects 

the informants’ interpretation of social reality, as well as my interpretations of this reality. 

However, by cross-checking consistency in information from the various data sources and 

informants, and attempting to explain why differences appear, I have aimed at enhancing the 

credibility of findings (Patton 2002). Further, I believe the discussions and reflections 

presented in this chapter provide an in-depth description of my methodological choices and 

how these have affected the data collected. 

It should be noted that the data collected are numerically biased towards Mozambican 

informants and sources. In part, this is due to the difficulty in accessing Chinese informants in 
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Mozambique because of language barriers, and the relatively isolated lives of project workers. 

However, this was also a deliberate choice made early in the research process, where I 

decided to focus on bringing out the views of the recipient end – the Mozambican perspective 

on relations with China. While more information from Chinese sources in Mozambique 

would have been useful and interesting, secondary sources came to play an important role in 

understanding the Chinese ‘side of the story’.  

Rigour in relation to analysis concerns the credibility of findings, and whether the 

researcher’s interpretations have a foundation in the empirical material. This requires 

transparency in accounting for how the analysis provides a basis for the conclusions drawn 

(Thagaard 2009). According to Hastrup (2004), knowledge is organised information, and this 

organisation entails both selection and reduction of the material at hand. ‘Reduction’ refers to 

the fact that the empirical complexity is reduced in order to provide clarification, and 

‘selection’ means that parts of the information are discarded (ibid). While choices regarding 

reduction and selection should reflect the research questions the study seeks to explore, how 

they are done will also influence the credibility of findings. Deciding on an article-based 

thesis as the format for my research has made the choices of selection and reduction even 

more apparent, as I focus on certain parts of the data material in order to present a coherent 

‘story’ in each article. That being said, through the structure and content of the articles, with a 

clear presentation and discussion of methods, the analytical frameworks developed and how 

they are connected with the empirical data, I have sought to make the causal relations clear 

and comprehensible, and thus the conclusions credible for the readers. The ways in which I 

have worked with the data material, testing various analytical frameworks in search of the 

‘best fit’, should also enhance the credibility of my findings (Patton 2002, 553). This synopsis 

has been aimed at systematically clarifying and tracing the various steps taken in the analysis. 

Additionally, I have sought to make clear which parts of the analysis are based on empirical 

data and which are grounded in theory or secondary sources.  

Rigour in relation to presentation refers to whether the wider community of researchers can 

scrutinise and review the trustworthiness of the research (Bradshaw and Stratford 2010). This 

is made possible by accounting for each step in the research process so that others can 

determine whether the choices and analysis made are appropriate for achieving the research 

objective. By engaging with the research community at various stages in the analytical 

process, this can contribute to refining the approach and enhancing the credibility and 

trustworthiness of interpretations and findings (Tjora 2010). I have actively interacted with 
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the wider research community, by presenting frameworks and articles at my home institution, 

by presenting preliminary findings at my host institution in Maputo, through draft articles and 

contributions at international conferences, and by participating in discussion groups in order 

to ensure rigour in relation to presentation. The processes of peer review in the journals in 

which I have published or intend to publish are also relevant here. On the other hand, the 

restrictive format of journal does not always allow for extensive methodological discussions, 

making it difficult to convey the steps taken to ensure rigour. 

3.5.2 Analytical generalisations  

While generalisation is often seen as a main goal of social research, generalisation from 

qualitative data remains a contested area (Halkier 2011, Gobo 2008, Delmar 2010, Polit and 

Beck 2010). Recognising that research is not impartial, but is subjective and steered by my 

own and my informants’ positioning, has made me somewhat uncomfortably aware that I 

cannot make universalising claims on the basis of this research (see further discussions in 

Haraway 1988, England 1994, Rose 1997). Here I will use the term analytical generalisation, 

which refers to a specific way of using ‘theoretical concepts to enable a more general 

perspective on specific qualitative patterns’ (Halkier 2011, 787). Theoretical concepts are 

used to generalise patterns and findings from a specific case or a sample of cases, in order to 

enlarge the significance of the empirical findings or patterns, in line with two specific 

principles: The first is that analytical generalisations should recognise and attempt to 

represent the ‘dynamisms, ambivalences, conflicts and complexities that constitute various 

overlapping contexts and the knowledge-production processes in relation to these contexts’ 

(Halkier 2011, 788). The second is that the basis of generalising must be much more specific 

and bound to context than understandings of generalisations as universalising. It should 

produce ‘context-bound typicalities’, where social relationships, categories and processes are 

unique and typical at the same time (ibid).  

In terms of analytical generalisations, the ways in which I have developed the analytical 

frameworks for exploring certain aspects within these projects – workplace regimes and 

agency, backward linkages, and negotiating power – could provide important insights into 

other analyses of similar construction projects by indicating certain analytical frameworks for 

exploring such projects. This relates to what Halkier (2011) has called ‘category zooming’, 

where the analysis focuses on particular single aspects of the data material. These single 

categories are contextualised and their nonessential character underlined. Here, it is important 
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to be clear as to which part of the analysis applies to many or all of the study participants, and 

which experiences are unique (Polit and Beck 2010). I have attended to this aspect by 

allowing direct quotations and excerpts from interviews play a significant role in the analyses, 

and highlighted where perceptions are supported by several informants or groups of 

informants. I have sought to be explicit about which parts of the analyses draw on secondary 

literature, and which parts draw on primary data. Moreover, the findings contribute to 

developing and expanding theory, such as suggesting how to understand GPN theory in 

relation to the construction industry, and one way of combining GPN with theories of 

backward linkages and agency (further discussed in Chapter 5). Thus, the findings of this 

thesis should contribute to a broad set of academic discussions, including China–Africa 

relations, multi-cultural workplaces, general development discourses, and the role of 

construction and construction workers in GPNs.  

Some researchers have linked generalisation to the concept of transferability (Polit and Beck 

2010), but that does not mean to generalise research findings from one case to cases that have 

not yet been explored. Obviously, the findings from these three construction projects explored 

in Maputo will not apply to all Chinese-led construction projects in developing countries or in 

African countries – or all Chinese-led construction projects in Mozambique, for that matter. 

However, some of the features in the cases explored in this thesis should have relevance in 

other cases of Chinese-led construction work, in or beyond Mozambique. The three cases 

share certain features that could be relevant in other cases, especially as regards workplace 

organisation and wider reference to the role of industrial policy and construction in 

development planning.  

It is up to the consumers of this research to assess whether the findings from this study apply 

to new cases and situations, and will thus do the work of ‘transferring’ its results (Polit and 

Beck 2010, 1453). The researcher must provide detailed descriptions that can allow the 

readers to draw such inferences. This I have sought to ensure through in-depth descriptions of 

the research setting, the various types of informants, observations and the selected cases. Any 

attempts at transferring the findings from this thesis must account for the specific context of 

new cases. Mozambique’s strong relations with its traditional donors and the dynamics of 

economic and political elites in Mozambique are examples of context-specific aspects that 

influence the findings of this thesis. Moreover, the particularities of the construction sector 

must be acknowledged and discussed if one is to transfer findings from this research to other 

sectors of Chinese–African cooperation.  



53 

 

3.6 Summarising remark 

This chapter has provided an ‘audit-trail’, documenting each stage of the research process in 

order for others to evaluate the quality of my research (Hammersley 2010). In relation to the 

focus and purpose of this thesis, I have sought to design the study, and collect and analyse the 

data, in a systematic and ethical manner faithful to the research questions throughout the 

process. The overall intention has been to contribute to a better understanding of the role of 

Chinese-led projects in the construction sector in Mozambique.  
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4. Summaries of the articles 

 

The four articles in Part II of this thesis explore the role of Chinese-led construction projects 

in Mozambique (and beyond), analysed with different analytical scope and empirical focus 

(summarised in table 1 below). The articles form the analysis of this research project, and the 

significance of this synopsis is to tie them together. The articles are submitted to, accepted or 

published in different peer-reviewed journals.  

The first article examines challenges to creating domestic backward linkages in the 

construction sector in Mozambique, illustrated with the developments in three different cases 

of Chinese-led construction projects. In doing so, the analysis contests the existing tendency 

to exaggerate how the Chinese business model is a main challenge to economic integration 

through backward linkages. The second article uses the more recent focus on African state 

agency as a starting point for discussing the negotiating power of Mozambican government 

officials when entering into negotiations with China. The analytical framework combines 

concepts from negotiation theory and frameworks for aid negotiations, which allows me to 

explore the conditions under which negotiations between China and Mozambique take place 

that influence the ability of Mozambican stakeholders to achieve their preferred outcomes. 

The third article explores the most significant domestic backward linkage found in the 

Chinese-led construction projects examined, namely labour, and focuses on how Chinese 

engagement in the construction sector affects how workplaces are organised and regulated, 

and the agency of Mozambican labour under these conditions. The fourth article take a 

broader perspective, examining what it is about infrastructure that holds such high promises 

of development, and how this has changed between the postwar period and the infrastructure 

boom currently underway.  

This chapter outlines the main findings, arguments and theoretical positions of the four 

articles. The last paragraph of each summary connects the articles with the research questions.   
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Table 2 Overview of articles  

 

Title and journal 

 

Empirical focus 

Theoretical 

approach 

Relevance to 

GPN literature 

 

Main argument 

1.  

 

Beyond the China 

factor: 

Challenges to local 

linkages in Chinese 

construction 

projects in 

Mozambique  

 

Journal of Modern 

African Studies 

(forthcoming 2018) 

 

Investigates three 

Chinese-led projects in 

order to examine the 

challenges to creating 

domestic backward 

linkages in construction 

projects in 

Mozambique. 

 

Local linkage 

theory and its 

contextual 

determinants 

ownership, local 

capabilities, 

infrastructure and 

policy.  

 

Illustrates how value 

capture in place can 

be operationalised as 

domestic 

subcontractors, local 

suppliers and labour.  

 

Exemplifies how lack 

of strategic coupling 

can lead to domestic 

SMEs falling outside 

GPNs in construction 

 

 

Weak development of 

backward linkages in 

Chinese-led projects 

caused by inadequate 

capabilities in the 

Mozambican construction 

industry, and lack of 

supporting structures and 

policies addressing this. 

Factors related to Chinese 

ownership shape this 

outcome to a lesser extent.  

2.  

 

Passive Hosts or 

Demanding 

Stakeholders?  

Understanding 

Mozambique’s 

Negotiating Power 

in the Face of China 

 

Forum for 

Development Studies 

(published 2017) 

 

Examines how 

government officials 

understand, manage and 

negotiate their 

relationship with China, 

illustrated with the 

negotiation and 

implementation of a 

roadworks project in 

Maputo.  

 

Negotiating power 

and frameworks 

for understanding 

aid relationships: 

Negotiations as a 

combination of 

process (potential 

power, perceived 

power and power 

tactics) and 

outcome (realised 

power).  

 

Provides a way for 

including state actors 

in GPN analyses and 

show how relations 

between firm and 

extra-firm actors 

shape GPNs.    

 

Negotiating power of 

Mozambican officials in 

deciding project details 

remains limited as the 

structural conditions of 

asymmetry and 

dependence in 

development cooperation 

are not really altered when 

cooperating with China. 

Further constrained by use 

of tied aid and elite 

dynamics in Mozambique 

3. 

 

Workplace regimes 

in Sino-

Mozambican 

construction 

projects: 

Resentment and 

tension in a divided 

workplace 

 

Journal of 

Contemporary 

African Studies  

(published 2017) 

 

Explores the causes of 

tension and resentment, 

and agency of 

Mozambican labour in 

three Chinese-led 

construction projects. 

 

Workplace 

regimes 

operationalised as 

labour control 

issues, material 

issues and contract 

issues. Labour 

agency and 

response strategies 

as voice, loyalty, 

neglect and exit. 

 

Explores the role of 

labour in GPNs, and 

how integration into 

GPNs does not 

necessarily involve 

any social upgrading 

on behalf of the 

workers, illustrated 

by the weak diffusion 

of knowledge and 

technology through 

this linkage.  

 

The Sino-Mozambican 

workplaces are 

characterised by strong 

divisions between the 

Chinese and the 

Mozambican workers, 

which exacerbates tension 

and resentment.   

 

Agency of Mozambican 

workers  is constrained 

due to lack of constructive 

space for participation and 

voice strategies, lack of 

institutional support and 

alternative employment 

opportunities 

4. 

 

Building Africa’s 

infrastructure. Re-

instating history in 

infrastructure 

debates  

 

Forum for 

Development Studies 

(submitted 2017) 

 

Examines the 

differences between 

how infrastructure 

investments are 

understood and 

implemented now and 

in the postwar period, 

and seeks to explain 

what it is about 

infrastructure that holds 

such high promises of 

development. 

 

Infrastructure and 

economic 

development, 

development 

theory 

 

Provides an 

overarching 

perspective on the 

persistent challenges 

with value capture 

from infrastructure 

investments in place  

 

The main challenges 

related to absorptive 

capacity and weak 

domestic industrial sectors 

were never dealt with after 

the first boom, rather 

exacerbated through 

policy shifts and 

privatisation processes. 

Reached consensus around 

infrastructure because it 

manages to satisfy the 

interests of a range of 

different actors. 



Article 1 

Beyond the China factor: 

Challenges to backward linkages in the Mozambican construction sector  

(Forthcoming 2018, the Journal of Modern African Studies)  

China has become a significant contributor to closing Africa’s infrastructural gap, but Chinese 

companies are repeatedly criticised for not involving local businesses in their operations, and 

for isolating themselves from the socio-economic environment. To what extent can this be 

attributed to a ‘typical Chinese business practice’? This article uses the concept of domestic 

backward linkages to understand how cooperation in the construction sector could contribute 

to broader economic development goals. Four contextual determinants are used to explain the 

challenges experienced with creating domestic backward linkages in Chinese-led projects in 

Mozambique: ownership, local capabilities, infrastructure and policy.  

The analysis is based on qualitative data from three Chinese-led construction projects in 

roadworks, water and housing. Each project represents a distinct form of China–Mozambican 

cooperation, to elicit the implications of financing structures for certain business strategies 

and project features that could influence domestic backward linkages.  

The analysis show that Chinese companies involve Mozambican businesses in their activities 

only to a minor extent – but this has less to do with a ‘Chinese business model’, and more to 

do with capabilities in the local industry and the domestic policy environment. The 

Mozambican experience illustrates the tension between long-term development goals like 

local content and transfer of skills and technology to the local construction industry, and 

short-term measures to address infrastructural needs. The competitive pricing, high speed, and 

efficiency that Mozambican stakeholders highlight as the competitive advantages of Chinese 

firms are not compatible with domestic backward linkages. Industrial policies that stimulate 

backward linkages require longer-term perspectives on industrial growth, long downplayed in 

Mozambique’s development strategies. This reflects the legacy of decades of liberalisation 

policies in Africa, driven by Western donors and IFIs, creating dynamics that are crucial for 

understanding why Chinese construction companies are so competitive in the Mozambican 

market today.  
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The analysis highlights characteristics of domestic backward linkages in Chinese-led 

construction projects (research question one), and explains the challenges connected to 

developing such linkages in the Mozambican context. The analysis further illustrates how lack 

of strategic coupling makes economic activity operate almost unattached to local businesses, 

shedding light on research question three.  

 

Article 2  

Passive Hosts or Demanding Stakeholders?  

Understanding Mozambique’s Negotiating Power in the Face of China  

(Published 2017, Forum for Development Studies) 

Recent debates on African agency in China–Africa relations highlight how China provides 

African governments with an alternative to traditional donors that should allow African 

policy-makers to experiment with policy approaches and play a more assertive role in 

negotiations. How this is translated into negotiations between China and individual African 

countries remains unclear. Using a combination of negotiating power and aid negotiations as 

the analytical framework, I explore the conditions under which negotiations between China 

and Mozambique take place that influence the ability of Mozambican stakeholders to achieve 

their preferred outcomes. The article uses the negotiation of a Chinese-funded construction 

project in Mozambique as the basis to discuss the extent to which the Mozambican public 

administration involved in project negotiation manages to align such projects with broader 

development goals in the construction sector.  

This analysis shows that China provides Mozambique with a greater choice regarding which 

projects to develop and which development partner to cooperate with. China offers crucial 

funding for Mozambique’s priority projects without policy conditions, and is prepared to fund 

infrastructure projects that have been neglected by traditional donors. However, specific 

project details, such as the use of national suppliers, subcontractors, and skills-transfer to local 

workers do not indicate increased leverage. The analysis suggests that several dynamics shape 

the outcome of project negotiations between Mozambique and China. First, the structural 

conditions of asymmetry and dependence in development cooperation are not really altered 

when cooperating with China. China offers a package of financing, equipment, and 
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knowledge, all of which are deemed in short supply in Mozambique. The public 

administration seems to accept Mozambique’s dependent position in negotiations, settling for 

Mozambique’s ‘win’ to be the fast delivery of affordable infrastructures. Second, the liberal 

policies promoted in Mozambique have not focused particularly on industrial policies, leaving 

the public administration with a weak policy footing for negotiating on local content in the 

construction sector. Third, the ExIm Bank has clear requirements for how their funding 

should be used in project implementation, which restricts the scope for public servants to 

negotiate on project details. This use of economic conditionality illustrates a rescaling of 

conditions from the macro-political to the project level in Chinese-led ventures. Finally, small 

and medium construction companies in the Mozambican construction sector are insignificant 

to the political elite. The public administration thus lacks incentives to promote and negotiate 

on capacity building in the construction sector, especially in the context of a weak policy 

framework for industrial development.  

This article responds directly to research question two, on characterising agency of 

government officials and how this is expressed in the implementation of construction projects. 

Moreover, the analysis sheds light on how these stakeholders link construction projects to 

broader development processes (research question one), which is also crucial for 

understanding the weak domestic backward linkages in the Chinese-led construction projects 

explored.  

 

Article 3 

Workplace regimes in Sino-Mozambican construction projects:  

Resentment and tension in a divided workplace 

(Published 2017, Journal of Contemporary African Studies) 

This article explores how Chinese engagement in the construction sector affects workplace 

regimes, using the analytical concepts of workplace regimes and labour agency. First, the 

article explores why the workplace regimes created give rise to resentment and tension, by 

examining labour control issues, material issues and contract issues in China-Mozambican 

workplaces. Second, the article examines how labour agency of the Mozambican workers is 

constrained or enabled within these workplace regimes. Labour responses to the workplace 

regime are understood through the concepts of voice, loyalty, neglect and exit. 
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The data reveals that the Chinese companies are granted great freedom to develop workplace 

regimes as they see fit, characterised by functional flexibility, low pay, and few benefits. 

Furthermore, the Sino-Mozambican workplaces are characterised by strong divisions, both 

spatially and metaphorically. This signifies the existence of two workplace regimes in one 

workplace, one regime for the Chinese, and another for the Mozambicans. I argue that the 

‘divided workplace’, where different workers are subject to different workplace regimes, is 

one of the main contributors to resentment and tension.  

The Mozambican workplace regime is traditionally not one of high pay, social benefits, or 

training schemes, but positive informal relationships between employers and employees seem 

to be compensating for this. This social relationship is lacking in the Sino-Mozambican 

workplace, where divisions between Chinese and Mozambican workers are pervasive. Should 

Chinese companies continue to isolate themselves and their workers from the societies in 

which they operate, socio-cultural misunderstandings are bound to be perpetuated.  

Mozambican workers find themselves locked in their current work situation, with their agency 

heavily constrained. The workplace regime does not provide constructive space for 

participation and voice strategies because of the degree of distance between Chinese and 

Mozambicans. Moreover, the workers lack institutional support to respond to company 

violations of their rights and regulations. The workers’ unsuccessful attempts to organise 

collective strategies illustrate the difficulties in accomplishing their objectives when 

negotiations lack institutional support that could provide political scale. In addition, the 

workers are prevented from exiting because of the lack of alternative employment 

opportunities in the local labour market. This analysis illustrates the challenges of a 

development strategy that relies on foreign capital but lacks the institutional capacity to 

monitor and control whether foreign activities are in line with national law and regulations. 

This article characterises the most extensive economic linkage in Chinese-led construction 

projects, the economic linkage of labour, responding to research question one. The analysis is 

further connected to research question two explaining how Mozambican workers practice 

agency in the workplace, and how agency is constrained in the Sino-Mozambican workplace 

regime. 
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Article 4 

Building Africa’s infrastructure.  

Reinstating history in infrastructure debates. 

(Submitted December 2017, Forum for Development Studies) 

During the last couple of decades, infrastructure has gone from being yesterday’s news to a 

main focus in development cooperation, particularly on the African continent. 

This article examines what it is about infrastructure that holds such high promises of 

development, and to what extent this changed between the postwar period of large 

infrastructure investments in Africa and the investment boom currently underway. In this 

article, I compare the two infrastructure booms in terms of development ideology and 

discourse, type of projects in focus and major actors, and identifying some continuing 

challenges related to neglect of domestic construction sectors in project implementation and 

increasing debt levels. I further highlight the historical processes that have contributed to the 

persistence of these challenges, before turning to the underlying reasons why infrastructure 

has again become a major focus of development cooperation. 

When examining the two infrastructure booms, I find that little has changed in project focus, 

but there is a more diverse set of actors on board with the ‘infrastructure-induced 

development’ narrative. The explanations for development disappointment in Africa have 

changed slightly between the two periods, but both rest on an understanding of development 

as synonymous with GDP growth. This can partly explain why the challenges related to weak 

capacities in domestic construction sectors have continued, but this is also connected to the 

policy shift and privatisation processes of the 1980s and 1990s. With privatisation hailed as 

the answer to failed infrastructure projects, the challenges related to weak capacities in many 

African countries were further exacerbated, not resolved. The use of China as a prominent 

example of successful development based on infrastructure investments has helped to 

reinforce this narrative. Chinese companies have also emerged as major beneficiaries of the 

current infrastructure boom, taking advantage of the conditions created through decades of 

liberalisation policies.  

In an increasingly diverse development landscape, infrastructure investment has taken centre 

stage because it connects very different developmental visions: of various donors, of the state 
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and of the private sector, accompanied by the poverty-reduction ‘effect’ of labour-

intensiveness. 

This article responds particularly to the last part of research question one, which seeks to 

understand how construction projects are linked with broader development processes. 

Moreover, the analysis sheds light on difficulties in creating backward economic linkages 

from Chinese-led construction projects given how little focus capacity building in domestic 

sectors in African countries have received since the post-war infrastructure boom. 
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5. Concluding discussion 

 

I started this synopsis by noting that to be writing about China–Africa relations could mean 

almost anything. Still, the China–Africa literature continues to grow, and China–Africa events, 

conferences, and special issues in journals are flourishing. Years of working with this material 

have convinced me that the time has come to develop more sophisticated approaches to the 

research area often referred to as ‘China in Africa’, because that term covers so many widely 

differing, non-comparable actors, networks and relationships. With this thesis, I have sought 

to contribute by approaching Chinese-led construction projects through a theoretical lens with 

a basis in economic geography. This has enabled me to explain how construction projects are 

shaped by far more than ‘Chinese factors’ as they unfold in the Mozambican context.  

Chinese development assistance has made African development issues more complex and 

contested. Too often, a dichotomy between ‘the traditional model’ vs ‘a new model’ led by 

China is constructed, and researchers, politicians and media then set about making 

comparisons. However, by constructing such a stark division, analyses and commentaries 

often fail to historicise and contextualise current events. A main aim of this thesis has been to 

counter this, seeking to explain how the activities of various external actors intersect and 

merge with the political economy in Mozambique. 

Bridging perspectives from economic geography and development geography, the research 

process of this doctoral thesis has been guided by three overarching research questions:  

(1) What characterises the backward economic linkages created in Chinese-led construction 

projects in Mozambique, and how are such projects linked broader development processes? 

(2) What characterises agency of the Mozambican government and other Mozambican 

stakeholders, and how is this expressed in the implementation of Chinese-led construction 

projects?  
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(3) How can global production networks theory be applied in explaining the role of Chinese 

construction projects in development processes in Mozambique?  

 

In this concluding chapter, I take up each of the research questions in turn, drawing some 

overall conclusions based on the empirical material and showing how these contribute to 

broader theoretical discussions. The chapter ends with some remarks on new areas of research 

that could emerge from the findings of this thesis.  

5.1 Characterising backward linkages  

This research project has focused on domestic backward economic linkages, motivated by the 

understanding that economic linkages are crucial for developing domestic industrial capacity 

and stimulating the processes of industrialisation. This is in line with the Mozambican 

Development Strategy that envisions the construction industry as becoming a dynamic sector 

with strong links to local economic agents, creating jobs and business opportunities for local 

contractors and suppliers of building materials, and acting as a catalyst for the transformation 

and industrialisation of the Mozambican economy (translated from Maugeri et al. 2015, p. 5). 

My empirical findings show that these visions have not been translated into practice; any 

domestic backward linkages from the Chinese-led projects studied here are few indeed. As 

discussed in article one, economic linkages in the Chinese-led projects explored are 

dominated by Chinese and South African actors, not domestic companies. 

5.1.1 Few suppliers, fewer subcontractors 

The weak development of domestic backward linkages is constantly noted by Mozambican 

stakeholders, and highlighted as a major challenge in connection with Chinese-led projects. In 

articles one and two I show how Chinese lead-contractors in the projects explored in this 

research project make use of domestic subcontractors and suppliers only to a minor extent. 

Weak domestic linkages can be explained by the fact that Chinese companies have superior 

experience and skills in delivering construction services. As discussed in article one, the 

Chinese government issued a set of policies to assist its companies in establishing themselves 

abroad when the domestic market became crowded and competitive in China. These policies 

became instrumental in the globalisation of Chinese construction services. Many companies 

found it lucrative to invest in African markets that had been dominated by more expensive 
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Western companies and weak domestic industries, with a booming economy triggering more 

tenders for construction work.  

In the Mozambican market, Chinese companies tend to out-compete the traditionally strong 

South African or Portuguese companies as regards construction work. Price is their main 

competitive advantage, facilitated in part by upholding existing supply chains and using 

Chinese technicians and engineers who are housed together in simple dorms on the project 

site. Further, the flexible use of unskilled Mozambican labour enables these companies to let 

the number of workers fluctuate according to actual project needs, as discussed in article three.  

Tied aid from Chinese financing institutions such as China ExIm Bank limits the possible 

development of domestic backward linkages, as discussed in articles one and two. Still, the 

responsibility for weak domestic linkages can only to a minor extent be attributed to 

ownership factors in Chinese lead firms. As explained in article one, I theorise the ownership 

aspect as one determinant of backward linkages: the overall outcome should be understood as 

a combination of ownership, social infrastructure, local capabilities and policies. I hold that 

the three latter factors have greater explanatory power than the first, so over-emphasis on 

ownership will deliver knowledge that is partial at best. 

Weak local capabilities challenge cooperation between domestic and Chinese firms. 

Mozambican construction companies are small, often informal, and lack the skills or/ and 

equipment necessary to win large tenders for construction work, or supply the goods and 

services required by larger construction firms. Chinese companies in Mozambique therefore 

prefer to keep everything 'in-house’– in contrast to the general trend of outsourcing typical of 

large construction multinationals. Alternatively, Chinese lead firms turn to South Africa for 

goods and services, seen as more reliable than what is available in the Mozambican market. 

This does not necessarily mean that Chinese businesses perform worse in terms of economic 

linkages than other foreign firms, but since they dominate the Mozambican market, criticism 

is directed primarily at them. I take this argument further in article four, showing how 

capacity building in domestic sectors and stimulation of the absorptive capacity in African 

economies have not been focus areas, despite being highlighted as a main cause for 

disappointing results from infrastructure investments already in the postwar period.  

My findings represent an important empirical contribution in explaining how the conditions 

crucial to achieving domestic economic linkages are beyond the control of Chinese ownership. 
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A central factor is the issue of local capabilities, which in turn should be recognised as 

intertwined and influenced by social infrastructures and industrial policies. 

5.1.2 The economic linkage of labour  

Mozambican officials highlight the generation of local employment as a major contribution to 

development. As pointed out in article four, the labour-intensiveness of infrastructure projects 

is often used to connect such projects to poverty reduction objectives. Indeed, local labour 

provides the most extensive domestic backward linkage in the Chinese-led projects studied 

here. Although Chinese companies have been depicted as notorious for bringing their own 

crews for construction work in African countries (Wang and Flam 2007; Afrodad 2008), in 

fact more than two thirds of the workers in the projects examined here were Mozambican. 

Admittedly, these workers filled positions that were often casual and required few skills. 

At managerial and ministerial levels, both Chinese and Mozambican, communication 

challenges on the ground were often trivialised – noting, for instance, how Chinese and 

Mozambican co-workers would base their communication on a handful of odd words and 

commands. The analysis in article three, however, shows that much more than words get lost 

in translation. Workplaces divided along nationality lines reduce both the potential for 

knowledge diffusion and the foundation for creating meaningful social relationships, in turn 

fostering conditions conducive to tensions and resentment.  

The economic linkage can be described as one of long hours, low pay and insecure positions. 

Besides the much-needed income, Mozambican workers had little positive to say about their 

workplaces. Most workers I spoke with described their situation as being at the mercy of their 

Chinese superiors, knowing that they could be fired at any time, and without understanding 

why. A main concern was that they did not learn anything, but were used as unskilled servants 

doing whatever heavy jobs were needed. The fact that workers were hired for a specific 

position but could in practice be set to do any job contributed to this frustration – there was no 

career ladder to climb.  

As discussed in article three, the economic linkage of labour is further characterised by deep 

divisions between the two nationalities. This aspect has added to the discontent of the 

Mozambican workers, as they felt that they received unfair treatment, with lower pay and 

fewer benefits, but still had the heaviest workload. The fact that the Mozambican workers 
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could observe tangible benefits available only to the Chinese – like lunch, housing and 

medical services – further fuelled workplace tensions. Communication challenges added to 

these divisions, cementing the division between the two nationalities. 

5.2 Construction and development  

My empirical findings indicate further implications of how construction projects are 

connected to development processes. Macroeconomic strategies often highlight the extended 

effects of foreign investments, such as the need to link foreign and domestic companies in 

order to absorb knowledge and technology. However, in the activities actually promoted in 

the sector there is pressure for cheap and fast implementation, which does not allow for the 

inclusion of such broader strategic elements.  

5.2.1 Construction and development in Mozambique (and beyond) 

In the Mozambican context, construction projects are connected to development in three ways. 

First, government officials highlight the labour-intensiveness of construction projects and thus 

their positive contribution to employment generation. This was often cited as evidence of the 

connection between construction projects and poverty reduction, as mentioned in article three 

(and problematized in article four). Government officials generally felt that any worker 

dissatisfaction in the workplace would gradually resolve itself as both cultures adapted to one 

another.  

Second, construction projects are seen as fundamental for developing other productive 

activities, which automatically brings a justification of projects as connected to development, 

as discussed in article four. This connection lies in the product – the value of a road, bridge, or 

water system lies in what it may become for its consumers. Regardless of who is doing the 

work, a busy construction sector is often deemed essential to the process of economic growth. 

As discussed in article four, this argument builds on theories that rest on a growth and 

technology-focused approach to development, where the goal is GDP growth and trade 

integration. This way of measuring development conceals details about which firms (for 

example size and origin), in which sectors and places actually benefit from these investments, 

and value capture (for example by domestic companies) falls under the radar. This linking of 

infrastructures and development has been dominant in neoliberal policy discussions, and 

thereby in many sub-Saharan countries – including Mozambique – in recent decades. 
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Construction framed as development in this way reveals a discourse that prioritises 

development for the market.  

Third, investments in construction satisfy the impatience for development understood from a 

modernisation perspective, as discussed in article two and four. Large-scale investments in 

infrastructure hold the promise of progress and modernisation that becomes synonymous with 

development within the political discourse. This view is adopted by sectors of the local 

population: in particular, urban construction projects and modern roads strike a note among 

groups where generations have seen development assistance and foreign aid projects, without 

really experiencing any difference. The promotion of investments in infrastructure can be a 

way for governments to demonstrate that they are ‘making development happen’, that a 

country or region is progressing and growing, with construction projects like those of 

advanced capitalist societies. Construction projects can transform a city or a region, without 

contributing to economic development as such. This rests on the idea that development is 

basically a catch-up process with the advanced capitalist world (Hansen and Wethal 2015b), 

and investment in modern construction projects becomes one way of ‘catching up’.  

The Mozambican experience of weak development of domestic backward linkages further 

illustrates the tension between long-term development goals like local content and transfer of 

skills and technology to the local construction industry, and short-term measures for dealing 

with infrastructural needs (as shown in articles one, two and three). Developing countries’ 

continuing preoccupation with industrialisation can lead development planners to prioritise 

manufacturing services over construction – in turn making construction projects short-term 

oriented, with selection and implementation processes driven by political and commercial 

needs rather than long-term developmental goals (Zawdie and Murray 2013). Moreover, 

focusing on the sector’s contribution to development with short-term, low-skilled employment 

acts to restrict the domestic construction sector from developing the capabilities necessary to 

deal with future socio-economic and environmental pressures, and there have been few 

attempts to invest in physical infrastructure as a foundation for long-term sustainable 

development (ibid). The competitive pricing, high speed, and efficiency that Mozambican 

stakeholders highlight as the competitive advantages and main benefit of using Chinese firms 

as lead contractors are simply not compatible with developing domestic backward linkages.  

According to Zawdie and Langford (2002), the factors that affect weak states in relation to 

infrastructure in sub-Saharan Africa fall into two groups: the first relate to shortfalls in 
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financing, and the second to ‘deficiencies in the engineering and management capabilities of 

[domestic] construction firms’ (p. 165). My research project shows that while China’s focus 

on infrastructure investment in Africa has help to relieve the financing issue, domestic sector 

development is often forgotten in infrastructure debates. As shown in article four, this is not a 

recent phenomenon. For construction projects to contribute to broader economic development 

goals, parallel investment in capacity building of the domestic construction sector is crucial, 

as is examination of how such projects are implemented, who are involved, and whose 

interests the projects serve. As the findings of this thesis show, the connection between 

construction and development cannot be achieved simply by mobilising new resources for 

investments. 

5.3 Actors and agency in a global construction industry 

The second question guiding this research project concerns agency of the Mozambican 

government and other Mozambican stakeholders, and how this is expressed in the 

implementation of Chinese-led construction projects. The agency of the state is examined 

through a conceptualisation of negotiating power in article two; article one sheds light on the 

agency of Mozambican SMEs in the construction sector by explaining their networked 

position; and article three explores what enables or constrains labour agency in a divided 

workplace. Article four sheds further light on these dynamics in a broader context. 

5.3.1 Agency and negotiating power within the state 

In order to understand the networked position of Mozambican state officials, I have explored 

how they relate to the Chinese state and funding institutions, and lead firms. These networks 

are also intertwined with long-established relationships with traditional donors and IFIs. By 

viewing ‘negotiating power’ as a combination of process and outcome, I can show how 

crucial dynamics that shape negotiating outcomes can be found in the process that starts 

before the actual negotiation. Despite the debate on the growing leverage of African 

policymakers as a consequence of China’s increase in development assistance activities (Dietz 

et al. 2011, Corkin 2013, Harman and Brown 2013, Mohan and Lampert 2013), my analysis 

in article two indicates that the dynamics that have previously constrained policy space in 

Mozambique are not significantly altered in negotiations with China.  
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Mozambican officials cannot be deemed passive: they act within what they consider their 

(admittedly limited) room for manoeuvre. What, then, of the state? While the development 

literature seems to acknowledge a ‘return of the state’ as an important development actor, it is 

less clear what type of state is in focus. Horner’s (2017) distinction between the state as a 

facilitator, regulator, producer or buyer takes us one step further in acknowledging a 

multifaceted state, which opens up for explaining how states navigate in the myriad of 

interests and strategies involved in construction sector development.  

The Mozambican state holds the role of a buyer or client in the construction projects 

examined in this study, but the potential agency inherent in this role has not been fully 

exploited. For decades, the Mozambican state has served as a facilitator for foreign interests – 

through investments and aid, and by keeping external funding flowing. The neoliberal policy 

frameworks of Mozambique have hailed foreign investment-led development as a beacon of 

hope, on the assumption that benefits will ‘trickle down’ in the future. Similar thinking 

dominates how state officials work with construction projects, hoping that further 

development will somehow be ignited. The liberal policies promoted in Mozambique have not 

focused particularly on regulating industrial activity, leaving the public administration with a 

weak policy footing for negotiating on local content in the construction sector (as shown in 

articles one and two). Pressures for national development priorities that highlight the 

importance of creating linkages between domestic and international companies lose priority 

when this could mean that planned projects are not executed, or that future cooperation is 

placed in doubt. 

The structural conditions of asymmetry and dependence in development cooperation are not 

really changing in Sino–Mozambican cooperation. China offers a package of financing, 

equipment, and knowledge, all of which are of short supply in Mozambique, especially since 

it has been hard to secure funding for construction projects through traditional sources. 

Additionally, China ExIm Bank uses economic conditions that tie funding to Chinese goods 

and services, which may restrict the capacity and opportunity of public officials to negotiate 

on project details, as discussed in articles one and two. Such re-scaling of conditions from the 

macro-political to the project level in Chinese-led ventures has restrictive effects on recipient 

countries’ negotiating power in connection with specific projects.  

That Mozambican state officials are reluctant to use their position to take on a more regulating 

role is also connected with the interests of the economic elite. Their interests tend to intersect 
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with political power, influencing the choice of cases where government officials actively seek 

to promote and facilitate cooperation between Chinese (or other international) and domestic 

companies. To understand why and how states shift between different roles, the concept of the 

‘cunning state’, developed by Randeria (2007, 6) in his discussion of the Indian state, can 

prove useful. Basically, cunning states are in a position to negotiate the terms on which they 

share sovereignty in certain fields of policy-making while retaining control over others. They 

deny power only to deploy it in order to evade responsibility. They play on their perceived 

weakness to justify specific policy choices to citizens and to international donors, short-

changing both in the process. Faced with popular discontent at their policies, they point to 

external pressure for reforms, or simply to the demands of “globalization”’. Such a view of 

the state can be particularly informative here, as local content and cooperation with domestic 

large companies have been conspicuous in other Chinese-led projects in Mozambique, but not 

in the project examined in article two.  

This research project makes a significant empirical contribution by explaining the many 

different factors that influence how state officials in Mozambique understand their agency and 

practise their negotiating power. The analysis in article two highlights crucial elements in the 

debate on state agency in African countries – the various interests that make up the 

Mozambican state and influence which aspects are subject to negotiation, and the historical 

and structural conditions that shape how state actors enter into negotiations with China. 

Negotiating power is conditioned by Mozambique’s history with external relations and 

foreign aid, by elite dynamics, and how officials understand Mozambique’s position vis-à-vis 

that of China. Additionally, negotiating power may be constrained by the financial conditions 

attached to projects funded by China ExIm Bank. Most of these issues relate to the 

negotiation process that starts well before the actual negotiation gets underway, which in turn 

results in government officials entering negotiations with weak strategies and power tactics. 

The outcome may be exactly what is bargained for, but is still disappointing from the 

perspective of Mozambican stakeholders. The potential for strategic coupling is not fully 

exploited – essentially because the state has focused on value creation and not on capture, 

except where that can benefit large companies in control of the elite.  

5.3.2 Networked industrial relations  

As established by Dicken (2011), it is very difficult to succeed outside production networks 

when that is the dominant way of organising economic activities. The Mozambican case, 
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discussed particularly in article one, offers a clear illustration of how domestic SMEs fall 

outside the networks of industrial relations. While there has been an upsurge of construction 

work in Mozambique over the last decades, this has not benefited the country’s many SME 

contractors and material suppliers. Instead, the booming sector is increasingly hosting foreign 

companies and their suppliers – especially Chinese entities.  

The Chinese dominance of the sector is a challenge in itself – because of closed tenders and 

tied contracts of Chinese financing institutions, but also because of the highly competitive 

pricing of Chinese companies and their access to low-cost goods and services through supply 

chains in China (as highlighted in articles one and two). However, other important constraints 

on the agency of domestic construction companies lie in the lack of facilitating structures and 

policies supporting the domestic private sector.  

Most domestic SMEs are found in the informal sector. Informality is generally high in 

Mozambique, but is particularly harmful in the construction sector when the state is a major 

buyer. Domestic companies are surrounded by weak social infrastructures, lacking the 

necessary sources of funding and equipment; bureaucratic procedures are lengthy and 

complex, and there are few facilitating mechanisms to assist domestic companies in 

establishing connections with Chinese or other foreign firms. This can be seen as a 

consequence of the weak industrial policies in Mozambique, where the government has 

focused on attracting foreign investments and development assistance, but not necessarily on 

guiding and regulating these inflows and activities (discussed in articles one and two).  

Articles one, two and three illustrate how the Mozambican government has struggled to find 

ways of promoting domestic backward linkages in foreign construction projects. Chinese 

companies have enjoyed relative freedom in structuring and controlling their supply chains; 

and Mozambican officials have very few tools to promote domestic participation in large 

construction projects – further exacerbated by WTO requirements and liberal trade policies in 

the region. While the state has a key role in promoting technology transfers and creating 

learning opportunities, African governments have generally lacked relevant policies (Zawdie 

and Murray 2013). Mozambique is no exception: it lacks policies that can focus on technical 

training of local workers and firms and can provide support-mechanisms for local firms, with 

clear requirements as to employment, and skill and technology transfers in foreign firms. 

Article four places the Mozambican experience in a broader context, discussing similar 

dynamics in the Sub-Saharan region.  
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State officials have generally little confidence in domestic construction companies, claiming 

that they do not have the experience, equipment or management needed to take on larger 

construction projects. This is linked to elite dynamics in Mozambique, discussed in articles 

one and two. SMEs have little importance for the survival of the political elite and are thus 

not prioritised in practice; by contrast, foreign companies, aid donors and financial institutions 

are vital to the elite and its interests. In many ways, this represents the continuation of 

relations that have developed since independence, contributing to upholding state legitimacy 

in Mozambique.  

My empirical material shows that lack of integration into GPNs leads not only to domestic 

construction companies losing tenders for construction work; such companies are simply not 

prioritised in policy-making. Although official political strategies highlight domestic SME 

development and a strong domestic private sector as crucial for the country’s economic 

development, there are very few mechanisms that support domestic SMEs in Mozambique.  

5.3.3 Lost in translation: the agency of Mozambican labour 

Article three uses the concept of agency to examine how Mozambican workers respond to 

their workplace, and which factors enable or constrain workers’ agency.   

The divisions between Chinese and Mozambicans in the workplace give little room for 

productive voicing strategies. Mozambican workers may express their discontent through 

short strikes or brief work-halts; others may simply put up with conditions for fear of losing 

their jobs. The strategies employed have failed to effect real change in the workplace because 

of their ad hoc nature and lack of institutional support or political scale. This makes clear the 

importance of distinguishing between intentions and actual accomplishments in workers’ 

strategies. 

The local trade union was not seen as useful in promoting workers’ strategies, as it was often 

brought in by the Ministry of Labour to relieve a specific conflict situation. Consequently, the 

workers came to associate the trade union with state officials or the company, not as being an 

entity that could assist them in achieving decisive power. The trade union saw this as a result 

of its weak position vis-à-vis large foreign companies and weak cooperating structures 

between the trade union and the government. The weak regulating and monitoring state 

agencies add to the constrained position of local labour, where Chinese lead companies 
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become relatively free to organise workplaces as they see fit. These challenges constrain the 

workers’ strategies and their opportunities to result in negotiations and possible change.  

Lack of commitment was defining of workers’ attitudes. Low commitment is connected to the 

companies’ use of functional flexibility, where workers feel they have no individual value in 

the workplace and set to doing simple, unskilled, physically hard work. Furthermore, payment 

is also a factor: the workers do not feel valued, as they receive very low wages despite 

working longer hours and with heavier workload than in other local jobs. Lack of 

commitment further relates to communication: the strict separation of Chinese and 

Mozambican workers limits the potential for creating better personal relationships between 

individuals of different nationalities. Workers clearly expressed the wish to leave their current 

job situation, but tough labour market conditions prevented them from pursuing that option. 

In sum, labour agency emerges as constrained on three levels. First, the degree of distance 

between Chinese and Mozambicans in the workplace leaves little room for participation and 

voice strategies. Second, workers lack institutional support to react to company violations of 

their rights and labour regulations. Third, workers lack alternative employment opportunities 

in the local labour market. Mozambican labour is positioned on the margins of the production 

network, with weak capacity for improvement. Thus, integration into this GPN through 

employment has involved only limited social upgrading. 

5.4 Global production networks as a theoretical lens 

This research project has also been guided by an overarching theoretical question: how can 

GPN theory be applied in explaining the role of Chinese construction projects in development 

processes in Mozambique? The main insight gained from applying GPN theory here has been 

the focus on value and how value is created, enhanced and captured in a given area. The latter 

is especially important: how value can be captured to benefit economic development (Coe et 

al. 2004, 475). As discussed in chapter two of this synopsis, GPN theory offers insights into 

how value can be captured to benefit economic development in place. This led to my focus on 

domestic backward linkages as local workers, suppliers and subcontractors – in line with 
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Dicken’s (2011) focus on local firm stimulus, knowledge diffusion, and local employment 

creation – as crucial determinants of value capture.15  

How then to explain value capture (or lack thereof) and its determinants in the Mozambican 

context? My data material shows that value is captured mainly through the use of local 

workers. However, this possibility has been not fully exploited, given the low levels of skills 

and knowledge diffusion through this linkage, as discussed in article three. Beyond local 

workers, there has been very little direct value capture in the Chinese-led construction 

projects studied here, as discussed in articles one and two.  

Chapter two also notes how GPN scholars have not really focused on the construction 

industry. This is partly because construction is not understood as a productive activity, but 

instead as constituting projects thought to support and encourage private investment and thus 

further growth in industry and trade. Still, the final construction project is very much the 

result of actor networks that stretch across borders and continents, and the insights from GPN 

theory have proven extremely valuable for creating the analytical framework that explains 

how economic activities in construction are implemented and organised. Moreover, GPN 

theory brings together the analyses of Chinese-led construction projects in Mozambique, 

serving as an overarching theoretical lens through which to understand the relations between 

states, firms, labour and economic development in Mozambique. The construction industry is 

well suited as a basis for exploring the linkages among these different actors – and also, given 

the strong connections between the public sector and demand for construction work, as a way 

of bringing the state back into GPN analyses. 

A main theory contribution from this research project comes from connecting GPN theory and 

linkage theory. My approach to theorising domestic backward linkages serves to 

operationalise value capture as articulated in GPN theory. Moreover, it provides guidance in 

exploring economic development beyond economic growth. Exploring agency of different 

actors in these value-capture processes has enabled me to explain how actors understand, 

work and re-work their position in production networks. These connections have made it 

possible to include economic and political processes at several geographical levels – in turn 

                                                 
15 Dicken (2011) also mentions capital injection, which can be, but is not necessarily, related to local linkages, as 

it would mainly involve tax yield from foreign-controlled operations. Such tax yields can in turn be used to 

promote local linkages, but this is not empirically explored in the thesis. 
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explaining how economic linkages in Chinese-led projects develop, and directing the focus 

towards missed opportunities of strategic coupling.  

5.4.1 Beyond ‘the China factor’ 

Grimm (2014) writes that no other emerging economy is facing as such strong expectations as 

China: ‘the mere size of China and its power potential makes it a location for hopes and 

demands’ (p. 1010). In addition to expectations about what development cooperation could 

and should mean for recipient countries, China has also been exposed to various forms of 

‘unfair’ comparisons and criticism. These two avenues for addressing China’s economic 

activities on the African continent have been symptomatic in the literature, with an 

exaggerated focus on what has been seen as the ‘Chinese’ mode, model or practice, as 

opposed to a traditional or Western model. But as Fejerskov et al. (2016, 1) rightly ask, ‘to 

what extent [do] the binary concepts of new and old actors, interests, ideas and relationships 

adequately enable us to analyse the nature of the current dynamics of development 

cooperation’?  

A main objective of my research project has been to explain how Chinese-led construction 

projects unfold in the Mozambican context. One of the clearest findings is that crucial 

explanatory factors lie beyond ‘the China factor’ – in the Mozambican political economy and 

the wider policy space that shapes it. This argument is strengthened by fact that, despite very 

different financing structures, the outcomes as to domestic economic linkages are quite 

similar across the three cases of Chinese-led construction projects explored in this study. 

In article one, the analytical framework for exploring domestic backward linkage creation as 

determined by ownership, infrastructure, local capabilities and policy, helped to explain the 

complexity of economic development in the construction sector in a developing-country 

context. While the ownership aspect can be influential, it is also clear that any analysis which 

explains outcome solely on the basis of ownership aspects will result in skewed depictions of 

Chinese activity in African countries. The reasons why many African economies struggle to 

industrialise and diversify are much more complex. Analyses aimed at explaining how 

Chinese-led construction projects unfold need to move beyond the ‘China factor’, and pay 

proper attention to the contextual and historical factors that influence the economic and 

political climate in African host economies. 
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The analysis in article two seeks to contribute directly to the academic debate on the extent to 

which China’s role as a development partner has opened up policy space and enhanced 

negotiating power for African governments. By focusing on the negotiating power of 

Mozambican officials, the analysis adds a more nuanced understanding of the agency of 

African countries in dealings with China. China may agree to finance projects neglected by 

traditional donors, but it will take more than a broader selection of financers to get public 

administration to play a more assertive role in specific negotiations.  

Article three is somewhat different. Here the ‘China factor’ is found to impact on the 

relationship and attitudes of workers, because the lack of common language and cultural 

reference-points hampers the creation of positive social relationships between the two 

nationalities in the workplace. However, the factors that influence how Chinese companies 

are allowed to organise and structure the workplace originate in the institutional framework – 

the weak position of construction workers and their trade union, and state officials who 

highlight employment generation through a quantitative lens rather than providing structures 

that can allow a political scale to labour struggles.  

Article four takes an overarching approach, placing Chinese activities within a broader 

context: both among other main actors and drivers of the current infrastructure boom, and in a 

historical context by examining how infrastructure investments are understood and 

implemented in this most recent turn compared to some decades ago. Here, I find that the 

challenges related to weak capacities in domestic construction sectors were main concerns 

already in the postwar period, and have been further exacerbated through decades of 

privatisation processes and a return to cruder development thinking as synonymous with GDP 

growth. Chinese companies are major beneficiaries of the current infrastructure boom, taking 

advantage of the conditions created through decades of liberalisation policies. 

As emphasised particularly in articles one, two and four, it is important to acknowledge that 

Chinese investments or development assistance cannot be understood in terms of opposition 

to Western ways of providing aid or doing business: the point must be to recognise how these 

activities intersect and overlap. The China–Africa literature often ignores the role of Western 

donors, although it is obvious that Chinese companies would not have been able to penetrate 

African markets and control entire value chains without the highly liberal investment climate 

promoted in African countries in recent decades (Kragelund 2009). Mozambique’s history of 
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networks and relationships, with external actors and within its own political economy, shape 

how Chinese-led construction projects today unfold in the Mozambican context.  

The ongoing relations that unfold between African countries and China, and the specific cases 

of construction work explored in this study take place within a neoliberal world order that has 

shaped and continues to shape international competition and industrial policies in individual 

developing countries. Mozambique’s role as a ‘donor darling’ has made the Mozambican 

government quite responsive to the dominant policy regime in the West, seeking to facilitate 

the continuing inflow of foreign capital. Industrial policies that stimulate backward linkages 

require longer-term perspectives on industrial growth – but have systematically been 

downplayed in Mozambique’s development strategies.  

China’s growing role as a development partner and financer has not changed these dynamics 

to any extent. In fact, Chinese companies benefit from the current policy environment, by 

outcompeting domestic and other foreign companies in tenders for construction work. 

Therefore I am inclined to agree with Taylor (2014) that engaging with China represents 

merely a diversification of dependency, rather than strengthening the independence of 

individual African states. My examination of construction projects framed as development 

also makes it clear that construction projects are thought to facilitate trade integration, as the 

hegemonic discourse has reduced economic development to GDP growth.  

5.4.2 Avenues for future research 

The findings of this PhD study contribute to a broad set of academic discussions – ranging 

from China–Africa relations, the changing architecture of international development 

assistance, general development discourses and industrial policies, to multi-cultural 

workplaces, and the role of construction and construction workers in GPNs. While this study 

offers insights into an emerging field of literature that acknowledges the growing 

heterogeneity among development actors, it also points to the shortcomings of constructed 

binaries between old/new, traditional/non-traditional development partners in explaining 

current development trajectories in African countries. The time has come to move away from 

polarised and politicised debates on general China–Africa thematic, and towards more 

nuanced, contextualised knowledge that take both ‘the newness’ and persisting structures into 

account in analysing current modes of development assistance. Let me therefore offer some 

suggestions for future research: 
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First, it is important to explore the issue of re-scaled conditionality in development projects. 

Are we witnessing a general trend towards project-based economic conditionality rather than 

macro-level political conditionality? And to what extent can economic conditions constrain 

policy space similarly to political conditions? How are such conditions experienced 

differently, and by what actors?  

Second, it can be fruitful to use GPN theory in analyses that seek to explain cooperation and 

competition between international construction companies in African countries. This can help 

to promote a deeper understanding of the varying competitive advantages of international 

companies, possible new divisions of labour in construction projects, and serve as a lens for 

exploring trilateral cooperation in construction.  

Thirdly, broader discussions of sustainable development should be brought into analyses of 

cooperation in the construction industry, to explain how African countries can engage more 

effectively with development partners in implementing the sustainable development goals and 

further realise aspirations for economic development. That would also help to expand the 

significance of economic development beyond growth as such.  

In chapter 2, I wrote that I would reflect further on how the GPN theory deriving from 

European or Asian contexts holds up when situated in an African post-colonial context. The 

main difficulty of applying GPN theory in the Mozambican context concerns the state – its 

interests, strength and legitimacy. In GPN theory, the state has a crucial role in facilitating 

processes of strategic coupling that can enable value capture in specific places. However, such 

a conceptualisation seems to assume that state institutions are autonomous and informed, and 

with the strength and political will to monitor, regulate and penalise foreign company activity. 

This is not necessarily the case, as seen in the case of Mozambique. In order for the state to 

facilitate strategic coupling processes, it must also engage in long-term planning and 

development of domestic industrial capacity. Analyses that build on GPN theory must be 

firmly contextualised if they are to explain the dynamics and effects of production in many 

African economies.  
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